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Preface



v

To the Beat of the Garamut
on the life of William Charles

 Papua New Guinea is very likely the last unknown part of the 
world. It is the last inhabited place explored by the Europeans and only 
the WWII invasion by the Japanese forces, followed by the Australian 
and USA offensive against the Japanese, opened some parts of the coun-
try to the Western World. The native population of Papua New Guinea 
suffered very much during the war of the outside powers. Both sides, 
during the war, recruited young and strong native men forcing them to 
do all the heavy work including digging trenches in the extremely harsh 
tropical conditions inside the jungle. It is estimated that more than 50,000 
male Papuans lost their lives working as slaves for the American and 
Japanese forces; however their losses have never been officially counted. 
This is one of the main reasons why the native population is suspicious 
and very often hostile towards white people. They know quite well that 
the Europeans and Americans that come to Papua New Guinea only do so 
to exploit the country and make a profit for themselves. The missionaries 
and other ‘good-doers’ are the same.
 Australia and New Zealand are the only two countries that genu-
inely try to help the people of Papua New Guinea with their new and 
independent nation. It is a great pleasure to read a contemporary book on 
Papua New Guinea which describes at least some of the efforts of Aus-
tralian scientists, to collect and preserve the original works of art of the 
native population of Papua New Guinea and to display them in the local 
museums, in the country itself, as well as attempt to retrieve them from 
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wealthy American and other private collectors.
 ‘To the Beat of the Garamut’ is a book written after extended 
conversations, over a substantial period of time, between the author and 
his friend, the art historian and anthropologist Dr. William (Bill) Charles. 
After a decade of regular meetings and discussions and the great friend-
ship that was created between them, the author of the book made a deci-
sion to put on paper and preserve the original experiences from Papua 
New Guinea that Dr. Charles shared with him. The author’s friend Bill 
(Dr. Charles), initially travelled to Papua New Guinea to teach in a small 
village school in the middle of nowhere, deep in the mountains of Papua 
New Guinea. Living in the forest he learned a lot about the native people, 
got interested in their works of art and started to collect and study them. 
After a number of years he became the Curator at the National Museum 
of Papua New Guinea at Port Moresby, the capital city, and the main port 
of the country. He travelled through the whole country, met many native 
people, made many friends and at the same time, studied their works of 
art and created a great and important collection now displayed in the Na-
tional Museum at Port Moresby. 
 It is hard for people in Europe and the Western World in general 
to imagine how difficult it is to travel through Papua New Guinea, pen-
etrating a country where roads never existed, climbing mountains much 
higher than The Alps, flying small planes hoping to safely land in a field, 
fighting malaria and other dangerous diseases and encounter numerous 
obstacles and difficulties, eventually surviving to share the stories. It is 
very exciting to explore a country in which, despite sophisticated agricul-
ture in some areas, and extraordinary maritime skills along the coast, the 
main tools and artifacts are made of wood, bone, pottery or stone. Metal 
was never used, nor was domestic animal power. The wheel was unheard 
of. Throughout the country sea shells are very valued, as well as dyes, 
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salt and sago. In the Papuan society the male and female population play 
different roles. Men are hunters, gatherers and warriors. Women carry out 
gardening tasks, care for the children and animals, and take care of their 
household in general.
 The people of Papua New Guinea learned to be suspicious of for-
eigners, so they try to remain isolated from their alien culture. Attempts 
by missionaries and other visitors from Europe and America to learn the 
local languages were often met with evasiveness. Papuans would never 
correct errors made by the foreigners and would allow them to learn just 
3 to 400 basic words allowing for basic communication. Many mission-
aries who have spent more than 40 years in Papua New Guinea are un-
able to understand the local language. Under the influence of their faith, 
missionaries have a negative attitude towards the native customs and cult 
practices; they condemn their dances and feasts, the colorful decorations 
of the male population etc. They destroy their works of art. All that Dr. 
Charles experienced during his stay in Papua New Guinea has been re-
corded in this book, the author doing his best to record and explain what 
he had learned from his friend Bill.
 There is no need to retell the basic storyline of the book or even 
to go into a detailed description; this would then deprive the reader of the 
pleasure of reading it. I can only wholeheartedly recommend this book to 
every reader interested in this far away and exotic country. If you are un-
able to travel so far and experience the life of the native people of Papua 
New Guinea yourself, learn about their social and domestic lives, their 
beliefs and above all see their art and skills, then you can rest assured that 
you will learn a great deal by reading this book. This is a very interesting 
and useful book, full of facts, very well written, and easy to understand. 
It gives the reader many details which one cannot find in other works, 
mainly because it is based on the original experience of a learned and 
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professional scientist who devoted his life to Papua New Guinea, who 
studied the art of the native population in the field and who learned to 
love the people of Papua New Guinea.
 This book will help the Beat of the Garamut be heard throughout 
the world.

Prof. Dr. Srboljub Zivanovic 
Member of the Royal Anthropological Institute - London, Great Britain
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Chapter I

	 A	large	room,	filled	with	antique	books,	tribal	masks,	war	

shields,	daggers,	arrows	and	countless	other	objects	from	the	tribes	

of	New	Guinea,	all	smelling	of	age	and	mystery,	gave	the	impres-

sion	of	having	been	deserted	decades	ago.	However	at	a	closer	look	

one	would	notice	a	desk	strewn	with	piles	of	papers,	behind	which	

sat	a	long-haired	figure,	on	whose	face	the	sun,	wind	and	rain	had	

carved	deep	lines.	It	was	like	seeing	an	ancient	hardwood	carving	

left	lying	around	in	a	village.	The	old	anthropologist,	finding	time	

between	the	duties	that	the	position	of	a	museum	curator	requires,	

was	 transferring	onto	a	computer	hard	drive	 the	data	 from	field	

notes	recorded	during	his	adventurous	expeditions,	 from	a	 time	

when	New	Guinea	was	 his	 entire	world	 and	 its	 people	 his	 only	

family.

	 Bill	would	sigh	when,	in	some	of	the	old	photos,	he	saw	the	

familiar	faces	of	those	now	dead,	some	from	grief	at	what	they	had	

lost	of	their	traditional	world	in	the	face	of	the	modern	world.	On	

those	faces	he	did	not	see	so	much	the	warrior’s	headdress	or	the	

aggressive	 boars’	 tusks	 protruding	 through	 their	 nostrils;	 those	

faces	evoked	in	him	the	warmest	memories	of	hunting	adventures	

and	swimming	in	rivers	inhabited	by	crocodiles	that	might	freeze	

the	 blood	 in	 someone	 else.	He	 ignored	 the	 risks,	 excited	 by	 the	
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satisfaction	 of	 discovering	 something	 new	 among	 peoples	 and	

cultures	 known	 about	 by	 very	 few;	 even	 those	 who	might	 have	

heard	of	them	could	be	excused	for	thinking	they	were	the	product	

of	someone’s	imagination.

	 Cannibalism	 in	 New	 Guinea	 and	 Melanesia	 was	 not	 an	

unusual	practice	and	until	the	1870s,	very	few	who	had	the	misfor-

tune	to	be	shipwrecked	around	New	Guinea	or	the	Solomon	Islands	

survived	to	bring	home	their	story	from	the	regions	where,	as	one	

missionary	expressed	himself:	 ‘men	walk	hand	 in	hand	with	 the	

devil.’	There	was	no	mercy	for	anyone	who	was	not	a	member	of	

the	community.	Members	of	other	tribes,	or	outsiders	in	general,	

were	considered	suitable	only	for	a	ritual	sacrifice	or	a	good	meal.	

However,	 behind	 these	 overt	 reasons	 for	 fighting	 were	 political	

concerns	–	the	competition	for	power.	An	English	anthropologist,	

Paul	Sillitoe,	who	has	worked	in	the	New	Guinea	highlands	writes:

 

 ‘Big men’ see their community threatened by its neigh-

bours, and by extension they see their position threatened by the 

encroachments of rival ‘big men.’ This leads them to try and use 

war as a means of extending their influence over neighbours and 

preventing encroachments on their domain by rivals.

 

	 Headhunting	 attacks	 on	 other	 villages	 were	 an	 impor-

tant	part	of	male	activity	since	the	strength	and	reputation	of	the	

community	 depended	 on	 their	 success	 in	 this	 endeavour.	 The	

preparations	for	such	ventures	might	last	for	days	or	weeks.	On	the	

Sepik	River,	they	might	make	a	human	sacrifice	at	the	completion	
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of	a	new	war	canoe,	slit	gong	or	men’s	cult	house.	Before	attack-

ing	an	enemy	village,	they	prepared	their	weapons	and	when	the	

canoes	were	ready,	they	carried	out	a	divination	ritual	to	find	out	

whether	or	not	their	raid	might	be	successful.	When	they	returned,	

if	successful	they	offered	the	heads	to	their	ancestral	spirits,	resi-

dent	in	the	human	and	animal	forms	of	carved	images.	Knowing	

how	antagonistic	the	tribes	have	been	to	each	other,	and	consider-

ing	the	extremes	of	geography	in	such	a	country	as	New	Guinea,	

it	is	not	hard	to	comprehend	why	around	5	million	people	speak	

more	than	750	languages.

	 Many	 decades	 of	 colonial	 rule	 had	 to	 pass,	 during	which	

time	several	missionaries	and	government	officers	lost	their	lives,	

before	cannibalism	and	headhunting	were	effectively	prohibited.	

Naturally,	as	always	 throughout	history,	anywhere	 in	 the	world,	

people	 have	 not	 abandoned	 their	 traditions	 easily	 and	 change	

has	 been	 slow.	Many	 tribal	 rituals	 survive	 even	 today,	 although	

the	Christian	church	is	doing	its	utmost	to	destroy	all	traces	of	the	

old	beliefs,	whether	 ‘good’	or	 ‘bad.’	Bill,	on	 the	contrary,	 leaned	

towards	preservation	of	the	ancient	traditions	but	kept	a	lookout	

for	his	own	head.

	 Bill	 knew	 that	 they	 rarely	 killed	 for	 pleasure;	 there	were	

usually	more	pressing	reasons.	Perhaps	most	common	was	revenge,	

especially	 for	a	death	 in	one’s	own	community,	believed	to	have	

been	 caused	 by	 enemy	 sorcery	 or	 caused	 by	 physical	 assault	 by	

someone	from	an	enemy	group,	in	which	case	they	acted	accord-

ing	to	the	principle	of	‘an	eye	for	an	eye	and	a	tooth	for	a	tooth.’	

Sometimes	the	actual	murderers	had	to	be	killed;	while	in	many	
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cases,	they	would	kill	anyone	belonging	to	the	enemy	group.	If	retal-

iation	killed	more	people	than	required	to	redress	the	balance,	the	

feud	would	be	continued.	Kidnapping	or	raping	women,	stealing	

pigs,	destroying	or	looting	cult	houses	also	attracted	retribution.

	 A	great	deal	of	killing	was	motivated	by	religious	beliefs	-	

that	the	sacrifice	of	enemy	lives	was	necessary	to	ensure	the	welfare	

of	the	community.	The	spirits	of	the	dead,	or	the	wild	nature-spir-

its	of	the	bush,	were	believed	to	require	enemy	deaths	to	persuade	

them	to	protect	the	community,	provide	a	good	harvest,	and	ensure	

the	birth	and	rapid	growth	of	children.	Often	 the	victims’	heads	

were	preserved	and	displayed	in	the	men’s	cult	houses	to	remind	

the	spirits	(and	to	warn	visitors	from	neighbouring	communities)	

that	they	had	kept	their	part	of	the	bargain.

	 Bill	 did	 not	want	 to	 justify	 any	 killing,	 least	 of	 all	 canni-

balism,	 but	 felt	 it	 is	 hypocritical	 for	 Europeans	 to	 dismiss	New	

Guineans	as	inferior	savages,	considering	that	Europeans	in	their	

wars	have	been	cutting	off	heads	and	torturing	their	enemies	with	

just	as	much	enthusiasm.	Head	hunting	and	ritual	cannibalism	in	

New	Guinea	and	the	Pacific	islands	is	no	more	horrifying	than	the	

guillotine	in	the	French	revolution	or	the	unprecedented	tortures	

and	burnings	of	alleged	witches	and	heretics	by	the	Roman	Catholic	

Church	during	the	Inquisition.

	 To	prove	that	we	cannot	boast	about	the	superiority	of	our	

civilisation,	it	is	enough	to	say	that	the	most	dangerous	places	in	

New	Guinea	today	are	not	the	forest	villages	but	the	westernised	

cities	and	towns,	which	are	our	creations.

	 The	last	recorded	case	of	cannibalism	in	Papua	New	Guinea	
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happened	 in	 1953	 when	 two	 Europeans	 and	 two	 indigenous	

policemen	were	killed	with	tomahawks	and	one	of	them	was	partly	

eaten,	but	 the	attack	was	provoked	by	a	previous	police	officers	

who	 persistently	 terrorized	 the	 people,	 sexually	 exploited	 the	

women	and	humiliated	the	men	in	front	of	their	women,	bragging	

that	‘you	will	never	be	a	match	for	us;	you	are	dogs	not	men.’

	 If	policemen	behaved	like	that	in	any	European	village,	the	

outcome	might	not	be	much	different.	If	one’s	first	thought	is	that	

in	Europe	the	policemen	would	not	be	eaten,	do	not	be	so	sure.	

Recent	 cases	 of	 cannibalism	 in	 Germany,	 Austria	 and	 America	

demonstrate	that,	unfortunately,	we	are	competitive	in	that	area	

too.

*

	 Probably	the	first	person	who	dared	to	do	intensive	biologi-

cal	and	anthropological	fieldwork	in	New	Guinea	was	the	Russian	

scientist	and	explorer	Nikolai	Nikolaevich,	called	by	the	English,	

Miklouho-Maclay.	In	1871-1872,	he	spent	15	months	on	the	north-

eastern	coast	of	New	Guinea	in	an	area	where	the	inhabitants	had	

no	prior	contact	with	white	people.	For	that	reason	he	was	often	

called	‘The	White	Papuan.’

	 From	the	start,	Nikolai	Nikolaevich’s	relationship	with	the	

people	 of	 Astrolabe	 Bay	 was	 ambiguous.	 His	 detached	 manner	

and	apparent	fearlessness,	as	well	as	his	trade	goods,	shotgun	and	

medicines,	appeared	to	set	him	above	them.	His	actions,	such	as	

the	burning	of	alcohol,	led	them	to	believe	that	he	possessed	super-

natural	powers	and	was	immortal,	something	he	never	denied.	He	

was	perceived	as	a	demi-god.
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	 Just	three	weeks	after	arriving	in	the	Bay,	Nikolai	decided	

to	visit	a	nearby	village.	Before	departing,	he	debated	whether	to	

take	a	revolver	with	him.	Would	the	use	of	a	revolver,	if	his	life	were	

threatened,	advance	his	efforts	to	gain	the	trust	of	the	people?	He	

said:	‘my	strength	must	lay	in	my	calmness	and	patience.	I	left	my	

revolver	at	home,	but	I	certainly	did	not	forget	my	notebook	and	

pencil.’	He	set	off	but	took	a	wrong	path	and	arrived	at	a	village	

where	the	people	had	not	become	aware	of	his	arrival	on	the	coast.	

There	was	much	commotion	and	threatening	gestures	with	weap-

ons.	One	man	jabbed	a	spear	within	an	inch	of	his	face.

 

Not being able to speak to them, it would have been better to go 

away, but I desperately wanted to sleep… I didn’t spend too much 

time thinking about it. I looked about for a place in the shade, 

dragged a new mat there… and with great relief I stretched myself 

out on it… I recalled what had just happened and thought that it 

could all end very seriously; and at the same time the thought 

came to me that maybe this was only the beginning and that the 

end was still well ahead. But if I was fated to be killed, then it 

was all the same whether I was standing, sitting or lying down 

on the mat, or in my sleep. I thought also that, if I had to die, the 

consciousness that at the same time, two, three or even six natives 

had to pay for it with their lives, would be very little satisfaction. I 

was again pleased that I did not take the revolver with me.

	 His	apparent	lack	of	concern	non-plussed	the	men,	who	put	

aside	their	weapons	and	sat	around	watching	him	sleep.
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	 Nikolaevich	spent	more	than	3	years	living	and	travelling	in	

New	Guinea,	pursuing	his	ethnographic	studies.	His	work	focused	

mainly	on	recording	the	physical	characteristics	of	the	people	and	

their	material	culture	and	paid	 little	attention	to	social	relation-

ships	and	religious	matters.	By	his	own	account	he	preferred	 to	

be	‘a	mere	spectator	or	observer	and	not	an	active	participant	in	

whatever	is	going	on.’

	 Unlike	him,	Italian	collector	Luigi	D’Albertis,	travelling	in	

the	Papuan	Gulf	 and	Fly	River	 region	on	 the	 south	 side	of	New	

Guinea	Island	in	the	mid	1870s,	took	a	more	histrionic	but	safer	

approach,	choosing	rather	to	study	the	place	and	its	people	from	

the	deck	of	a	boat,	or	barricaded	behind	a	fence	around	his	house.	

When	the	fierce-looking	natives	came	too	close,	he	fired	off	rockets	

loaded	with	an	ounce	or	two	of	dynamite	to	frighten	them.

	 D’Albertis	 wrote	 that	 ‘the	 use	 of	 rockets	 combined	 with	

dynamite	 could,	 especially	 at	 night,	 keep	 a	 whole	 fleet	 of	 these	

heroic	savages	at	bay,	and	by	day	it	would	serve	to	throw	a	whole	

village	into	disorder.’	In	the	aftermath	of	this	disorder,	D’Albertis	

would	go	ashore,	examine	everything	and	‘take	possession	of	the	

more	 interesting	 curiosities,’	 leaving	 in	 exchange	 knives,	 glass	

beads	 and	 pieces	 of	 cloth.	 In	 particular,	D’Albertis	was	 keen	 to	

collect	human	skeletal	material.

	 The	engineer	of	his	boat,	Lawrence	Hargrave,	put	it	more	

bluntly:	‘We	landed	and	robbed	them	of	all	they	possessed.’
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*

	 Not	long	after	the	arrival	of	the	curio-collecting	Europeans,	

Papua	New	Guinean	 craftsmen	 and	 artists	 became	 internation-

ally	 famous.	 Inevitably,	 their	 creations	 received	 the	 attention	of	

unscrupulous	art	dealers,	from	all	around	the	world,	who	were	not	

concerned	that	PNG	artefacts	can	never	mean	as	much	to	overseas	

collectors	as	they	do	to	the	people	who	made	and	used	them.	While	

foreigners	see	an	impressive	but	‘dead’	carving,	for	New	Guineans	

it	represents	a	live	being,	necessary	for	their	community	to	func-

tion	–	religiously,	socially	and	culturally.

	 Foreigners	are	often	unaware	that	 in	the	making	of	 those	

objects,	the	carver	was	creating	the	habitat	for	a	spirit	being	who	

was	believed	to	have	particular	functions,	such	as	protecting	the	

health	and	welfare	of	the	community	and	providing	assistance	in	

hunting	and	warfare.	Art	dealers	and	museum	visitors	generally	

do	not	realise	that	Papua	New	Guineans	see	their	masks	and	other	

artefacts	as	spirits	who	happen	to	be	residing	in	certain	man-made	

objects.	From	 the	 indigenous	perspective,	 taking	 such	an	object	

away	from	the	community	and	out	of	the	country	is	the	equivalent	

of	 kidnapping	 an	 important	member	 of	 their	 community.	 They	

want	their	ancestral	spirits	to	be	returned	to	their	homes	in	PNG;	

they	consider	them	to	be	imprisoned	in	a	foreign	country.

	 It	 is	 troubling	 how	 ignorant	 is	 our	 public,	 unaware	 that	

many	 New	 Guinea	 carvings	 were	 motivated	 by	 beliefs	 in	 spir-

its	 and	 consecrated	 by	magic	 rituals.	 Those	who	 cannot	 under-

stand	the	spiritual	dimension	of	the	forms	consider	them	merely	

in	aesthetic	terms;	in	other	words,	in	much	the	same	way	as	they	
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respond	to	Western	art.	Despite	the	emphasis	on	aesthetics,	it	is	

essentially	materialistic.	In	the	same	way	we	desecrate	everything	

that	does	not	belong	to	our	religion,	including	the	graves	and	the	

bones	of	 those	who	have	been	 farewelled	 to	 their	 eternal	peace,	

justifying	 our	 greed	 for	 gold	 and	 fame	 by	 our	 need	 for	 a	 better	

‘scientific’	understanding	of	certain	cultures,	although	not	many	

people	would	 approve	 of	 such	 sacrileges	 in	 regard	 to	 their	 own	

culture.	I	have	not	heard	of	a	single	case	where	someone	returned	

the	gold	that	was	found	in	a	foreign	tomb…	The	gold	in	burials	was	

not	placed	there	for	the	purpose	of	awarding	the	lucky	finder	but	

rather	for	spiritual	purposes.	Can	you	imagine	the	outrage	of	many	

Westerners	if	a	foreign	conqueror	meddled	with	the	hidden	trea-

sures	of	the	Vatican	or	played	around	with	the	bones	of	the	Popes?

	 Paradoxically,	because	the	indigenous	people	of	New	Guinea	

believe	 that	 certain	 carvings	 are	 inhabited	 by	 spirits,	 so-called	

tribal	art	dealers	could	be	regarded	as	spirit	dealers,	especially	as	

some	collectors	buy	them	not	so	much	for	aesthetic	reasons	but	

rather	because	of	the	spirit	or	energy	the	carvings	are	deemed	to	

possess.	

	 The	 well-known	 collector	 of	 African	 art,	 Ladislas	 Segy,	

wrote	that	his	first	viewing	of	African	sculptures	produced	in	him	

‘a	 strange	 excitement	mixed	with	 anxiety…	 a	 powerful,	 even	 an	

overwhelming	experience…	I	wanted	to	possess	such	a	statue	for	

my	own,	so	as	to	renew	this	experience,	the	quality	of	which	I	could	

not	define.’

	 This	is	part	of	the	reason	why	recently	made	objects,	which	

may	 in	 fact	be	quite	 skilfully	 carved	but	have	never	had	a	 spirit	
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called	 into	them,	are	valued	by	dealers	 far	 less	than	older,	more	

crudely-carved	ones	that	display	‘the	patina	of	use.’	In	the	Murik	

Lakes	villages	of	 the	Sepik	region	of	Papua	New	Guinea,	 today’s	

carvers	are	considerate	of	foreign	buyers:	they	may	omit	the	carv-

ing	of	a	bird,	lizard	or	shark	on	the	forehead	of	a	brag	mask,	for	

example,	to	protect	the	ignorant	purchaser	who	would	not	respect	

the	dietary	taboos	appropriate	for	that	particular	totem	animal.

	 Ironically,	smuggled	carvings	containing	spirits	are	finish-

ing	up	 in	 those	very	 countries	 that	 send	 the	greatest	number	of	

Christian	missionaries,	whose	purpose	is	to	destroy	the	old	cultures	

and	to	spread	their	own.	As	if	in	retribution,	the	more	they	spread	

their	religion	abroad,	the	more	it	 is	fading	at	home.	The	endless	

search	 for	 converts	brings	misfortune	 to	others,	provoking	divi-

sions	within	families	and	communities.	By	converting	thousands,	

they	 create	 long-lasting	 antagonisms,	 even	wars,	 between	blood	

relatives	and	neighbouring	communities.	It	has	ever	been	so,	since	

Paul’s	epiphany	at	the	burning	bush.

	 New	Guinea	 is	 a	 place	 where	 at	 this	 very	 time	 we	 could	

compare	paganism	and	Western	culture,	and	where	we	could	test	

our	 claim	 that	 our	 civilisation	 is	 morally	 superior.	 We	 can	 see	

the	effect	we	‘civilised’	people	have	had	on	people	who	have	been	

powerless	under	our	rule.	As	everywhere,	we	have	brought	confu-

sion	to	those	we	came	to	‘help	and	civilise,’	stopping	them	killing	

each	other	by	killing	them,	and	punishing	them	by	burning	their	

houses	and	destroying	their	boats.	Perhaps	the	worst	destruction	

has	been	brought	down	on	the	heads	of	the	Australian	Aborigines	

who,	like	American	Indians,	lost	all	when	they	lost	even	their	lands	
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to	the	white	settlers.	Papua	New	Guineans	at	least	have	retained	

customary	communal	ownership	of	most	of	their	lands,	although	

the	World	Bank	and	the	International	Monetary	Fund	are	urging	a	

conversion	to	private,	individual	ownership	of	land	for	the	sake	of	

promoting	‘development.’

	 Ignorant	and	overbearing,	as	usual,	we	came	as	uninvited	

guests,	to	bring	them	our	culture	because	we	thought	it	was	supe-

rior	to	theirs,	without	asking	them	for	their	opinion.	Missionaries,	

those	 masters	 of	 a	 special	 war	 (the	 ‘War	 against	 the	 Devil’),	

knew	their	job	well.	Like	a	punitive	expedition,	they	burned	and	

destroyed	all	that	was	in	their	way	and	what	is	even	worse,	they	

came	to	stay,	as	a	permanent	occupying	force,	pacifying	the	native	

peoples	 and	 thereby	 providing	 the	 conditions	 for	multinational	

companies	to	commence	permanent	exploitation	of	their	country’s	

natural	 resources.	Almost	 the	 only	 dissenting	 voices	were	 those	

of	anthropologists,	 from	all	around	the	world,	who	have	tried	to	

make	a	 record	of	 as	much	of	 the	 culture	 and	old	 sacred	objects	

as	they	could,	supporting	traditional	people	for	the	protection	of	

every	old	carving	and	every	cult	house,	 those	objects	and	places	

that	embody	the	stories	of	the	people	and	their	identity.



26

	 My	 friendship	 with	 Bill	 began	 years	 ago,	 when	 I	 started	

collecting	artefacts	from	the	Pacific	islands	and	I	needed	help	to	

get	 the	 information	on	the	objects	 that	 I	was	buying	all	around.	

His	wife,	who	had	been	my	patient	for	some	time,	introduced	me	

to	him.	I	needed	a	long	time	to	know	enough	about	him,	since	he	

was	a	rather	modest	person.	Little	by	little,	the	facts	about	his	life	

started	to	come	to	the	surface	and	soon	I	realised	that	there	are	

very	few	people	with	such	an	amazing,	sometimes	dangerous,	past.

	 His	childhood	was	unremarkable.	He	collected	and	sold	old	

newspapers	 to	 a	 grocer	 in	Sydney	 for	pocket	money	 as	 a	 young	

boy,	 went	 fishing	 with	 his	 dad	 on	 the	 Hawkesbury	 River,	 and	

went	camping	and	cycling	in	the	mountain	valleys	west	of	Sydney,	

rehearsing	 his	 urge	 for	 exploration.	 After	 finishing	 a	 degree	 in	

Anthropology	 and	 a	 Diploma	 of	 Education	 at	 the	 University	 of	

Sydney,	he	went	to	Papua	New	Guinea	as	a	schoolteacher,	using	

every	opportunity	to	go	out	to	his	pupils’	villages	and	explore	the	

mountains.	He	lived	in	New	York	while	studying	at	the	Institute	

of	Fine	Arts	and	later	 in	a	black	suburb	of	Los	Angeles	while	he	

was	 teaching	at	 the	University	 of	 Southern	California.	He	 spent	

years	 in	 the	 forests	of	PNG,	 collecting	and	 researching	artefacts	

for	museums	and	was	a	curator	at	the	Papua	New	Guinea	National	

Chapter II
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Museum	for	three	years.	Eventually	he	got	his	PhD	at	a	university	

in	Adelaide.	There	were	 so	many	 interesting	 stories	 and	experi-

ences	for	him	to	relate.

	 Where	 did	 that	 adventurous	 spirit,	 and	 the	 desire	 to	 live	

differently,	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 dangers,	 come	 from,	 and	 how	was	 it	

possible	that	he	did	not	even	seem	to	notice	that	danger?	Perhaps	

he	inherited	the	genes	from	his	Russian	great-great	grandmother	

who,	at	the	age	of	sixteen,	when	her	parents	would	not	allow	her	to	

marry	her	boyfriend	from	a	less	well-off	family,	left	the	safety	and	

glamour	of	St	Petersburg	and	headed	for	the	little-known	shores	

of	Australia,	which	at	that	time	probably	seemed	to	Europeans	not	

much	safer,	or	more	civilised,	than	New	Guinea.

	 Alexandra	Antoinette	Stephanoff	was	born	 in	 1841,	when	

Russia	was	at	 the	peak	of	 its	power	and	 its	nobility	were	distin-

guished	members	of	 the	European	aristocracy.	Given	 the	preoc-

cupation	with	wealth	and	class,	we	can	imagine	the	reaction	of	her	

family	when	she	confronted	them	with	her	wish	to	marry	someone	

of	lesser	status.

	 The	 only	 material	 witnesses	 of	 her	 coming	 to	 Australia	

and	of	her	life	to	the	age	of	eighty-nine,	are	a	painted	portrait	of	

her,	which	she	may	have	brought	from	Russia,	a	clock	and	several	

photographs	(2.1).	The	portrait,	 seen	by	Bill	as	a	child,	spoke	of	
the	wealth	and	high	status	of	her	family,	but	it	seems	to	have	gone	

missing	as	no-one	in	the	family	knows	where	it	is	now.	However,	

a	 large	 ‘grandfather’	 clock	has	 survived	and	 is	 in	 the	possession	

of	another	branch	of	the	family.	It	has	the	initials	AAB	engraved	

on	 it,	which	 could	mean	 ‘Alexandra	Antoinette	Bedat.’	 It	 seems	
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that	she	had	a	brief	marriage	to	Francis	William	Bedat,	a	French	

newspaper	 editor	with	whom	she	may	have	migrated	 to	Sydney	

in	1857.	But	in	the	following	year	she	married	Wilhelm	Kohler	at	

Castlemaine	in	Victoria	and	had	her	first	child,	a	daughter	named	

Wilmelmina,	at	Dubbo	in	New	South	Wales	in	1859.	Her	second	

daughter,	Bertha,	was	born	in	1861	at	Adelaide	-	she	is	Bill’s	great	

grandmother.	 Her	 third	 daughter,	 Alice,	 was	 born	 in	 1863	 at	

Forbes,	NSW.	After	this,	Wilhelm	disappears.	In	1865	at	Roma	in	

Queensland,	Alexandra	married	Francis	Nicoll,	a	journalist,	with	

whom	she	had	a	son	Henry	in	1871,	but	Nicoll	was	not	the	biolog-

ical	 father	 -	 she	had	had	an	affair	with	 the	Police	Magistrate	 in	

Roma,	one	Henry	Buttanshaw.	Some	time	after	all	 this,	she	and	

her	 children	 assumed	 the	 surname	 ‘Bray.’	 The	 few	photographs	

that	have	survived	show	her	with	her	three	adult	daughters,	and	

with	her	husband	Francis	Nicoll	and	son	Henry.

*

 

	 “When	 you	 think	 about	 your	 Russian	 great-great-grand-

mother,	you	can	see	that	teenagers	even	in	her	time	did	not	behave	

reasonably.	 She	 risked	 ruining	her	 life	 just	 to	 show	her	parents	

that	she	was	right.	She	had	a	hard	life	here	and	left	her	rebellious	

genes	as	well,	so	that	even	today	we	have	to	reason	with	some	of	

her	 descendants,”	 I	 taunted	 him,	 during	 our	 regular	 meetings	

where	we	tested	our	talents	for	provocation.

	 “If	 she	 could	 see	me,	 she	 would	 say	 that	 coming	 to	 this	

country	was	worth	it,”	he	said,	responding	to	my	joke.
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	 “You	think	she	would	be	proud	of	a	descendant	with	such	a	

face	as	yours?”

	 “Well,	when	I	was	twenty…”

	 “I	 know,	 I	 know…	But	 really,	 when	 did	 you	 first	 start	 to	

think	 about	 anthropology?	 As	 a	 child,	 did	 you	 dream	 about	 far	

and	mysterious	places,	 as	one	 reads	about	 in	books	and	 sees	 in	

the	movies?	What	was	your	childhood	like?	I	can	imagine	you	as	a	

teenager;	you	must	have	been	terrible,	in	every	way.”

	 “Well	no,	not	really,	unless	you	count	running	off	outdoors	

all	the	time,	hiking	and	camping,	and	cycling	off	into	the	bush	with	

my	mates,	 as	 terrible.	Perhaps	 a	bit	 of	 a	worry	 for	parents	who	

might	 be	 protective	 of	 their	 children,	 but	 in	 those	 days	 parents	

did	not	want	you	hanging	around	the	house,	under	their	feet.	‘Off	

with	 you!	Go	 and	play	 outside.’	 So	we	did!	More	 of	 a	 bother	 to	

them	perhaps	was	my	attachment	 to	 an	 evangelical	 church	 that	

happened	in	default	of	some	other	way	to	get	to	know	the	kids	in	

the	neighbourhood.	Like	 the	New	Guinea	natives,	 the	new	 resi-

dents	of	the	outlying	suburbs	of	Sydney	–	of	the	houses	going	up	

in	cow	paddocks	and	next	to	clay	mining	pits	–	were	being	evan-

gelised	by	the	Christian	church.	They	proved	to	be	pretty	decent	

folk	even	if,	in	the	end	as	I	came	to	believe,	somewhat	misguided	

in	their	spiritual	quest	for	allaying	guilt,	or	‘sin’	as	it	was	called.

	 “We	were	 all	 of	 the	working	 class	 and	most	 of	my	mates	

bought	old	cars	when	 they	were	 legally	able	 to	drive	–	Model-T	

Fords,	or	Whippets,	or	Austins…	–	and	became	great	mechanics	

because	 their	 fathers	 helped	 them	 with	 repairs.	 Oddly	 enough,	

although	my	 father,	 of	 Scots	 descent,	 grew	 up	 on	 a	 dairy	 farm	
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in	Kangaroo	Valley	south	of	Sydney,	and	was	a	fitter	and	turner	

manufacturing	petrol	bowsers,	he	never	drove	or	owned	a	car.	So	

that	little	bit	of	male	culture	I	missed	out	on.	But	he	did	teach	me	to	

swim	and	to	catch	fish.	He	didn’t	ever	go	camping	though.	I	guess	

he	had	had	enough	of	that	 in	the	Second	World	War	–	camping	

in	the	desert	at	Tobruk	and	in	the	jungles	of	New	Guinea	inland	

from	Finschhafen	with	bullets	and	bombs	going	off	all	around.	It	is	

family	legend	that	I	announced	proudly	to	some	visitors	soon	after	

the	War	ended,	that	my	dad	was	‘a	rat	of	the	brook’	-	I	wasn’t	alto-

gether	clear	about	who	‘The	Rats	of	Tobruk’	were,	and	why	they	

were	famous,	but	my	dad	was	one	of	them!

	 “Thinking	 back,	 I	 suppose	 it	was	 because	my	dad	was	 in	

New	Guinea	 during	 the	 latter	 part	 of	 the	War,	 when	 I	 was	 old	

enough	to	realise	he	was	away	but	not	old	enough	to	comprehend	

the	fighting	of	a	war,	that	I	became	interested	in	the	place.	What	

was	so	great	about	New	Guinea	that	he	would	be	off	there	fight-

ing	 a	war	 (a	 bit	 like	 a	fierce	 football	match,	 really),	 rather	 than	

stay	at	home	with	his	son?	It	gave	the	place	an	aura	of	mystique	

and	attraction.	I	began	to	read	books	about	New	Guinea.	After	I’d	

given	up	reading	Biggles	novels	during	the	war,	I	started	reading	

Ion	Idriess’s	books,	such	as	Gold Dust and Ashes,	an	account	of	
the	gold	fields	of	 the	Wau-Bulolo	valleys	of	New	Guinea,	a	yarn	

populated	 by	 half-crazed	 characters	 such	 as	 ‘Shark-eye	 Parker’	

and,	I	much	later	discovered,	Errol	Flynn.	Idriess’s Drums of Mer, 

set	in	the	Torres	Strait	islands,	added	romantic	fuel	to	the	fire	and	

I	was	hooked.

	 “Ironically,	 the	 Torres	 Strait	 Islanders	 today	 regard	 the	
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Idriess	 novels	 set	 in	 the	 Torres	 Strait	 –	 the	 others	 are	 Isles of 
Despair	and	The Wild White Man of Badu	–	as	a	reliable	source	of	
information	regarding	their	traditional	culture.	Idriess	did	in	fact	

travel	about	the	Islands	on	pearling	luggers,	talking	to	the	old	folk	

and	reading	up	on	Professor	A.C.	Haddon’s	Reports	of	 the	1898	

Cambridge	 Anthropological	 Expedition	 to	 Torres	 Strait.	 So	 his	

books	are	well	researched	and,	in	addition,	are	well-written.

	 “Later	 on,	 I	 read	 Colin	 Simpson’s	 Adam with Arrows.	
Simpson	went	to	New	Guinea	around	1952	to	get	the	‘inside	story’	

of	Australia’s	colonial	administration.	His	book	was	published	the	

following	years	with	maps	and	photographs	and	even	a	chapter	on	

his	visit	to	Telefomin,	at	the	headwaters	of	the	Sepik	River.	Little	

did	 I	know,	 then,	 that	 I	would	spend	 the	first	 three	years	of	my	

working	life	as	a	young	teacher	at	Telefomin.

	 “Even	as	late	as	1952,	there	were	large	areas	of	New	Guinea	

that	were	barely	‘controlled’	by	the	Australian	administration	and	

that	 included	the	 territories	of	 the	Kukukuku	at	 the	eastern	end	

of	the	New	Guinea	highlands.	Simpson’s	book	was	mostly	about	

these	volatile	warriors.	Although	averaging	only	about	five	feet	(1.5	

metres)	in	height,	much	taller	neighbouring	peoples	were	in	fear	

of	them.

	 “Simpson	records	 the	experiences	of	a	government	patrol	

officer,	 J.K.	McCarthy,	who	was	 sent	 to	 establish	 a	 government	

patrol	post	at	Menyamya	in	1933.

 

 ‘Human life - with these people it doesn’t seem to mean that.’ 

McCarthy snapped his fingers. ‘The other day I was buying 
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kaukau [sweet potato]… One dumped down a billum [net bag]-

full at my feet and held out his hand for the salt. Another man 

shoved his kau-kau forward and stuck his hand out, elbowing the 

first one aside. The first one just whipped out a stone-headed club 

from under his bark cape and went clunk! Stove the other one’s 

skull in - he fell dead on the spot. The man who’d killed him barely 

gave him a glance - he just pointed to his kau-kau and went on 

haggling, holding out his hand for the salt.’

	 “The	territories	of	the	Kukukuku	stretched	right	across	New	

Guinea	 from	 the	Wau-Bulolo	 region	almost	 to	 the	 shores	of	 the	

Papuan	Gulf.	Their	coastal	neighbours	on	the	Gulf,	 the	Kerema,	

although	brave	warriors	themselves,	regarded	the	Kukukuku	with	

dread.	In	the	Annual	Report	of	Papua	for	1907-08,	a	government	

officer	states:

 It is hard to imagine… the fear the local native has of the 

Kuku-kuku. All sorts of weird stories are woven round them and 

their habits… The local boy says ‘a Kerema man goes to the garden 

to work; he lays his bows and arrows up against a tree and starts 

to cut weeds. As he cuts away he gets further and further away 

from his bows and arrows. Kuku-kuku man he stop in the grass 

like a snake and watch. Bye-and-bye when man get a long way 

from [his] arms, one Kuku-kuku man crawls on his belly like a 

snake and steals the bows and arrows. Then all the Kuku-kuku 

men jump up, and the Kerema man runs for his arms to find them 

gone. They then come and take him by the hand, and his belly 
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goes like water, and they lead him away and kill him.’

 

	 	 “You	can	 imagine	how	enthralled	 I	was	as	a	boy	 to	 read	

these	stories	but	I	never	really	thought	that	I	would	one	day	go	to	

New	Guinea.”

 

*

 

	 It	is	amazing	how	destiny	mixes	genes,	creating	an	individ-

ual	with	quite	unique	characteristics,	directing	his	 interests	and	

abilities	to	a	very	particular	area	and	creating	in	effect	a	path	with	

hedges	on	either	side.	Intersections	with	other	paths	give	the	illu-

sion	of	having	the	power	to	choose	one’s	way	through	life.

	 Assuming	 that	 his	 Scottish	 ancestors	 were	 a	 tough	 lot,	

it	must	be	 the	mix	of	Russian	and	Scottish	genes	 that	has	been	

putting	Bill	 in	risky	situations	from	his	earliest	years.	At	the	age	

of	nine,	he	and	other	children	in	his	neighbourhood	transformed	

an	old	 shed	 into	a	boxing	 club.	He	 fought	with	 enthusiasm	and	

once	went	thirteen	rounds	against	a	boy	several	years	older	than	

himself.	 A	 careful	 observer	 might	 even	 then	 have	 recognised	 a	

future	adventurer.	When	such	an	adventurous	spirit	is	accompa-

nied	by	a	lack	of	fear,	we	may	predict	an	exciting	career,	one	that	

could	also	serve	up	some	life-threatening	situations.

	 Bill	has	not	been	spared.	He	has	experienced	both	kinds	of	

malaria,	dengue	fever,	a	scorpion	bite…	But	despite	all	that,	he	is	

still	alive	and	ready	to	act	like	someone	twenty	or	thirty	years	his	

junior,	suggesting	that	Fortune	really	does	follow	the	brave.
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*

 

	 “In	the	1960s,	Papua	New	Guinea	must	have	looked	quite	

different	 from	what	 it	 does	 today.	How	did	 you	 react	when	you	

were	offered	the	opportunity	to	teach	in	a	PNG	school?	Did	you	

think	carefully	about	it	or	did	you	accept	it	without	much	hesita-

tion?”	I	asked	him	while	we	were	sitting	 in	my	treatment	room,	

indulging	in	idle	chit-chat.

	 “Well,	as	a	matter	of	 fact,	 I	had	made	the	decision	a	year	

before.	When	I	finished	my	undergraduate	degree	in	Anthropology	

in	 1960,	 I	was	 really	 keen	 to	 get	 to	Papua	New	Guinea	 and	 the	

only	way	I	could	see	to	get	there	was	to	take	a	contract	with	the	

Commonwealth	 Department	 of	 Territories	 to	 do	 a	 Diploma	 of	

Education	for	one	year	at	the	University,	paid	for	by	the	Department,	

for	which	I	then	agreed	to	be	a	teacher	for	at	least	two	years.	In	fact	

I	was	a	teacher	for	over	three	years.	There	was	a	certain	amount	of	

choice	allowed,	as	to	where	you	went.	I	chose	to	go	to	Telefomin,	at	

that	time	considered	to	be	a	remote	‘punishment	station,’	buried	in	

a	cloud-shrouded	valley	in	the	central	highlands	at	the	very	source	

of	the	Sepik	River.	They	were	glad	that	someone	had	volunteered	

to	go	there;	and	I	wanted	to	go	because	no	one	had	done	anthro-

pological	research	there	and	almost	nothing	had	been	published	

about	the	people	and	their	culture.	It	turned	out	to	be	a	wonderful	

place	to	live.	Not	too	hot,	not	too	cold,	two	missionaries,	a	linguist	

and	three	Australian	administration	officials,	with	a	weekly	plane	

delivering	food	and	mail;	it	was	fine	by	me.	We	all	got	on	pretty	

well	and	trips	to	the	surrounding	mountain	villages	during	school	
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vacations	enabled	me	to	get	away	from	the	crowd	at	Telefomin!”

	 “I	can	imagine	what	an	interesting	time	it	was.	What	was	

the	biggest	danger	you	faced	–	mosquitoes?	Very	few	people	would	

even	think	about	mosquitoes	as	something	worth	worrying	about;	

most	would	consider	tribal	people	as	more	of	a	worry,	followed	by	

crocodiles,	snakes,	spiders…”

	 “Well,	there	are	a	lot	of	misconceptions	in	such	assumptions.	

First	of	all,	they	would	be	right	to	assume	I	didn’t	concern	myself	

with	mosquitoes,	but	not	because	they	are	insignificant	creatures.	

At	 the	 lower	 altitudes,	 they	 certainly	 are	 a	danger	 as	 they	 carry	

diseases	 such	as	 two	 strains	of	malaria	 as	well	 as	dengue	 fever;	

and	you	have	 to	adopt	certain	strategies	 to	minimise	 the	risk	of	

being	infected	by	mosquito	bites.	But	in	the	highland	valleys	such	

as	at	Telefomin,	although	there	were	a	few	mossies	around,	they	

did	not	 carry	malaria	or	dengue,	nor	were	 there	any	 crocodiles,	

and	dangerous	snakes	and	spiders	were	 few	and	easily	avoided;	

nor	were	the	people	a	danger.	It	is	true	that	ten	years	before	I	got	

there,	 they	had	organised	an	attack	on	a	government	patrol	and	

killed	two	Australian	patrol	officers	and	two	New	Guinea	police-

men.	That	event	was	triggered	by	a	 lengthy	history	of	bad	treat-

ment	from	a	previous	patrol	officer	and	some	of	his	police,	and	the	

people	decided	that	enough	was	enough.	They	had	no	particular	

grudge	against	the	men	they	killed	–	they	just	wanted	to	get	rid	of	

the	Administration	authority	and	be	left	alone.	By	the	time	I	got	

there	 in	1962,	 the	people	were	rather	dour	but	not	antagonistic.	

They	took	the	attitude	of	waiting	to	see	what	kind	of	person	you	

were,	before	opening	up	to	you.	Pretty	sensible,	really…	Once	you	
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became	friends,	 they	would	 look	after	you	 like	a	son	or	brother.	

Getting	back	to	the	main	point	of	your	question,	the	biggest	danger	

was	falling	out	of	the	sky	in	an	aeroplane,	as	there	was	no	other	way	

in	or	out	of	the	valley	(except	on	foot),	and	cloud	filled	the	valley	

sometimes	for	most	of	the	day.	A	few	planes	have	been	lost	in	that	

region	over	the	years,	some	flown	by	small	commercial	outfits	and	

some	by	the	Missionary	Aviation	Fellowship.	It	was	only	in	the	late	

sixties	that	I	began	to	walk	around	the	lowlands	of	the	Sepik	River,	

and	there	the	risks	escalated	–	from	mossies,	crocodiles,	sickness,	

and	various	accidents.”

	 “I	heard	that	one	of	the	strangest	and	least	expected	dangers	

is	from	tidal	bores,	where	waves	up	to	a	metre	high	rush	downriver	

and	upriver	as	the	tides	ebb	and	flow	from	wide	shallow	estuaries	

fed	by	narrow	waterways.	I	recall	you	once	mentioned	the	tragedy	

of	Michael	Rockefeller	losing	his	life	by	being	washed	out	to	sea	by	

such	a	bore	on	the	south	coast	of	then	Dutch	New	Guinea,	when	he	

was	collecting	Asmat	artefacts	for	the	Museum	of	Primitive	Art	in	

New	York.”

	 “Yes,	but	I’ve	never	had	to	face	such	a	danger	on	the	Sepik	

River.	Tidal	bores	are	a	phenomenon	of	the	great	river	deltas	on	

the	south	side	of	New	Guinea,	not	the	north	side.	On	the	Sepik	you	

have	to	look	out	for	large	dead	trees	hidden	just	below	the	surface,	

or	 the	rocks	and	rapids	of	 its	 tributaries,	or	 the	occasional	huge	

whirlpool	that	threatens	to	suck	you	down	into	its	maw,	or	simply	

the	wind	causing	waves	just	high	enough	to	swamp	your	overload-

ed	dugout	canoe.”

	 “You	 told	 me	 that	 you	 swam	 in	 a	 river	 inhabited	 by	
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crocodiles.	Tell	me	what	went	through	your	mind	while	you	were	

swimming,	knowing	that	you	could	be	grabbed	by	one	of	them	at	

any	time.”

	 “We	always	have	this	notion	that	there	is	safety	in	numbers	

–	or	perhaps	it	is	mere	bravado.	‘I’ll	go	if	you	go!’	I	was	with	two	

colleagues	in	the	upper	Sepik	area	on	a	tributary	river	called	the	

Idam.	We	were	camped	at	a	village	where	the	river	was	in	turns	

quite	 shallow	 and	 you	 could	 walk	 across	 it,	 or	 quite	 deep.	 We	

walked	to	a	village	upstream	and	because	it	was	hot,	we	decided	to	

swim	back	downstream	rather	than	to	walk.	We	all	three	started	

off,	carried	along	by	the	current.	My	two	companions	each	got	out	

of	the	river	before	I	did,	saying	they	were	getting	tired	but	I	decided	

to	continue	alone.	I	began	to	feel	vulnerable.	Although	the	croco-

diles	up	there	were	usually	only	fresh	water	crocodiles	and	there-

fore	much	smaller	and	less	aggressive	than	the	saltwater	crocodile	

of	the	mainstream	Sepik,	the	thought	of	one	grabbing	at	my	legs	

while	I	was	swimming	along	on	the	surface	gave	me	the	creeps	and	

I	started	swimming	using	breast-stroke,	so	no	limbs	were	dangling	

down	into	the	water.	Silly	really,	but	it	made	me	feel	a	little	better;	

and	I	refused	to	look	down	into	the	water.	I	continued	like	this	for	

a	while	and	then	suddenly	ran	aground.	When	I	stood	up,	I	was	

only	ankle-deep	in	water	and	I	felt	really	stupid!”

	 “You	 have	 told	me	 that	 during	 an	 expedition	 in	 the	 Star	

Mountains	(2.2)	you	fell	into	a	sinkhole	and	that	it	could	have	been	
fatal.”

	 “Yes,	 I	 suppose	 that	 is	 one	 of	 the	 dangers	 of	 walking	

through	limestone	mountain	country.	Because	of	the	high	rainfall,	
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the	limestone	dissolves	into	vertical	pits	feeding	into	large	under-

ground	cave	systems.	In	1965,	I	was	walking	at	about	3500	metres	

in	the	Star	Mountains,	just	ten	kilometres	east	of	the	border	with	

the	Indonesian	province	of	West	Papua.	

	 “I	 had	 become	 separated	 from	 my	 expedition	 compan-

ions	and	Telefolmin	carriers	–	they	were	either	well	ahead	or	well	

behind.	I	was	carrying	a	fairly	heavy	rucksack	and	I	slipped	and	

fell	to	my	right,	into	a	crevasse.	As	I	fell	I	grabbed	at	a	small	bush	

growing	from	the	side	of	the	crevasse	and	it	held.	At	the	same	time,	

a	dislodged	rock	fell	right	on	my	knee,	exactly	where	an	abscess	had	

been	growing,	caused	by	a	wound	a	few	days	before.	The	pain	was	

like	a	shot	of	fire	and	I	almost	passed	out.	I	hung	on	grimly	with	

my	left	hand,	my	rucksack	threatening	to	pull	me	down	into	the	

dark	crack	in	the	earth.	I	gathered	my	strength	and	pulled	myself	

upright	with	both	hands	now	on	 the	bush,	praying	 it	would	not	

give	way.	Eventually	I	crawled	out	of	the	hole.	As	I	recovered	from	

the	shock,	I	realised	that	if	I	had	gone	down	into	that	hole,	even	if	

I	had	not	been	knocked	out,	the	likelihood	of	anyone	walking	by	

and	hearing	me	call	out	was	pretty	small.	I	have	no	idea	how	deep	

that	hole	was	but	I	think	that	on	that	day	I	may	have	used	up	one	

of	my	nine	lives.	By	now	I	must	be	down	to	about	three	or	four!”

	 “During	 that	 expedition	 in	 central	 New	 Guinea	 in	 1965,	

what	was	it	like?	Were	the	people	that	you	met	there	different	and	

less	westernised	than	the	people	of	Telefomin	around	the	govern-

ment	 station?	Had	 the	missionaries	had	a	 significant	 impact	on	

their	culture	and	traditions?	I	have	heard	that	many	New	Guinea	

peoples	have	been	under	great	pressure	to	forget	their	old	customs	
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and	beliefs.	Is	it	true	that	even	the	bones	of	their	ancestors	weren’t	

spared?	Tell	me	about	that	expedition.”

	 “The	Australian	Star	Mountains	Expedition	came	out	of	a	

letter	to	me	in	1964	from	an	amateur	speleologist	in	Port	Moresby.	

He	was	making	enquiries	on	behalf	of	a	group	of	British	speleos	who	

wanted	 to	explore	 the	 limestone	country	of	 the	Star	Mountains,	

looking	for	spectacular	caves.	To	cut	a	long	story	short,	the	British	

could	not	organise	the	funding	and	gave	up	on	the	idea	but	a	group	

of	 Australians	 got	 involved.	 They	managed	 to	 organise	 a	 three-

month	trip	and	I	was	invited	to	participate	as	I	had	local	knowl-

edge	of	the	countryside	and	could	organise	carriers	from	among	

the	Telefolmin.	So	I	took	leave	from	the	school	teaching	and	set	off	

with	four	others	–	a	psychologist,	a	geomorphologist,	a	geologist	

and	an	eccentric	Sydney	schoolteacher	–	all	 interested	in	caving	

but	also	keen	 for	 the	sheer	adventure	of	going	 into	country	 that	

had	not	yet	been	explored	by	Westerners.	For	me,	 it	would	give	

me	the	opportunity	to	meet	people	who	had	had	very	little	contact	

with	the	outside	world	and	to	identify	the	similarities	and	differ-

ences,	in	language	and	culture,	between	them	and	the	Telefolmin.

	 “The	five	of	us	set	out	with	seventeen	carriers.	We	all	carried	

our	own	packs	at	around	25	kg	and	that	kept	the	number	of	carriers	

to	a	minimum.	On	such	journeys,	one	has	to	carry	food	and	other	

supplies	for	the	carriers	as	well,	so	some	government	patrols	with	

just	 two	Administration	officers	had	up	 to	 100	carriers	 to	move	

all	 the	 food	and	equipment	necessary	 for	several	weeks	of	walk-

ing.	We	also	organised	for	airdrops	at	three	strategic	base	camps	

so	we	would	not	have	to	carry	 food	for	 the	whole	 three	months.	
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The	expedition	proceeded	without	any	major	mishaps	and	apart	

from	collecting	linguistic	and	anthropological	information,	I	also	

collected	 plants	 for	 the	 PNG	Herbarium	 and	 snakes,	 frogs	 and	

lizards	 for	 the	 South	 Australian	Museum.	 The	 geomorphologist	

examined	 past	 glacial	 activity	 in	 the	 mountains	 for	 a	 Masters	

thesis	he	was	writing	and	the	geologist	 tested	rocks	 for	valuable	

minerals.	Unfortunately	for	him	–	and	perhaps	for	all	of	us	–	we	

missed	the	huge	copper-gold	deposit	of	the	Ok	Tedi	mine,	as	we	

passed	to	the	north	of	it,	upstream	from	it,	and	therefore	we	saw	

no	traces	of	copper	or	gold	in	the	rivers.	The	eccentric	schoolteach-

er	 collected	 insects	 for	 the	 South	 Australian	Museum.	 He	 later	

went	on	to	walk	right	around	Australia	and	to	row	a	little	boat	on	

his	own	across	the	Torres	Strait	–	I	did	say	he	was	eccentric!	The	

psychologist	later	got	a	job	in	Papua	New	Guinea	and	became	the	

Chief	Psychologist	 in	Port	Moresby,	with	a	clientele	of	half-mad	

Europeans	and	Papua	New	Guineans.

	 “But	back	to	your	original	question:	the	people	(2.3)	we	met	
out	there,	on	both	the	north	and	south	sides	of	the	Star	Mountains	

close	to	the	Indonesian	border,	had	seen	white	people	only	once	or	

twice	before,	and	some	individuals	had	never	seen	a	white	person.	

	 “Certainly	there	was	no	missionary	influence	and	they	pret-

ty	much	lived	their	lives	as	they	had	for	generations	before.	Steel	

tools	had	been	traded	 in,	and	a	 few	items	of	European	clothing.	

Otherwise	they	were	completely	traditional	and	we	had	to	talk	to	

them	through	our	interpreters.

	 “Perhaps	the	most	disturbing	event	was	when	I	was	on	my	

own	at	the	first	base	camp,	on	the	southern	side	of	the	mountain	



41

range,	with	just	a	few	of	the	carriers	to	help	me	get	up	to	the	moun-

tains	where	the	others	were	preparing	the	second	base	camp.	The	

carriers	came	to	me	one	morning	and	declared	that	one	of	 their	

people	had	been	murdered	by	 the	 locals.	At	first	 I	 thought	 they	

meant	 one	of	 the	 carriers	had	been	murdered	but	 they	 clarified	

that	 it	was	a	 young	man,	 from	a	Tifalmin	village	 two	days	walk	

west	of	Telefomin,	who	had	been	induced	to	go	and	live	in	a	settle-

ment	not	far	from	our	base	camp;	he	had	been	promised	a	young	

woman	in	marriage.	These	small,	remote	communities	are	keen	to	

increase	their	numbers	to	deter	attacks	from	their	neighbours.	As	

it	turned	out	though,	a	local	young	man	was	lacking	a	woman	to	

marry	so	they	took	the	immigrant’s	promised	wife	away	from	him	

and	gave	her	 to	 the	 local	 fellow,	but	agreed	 to	find	him	another	

woman.	After	a	while,	a	suitable	woman	was	identified	and	given	

to	the	immigrant.	But	again,	a	local	man	complained	because	he	

had	 no	wife	 and	 fearing	 that	 the	 immigrant	 would	 not	 tolerate	

having	a	second	wife	taken	from	him,	the	local	man	who	needed	a	

wife	persuaded	a	friend	of	his	to	murder	the	immigrant.	Somehow,	

my	carriers	had	worked	all	this	out,	even	though	the	local	commu-

nity	tried	to	keep	it	secret.	My	response	was,	 ‘No	body,	no	case,’	

hoping	that	would	be	the	end	of	it.	But	no,	next	morning	they	came	

in	 saying	 they	had	 found	 the	body	 and	asked	would	 I	 bring	my	

camera	and	record	the	evidence.	That	wasn’t	a	pleasant	duty	but	

they	were	right,	as	there	was	clear	evidence	that	the	man	had	died	

as	a	result	of	being	struck	in	the	neck	with	a	razor-sharp	axe,	and	

hauled	into	a	creek	by	means	of	a	length	of	rattan	tied	around	his	

ankles.	The	burnt	out	shell	of	a	bush	house	nearby	suggested	an	
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attempt	 to	destroy	 the	evidence	of	 the	murder	 in	 the	house.	My	

carriers	even	knew	who	had	conspired	to	carry	out	the	murder.

	 “To	avoid	the	possibility	of	the	matter	spilling	into	a	revenge	

attack	on	the	locals	by	my	carriers,	I	said	I	would	take	the	matter	

into	my	hands	and	hold	a	‘court	hearing.’	Of	course,	I	had	no	offi-

cial	 powers	 to	 hold	 a	 court	 hearing	 –	 I	 was	 just	 a	 government	

schoolteacher	on	leave.	But	I	did	it	anyway,	and	questioned	sever-

al	 people,	 including	 the	 accused	 and	 the	woman	who	 had	 been	

given	to	the	murdered	immigrant.	Because	I	had	been	research-

ing	 the	 social	 structure,	 kinship	 and	garden	ownership	patterns	

of	the	local	community,	I	was	able	to	detect	attempts	to	come	up	

with	false	alibis	and	in	due	course	the	culprits	confessed.	I	 then	

enrolled	them	as	carriers	for	the	expedition	to	take	them	with	me	

up	into	the	high-altitude	base	camp	where	the	expedition’s	wire-

less	was	located,	so	we	could	call	through	to	Telefomin,	to	ask	the	

resident	Assistant	District	Commissioner	what	we	should	do	with	

these	fellows.	Meanwhile	I	had	someone	keep	guard	on	them	the	

whole	time,	armed	with	a	machete	and	bows	and	arrows.

	 “The	 trip	 into	 the	 mountains	 was	 uneventful,	 the	 two	

murderers	working	with	a	will	and	apparently	docile	about	their	

possible	 fate.	 I	made	 the	 radio	 call	 and	was	 told	 to	 let	 the	men	

return	to	their	village	and	a	government	patrol	would	later	on	deal	

with	the	matter.	Many	years	later	I	enquired	whether	the	two	men	

had	been	taken	to	the	court	in	Telefomin	but	was	told	that	nothing	

had	ever	been	done.	So	they	got	off	Scott-free	because	some	lazy	

patrol	officer	could	not	be	bothered	enduring	the	week-long	trek	

from	Telefomin	to	that	remote	village;	and	eventually,	with	staff	
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turnover,	the	matter	was	forgotten.”

	 “I	asked	you	about	mosquitoes	earlier	on	and	you	said	they	

were	not	a	problem	in	the	highlands	but	were	definitely	a	source	of	

serious	disease	in	the	lowlands.	Just	how	serious	are	the	diseases	

you	encountered	in	New	Guinea?”

	 “As	I	mentioned	earlier,	my	first	few	years	in	New	Guinea,	I	

lived	at	Telefomin	(2.4)	in	a	highland	valley	at	around	1500	metres.	
There	was	little	malaria	at	that	altitude	because	of	relatively	mild	

temperatures	but	I	did	manage	to	get	an	infection	in	my	inner	ear	

that	was	extremely	painful.	A	missionary	nurse	gave	me	shots	of	

penicillin	to	deal	with	that	but	the	penicillin	was	worse	than	the	

infection	it	was	meant	to	cure.	Apparently	I	am	allergic	to	penicil-

lin	and	my	whole	body	broke	out	in	a	rash	and	developed	an	intol-

erable	itch.	I	could	barely	sleep	for	three	or	four	nights	before	the	

reaction	eased	and	I	slowly	returned	to	normal.	I	am	now	aware	

that	I	must	never	be	given	penicillin.

	 “A	few	years	later,	I	made	my	first	trip	into	the	Sepik	River	

lowlands	area,	up	near	the	border	of	the	Indonesian	province	of	

West	Papua.	Malaria	is	endemic	in	the	Sepik	River	lowlands.

	 “Malaria	 is	 not	 a	 single	 disease	 and	 nor	 is	 its	 treatment	

simple.	 First,	 there	 are	 two	main	 kinds	 of	malaria	–	Vivax	 and	
Falciparum.	 Both	 are	 carried	 by	 the	 Anopheles	 mosquito	 that	
infects	 human	 beings	 by	 injecting	 the	 parasitic	 disease	 into	 the	

bloodstream	and	 it	 enters	 the	 liver.	 In	 the	 liver	 it	 goes	 through	

another	 stage	 of	 its	 life	 cycle	 and	 re-emerges	 into	 the	 blood-

stream	where	the	parasites	destroy	red	blood	cells,	which	mani-

fests	 as	 a	 very	 high	 temperature.	Vivax	 is	 not	 usually	 as	 severe	
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as	Falciparum	 but	 is	 recurrent;	 the	parasite	 can	 lie	 dormant	 in	

the	 liver	 for	 decades	 but	 periodically	 comes	 out	 into	 the	 blood-

stream	 to	manifest	 as	 a	 high	 temperature	 again.	Even	 though	 I	

took	anti-malarial	drugs	such	as	chloroquine,	 I	 still	managed	 to	

get	Vivax,	but	well	after	I	returned	home	to	Australia,	and	I	recov-

ered	quickly.

	 “My	brush	with	Falciparum	was	not	 so	 sanguine.	 I	must	

have	been	infected	at	a	place	called	Kiunga	on	the	Fly	River,	just	

before	going	up	into	the	highlands	of	central	New	Guinea	and	it	

took	 several	weeks	 to	manifest.	At	 the	 time	 I	began	 to	 feel	 ill,	 I	

was	on	the	border	with	West	Papua,	a	day’s	walk	from	a	remote	

airstrip.	After	dragging	my	feet	to	the	airstrip,	I	managed	to	get	a	

small	missionary	plane	to	Telefomin.	I	carried	on	working,	inter-

viewing	various	men	about	events	of	long	ago,	but	eventually	I	felt	

too	sick	to	continue	and	realised	I	needed	medical	attention	and	

better	food.	I	flew	out	to	return	to	my	house	in	Port	Moresby.	The	

doctor	diagnosed	Falciparum	malaria	and	gave	me	a	strong	drug	

to	kill	the	parasite.	Every	night	I	ate	a	thick	beef	steak	with	vege-

tables	and	 fresh	 salad,	washed	down	with	a	glass	of	beer,	 and	 I	

recovered	after	a	couple	of	weeks.	I	was	fortunate	that	I	could	get	

medical	attention,	rest	and	eat	well.	There	are	around	one	and	half	

million	fatalities	from	malaria	worldwide	each	year.

	 “A	 similar	 experience	while	 I	 was	 doing	 fieldwork	 in	 the	

lower	Sepik	area	again	persuaded	me	to	get	on	a	plane	and	return	

to	Moresby	 to	 recover.	 This	 time	 the	 disease	 was	 diagnosed	 as	

Dengue	Fever.	Dengue	is	a	virus	–	or	rather	there	are	several	species	

of	dengue	virus	–	injected	into	humans	by	the	Aedes	mosquito,	but	
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unlike	malaria	there	is	no	drug	that	one	can	take.	The	treatment	is	

rest	and	plenty	of	liquids.	Some	people	take	months	to	recover	but	

if	the	disease	progresses,	internal	haemorrhage	results	and	can	be	

fatal.”

	 “And	what	about	the	bites	and	stings	you	once	mentioned?”	

I	continued	my	research	in	area	of	New	Guinean	entomology.

	 “Of	course	malaria	and	dengue	result	from	bites	of	mosqui-

toes,	and	in	the	Sepik	area	you	have	to	beware	of	the	bites	of	croco-

diles,	 though	I	must	say	 that	 in	all	my	times	on	the	Sepik	River	

which,	added	up,	must	be	equal	to	travelling	its	entire	length	some	

three	 times,	 I	 have	 seen	 a	 crocodile	 only	 twice	 in	 the	 daylight.	

One	would	imagine	that	poisonous	snakes	would	be	a	danger	but	

although	I	have	heard	of	village	people	being	bitten	and	killed	by	

snakes,	 I	 have	 never	 come	 across	 a	 snake	while	 walking	 in	 the	

forest.	The	worst	poisonous	bite	or	sting	I	ever	got	in	New	Guinea	

was	from	a	scorpion.	I	was	groping	in	the	dark	for	something	I	had	

put	on	the	lid	of	a	metal	patrol	box	and	suddenly	I	felt	a	bite	on	a	

finger	and	extreme	pain	travelled	up	my	arm	and	it	felt	like	I	must	

die.	But	it	did	not	go	past	my	shoulder	and	after	a	while	it	subsided	

to	a	dull	throb	and	by	next	morning	the	pain	had	almost	gone.	I	

did	not	find	the	creature	 that	bit	me	but	 the	 local	people	said	 it	

must	have	been	a	scorpion.	On	the	whole,	though,	I	would	have	to	

say	that	New	Guinea	is	a	pretty	safe	place	to	be	–	you	have	more	

chance	of	being	killed	in	a	car	accident	in	a	city	in	Australia.”

	 “After	spending	several	years	in	the	tranquillity	of	a	place	

like	New	Guinea,	was	it	a	big	shock	to	wake	up	in	some	big	city	like	

Sydney,	New	York	or	Los	Angeles?”	My	interrogation	went	on,	“the	
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traffic	and	noise	of	a	metropolis,	the	people	all	in	a	hurry,	ignoring	

one	 another…	Were	 you	 lonely,	 despite	 so	many	people	 around	

you?	You	must	have	felt	homesick	for	the	place	where,	although	

you	came	 there	as	a	 stranger,	wherever	you	went	you	 felt	 like	a	

member	of	the	community	since	you	were	never	ignored.”

	 “As	 I	 grew	 up	 and	 lived	 in	 Sydney	 before	 going	 to	 New	

Guinea	(Bill	obviously	did	not	mind	talking	about	his	life),	I	had	

no	difficulty	getting	back	into	my	previous	social	group	after	being	

in	the	wilds.	Indeed,	I	enjoyed	the	transition.	One	day	I	am	in	a	

remote	part	of	New	Guinea	and	by	the	end	of	the	next	day	I	could	

be	standing	on	a	street	corner	in	a	crowded	part	of	Sydney’s	busi-

ness	district.	 In	 1969	when	 I	decided	 to	 go	 to	America	 to	 study	

at	the	Institute	of	Fine	Arts	at	New	York	University,	I	anticipated	

it	would	be	not	unlike	my	normal	urban	environment.	However,	

there	 were	 some	 not	 altogether	 pleasant	 surprises.	 Although	 I	

was	of	course	familiar	with	the	life	style,	I	found	myself	looking	at	

things	from	a	quite	different	perspective	than	I	had	before.	I	began	

to	notice	all	the	many	weaknesses	of	our	society	and	they	started	to	

bother	me	more	than	ever	before.	This	got	even	worse	when,	after	

almost	a	year	based	in	a	remote	village	in	New	Guinea,	in	1973	I	

went	to	live	in	Los	Angeles	for	the	next	three	and	a	half	years.	I	

had	very	little	money	and	lived	off	a	small	income	from	teaching	

classes	 in	tribal	art	at	the	University	of	Southern	California.	For	

most	of	the	time	I	shared	lodgings	on	the	top	floor	of	an	old	three	

level	clapboard	house	in	a	black	district	next	to	the	Santa	Monica	

Freeway.	In	such	circumstances,	I	realised	how	difficult	it	is	to	find	

your	place	 in	western	society.	Nevertheless	 I	 formed	some	good	
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friendships	with	my	fellow	lodgers	–	mainly	black	students	at	USC.

	 “At	first,	though,	I	lived	in	a	corner	of	Beverly	Hills,	afford-

able	to	people	like	myself.	Since	I	am	a	born	walker	and	explorer,	I	

decided	to	get	more	familiar	with	my	new	environment	and	it	was	

fine	until	I	entered	the	fancy	part	of	my	new	suburb.	Not	the	most	

polite	policeman	approached	me	in	a	car	and	asked	me	what	I	was	

doing	there.	Everyone	in	that	area	moves	around	by	car	but	I	had	

no	car;	therefore	if	I	was	walking	I	must	be	a	suspicious	person!	

But	interestingly	enough,	I	got	completely	the	same	question	when	

I	moved	to	that	black	area	near	the	Santa	Monica	Freeway,	mostly	

populated	 by	Afro-Americans	 and	people	 from	Puerto	Rico	 and	

Mexico.	What	was	I,	a	white	person,	doing	walking	around	their	

neighbourhood?	Of	course,	after	a	while,	people	recognised	that	I	

lived	there,	did	my	shopping	there,	went	to	the	Laundromat	there,	

had	friends	there,	and	I	became	accepted.	But	I	had	to	ask	myself	

is	there	anywhere	a	place	where	I	really	belong?”

	 “Have	 you	 ever	 experienced	 such	 hostility	 in	 any	 of	 the	

villages	 of	 the	 primitive	 New	 Guineans,	 as	 we	 in	 the	 ‘civilised	

world’	describe	them?”	I	asked,	being	interested	in	their	social	life.

	 “When	 you	 live	 in	 a	New	Guinea	 village,	 you	 are	 usually	

treated	as	one	of	them.	You	enjoy	their	full	hospitality	and	protec-

tion.	No	member	of	their	community	would	be	allowed	to	go	hungry	

or	to	be	victimised	by	outsiders.	They	teach	their	children	from	the	

earliest	age	that	they	must	never	be	selfish.	In	some	communities,	

when	a	boy	shoots	his	first	birds,	neither	he	nor	his	parents	may	

eat	them;	he	must	give	them	to	others	or	he	‘will	never	grow	up.’	

When	he	is	older	and	shoots	his	first	pig,	the	same	rule	applies.	He	
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cannot	eat	the	first	crop	from	coconut	palms	that	he	has	planted,	

or	from	his	cultivated	sago	and	pandanus	palms.	He	can’t	chew	the	

first	nuts	from	his	betel	(Areca)	palms	either,	‘because	his	blood	
has	gone	into	them.’	I	think	the	story	of	Liboti and the Snake,	as	
told	 by	 Ikedi	 (2.5)	 of	 the	Amto	hamlet	 of	 Sisilo,	 in	 the	 Simaiya	
Valley,	 illustrates	 how	 they	 teach	 their	 children	 through	 their	

myths:”

 

 One day, some men caught a large python. They killed it, cut 

it up and cooked it. However, they did not offer any to Liboti. He 

was angry about this and said: “Am I a pig or a dog? You must 

share your meat with me too.” They offered him a tiny portion but 

he rejected it with contempt and told them to keep it.

 Early the next morning, Liboti went out to catch a snake for 

himself. He wanted a really big one, as thick as the trunk of a 

quila (Ironwood) tree. He found lots of small ones but kept look-

ing until he found a really big one. He attacked it but it did not 

die. As he was fighting it, another large snake, which he had not 

seen, dropped from a tree above him, wound itself around his 

neck, then down around his shoulders and chest. The other snake 

began to wind around his legs, then up his body. They immobil-

ised him and squeezed him until he lost consciousness. Then, the 

two snakes unwound, believing they had killed him, and slith-

ered off to drink water. Whilst they were away, Liboti regained 

consciousness, saw the snakes had left him, and struggled to his 

feet.  He placed a log where he had been lying, to deceive the 

snakes, and hurried back to his settlement.
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 The snakes returned and tried to swallow the log, thinking it 

was Liboti, but soon discovered they had been tricked.

 Some time later, a sorcerer attacked Liboti and ate all his 

flesh. He prophesied through Liboti that all the people of the 

settlement would be killed by snakes, eels, water spirits, and the 

spirits of large rocks. The men took heed and prepared for a siege. 

They got their weapons ready and barricaded the doors of their 

large house.

 A frightful storm blew up – rain, wind and flood. The rain 

went on and on all night and the wind shook the house. When the 

rain ceased, the floods came and crept higher and higher towards 

the house. The snakes, eels and spirits of the rocks attacked the 

house and the men tried to defend themselves. The fight raged on 

until the large snakes got close enough to the house to allow the 

little black snakes – which the large snakes were wearing through 

their noses as decoration – to enter and attack the men. Then the 

big snakes climbed onto the roof of the house and attacked from 

above. Then the spirits of the rocks danced towards each other 

and smashed the house between them. The flood then swept the 

whole lot away and everybody was killed.

 Thus it is the custom to be generous with meat otherwise such 

misfortunes could befall one.

 

	 “It	sounds	like	a	story	by	the	Brothers	Grimm,”	I	said.

	 “It	 certainly	 is	 a	 grim	 story!	 And	 you	 can	 see	 that	 these	

storytellers	are	not	concerned	about	natural	justice,	as	we	call	it.	

Liboti	was	the	one	who	was	offended	by	the	selfishness	of	the	other	
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men	but	he	still	became	the	victim	of	a	sorcerer.”

	 “What	kind	of	person	is	a	sorcerer?”	I	used	the	opportunity	

to	find	out	more	about	PNG	magic.

	 “I	 have	 only	met	 one	person	who	 I	 know	was	 accused	 of	

sorcery.	 Of	 course	 I	 may	 have	 met	 others	 unknowingly.	 This	

person	was	at	Telefomin.	He	was	accused	of	trying	to	kill	a	person	

by	using	a	 form	of	 sorcery	 called	sanguma	 in	New	Guinea,	 and	
during	the	court	hearing	he	did	not	deny	it	at	all.	When	he	got	a	

two	year	prison	sentence	I	did	not	see	any	remorse	or	worry	on	his	

face.	He	looked	quite	indifferent.

	 “I	had	met	that	man	before	and	he	looked	very	strange;	he	

walked	 in	 an	 almost	 zombie-like	 way	 and	 his	 eyes	 were	 always	

somehow	 in	 the	 upper	 part	 of	 their	 sockets,	 as	 though	 he	 was	

in	 a	 trance.	 He	 rarely	 ever	 smiled.	 I	 am	 not	 surprised	 that	 his	

fellow	tribesmen	were	wary	of	him.	Although	I	do	not	believe	in	

magic,	what	he	did	was	hardly	magic	–	it	was	more	like	physical	

assault.	He	had	decided	to	try	to	carry	out	sanguma	by	rendering	
his	victim	unconscious	and	 then	sticking	needles	of	 sharp	wood	

into	 the	 person.	 The	 idea	 is	 that	 then	 the	 victim	 is	 revived	 and	

becomes	a	person	without	spirit,	unaware	of	the	attack,	gradually	

getting	sicker	and	sicker	until	he	dies.	However,	the	sorcery	didn’t	

quite	work,	 as	 the	 person	 certainly	 remembered	 the	 attack	 and	

reported	the	assault	to	the	government	official.	Throughout	New	

Guinea,	magic	and	sorcery	are	forces	of	everyday	life.	It	inevitably	

presents	 the	biggest	challenge	when	someone,	 for	example,	dies	

inexplicably.”

	 “That	strange,	 long-snouted	figure	with	big	ears…”	 	 I	had	
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just	noticed	a	familiar	figure	on	his	desk.	“That’s	the	one,	isn’t	it,	

that	looks	like	the	piece	that	Harry	Beran	sold	to	that	New	York	

millionaire,	who	donated	it	to	the	San	Francisco	museum?”

	 “Yes,	 they	are	almost	 identical,”	Bill	 said.	 “Could	be	 from	

the	same	carver.	You	remembered	it…?”

	 “I	 remember	 the	 story	 linked	 with	 it.	 That	 figure	 was	

considered	 a	 very	 powerful	 magical	 tool,	 responsible	 for	 many	

deaths.	The	last	one	was	the	death	of	the	old	sorceress	who	was	in	

possession	of	it.	She	was	killed,	because	of	her	sorcery,	by	her	own	

grandsons.”

	 “You	cannot	complain	about	your	memory,”	Bill	said,	a	bit	

surprised.

	 “If	my	wife	was	here,	she	would	suggest	that	I	should	use	

my	memory	for	something	useful,	something	that	would	help	me	

earn	more	money	instead	of	using	it	to	memorise	old	wives’	tales.	

Magic	is	not	something	that	she	would	consider	worth	spending	

hours	doing	unless	you	could	make	a	fortune	from	it.	Now	that	I	

think	of	it,	she’s	probably	right.	Perhaps	you	could	bring	one	of	the	

real	experts	from	the	Sepik,	take	out	expensive	ads	in	the	papers,	

and	do	some	good	business.	If	you	did,	you	could	make	a	lot	more	

money	 as	 his	manager	 than	 as	 a	 humble	 anthropologist,	whose	

knowledge	and	experience	are	valued	by	few.”

	 “I	don’t	 think	 I	would	be	a	good	manager,	particularly	 in	

view	of	the	fact	that	sorcery	generally	leads	to	a	bad	end.”

	 “True.	I	could	not	imagine	you	in	such	a	role…”	I	agreed

	 The	magic	 of	New	Guinea	 has	 changed	 the	worldview	 of	

many	anthropologists,	forcing	them	to	see	their	own	society	more	
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objectively,	 often	 making	 them	 realise	 that	 Western	 society	 is	

deprived	of	any	spiritual	dimension.	Some	of	them	changed	direc-

tion	radically.	For	example,	one	of	them	became	a	devotee	of	Sai	

Baba,	Bill	himself	left	the	fellowship	of	the	Christian	Church,	his	

former	wife	disappeared	from	the	scholarly	scene,	others	accepted	

other	spiritual	or	philosophical	disciplines;	one	left	anthropology	

to	become	a	market	gardener,	 to	 earn	a	 living	directly	 from	 the	

soil.	On	the	other	hand,	it	seems	that	angry	spirits	of	New	Guinea	

have	carried	some	of	them	to	untimely	deaths.

	 “There	is	never	an	end	to	talk,	especially	when	it	is	interest-

ing,	so	I	am	running	away	before	you	start	another	story.	We	will	

continue	next	Tuesday…”
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	 Another	Tuesday	arrived	and	Bill,	as	usual,	dropped	by	for	

a	glass	of	chat.	This	time	he	brought	me	a	copy	of	a	paper	in	a	jour-

nal	from	1972,	where	there	was	a	photo	of	a	carver	in	Suva,	Fiji,	

selling	exactly	the	same	figures	as	those	I	have	in	my	collection.	I	

was	very	glad	to	have	that	photo,	saying	that	he	deserved	a	beer	for	

his	trouble.

	 After	discussing	these	examples	of	modern	Fijian	crafts	and	

accepting	that	they	had	been	significantly	influenced	by	carvings	

from	places	like	Hawai’i	and	Samoa,	we	somehow	came	to	the	age-

old	story	of	the	Big	Flood,	and	an	amazing	fact	was	that,	whatever	

topic	we	discussed,	there	would	always	be	a	New	Guinea	story	that	

was	appropriate	to	it…

	 So,	Bill	 recounted	the	story	about	Dinuknau,	 the	Creator,	

as	told	to	him	by	Auyamas	(3.1)	and	Oulus	of	the	Abau	village	of	
Selelian	in	the	Idam	Valley:

 

 Dinuknau was angry because his sister had been given 

to another man in marriage, but no woman had been given to 

him in exchange.  So he cut the buttress root of a huge ficus tree, 

constructed a big boat with compartments, and filled it up with 

many species of plants and animals, male and female of each 

Chapter III
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kind. He made a bundle of sago flour and placed it in another 

compartment. Then he caused an overwhelming flood and his 

boat floated.

 After a time, he heated stones until they were red-hot and 

threw them into the floodwaters. The water boiled and then dried 

up and the boat came to rest on Kabwali Peak, the mountain 

between the lands of the Amto and the Abau. Dinuknau took the 

plants and animals out of the boat. It turned to stone and can be 

seen there to this day.

 Dinuknau grew old and bent with age and wondered what 

to do for company, for he was lonely. He changed into a rat-

like animal and died. His body became maggoty from the blow-

flies, and the maggots developed into human beings, thousands 

of them, male and female. Dinuknau was then resurrected as a 

young man. All his ‘children’ spoke one language, Dinuknau’s, 

which survives as the language of the Amto people.

 Now the children of Dinuknau had no competition, for no one 

else had survived the great flood. Dinuknau cultivated the plants 

and bred the animals in a small garden. When he had plenty of 

all types of plants and animals, he distributed them among the 

different groups of his offspring. Some plants and animals died, 

but most survived. Dinuknau spoke and a dense jungle sprang 

into being. Many animals, such as the wild pigs, cassowaries and 

birds, took refuge in the jungle and multiplied. The jungle was 

necessary for the survival of these wild species. Dinuknau was 

satisfied with his work.

 Many quarrels erupted among his children. He had 
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encouraged them to intermarry, exchanging sisters to obtain 

mates. However the quarrels started over women and property, 

so Dinuknau separated them into many different groups in differ-

ent places, speaking different languages, but Amto remained the 

chief language. For instance, the Abau people of the Idam valley 

who have Amto ancestors must learn the Amto language; they 

must not abandon the ancestral tongue, so they are bilingual.

 Dinuknau then went away. He carried a bundle of sago jelly 

and took a pig with him. He gave the sago to the pig and sat down 

to rest, with his hands propped on the ground behind him and his 

knees bent. To this day, you can see the depressions in the ground, 

which are his handprints and knee-marks, along with the foot-

prints of the pig. The bundle of sago turned into stone and is still 

there, in the Simaiya headwaters.

 Dinuknau left his pig and walked on to the headwaters of the 

May River. On a hill he built a house. There was always plenty of 

meat in his household.

 Now Dinuknau had a son who was killed by the Bo people. 

Dinuknau found the body, with blood flowing everywhere. 

Dinuknau contained his anger and befriended the killers. He 

prepared a mourning feast: piles of sago jelly with meat heaped 

around them, and covered with leaves. But he had mixed the 

excreta of pigs and dogs with the food.

 Dinuknau called the people to the feast. The people were at 

first suspicious, for they were afraid of vengeance. The children 

would not touch the food, but the adults’ greed overcame their 

fears - they ate the food, and became invisible, and their voices 
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sounded like birds calling. The children cried out frantically for 

their parents but were unable to find them. Dinuknau cared for 

the children and when they grew up, the hills were repopulated.

 

	 “I	 am	 fascinated,	 again,”	 I	 said	 “by	 the	 ability	 of	 those	

people	to	cover	so	many	topics	with	such	a	short	story	and	by	your	

ability	 to	 lead	every	conversation	 into	an	area	where	you	feel	so	

comfortable	that	you	do	not	have	to	struggle	to	recall	the	stories	

they	told	you.	It	is	pretty	clear	that	they	wanted	their	descendants	

to	remember	how	they	settled	there	after	some	big	flood.	However	

they	put	into	that	same	story	the	reason	why	people	speak	many	

different	languages,	as	well	as	an	explanation	of	certain	features	of	

the	landscape.”

	 “They	often	do	that,”	Bill	said.	“Their	oral	history	describes	

precisely	their	background	and	local	geography,	and	it	is	interwo-

ven	with	subplots	that	teach	children	the	community’s	moral	and	

ethical	codes,	not	forgetting	to	mention	horrific	punishments	for	

any	misconduct.”

	 “Children	in	our	society	could	not	be	forced	to	listen	even	

to	the	shortest	story,	right	to	the	end.	Just	start	telling	the	detailed	

story	about	your	ancestors	to	your	children	and…”

	 “Probably	 because	 they	 learn	 too	 much	 useless	 stuff	 in	

school.”	Bill	interrupted.

	 “In	some	third	world	countries,”	I	said,	“it	would	be	a	matter	

of	great	shame	not	to	know	your	ancestors	to	at	least	seven	genera-

tions	back.	How	many	children	here,	 in	Australia,	do	you	think,	

know	the	names	of	 their	great-grandfathers?	Those	 facts	cannot	
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be	learned	in	the	school.	If	you	are	not	interested	in	the	history	of	

your	own	family,	how	could	you	get	an	interest	in	history	at	all?”

	 “In	New	Guinea	 there	 is	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 variation	 in	how	

much	 people	 know	 about	 their	 ancestors,”	 Bill	 replied.	 “It	 is	

claimed	 that	 in	some	communities,	 the	old	men	can	recite	 their	

genealogies	back	 for	around	 fourteen	generations.	But	 in	others	

they	have	difficulty	naming	their	grandparents.	These	people	are	

usually	members	of	small	communities	that	are	constantly	on	the	

move	and	where	people	do	not	generally	live	a	long	time,	so	it	is	

unlikely	 that	many	 children	would	 have	 known	 their	 grandpar-

ents	in	such	communities.	But,	despite	that,	they	still	tell	stories	of	

their	ancestors,	though	these	have	entered	the	realm	of	legend	and	

myth.	These	stories	teach	children	the	community’s	moral	values	

and	explain	why	the	world	is	as	it	is	and	what	part	they	have	in	that	

world.	As	one	anthropologist	has	said,	the	ceremonies	of	initiation	

are	performed	to	enable	the	initiates	 ‘to	see	the	spirits.’	In	some	

other	places,	 they	 say	 they	 take	 the	 initiates	 into	 the	men’s	 cult	

house	so	that	the	spirits	can	see	the	young	boys’.	I	suppose	then	

that	what	 is	happening	 is	 that	a	 relationship	 is	being	developed	

between	people	and	the	spirits	–	spirits	of	the	bush,	of	the	swamps	

and	rivers	and	mountains,	and	spirits	of	the	ancestors.

	 “I	was	 told	a	 story	by	 several	Amto	men	 in	a	 community	

house	(3.2)	in	the	Simaiya	Valley	back	in	1973.	This	story	teaches	
children	two	things	at	once:	that	one	must	respect	taboos	and	the	

other	is	how	the	Tohito	Ceremony	was	instituted.	This	ceremony	

was	intended	to	persuade	the	spirits	to	help	them	and	not	cause	

them	harm:”
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 One day a man went to cut down a sago palm. Now this palm 

had been forbidden to him because of a man’s death three years 

previously. However, the man cut the palm to get sago grubs. He 

carried them back to his house, cooked them and ate them; but 

then he fell sick. He told his elder brother, who said “Why did you 

cut that palm? You knew it was forbidden. The dead man’s spir-

it has made you sick.” Then he went and got some young leaves 

from the cut sago-palm, made a triple-braided rope of them, and 

shoved a piece of sago-spathe down the centre. This was a symbol 

of the poison arrow, which had made his younger brother sick.

 The man became very sick, losing consciousness several 

times. As the elder brother was returning from making the braid-

ed rope, he met a crocodile-spirit that had just killed and eaten a 

pig. This spirit asked him what he was doing. He explained and 

the crocodile-spirit expressed sympathy and said “Hold onto my 

tail. We will go down into this part of the river and speak to the 

dead man who is making your younger brother sick.”

 So they went down into the water and found the dead man’s 

spirit. He was decorated with ashes from the fire and with boars’ 

tusks, and he was smoking the younger brother’s heart over a 

fire, thus causing the illness. All the fish were assisting too. The 

dead man admitted “Yes, I’m making your younger brother sick 

because he broke the taboo on the sago palm. He must die. See, I 

have his heart and liver over the fire.”

 “Please, you must not kill him,” the elder brother pleaded. The 

dead man gave him some lengths of sago-spathe and said, “Count 
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these. I will come when the last one has been counted, one for each 

day. Make a tohito mask from two pieces of sago-spathe. Prepare 

some food for me and I will prepare some for you. You will not 

see me. I will come as a blue blowfly; you will hear me buzzing.” 

He also gave instructions for other things to be made: carvings of 

fish and other things, with markings carved and painted on them, 

to represent the fish-spirits that were assisting the dead man to 

make the younger brother sick. The drawings on the tohito were 

to be of ficus and banana trees, deep water holes, sandbanks and 

other things.

 When the elder brother had received these instructions, he 

returned to the surface of the water with the crocodile. He went 

home and he and his wife got the food ready. He made a tohito 

as instructed, drawing a design to represent the water spirits. 

Everything was ready.

 When he had counted off the days, the spirits of the dead 

came as blowflies. They sang a song about Bale Creek and Kowai 

Mountain – a tohito song. Then the food was set out –  the sago 

and the meat. The spirit had told the elder brother not to give him 

dried fish, but pork and sago-grubs. The people in the house fed 

the spirits by hand. They did not see them; only heard them buzz-

ing, and watched the food disappear.

 They covered over the sick man and he disappeared from 

sight. Only the elder brother could see what was happening. The 

people surrounded the sick man and joined the spirits, dancing 

and singing. The song was teitei, meaning ‘Get up now!’ The man 

revived and the spirit of the dead man told the elder brother that 
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when the younger brother was fully recovered, he was to marry 

the dead man’s widow, as he himself would never be able to return 

from the land of the spirits.

 The sick man got up and asked for food and water. He ate 

and then he went down to the creek and washed, and was fully 

recovered. He was told to keep away from that particular stand 

of sago palms in future – he had already gotten seriously ill once 

for breaking the taboo!

 

	 “It	 is	 no	 wonder	 that	 tribal	 people	 everywhere	 had	 such	

legends,	in	which	stories	of	spirits	are	used	to	explain	something	

that	is	hardly	explainable.	The	powers	of	spirits	seem	to	have	no	

limits.”

	 “In	their	legends	sometimes	even	humans	have	the	powers	

of	supernatural	beings,	as	in	the	story	Emaiyou the miracle man, 

another	Amto	story:”

 

 Emaiyou was of the Siauwi people, from a settlement called 

Musan, to the east of the Simaiya Valley. About to set off on a 

journey, he called his brother, but his brother didn’t answer, so he 

set off alone. He walked westwards, crossed the range and came 

to the Simaiya Valley. There he came across a man being put on 

a funerary platform. His widow was minding the children and 

when she saw Emaiyou she became fearful and took one child 

and hid it behind some bark, and told the others to hide.

 Emaiyou felt sorry for the children. He put some ginger on 

the dead man’s body and resurrected him. The man sat up, then 
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went to his settlement and got some sago jelly and pork and gave 

it to Emaiyou. Then he said, “Let’s go, and sit on the veranda for a 

while.” Afterwards the two men assembled the children at a place 

near the forest and got them to clear some ground and build a 

ceremonial house. They put on decorations and sang and danced. 

They sang and danced down along the creek, and away along the 

next creek.

 The people returned to the settlement and saw that the chil-

dren were gone. “Where are all the children?” they cried. The 

widow explained all that had happened. “Why didn’t you try and 

stop them?” they asked. “I hid one child,” she answered.

 So they followed the trail clearly left by Emaiyou and the 

children and the resurrected man, until they came to a hole in the 

ground that had been formed by a fallen quila (Ironwood) tree. 

Emaiyou had plugged up the hole with the quila after they had all 

gone into the hole – all except the resurrected man, who returned 

to his funerary platform, lay down on it and immediately decom-

posed. The parents could not follow their children so returned to 

the settlement to mourn.

 Emaiyou proceeded to carry out several mighty and mirac-

ulous works. First he caused a landslide, which dammed Eiya 

Creek, and caught twenty large eels. He decorated the largest eel 

and said, “The men who are following us will not kill you; only 

your progeny.” Then he cut off its tail and put it in a bark dish.

 Then Emaiyou carried a large stone to the top of a mountain. 

There he called and called but nobody answered, only snakes 

and lizards. At last some people answered him but he said, “You 
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answered too late. The lizards and snakes replied first. They will 

change their skins and thus achieve immortality; you will not and 

will die.” Then he threw the stone into the dammed-up Eiya Creek 

and killed many fish and eels. The stone may be seen there to this 

day.

 Emaiyou went down the mountain to the creek and gathered 

the fish and eels and carried them to the head of Sagwei Creek. 

There he collected some red pandanus fruit, firewood and stones, 

and prepared an earth oven to cook the red pandanus with black-

palm shoots. He ate some of the pandanus and put the rest in 

a dish. He roasted some fish and cooked some sago too. He cut 

down sago palms and scattered their shoots about in various 

creeks so that they would grow and be a memorial to him. He 

defecated and his faeces became fish – a species forbidden as food 

– as another memorial to him.

 Then he returned to the mountain with a large parcel of food. 

He gave it to the children who had followed him. Half of the red 

pandanus sauce he gave to them too; the other half he used to 

put the red colour on various species of birds and animals – the 

red feathers on the black cockatoo, the birds-of-paradise, the 

hornbills; the red markings on snakes, and so on.  He told these 

animals that men would not kill them and they should recite his 

name as a memorial.

 Emaiyou came down from the mountain and followed the 

Simaiya River upstream. He buried his hand drum at the head-

waters of the river as another memorial. Then he returned to the 

people of the settlement and said, “You must tell this story about 
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me to your children. I am going away now.” He went south into 

the mountains, beyond the headwaters of the May and Idam 

Rivers. The animals he consecrated have never died and the chil-

dren who followed him into the hole in the ground were never 

heard of again.

 

	 “Well,	 that	story	seems	 to	be	 like	our	Pied	Piper	story!	 It	

seems	to	me	that	they	have	a	story	for	every	occasion	and	their	chil-

dren	must	be	so	frightened	by	spirits	that	they	obey	without	hesi-

tation.	I	remember,	when	I	was	a	child,	one	old	Muslim	woman,	

our	neighbour,	would	often	come	to	our	house	and	at	night	told	

us	stories	about	spirits	of	the	dead	who	tried	to	carry	people	off	to	

their	world…	I	remember	that	after	those	stories	I	could	not	get	to	

sleep.	That	story	you	told	really	reminded	me	of	my	childhood.”	I	

said.	“I	did	not	think	that	I	will	have	an	anthropologist	friend	who	

will	tell	me	the	same	kind	of	stories	again.”

	 “Now	that	you	have	mentioned	such	a	story…	I	have	to	tell	

you	one	more	Amto	story	and	I	shall	not	mention	another	one…	

until	 I	 finish	 this	 one!”	Bill	 laughed	 and	 continued.	 “It	 is	 called	

Weipai takes his family to the spirit world:”
 

 There were people, who no longer exist, called the Koboru, 

who lived at the head of the Simaiya Valley. One day, led by 

Weipai, they attacked and killed Woliopou of Amto, and his sister 

Biatu. Biatu screamed when she was attacked and the people of 

Amto heard. They quickly organised an ambush for the approach-

ing Koboru and when Weipai appeared at the head of his men, he 
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was struck with an arrow of the type called weipa.

 Weipai pulled the arrow from his side, and hitched up his 

belt to cover the wound. He placed his stone adze at the base of 

a kamia tree and said, “If they kill me, cut down this sapling and 

carry me back home with it.”

 The Koboru and the Amto fought and eventually Weipai 

succumbed to his wound and died. So they cut down the sapling, 

tied his body to it, and carried him back towards their settlement. 

But his spirit went ahead.

 The Koboru saw Weipai coming into the settlement and said, 

“so, you have returned. Where are the others?”

 “I came ahead,” replied Weipai. “They are behind me.” Then 

the men carrying his body came close to the settlement and the 

people heard the cry of mourning and they wondered who had 

been killed. All the while the fighting continued, with the Koboru 

retreating until a truce was called at Unanei Creek.

 Meanwhile, Weipai’s spirit had called together his wife and 

children and said, “Let’s go to the bush. We will kill a wild pig.” 

And off they went. The people saw Weipai and his family leave, 

and they heard the mourning cries. When the raiding party 

arrived at the settlement, they cried out, “Weipai is dead! They 

shot him!”

 “No! That can’t be true. It is not possible. He was here only a 

short while ago.” Then they saw his body and realised that it must 

have been his spirit that they had seen go off with his family.

 Now Weipai’s spirit had carried off all his weapons and 

tools and other possessions, including food plants such as taro, 
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bananas, sweet potato, yams, and so on. He left them with his 

family in the bush whilst he continued on to the land of the spirits 

by himself. He told the spirits, “I have left my family in the bush 

and I am going to return to build them a house and to make a 

garden.”

 “That’s alright,” they replied. “You may do that. It would 

not be right for your children to be left in the rain.” So Weipai 

returned to his family and built them a house, and made them a 

garden. Back home, the raiders realised that Weipai’s spirit had 

preceded them to the settlement and taken his family away. They 

mourned Weipai and his family and the next day prepared a plat-

form for Weipai’s body.

 Now Weipai’s family realised they had no fire, but Weipai 

said, “I’ll go and get some for you. You sleep.” So he went back to 

the settlement where his body was, and sang and danced. Then he 

took some fire and brought it to his family. His wife said, “What 

shall we eat?”

 “Don’t worry” replied Weipai. “I will go and get some sago.” 

He returned to the settlement and stole some sago, which he took 

back to his family. “They will have collected lots of sago-grubs by 

now. I’ll go and get some.” He went and stole all the grubs they 

had collected. Then he went hunting. On the first day he shot two 

wild pigs, the second day, three pigs, and then four cassowaries. 

The game he shot was fat, whereas his people never got fat pigs. 

By this time, Weipai’s wife realised he was a spirit, alerted by the 

lights that sparkled from under his armpits.

 Then Weipai ran into his cousin. He instructed him regarding 
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the food for the mourning feast. “You must get some fresh sago, 

then catch an eel and reserve the tail for me. The sago grubs must 

not be cooked too dry. You must kill a domestic pig for me, keep 

the fat for me and you take the rest.”

 Weipai’s cousin went and told his mother what Weipai’s spir-

it had instructed the people to do. Some of the people wanted to 

follow Weipai’s instructions; others were sceptical.  At first, his 

mother was unwilling to go to the trouble of making fresh sago. 

“He will not come back,” she complained. But the cousin insisted, 

so she went out and prepared fresh sago. Whilst the doubters 

prepared the string bag for Weipai’s skull, others got wild fowl 

eggs, an eel, fresh sago jelly, fish, pork fat and sago grubs cooked 

just right, as Weipai had instructed. Those who believed that 

Weipai would return put all this food in a basket and waited.

 The next day, Weipai told his wife and children to get ready 

to return to the Koboru settlement. He put on all his decorations, 

including two bird-of-paradise plumes. Back in the settlement, 

the argument about whether he would return went on and on.

 So, that morning, Weipai and his family arrived, and the 

cousin, who had conveyed Weipai’s wishes to the people, said 

“see, he has come! You thought that I was lying, but see, he has 

come.” Weipai entered the large community house and sat down. 

He told his family to begin eating; then he ate the food that had 

been specially prepared for him. Everyone was flabbergasted. He 

washed his hands and went outside. Then he saw the funerary 

platform. “What is this?” he asked.

 “Oh that? That is for putting tobacco seeds out to dry,” lied 



67

his kinsmen. However, Weipai knew what it was.

 Then he saw the string bag with his skull in it and asked, 

“What is this?”

 “Oh, only some wood,” they lied. However, Weipai knew and 

said, “No. You didn’t have faith that I was really coming back to 

stay. So now I am leaving you. And you, cousin, you are coming 

with me. Get your things together. You too sister! And my wife 

and children! All of you will come with me to my house in the 

bush!”

 Weipai walked towards his skull and disappeared, to take 

his own pathway to the house in the bush. He arrived there and 

waited for his family and kinsman to come. When they were all 

together, they sat down and ate. Then Weipai took them all to the 

spirit world. He gave his sister back to her dead husband, and his 

children and cousin he gave to other spirit people in marriage.  

The Koboru never saw any of them again, for they lived in the 

world of the spirits. The Koboru realised that it was their own 

fault.

 

	 “That	was	a	really	sad	story,”	I	said,	sighing.	“It	expressed	

sorrow	for	the	family	and	the	wish	of	a	dying	person	to	take	them	

with	 him.	 This	 story	 suggests	 how	 loving	 and	 caring	 they	 are	

towards	their	family	members,	despite	their	reputation	as	savage,	

cold-blooded	 killers.	 They	 incorporated	 into	 the	 story	 the	 idea	

of	immortality	and	the	presence	of	the	soul	at	its	body’s	funeral,	

warning	at	the	same	time	that	people	must	respect	the	last	wishes	

of	the	deceased.”
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	 Bill	agreed.	“If	you	asked	me	how	I	would	characterize	them	

as	parents,	I	would	have	to	say	that	I	found	them	quite	emotional	

and	caring,	much	more	than	Westerners.	If	they	did	not	believe	so	

much	in	the	spirit	world,	they	could	not	cope	with	the	sorrow	of	

losing	their	child,	husband	or	brother…	and	in	their	environment,	

death	is	a	very	common	guest,	since	danger	lurks	everywhere.”

	 “Not	many	people	here	believe	 in	spirits;	however	almost	

everyone	believes	in	spirits	when	it	comes	to	alcohol.	By	the	way…	

whisky	or	brandy?”	I	took	the	opportunity	to	confuse	him.

	 “Isn’t	 it	 enough	 that	 you	 keep	 spirits	 in	 the	 carvings	 you	

collect?	Even	your	bottles	are	full	of	it.	All	right,	you	can	pour	a	bit,	

but	only	to	make	me	more	spirited.”

	 Apparently,	he	was	more	than	ready	for	such	verbal	jousting.
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	 “Did	 you	 watch	 the	 news	 last	 night?”	 I	 asked.	 “On	 the	

Solomon	Islands,	seven	Adventist	priests	were	beheaded	recently.	

Is	it	a	battle	of	religions,	or	a	war	for	land	and	resources	between	

the	people	and	the	church?”

	 “I’m	 not	 well-informed	 about	 contemporary	 politics	 in	

the	Solomon	Islands	but	my	guess	is	that	these	Adventist	priests	

belonged	to	a	tribal	group	who	in	old	times	were	at	war	with	the	

tribal	group	of	 their	killers.	The	small	nation’s	capital	 is	 located	

on	the	island	of	Guadalcanal	but	there	are	many	people	from	the	

nearby	island	of	Malaita	living	and	working	there.	Of	course,	old	

enmities	 surface	 when	 there	 is	 an	 immigrant	 population	 living	

on	 someone	else’s	 traditional	 lands;	 there’d	also	be	 competition	

for	 jobs	 in	 the	 town.	On	 the	other	hand,	 there	has	been	a	 long-

standing	resistance	to	Christianity	by	Malaitans,	particularly,	who	

have	resisted	foreigners	and	their	religion	since	the	first	European	

discovery	 of	 the	 Solomons	 in	 1568	by	Don	Alvaro	de	Mendaña.	

It	was	de	Mendaña	who	gave	the	major	islands	of	the	Solomons	

their	Spanish	names.	Unfortunately,	this	first	contact	did	not	go	

well,	with	many	Malaitans	killed	and	many,	many	more	dying	of	

European	illnesses.

	 “Nigel	 Randell,	 in	 his	 book	 The White Headhunter, 

Chapter IV
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describes	the	aftermath	of	the	Spanish	exploration	of	the	Solomon	

Islands	thus:

 

 Along the eastern coasts of Santa Isabel and Guadalcanal the 

coconuts lay unclaimed on the tidelines, germinating on the once 

busy beaches. Within a generation all traces of human habitation 

had disappeared and all that remained were the bleached bones 

of the dead – there had been no one to bury them. But these were 

not just places full of purgatorial spirits but a coastline cursed 

with a sickness that had taken hold when the white man had left. 

No one doubted that he had been the cause but none dared return 

to their lands for fear that what the white man had left behind 

might still linger in the air.

 

	 “I	 know	 that	 the	 Solomon	 Islanders,	 particularly,	 were	

famous	for	head	hunting	and	cannibalism.	Tell	me,	have	all	Papua	

New	Guineans	been	head	hunters	and	cannibals?”

	 “It	varied	from	tribe	to	tribe.	Some	were	head	hunters	but	

not	cannibals,	while	others	were	cannibals	but	not	head	hunters.	

With	regard	to	cannibalism	in	particular,	some	tribes	ate	human	

flesh	only	during	rituals	while	others	killed	for	food.

	 “An	 interesting	 case	 of	 ritual	 cannibalism	 in	 the	 eastern	

highlands	 of	New	Guinea	 came	 to	 light	 about	 fifty	 years	 ago.	 A	

rather	large	number	of	village	people	were	suffering	from	severe	

injuries	inflicted	by	falling	in	the	cooking	fire	following	symptoms	

of	incoordination,	tremors,	slurred	speech	and	inappropriate	fits	

of	 laughter.	Most	of	 the	victims	were	women.	The	people	 called	
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this	sickness	kuru.
	 “After	considerable	investigation	by	doctors	and	anthropol-

ogists,	it	was	found	that	this	community	had	a	unique	custom	for	

honouring	 their	dead.	When	someone	died,	 the	 female	 relatives	

would	dismember	 the	corpse.	They	would	remove	 the	arms	and	

legs	and	strip	off	the	muscles,	remove	the	internal	organs	from	the	

chest	cavity	and	remove	the	brains	from	the	skull.	These	delicacies	

were	eaten	by	the	women	and	their	children,	and	also	fed	to	the	

elderly.

	 “At	first	the	scientists	thought	the	disease	might	be	genet-

ic;	then	they	thought	it	could	be	a	slow	virus.	But	in	the	end	they	

realised	it	was	a	prion	disease,	such	as	scrapies	in	sheep,	Creutzfeldt-

Jakob	disease	and	‘mad	cow’	disease.	Prion	diseases	are	the	result	

of	genetic	mutations	that	affect	protein	function	in	the	brain	and	

are	transmissible	through	consumption	of	prion-diseased	tissue.	

Kuru	 has	 only	 ever	 been	 found	 among	 these	 particular	 eastern	
highlanders	of	New	Guinea	and	the	disease	has	died	out	since	the	

funerary	 cannibalism	 has	 ceased.	 Scientists	 wondered	 where	 it	

had	come	from,	as	the	people	said	that	it	did	not	exist	before	the	

white	man	 arrived	 in	 their	 valleys.	 It	 can	 only	 be	 assumed	 that	

someone	ate	an	animal	infected	with	this	particular	prion	disease,	

perhaps	meat,	internal	organs	or	brains	from	sheep	or	cattle,	and	

the	prion	was	then	passed	on	to	other	human	beings	because	of	the	

pre-existing	funerary	cannibalism.”

	 “That	story	is	enough	to	put	anyone	off	eating	sheep	brains.”	

I	said.	“What	about	the	killing	and	eating	of	outsiders?”

	 “It	is	difficult	to	be	sure,	in	particular	cases,	why	someone	
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was	killed	and	eaten.	For	example,	in	1901,	when	the	missionary	

James	Chalmers	and	his	companions	were	killed	and	eaten	by	the	

people	of	Goaribari	 in	 the	western	Papuan	Gulf,	 there	were	 two	

reasons	 given	 by	 natives:	 one	 was	 that	 Chalmers	 was	 killed	 by	

a	young	man	at	 the	request	of	another	man	whose	daughter	the	

young	man	wanted	to	marry,	presumably	to	show	he	was	a	fear-

less	killer	and	 therefore	a	suitable	husband;	 the	other	story	was	

that	they	killed	the	missionaries	because	it	was	their	custom	to	kill	

strangers.”

	 “You	have	mentioned	earlier	that	Telefomin	was	the	place	

where	in	1953	two	patrol	officers	and	two	native	policemen	were	

killed	and	a	couple	of	 them	partly	eaten.	You	remarked	that	 the	

fault	was	more	on	the	side	of	the	white	administration.”	I	asked	

this,	remembering	that	Bill	at	some	stage	talked	with	some	of	the	

killers,	when	they	returned	from	jail.

	 “Yes,”	Bill	said.	“Soon	after	I	arrived	at	Telefomin	in	1962,	

it	happened	that	some	of	the	men	involved	in	the	murders	of	the	

police	officers	were	released	from	jail,	so	I	could	hear	their	side	of	

the	story.	The	Australian	administration,	that	was	governing	New	

Guinea	at	that	time,	had	set	up	a	patrol	post	at	Telefomin	in	1948,	

to	 introduce	 the	people	 to	 the	outside	 system	of	 law	and	order,	

to	stop	fighting	and	cannibalism,	to	provide	an	alternative	means	

of	settling	disputes,	and	to	provide	education	and	health	services.	

The	people	were	sceptical	of	the	supposed	benefits	of	these	‘civilis-

ing’	measures	but	were	basically	pragmatic	and	waited	to	see	what	

might	come	of	it	all.	The	first	couple	of	white	officials	were	accept-

ed	as	 fair	and	reasonable	but	 in	due	course	one	man	came	who	
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ruined	the	good	work	of	the	first	officers.	He	sexually	exploited	a	

native	woman	who	had	been	promised	to	another	man	and	ridi-

culed	the	offended	man	as	a	weakling.	This	officer	also	permitted	

his	police	to	discipline	various	villagers	with	physical	punishment,	

and	ordered	the	burning	down	of	village	houses	if	he	thought	they	

were	not	kept	in	repair.	If	the	men	for	some	reason	failed	to	supply	

the	patrol	post	with	sufficient	vegetables	from	their	gardens,	they	

were	punished	by	having	to	work	on	the	roads	and	the	airstrip.

	 “The	conflict	came	to	a	head	when	some	villagers	killed	and	

ate	a	pig	that	had	been	given	to	them	for	breeding	purposes.	The	

police	officers	rushed	to	teach	the	villagers	a	lesson.	This	time	the	

people	did	not	accept	the	aggression	powerlessly	but	got	ready	for	

battle.	They	did	what	their	ancestors	had	done	from	the	beginning	

of	time	–	they	acted	to	preserve	the	dignity	of	their	tribe	and	to	

show	their	women	that	they	were	men.”

	 “It	is	interesting,”	I	said,	“that	recently	in	Fiji,	ancestors	of	

those	who	participated	in	killing	and	eating	a	missionary	around	

a	century	ago	contacted	his	relatives	with	a	wish	to	apologize.	The	

reason	was	that	their	tribe	had	not	had	any	luck	for	many	years	

and	they	thought	that	it	could	have	been	caused	by	that	killing.”	I	

added.

	 “Yes.	Well,	 the	 Telefomin	 Baptists	 recently	 did	 the	 same	

thing	and	apologised	for	the	1953	killings,	but	I	don’t	recall	any	of	

those	who	went	to	jail	for	the	killings	feeling	any	need	to	apologise.	

It	 was	 just	 the	 Christians,	 with	 their	missionary-inspired	 sense	

of	guilt.	They	had	been	told	for	years	that	they	were	sinners	and	

needed	God’s	grace	to	be	forgiven,	and	I	suppose	an	apology	for	
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the	killings	was	part	of	 the	business	of	 forgiveness,	even	though	

they	personally	had	had	nothing	whatsoever	 to	do	with	 the	kill-

ings.	This	seems	to	indicate	that	the	people,	even	those	who	have	

become	 Christians,	 have	 not	 changed	 their	 old	 ways	 of	 think-

ing	–	that	the	ancestors	will	punish	individuals,	and	even	whole	

communities,	with	 sickness	 and	misfortunes	 for	 breaking	 tradi-

tional	laws.”

	 “Christianity	 is	 a	 humanistic	 religion,	 at	 least	 in	 theory,”	

I	 said,	 “but	 there	are	 those	who	use	 it	 as	a	means	 for	achieving	

their	own	ends.	The	more	truly	spiritual	someone	is,	the	more	that	

person	dislikes	the	Church	as	a	political	and	military	institution,	

what	at	its	core	it	really	is.	The	worst	sin	of	all	is	to	use	an	ideology	

of	justice	and	doing	good	as	a	means	to	do	just	the	opposite	–	to	kill	

and	torture	people	in	the	name	of	Jesus	Christ,	or	Mohammed…”

	 “Most	religions	claim	to	be	about	love	and	happiness,”	Bill	

said,	“but	I	can’t	say	I	have	noticed	religious	people	being	better	

at	that	than	non-religious	people;	and	many	religious	people	seem	

to	be	able	to	live	with	glaring	inconsistencies	between	their	strict	

moral	 code	 and	 how	 they	 actually	 behave.	 I	 saw	 some	 Roman	

Catholic	priests	in	New	Ireland	attending	a	traditional	malangan 

funerary	ceremony	accompanied	by	 their	mistresses;	and,	as	we	

have	heard	on	the	news,	in	many	countries	they	prefer	young	boys.	

Moreover,	besides	destroying	the	culture	and	tradition	of	a	place,	

as	 well	 as	 the	 sacred	 objects,	 some	 fundamentalist	 Protestant	

Christian	 missionaries	 have	 not	 hesitated	 to	 pressure	 villagers	

to	destroy	 the	bones	of	 their	ancestors,	which	 they	had	kept	 for	

generations.	Not	all	Christian	missionaries	are	like	that	of	course,	
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but	 it	 was	 because	 of	 such	 arrogance	 on	 the	 part	 of	 some	 that,	

way	back	in	1962,	I	resigned	from	the	church	I	had	gone	to	as	a	

teenager,	 declaring	 that	 I	 could	no	 longer	 associate	myself	with	

Christianity.”

	 “Yes,”	I	agreed	and	added:	“By	observing	Christianisation	

of	the	Pacific	islands,”	I	said,	“it	is	much	easier	to	understand	the	

Christianisation	of	Europe.	 It	was	not	 just	 the	 religion	 that	was	

changed.	 With	 it,	 almost	 all	 the	 old	 customs	 and	 beliefs	 were	

changed	too	–	even	the	languages.	It	is	a	miracle,	if	I	can	use	such	

a	 religious	 term,	 that	a	 record	of	 such	barbarism	by	 the	Church	

has	survived	to	the	present	time.	On	the	island	Rujno	(or	Rugen)	

in	the	Baltic	sea,	on	the	celebration	of	the	day	of	Svetovid	–	one	

of	the	main	deities	in	ancient	European	religion	–	the	Crusaders	

attacked	and	in	the	name	of	God	rampaged	through	the	temple,	

destroying	the	statue	of	Svetovid	as	well.

	 “I	 think	 researchers	 of	 European	 history	 and	 ethnology	

today	have	to	rely	on	the	methods	that	are	usually	used	by	archae-

ologists.	After	so	many	books	have	been	destroyed	by	the	Church	

and	 various	 political	 regimes,	 from	 the	 burning	 of	 the	 Great	

Library	of	Alexandria,	through	the	casting	aside	of	so	many	sacred	

texts	and	gospels	 in	 the	process	of	 forming	 the	New	Testament,	

the	 destruction	 of	 the	 records	 of	 Admiral	 Zheng	He’s	maritime	

achievements	in	the	early	15th	century,	and	wholesale	destruction	

of	Tibetan	sacred	texts	by	the	Chinese	in	more	recent	times,	to	the	

hidden	and	 inaccessible	archives	of	 today,	 the	 rare	 independent	

researcher	has	to	dig	deeply	for	hidden	facts,	 to	help	them	truly	

understand	what	happened	in	certain	regions	or	periods	of	time	
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and	counter	the	official	versions	of	history.	There	is	truth	in	the	old	

saying,	‘History	belongs	to	the	conqueror.’

	 “It	 is	 significant	 that	 we	 have	 few	 books	 that	 explore	 an	

alternative	European	history,”	I	continued.	“It	must	be	that	poten-

tial	authors	were	 ‘strongly	advised’	 to	forget	such	an	endeavour,	

and	 if	 they	did	not	 take	 the	advice	 they	were	 ‘helped’	 to	 change	

their	minds.	Such	intimidation	would	not	be	new	on	the	European	

scene;	 Copernicus,	Giordano	Bruno	 and	Galileo	were	 just	 some	

of	many	who	experienced	how	dangerous	telling	the	truth	can	be	

in	places	where	 the	Church	rules.	Very	 few	remember	Giordano	

Bruno’s	words	when	he	was	tied	to	the	stake	for	saying	the	truth	

against	the	interests	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.	Defiantly,	he	

said:	‘There	is	a	much	greater	fear	in	you,	sentencing	me,	than	in	

me,	receiving	the	verdict.’”

	 “Yes,”	Bill	said,	“I	was	aware	that	many	of	these	great	men	

were	 persecuted	 by	 the	 Church,	 but	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 of	 European	

history	I	know	nothing	about.	What	you	have	said	is	really	aston-

ishingly	similar	to	the	situation	in	the	Pacific	islands.”

	 “Look	at	all	the	countries	throughout	history	where	a	colo-

nising	power	or	a	new	religion	has	come	and	taken	over!”	I	said.	

“The	indigenous	languages	often	do	not	survive;	in	some	cases	this	

was	enforced	politically	while	in	the	others	it	was	done	with	brute	

force,	by	cutting	off	people’s	tongues,	or	even	their	heads,	because	

they	resisted	the	imposition	of	the	language	of	their	new	rulers.	In	

the	case	of	the	Christianisation	of	Central	and	South	America,	the	

Church	did	not	act	alone;	it	was	always	supported	by	economic	and	

military	power.	Enforcing	of	a	new	religion	is	always	accompanied	
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by	blood	and	tears.

	 “Exactly,”	I	said,	and	added:	“In	some	East	European	coun-

tries,	the	sagas	helped	preserve	at	least	a	fraction	of	the	old	history	

and	culture	and	in	some	of	them	the	old	calendar	was	represented	

by	the	number	of	verses,	and	the	number	of	 lines	 in	every	verse	

–	 a	 kind	 of	 hidden	 code.	 One	 Australian	 historian	 has	 recently	

suggested	the	Arthurian	legends,	written	down	by	a	Frenchman,	

encoded	 the	mathematical	 insights	 of	 the	Arabs,	 something	 the	

Church	regarded	as	heresy,	and	she	even	today	has	met	consider-

able	 resistance	by	conventional	historians	 to	 this	 interpretation.	

In	many	old	Serbian	songs,	still	sung	by	old	women,	we	can	hear	

a	cry	for	India,	Vishnu,	Woden,	Svetovid,	and	many	other	deities,	

places	and	events,	not	recorded	by	historians	but	by	ethnologists.	

Moreover,	the	ancient	designs	on	the	rugs	do	not	represent	mere	

drawings	but	encoded	texts.	By	approaching	research	with	these	

techniques,	we	are	more	likely	to	be	able	to	reconstruct	pre-Chris-

tian	European	history.”

	 “It	 is	 similar	 in	 the	 Pacific	 area,”	 Bill	 responded.	 “When	

an	uninformed	person	saw	tattoos	on	the	faces	of	Polynesians,	he	

thought	that	their	purpose	was	just	to	decorate	themselves,	or	to	

frighten	an	enemy,	but	they	are	statements	about	the	family	histo-

ry	of	the	person	and	their	social	status.”	

	 I	 continued.	 “Local	 languages	 are	 a	 target	of	 those	 rulers	

who	know	that	their	disappearance	inevitable	leads	to	the	loss	of	

all	the	old	sagas,	and	then	a	people	loses	its	soul	irretrievably.	Even	

some	indigenous	politicians	will	support	the	change	of	language	if	

it	helps	them	preserve	their	own	hold	on	power.
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	 “We	are	witnessing	an	interesting	process	at	this	very	time,	

in	Europe.	Croatia,	and	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	are	newly-creat-

ed	nations	that	appeared	on	the	world	map	after	the	disintegra-

tion	 of	 Yugoslavia.	 For	 political	 reasons,	 so-called	 linguists	 are	

attempting	 to	 create	 languages	different	 from	Serbian	 (or,	 from	

political	 reasons,	 called	 Serbo-Croatian),	 the	 universal	 language	

of	 the	 former	Yugoslavia.	These	 ‘linguists’	are	 looking	 for	words	

used	in	the	past	when	the	policies	of	the	then	ruling	masters	were	

most	similar	to	the	ideology	of	today’s	ruling	oligarchy;	they	are	

even	 attempting	 artificially	 to	 create	 new	 words.	 This	 is	 being	

ridiculed	by	many	people,	even	in	their	own	countries.	They	are	

making	jokes	about	these	new	words,	not	quite	realising	the	seri-

ousness	of	the	situation.	This	is	exactly	the	process	George	Orwell	

called	Newspeak,	which	he	satirised	in	his	book,	1984.	The	culture	
and	traditions	of	a	people	cannot	survive	without	their	language;	

they	will	gradually	forget	their	history	since	they	cannot	identify	

with,	 and	 understand	 the	meanings	 of	 the	 old	 names	 of	 people	

and	places.	It	is	as	though	Australia	or	the	USA	decided,	for	politi-

cal	 reasons,	 to	 create	a	 language	 that	 looks	unlike	English,	or	 if	

Austrians	tried	hard	to	make	the	Austrian	language	radically	differ-

ent	from	German,	even	if	they	had	to	go	so	far	as	to	set	up	a	contest	

for	the	creation	of	the	most	interesting	new	words.	Transforming	

dialects	into	new	languages	overnight	is	happening	right	in	front	

of	our	eyes.	Papua	New	Guinea	is	not	the	only	place	that	provides	

us	with	salutary	history	lessons.”

	 “It	 would	 be	 an	 interesting	 project	 for	 researchers	 in	

linguistics	and	ethnology	to	closely	examine	such	a	process,”	Bill	
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responded.	“Despite	certain	comic	elements,	it	is	really	quite	trag-

ic.	The	danger	is	that	every	new	government	could	get	new	ideas	

about	changing	the	language	and	it	could	go	on	forever.	It	is	said	

that	languages	are	alive	and	are	changing	all	the	time,	but	such	a	

process,	if	un-forced,	is	obviously	very	gradual.

	 “Yes,”	 I	 said.	 “Although	 the	 idea	 of	 creating	 such	 quasi-

modo	 languages	 looks	 ridiculous,	 it	 is	 an	example	of	how	many	

languages	in	the	world	have	changed,	not	as	a	natural	and	grad-

ual	process,	but	rather	as	a	result	of	political	intervention.	Many	

European	languages	have	passed	through	such	a	phase,	especially	

those	in	Western	Europe,	where	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	wiped	

out	the	old	languages,	or	at	least	Latinised	them	to	such	an	extent	

that	they	could	barely	be	recognised.

	 “Just	 look	at	modern	Germany.	The	majority	of	 its	popu-

lation	 does	 not	 even	 understand	 the	 language	 of	 their	 ances-

tors.	The	new	language	was	enforced	aggressively	so	that	now,	in	

Central	and	Eastern	Germany,	only	a	couple	of	hundred	thousand	

people	in	the	region	of	the	old	Slavonic	state	of	Lusatia	still	speak	

the	original	language	spoken	there	before	Christianisation.	As	in	

other	 countries,	many	people	do	not	 even	know	 the	meaning	of	

their	surnames,	let	alone	of	placenames,	or	the	old	names	of	their	

deities.”

	 “You	 mentioned	 the	 collapse	 of	 Yugoslavia.	 I	 have	 been	

wondering	 what	 really	 happened	 in	 that	 region.	 A	 war	 in	 the	

middle	of	Europe	in	the	late	20th	century…	Where	did	it	all	come	

from?”	Bill	asked.

	 “Most	evil	comes	from	those	who	talk	about	God	the	most,	
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for	 they	 care	 about	 justice	 and	 the	 wellbeing	 of	 the	 people	 the	

least.	You	have	 to	know	 the	history	of	 the	 region	 to	understand	

it.	Religion	has	been	 creating	 conflicts	 there	 for	 centuries,	 as	 in	

so	many	other	places	around	the	world.	In	Yugoslavia,	it	was	not	

just	 a	 conflict	between	Christianity	and	 Islam,	but	also	between	

Western	and	Eastern	Christianity,	that	for	ages	have	been	battling	

each	other	for	every	inch	of	territory.	Blood	relatives,	often	with	the	

same	surname,	have	been	slaughtering	each	other	in	the	service	of	

new	rulers	and	their	ideologies.	To	make	the	paradox	even	greater,	

many	of	them	are	not	aware	that	their	ancestors	have	been	fighting	

on	both	sides	with	the	same	mad	hatred,	since	the	place	was	first	

flooded	by	converts	so	long	ago.”

	 “It	seems,”	Bill	mused,	“that	these	Christian	benefactors	in	

their	black	robes,	which	perversely	are	meant	to	symbolize	enlight-

enment,	have	been	so	preoccupied	with	bringing	spiritual	peace	

that	they	have	forgotten	that	people	might	be	interested	in	having	

civil	peace	too.	But	why	would	they	bother	with	such	a	triviality,	

especially	if	it	does	not	bring	them	any	money	or	power?”

	 “After	 analysing	 this	 latest	 conflict,	 you	would	 be	 able	 to	

understand	almost	the	entire	history	of	Europe,	since	it	contained	

elements	from	every	previous	European	war…	even	the	main	char-

acters	are	pretty	much	the	same.”

	 “Some	things	do	not	change	much	through	time	and	space,”	

Bill	said.	“Fortunately,	some	cultures	may	survive	in	places	where	

the	monotheistic	evangelists	have	not	already	destroyed	it	all.”

	 “Some	people	would	say	that	a	part	of	New	Guinea’s	heritage	

was	 cannibalism	 and	 head	 hunting,	 and	 that	 Christianity	 saved	
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them	 from	 those	 horrifying	 traditions.”	 I	 tried	 to	 provoke	 him,	

knowing	how	much	he	supports	 the	protection	of	New	Guinea’s	

cultural	heritage.

	 “Eating	 killed	 enemies,”	 he	 said,	 “was	 at	 least	 in	 part	 a	

response	 to	 the	 lack	 of	 protein	 in	 their	 diet	 and	no	matter	how	

cruel	 their	 rituals	 appear	 to	us,	 these	practices	were	 considered	

necessary	for	the	proper	functioning	and	survival	of	the	communi-

ty.	Such	activities	were	a	result	of	necessity	rather	than	of	hatred.	

I	 have	never	heard	 that	 they	would	 torture	 their	 victims	 just	 to	

enjoy	 their	 suffering.	 However,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 they	 do	 not	

regard	death	so	morbidly.	If	one	of	their	warriors	got	an	arrow	in	

his	backside,	they	would	laugh	about	it,	even	if	the	wound	proved	

fatal.

	 “Once,	one	of	my	anthropologist	colleagues	asked	a	high-

lands	 informant	 about	 killing	 and	 eating	 people	 from	 another	

tribe,	 and	 he	 answered,	 laughing:	 ‘Oli bokis ais bilong mipela’	
(They	are	our	ice-box)	that	is,	 ‘just	as	you	take	your	meat	out	of	

your	refrigerator,	we	take	our	meat	from	our	storage	area	in	the	

forests	down	below.’	They	have	to	find	some	meat,	and	people	or	

pigs	are	all	the	same	to	them.”

	 “They	all	 liked	 to	boast	about	 their	 cannibalistic	 exploits,	

especially	when	they	had	just	fought	and	eaten	each	other.	But	you	

told	me	that,	between	their	relatively	 infrequent	and	small	scale	

wars,	they	are	gentle	parents	and	sober	members	of	their	commu-

nity	who	garden,	hunt,	marry,	dance	for	the	spirits…	What	was	the	

worst	thing	they	experienced	when	white	people	arrived?”

	 “Besides	 the	 general	 impact	 of	 the	 new	 culture,	 their	
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communities	were	decimated	by	new	diseases	and	by	recruitment	

of	young	men	as	labourers	in	coconut	plantations	and	other	prima-

ry	resource	enterprises	of	the	white	man.	They	lived	for	years	far	

from	their	homes.”

	 “Yes,”	I	said.	“I	recently	read	about	Easter	Island	and	the	

deportation	 of	 the	 natives	 to	 mines	 in	 Chile	 and	 the	 diseases	

brought	back	from	there	by	survivors,	so	the	island	today	has	only	

a	fraction	of	its	original	population	and	not	much	is	known	about	

their	old	culture.”

	 “Well,”	said	Bill.	“With	regard	to	the	traditional	cultures	of	

the	Pacific,	Papua	New	Guinea	has	managed	to	preserve	the	most.	

Perhaps	the	main	reason	is	its	size	and	difficult	terrain.	The	other	

islands	are	much	smaller	and	easier	to	access.”

	 “I	think	we	have	talked	enough	for	today,”	I	said,	rising	up	

from	the	chair,	and	added,	joking:	“We	have	to	leave	something	for	

later,	because	our	talks	have	been	getting	boring.”

	 “Yes,	 we	 are	 just	 rolling	 around	 the	 same	 topics	 –	 and	

anyway,	you’ve	been	doing	most	of	the	yabbering,”	he	added	with	

a	laugh	as	he	left	the	room.
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	 Another	Tuesday	evening	came,	and	again	we	could	be	seen	

half	 asleep,	 looking	 like	 two	 old	 Kakadu	 parrots.	 The	 rambling	

stories	did	not	seem	to	be	even	close	to	an	end.	Half-empty	beer	

bottles	made	us	look	like	two	drunkards	at	the	end	of	their	drinking	

party	–	until	one	noticed	in	the	dim	light	the	presence	of	numer-

ous	books,	maps	and	old	carvings	with	a	frightening	appearance.	

The	 imaginative	 observer	 might	 then	 conjure	 spirits	 from	 the	

old	books	and	carvings	and	observe	how	they	joined	the	two	old	

fellows,	who	seemed	to	be	aware	of	their	invisible	companions	in	

this	world	where	only	flesh	and	bones	count.

	 Meanwhile,	 the	 ‘spirits	 destroyers’	 are	 continuing	 their	

devastating	 activities,	 leaving	 only	 burned	 bones	 and	 spiritless	

bodies	 in	 their	 wake.	 They	 believe	 in	 revolutionary	 methods:	

destroy	 everything,	 including	 the	positive	 things,	 and	 then	 start	

from	the	beginning;	in	other	words,	return	to	a	time	without	culture	

and	without	tradition	–	the	‘clean	slate.’	Then	write	a	completely	

new	story…

	 In	opposition	to	this,	anthropologists	and	other	responsible	

people	are	for	a	rather	moderate	approach	where	the	worst,	and	

today	avoidable,	customs,	like	head	hunting	and	cannibalism,	as	

well	as	human	sacrifice,	would	be	abandoned,	while	the	positive	

Chapter V
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traditions	would	be	unchallenged.

	 Problems	arise	from	the	conflict	between	two	diametrically	

opposed	 approaches:	 one	 that	 is	 formed	 and	 fed	 by	 a	 greed	 for	

political	and	economic	power	and	the	other	based	on	principles	of	

self-determination	and	justice.

	 “Proof	that	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	has	not	yet	got	over	

its	mission	to	convert	Europe	or	the	Pacific	islands,	to	save	them	

from	their	pagan	customs,	is	its	move	to	the	East,	where	it	is	trying	

to	convert	to	Catholicism	even	Orthodox	Christians	in	Russia,	as	

it	 did	 in	 Serbia,	 creating	 Croatia,	 and	 in	Ukraine,	 dividing	 that	

country	into	two	antagonistic	halves;	not	to	mention	China,	where	

more	than	40	million	Catholics	are	the	seed	for	some	future	war.	

It	is	not	much	different	in	India,	Sri	Lanka,	Vietnam,	South	Korea	

and	many	other	countries,”	I	said,	after	we	began	analysing	justifi-

cations	for	the	Christianisation	of	non-Christian	peoples.

	 “Exactly,”	agreed	Bill.	“And	all	that	is	happening	just	when,	

in	 the	Western	world,	people	are	 leaving	the	Catholic	Church	 in	

droves	and	there	 is	a	sudden	shortage	of	 trainees	 for	 the	priest-

hood.	People	are	 refusing	 to	 sacrifice	 their	 children	on	 the	altar	

of	a	sect	that	long	ago	broke	from	the	orthodox	Christian	Church	

because	it	wanted	to	use	Christianity	for	political	ends.”	He	added:	

“The	 epidemic	 of	 paedophilia	within	 the	Christian	 church,	 both	

Catholic	and	Protestant,	indicates	its	moral	bankruptcy.	And	the	

fundamentalist	evangelical	Christians	of	the	United	States	justify	

support	of	George	Bush’s	foreign	policies	by	reference	to	the	need	

to	preserve	the	state	of	Israel	against	any	claims	by	Palestinians,	

to	ensure	the	geo-political	climate	is	ripe	for	the	establishment	of	
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Christ’s	millennial	rule	on	earth.”

	 “Converting	people	who	are	already	happy	in	their	own	reli-

gion,	by	any	kind	of	persuasion,	is	the	biggest	sin,”	I	said,	“and	the	

cause	of	the	greatest	misfortune.	Any	true	Christian	would	allow	

a	Taoist	to	seek	happiness	within	his	own	religion,	and	not	try	to	

trick	him	into	converting	from	the	religion	of	his	ancestors	and	his	

brothers.	Christians	should	know	that	disrupting	families	cannot	

come	from	God.	Religion,	at	its	deepest,	spiritual	level,	is	diamet-

rically	opposed	to	the	motivations	of	the	politically	and	financially	

oriented	religious	institutions	we	see	around	us	today.”

	 “If	we	analyse	Papua	New	Guinea	or	Solomon	Islands	reli-

gions	 in	 that	 context,”	 Bill	 responded,	 “it	 is	 arguable	 that	 their	

beliefs	in	ancestral	ghosts	and	nature	spirits	did	not	inflict	more	

misfortune	than	has	Christianity.	Our	own	ancestral	culture	was	

destroyed	by	Christianity	and	only	hints	of	 it	 survive	 in	popular	

mythology	dressed	up	as	children’s	fairy	tales,	or	in	remote	places	

where	people	have	stubbornly	refused	to	give	in.”

	 “When	we	talk	about	morality,	some	of	the	first	traits	that	

come	to	mind	are	dignity,	courage,	pride	and	shame.	From	what	

you	have	been	 telling	me,”	 I	 said,	 “in	Papua	New	Guinea,	 these	

characteristics	are	immediately	apparent.	But	in	Western	society	

they	are	almost	forgotten.	People	fear	shame	more	than	any	legal	

punishment	 and	 when	 it	 is	 lacking,	 respect	 and	 dignity	 cannot	

exist.	 In	 our	 society,	 priests	 have	 always	 been	 regarded	 as	 role	

models,	but	given	the	corruption	evident	among	the	priesthood,	

such	regard	could	lead	to	our	self-destruction.”

	 “The	 only	 hope,”	 said	 Bill,	 “is	 that	 people	 will	 wake	 up	
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and	strive	to	build	a	more	just	society,	although	history	does	not	

convince	me	that	 there	has	been	much	 improvement	over	 thou-

sands	of	years	of	struggle	and	strife.”

	 “The	 pacification	 of	 war-like	 people	 with	 religion	 is	 an	

old	weapon,”	I	said.	“That	worked	 in	the	case	of	Europeans	and	

Mongols;	and	 it	worked	on	Pacific	 Islanders	 too.	 If	 the	pacifiers	

behaved	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 philosophy	 they	 were	 promot-

ing,	and	the	‘unruly	natives’	accepted,	we	would	live	in	Paradise.	

However,	 power	 is	 simply	 changing	 hands;	 the	 pacifiers	 use	

warfare	to	impose	their	version	of	peace,	dressed	up	as	a	‘fight	for	

democracy’	and	‘the	war	on	terror,’	as	we	are	seeing	today	in	Iraq.

	 “It	 is	 interesting	 that	 Eastern	 Orthodox	 Christianity	 has	

taken	a	very	different	course,	adhering	to	original	Christian	values	

and	traditional	morals.	Thanks	to	the	fact	that	it	is	considered	that	

sins	cannot	be	‘forgiven’	by	the	Church,	and	that	justice	is	above	

everything,	Orthodox	Christians	are	much	more	critical	 towards	

priests,	 who	 are	 considered	merely	 as	 church	 servants	 who	 are	

supposed	 to	 preach	 in	 the	 church;	 any	 preaching	 outside	 the	

church	is	generally	not	welcome.

	 “Probably	 its	most	sensible	rule	 is	 that	a	priest	cannot	be	

given	a	parish	before	he	gets	married,	and	after	having	a	 family	

there	is	a	much	reduced	possibility	that	such	a	person	would	have	

sick	ideas.	Beside	that,	the	people	in	his	parish	are	always	ready	

to	help	him	see	common	sense,	if	necessary	by	a	good	beating.	In	

such	 a	 system,	priests	 cannot	 claim	higher	 rights	 than	ordinary	

people.

	 “With	 regard	 to	 paedophilia	 in	 the	 Orthodox	 church,	 I	
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cannot	 place	 enough	 emphasis	 on	 the	 word	 unimaginable,	 and	

a	priest	who	would	do	something	 like	 that	 could	expect	a	death	

sentence	 from	 the	 child’s	 parent,	 if	 he	 is	 not	 lucky	 enough	 to	

finish	up	in	jail;	although	even	there	he	would	get	an	appropriate	

welcome	from	‘decent’	criminals.

	 “Taking	all	that	into	account,	it	is	easy	to	understand	why	

the	Orthodox	 church	 could	 not	 achieve	 great	 political	 power.	 It	

had	more	 than	 enough	work	maintaining	 its	 position	 in	 society	

after	a	long	struggle	and	even	then	it	had	to	accept	a	compromise	

with	the	old	beliefs	and	could	only	go	as	far	as	imposing	Christian	

names	on	some	of	the	traditional	deities.”

	 “It	must	be	much	healthier	to	live	in	such	an	environment,”	

Bill	commented,	“since	priests	know	their	place,	 they	know	that	

their	 behaviour	 is	 under	 the	magnifying	 glass	 all	 the	 time.	 The	

Vatican’s	attempts	to	unite	with	their	‘Eastern	Brothers’	must	be	

motivated	by	the	realisation	that	they	have	to	change	their	ways.”

	 “There	may	be	such	motivations,	but	I	think	that	that	there	

is	a	much	higher	probability	 that	half-rotten	apples	will	destroy	

the	good	ones,	rather	than	vice	versa.	It	is	already	noticeable	that	

moral	 standards	 in	 newly-westernised	 countries	 are	 seriously	

eroded.	Dignity,	respect,	pride	and	compassion	are	pushed	to	one	

side	 to	give	way	to	greed,	 immorality	and	fear.	By	the	way,	how	

many	of	your	neighbours	do	you	know	by	name?”

	 “Hmm…	I’m	out	in	a	rural	area,	as	you	know,	so	I	do	know	

my	nearest	neighbours;	but	 further	a	field,	not	many.	Because	 I	

have	to	work	in	the	city	and	try	to	find	time	at	the	weekend	to	main-

tain	 the	property,	 I	 don’t	 participate	much	 in	wider	 community	
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activities.”

	 “I	have	lived	in	this	street	for	ten	years,”	I	said,	“and	I	don’t	

know	the	name	of	even	one	person	and	I	would	recognise	the	faces	

of	about	 ten	people.	They	are	almost	never	on	the	street;	every-

one	is	living	in	their	house.	Very	few	are	heard	even	in	their	back	

yards…	not	even	a	dog	barks.	Do	you	think	it	would	be	possible	not	

to	know	by	name	every	person,	including	children,	after	living	just	

a	few	months	in	any	non-westernised	communities	in,	as	we	like	

to	call	them,	undeveloped	countries?”

	 “It	seems	that	we	are	proud	of	our	status	as	one	of	the	devel-

oped	 countries,”	 said	Bill,	 “but	 somehow	we	are	not	 secure	 and	

happy,	 especially	 our	 children	 seem	 less	happy	and	 secure	 than	

when	I	was	a	child.	In	recent	years,	our	government	seems	able	to	

persuade	us	to	accept	the	erosion	of	our	freedoms	by	encouraging	

an	environment	of	fear	under	the	banner	of	the	war	on	terror;	the	

politicians	even	encourage	us	to	spy	on	and	report	our	neighbours	

for	any	suspicious	activities	 that	might	possibly	be	construed	as	

terrorism.	Such	tactics	destroy	a	strong	sense	of	community.”

	 “Yes.	You	can	see	that	too	many	people	seem	fearful,	as	if	

fear	is	in	the	air…	Papua	New	Guinea	is	considered	by	the	media	as	

one	of	the	most	dangerous	places	on	the	planet	but	I	do	not	think	

that	 such	 fear	 is	 evident	 even	 there,	 at	 least	 not	 in	 places	 away	

from	the	westernised	towns.”

	 “No,”	 said	Bill,	 “far	 from	 it.	The	 atmosphere	 I	 remember	

was	generally	of	content	and	optimism.	Sure,	they	would	grumble	

about	their	politicians,	 just	as	we	all	do,	but	I	guess	they	do	not	

have	too	high	expectations.”
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	 “I	do	not	think	that	your	family’s	expectations	would	be	too	

high	if	they	expected	you	to	be	home	by	now”	–	I	was	reminding	

him	that	it	was	already	very	late	–	“and	I	share	their	expectations.”

	 “Hey!	Why	didn’t	you	tell	me	that	it	is	already	past	nine,”	

exclaimed	Bill,	jumping	up	from	the	chair.	“You	have	kept	me	too	

long,	so	you	can	steal	as	much	of	my	knowledge	as	possible.”

	 “I	do	not	think	that	an	old	fox	like	you	would	visit	someone	

without	knowing	that	he	can	learn	something	new;	but	it	isn’t	my	

job	to	educate	others.	Next	time	I	will	prepare	a	very	uncomfort-

able	chair,	especially	for	guests	who	are	using	free	air	conditioning	

in	someone	else’s	home,”	I	said,	as	we	shook	hands	before	parting.
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	 Four	 weeks	 had	 passed	 since	 our	 last	 meeting.	 Bill	 had	

gone	on	a	trip	to	PNG,	from	which	he	brought	me	two	beetle-nut	

containers.	I	thanked	him	and	we	fell	into	conversation	about	his	

experience	there.	

	 “When	 you	 were	 the	 curator	 at	 the	 National	Museum	 in	

Papua	New	Guinea,	how	did	you	choose	the	areas	for	your	field-

work?	 I	 imagine	 that	 everywhere	 in	New	Guinea	has	 something	

interesting	to	offer.	Is	it	possible	to	visit	all	the	different	groups?”	

I	had	not	yet	understood	exactly	what	 it	was	that	Bill	was	doing	

when	he	was	working	for	that	museum.	“Judging	by	the	artefacts	

that	I	have	purchased,	I	assume	that	the	Sepik	river	region,	includ-

ing	Murik	Lakes	and	Chambri	Lakes,	is	where	most	of	the	carvings	

come	from.	After	that,	I	would	say	that	the	Trobriand	Islands	are	

the	next	most	important,	and	then	perhaps	New	Ireland.	It	would	

seem	that	the	National	Museum	could	save	only	some	of	the	old	

carvings	and	cult	houses,	and	record	only	some	of	the	customs	and	

rituals,	 and	would	not	be	able	 to	 stop	aggressive	westernisation	

and	the	erosion	of	the	country’s	cultural	heritage.	How	could	the	

National	Museum	cope	with	such	a	huge	challenge?”

	 “I	 realised	 that	 the	National	Museum	would	be	unable	 to	

meet	 its	 commitment	 to	 collect	 and	 document	 a	 representative	

Chapter VI
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sample	of	the	art	and	material	culture	from	each	of	the	hundreds	

of	different	cultural	groups	in	the	country.”	Bill	did	not	need	a	lot	

of	persuasion	to	answer	in	considerable	detail.	“There	are	over	750	

different	 languages	 and,	 I	 estimate	 conservatively,	 at	 least	 200	

different	cultures	in	the	country.	Whereas	there	were	quite	good	

collections	 from	 twenty	 or	 thirty	 groups,	 and	perhaps	 for	many	

other	 groups	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 possible	 to	make	 comprehensive	

collections	 of	 traditional	materials,	 there	 were	 still	 in	 the	 early	

1980s	a	large	number	of	groups	where	such	collections	could	be	

made.	 The	majority	 of	 those	were	 probably	Highlands	 cultures,	

since	they	were	contacted	by	the	Western	world	relatively	recent-

ly.	Nevertheless,	the	rate	of	change	suggested	that	those	cultures	

too	would	lose	their	traditional	technology	and	associated	beliefs	

within	a	couple	of	decades.	Every	day,	people	who	were	the	sole	

repositories	of	traditional	knowledge	and	skills	were	dying,	taking	

this	knowledge	with	them.

	 “Given	that	the	National	Museum	could	not	hope	to	make	

collections	 of	 the	 material	 culture	 of	 all	 those	 groups	 not	 yet	

studied	 by	 anthropologists	 and	 others,	 let	 alone	 record	 general	

cultural	information	for	those	groups,	it	was	necessary	for	me	to	

develop	a	list	of	priorities.	As	the	Museum	had	a	legal	responsibil-

ity	to	monitor	and	protect	government-gazetted	National	Cultural	

Property,	and	as	most	of	the	gazetted	items	were	located	in	Sepik	

River	villages,	that	area	became	my	first	priority	and	I	put	a	project	

in	place	that	had	myself	or	my	Assistant	Curator	go	through	the	

area	once	every	six	months.	I	visited	other	areas	–	such	as	central	

New	Guinea,	New	Ireland	and	New	Britain	–	in	response	to	urgent	
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requests	of	one	kind	or	another.	I	tried	unsuccessfully	to	get	the	

museum	to	adopt	a	plan	to	hire	four	or	five	field	research	officers	

to	 cover	 the	 country	more	 systematically	 –	 insufficient	 funding	

was	 the	stumbling	block.	But	whenever	 I	had	 the	opportunity,	 I	

enrolled	the	assistance	of	overseas	researchers	to	collect	and	docu-

ment	 the	material	 culture	 of	 the	 people	 they	had	 come	 to	work	

amongst.	Sometimes	I	got	a	little	funding	to	help	them	with	their	

research,	and	the	Museum	paid	for	the	objects	they	bought	and	the	

cost	of	sending	the	collections	to	Port	Moresby.	In	return	we	got	

excellent,	well-documented	collections.

	 “I	tried	to	convince	the	missionaries	of	the	Summer	Institute	

of	Linguistics	to	collect	for	the	Museum.	They	have	shouldered	the	

staggering	task	of	providing	the	Bible	and	other	written	materials	

in	people’s	own	 languages	and	had	something	 like	one	hundred	

translating	teams	working	in	Papua	New	Guinea	in	the	early	1980s.	

I	argued	that	people	have	optimum	freedom	when	they	choose	a	

course	of	action	or	belief	from	a	basis	they	are	thoroughly	familiar	

with	and	that	freedom	of	choice	ensures	a	degree	of	sincerity	of	the	

choice	made.	Technology,	behaviour	patterns	and	modes	of	think-

ing	are	as	characteristic	of	a	group	of	people	as	their	language,	as	

these	aspects	are	integrated	through	the	socialisation	process	and	

the	learning	of	speech.	I	said	that	we	should	be	able	to	share	the	

premise	that	it	is	desirable	for	a	community	to	have	access	to	its	

history,	its	traditions	and	its	roots.

	 “Another	 premise	 I	 thought	 we	 should	 have	 been	 able	

to	 share	 is	 that	 diversity	 is	 always	 better	 than	 sameness.	 The	

drive	to	prevent	extinction	of	natural	species	has	its	basis	in	this	
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premise	and	this	applies	no	less	to	the	cultures	of	human	beings.	

Unfortunately,	 these	missionaries	seemed	 to	 think	 that	 they	did	

not	have	time	to	help	preserve	aspects	of	traditional	cultures	and	

the	Museum	did	not	obtain	any	collections	as	a	result	of	my	discus-

sions	with	them.

	 “Of	 course,	 a	 more	 pragmatic	 reason	 for	 preservation	 of	

natural	species	is	that	we	may	discover	a	property	or	characteristic	

of	a	potentially	endangered	species	that	would	be	of	real	benefit	

to	mankind.	We	are	much	less	open	to	the	idea	that	we	may	find	

a	characteristic	of	a	foreign	culture	that	would	be	of	real	benefit	

to	mankind;	 but	 to	 ignore	 that	 possibility	 is	 arrogant.	 An	 obvi-

ous	lesson	we	could	learn	from	Australian	Aboriginal	people,	that	

would	be	very	much	to	our	benefit,	is	a	respectful	attitude	to	land	

as	a	sacred	entity,	and	that	we	cannot	‘own’	land	but	should	think	

of	ourselves	as	temporary	custodians	on	behalf	of	future	genera-

tions	that	are	imminent	in	the	landscape,	waiting	to	be	born,	and	

to	which	we	all	return.

	 “Should	 there	 be,	 as	 is	 always	 possible,	 a	 nuclear	war	 or	

other	 major	 conflict	 of	 the	 super-powers,	 this	 would	 disrupt	

normal	international	trading	relationships	and	supplies	of	goods	

and	services	to	the	third	world	would	suffer.	The	modern	econo-

my	of	PNG	would	be	particularly	vulnerable	and	grind	to	a	halt;	

merely	the	lack	of	petroleum	products	would	bring	the	country	to	

a	standstill.	Thus	many	communities	would	be	forced	to	redesign	

their	 survival	 strategies.	A	 resource	 centre	 such	 as	 the	National	

Museum,	which	has	preserved	examples	of	 traditional	 technolo-

gies	and	equipment	for	survival,	could	save	much	hardship	and	a	
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lot	of	trial-and-error.	Such	a	simple	object	as	a	bilum	(string	bag)	

is,	in	many	areas	today,	no	longer	made,	nor	do	the	women	remem-

ber	how	to	make	them.	Throughout	the	area	of	 traditional	 tech-

nology,	 large	gaps	are	appearing	and	people	are	becoming	more	

and	more	dependent	on	trade	stores	and	supermarkets	for	basic	

foodstuffs.	Papua	New	Guinea	has	a	most	fortunate	and	abundant	

asset	–	the	land	and	its	flora	and	fauna.	It	is,	except	in	some	parts	

of	the	Highlands,	not	over-populated.	The	people	do	not	have	to	

fear	starvation,	providing	they	do	not	lose	their	ability	to	exploit	

their	environment	in	the	traditional	manner.

	 “So	 much	 for	 technology	 and	 survival,	 one	 might	 argue,	

but	what	about	 religious	ritual,	magic	and	 the	 ‘spiritual’	aspects	

of	 thought	 and	 action?	 This	 is	 an	 area	 where	 fundamentalist	

Christians	 tend	 to	 adopt	 a	 hard	 line,	 to	 the	 point	 of	 pressuring	

people	to	destroy	all	objects	associated	with	traditional	cults	and	

forbidding	people	to	practise	traditional	rituals.

	 “Research	demonstrates	that	the	magic-religious	aspects	of	

behaviour	are	not	merely	 ‘the	icing	on	the	cake,’	or	the	mumbo-

jumbo	of	cunning,	evil	witch	doctors,	but	are	actually	central	 to	

traditional	survival	strategies.	Our	scientific	explanations	may	not	

be	understood	by	the	people,	 just	as	their	supernatural	explana-

tions	are	not	understood	by	us,	but	it	seems	certain	that	there	is	

some	causal	relationship	between	such	apparently	non-functional	

behaviour	and	the	desired	ends,	without	requiring	the	agency	of	

such	beings	 as	 Satan.	And	 so	 there	 is	 a	 fundamental	 contradic-

tion	 in	 the	outside	 forces	acting	on	 these	 tribal	cultures.	On	 the	

one	hand	we	belittle	their	beliefs	in	the	supernatural,	and	on	the	
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other	hand	we	try	to	convert	them	to	another	set	of	beliefs	in	the	

supernatural.	It	is	therefore	highly	desirable	that	magic-religious	

data	also	be	recorded	in	parallel	with	the	materialist/technological	

data.

	 “Not	 all	 people	 share	my	 opinion,	 or	 are	 in	 a	 position	 to	

help	in	this	way,	but	future	generations	of	Papua	New	Guineans	

will	 have	 cause	 for	 gratitude	 to	 those	 researchers	who	 can	 give	

them	a	firmer	basis	for	their	choices	and	a	greater	range	of	options	

in	a	time	of	great	need.”

	 Bill	finished	his	 lengthy	response	to	my	last	question	and	

I	 left	 in	 a	hurry	 as	 I	 had	 a	 late	 afternoon	 appointment	 to	 keep.	

The	purpose	of	a	National	Museum	in	a	country	like	Papua	New	

Guinea	was	 one	 thing,	 however,	 I	wandered	what	would	 be	 the	

purpose	of	an	ethnographic	museum	in	a	country	like	Australia,	or	

Europe	or	the	United	States?	That	would	have	to	be	the	subject	of	

a	future	meeting.
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	 When	we	met	the	following	week,	we	continued	our	endless	

discussion.	

	 A	story	that	Bill	came	across	–	about	the	discovery	of	the	

Panamecho	 carvings	 of	 New	 Ireland	 –	 reveals	 the	 significance	

certain	 ceremonial	 objects	 have	 for	 the	 proper	 functioning	 of	 a	

community,	a	topic	he	had	touched	on	in	our	last	discussion:

 

 One day, a man and a boy were chasing after a dog across 

the cliff tops, but then it disappeared. The man came up to the 

edge of the cliff, panting, his eyes searching for the path the dog 

must have taken. He thought he saw how the dog could have 

picked its way down the almost sheer limestone escarpment to a 

slope some 20 metres below. But he did not think it would have 

had time to gain that slope before he had arrived at the edge of 

the precipice. He looked more closely at the cliff face and saw a 

crevice part way down - perhaps the opening to a small cave.

 A tall fig tree grew from near the crevice up to the cliff top, its 

sturdy branches providing a pathway down the precipice. Telling 

the lad Melachon to wait for him, he clambered onto a branch 

and climbed down to the opening in the cliff. He saw that it was 

quite a large cave and cautiously entered, brandishing a hefty 

Chapter VII
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stick he had brought with him.

 Waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness after the intense 

tropical sunlight outside, he grew ready to locate and deal with 

the dog. What he saw made his heart miss a beat and he stifled 

the impulse to cry out in fear. Human forms, yet not quite human, 

were lying on the cave floor in a scatter of bones! And other 

objects – heads! No. Masks!

 “Aha! So this is where the last of the malangans went when 

the missionaries declared the old ways to be devil worship.” He 

had heard of this time from his father but nobody had mentioned 

this cache. He thought everything had been burnt.

 “Four figures, four masks and two carvings of the owl, the 

bird of death… And those bones…”

 He had almost forgotten the dog. That damned dog! It hadn’t 

come in here. But this cliff is riddled with crevices and caves – 

plenty of places for a cunning little dog to hide from its pursuers…

 He decided to get back to the sunlight where death seemed a 

little less imminent. He climbed the fig again and scrambled back 

onto the cliff-top to find the boy had become quite anxious.

 Deferring questions with an abrupt gesture, he led the way 

quickly back to the village on the beach at the foot of the cliff and 

related his discovery to the men gathering for their evening meals. 

The older men nodded without comment or a trace of surprise.

 The headmaster of the local school, Benson Tomelekau, was 

an admirer of traditional carving. When he learned of this cache 

of old carvings, he decided to organise their recovery so they 

could be displayed at the school. Perhaps some of the carvers 
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could be persuaded to carve figures in the old style; these could 

then be sent for sale to Kavieng or even to Port Moresby. This 

might bring tourists and they could be charged a small sum to see 

the original carvings and thus provide a modest income for the 

school.

 He organised several men and, with the aid of ropes, they 

were able to hoist the carvings from the mouth of the cave to 

the top of the cliff. They were then carried down to the village. 

Throughout the following night, the villagers thought they could 

hear screams from the direction of the cave…

 

	 Bill	 explained	 that	 Melachon	 Ponaun,	 aged	 22	 in	 1980,	

recalled	these	events	for	the	two	National	Museum	officers	sitting	

with	him.	Soroi	Eoe	(the	Assistant	Curator)	and	Francis	Bafmatuk	

(the	Assistant	Conservator)	had	been	sent	to	Panamecho	to	resolve	

eight	years	of	desultory	negotiation	over	the	fate	of	these	figures.	

Subsequently	it	was	agreed	to	pay	K.6000	for	the	objects	and	they	

were	flown	to	Port	Moresby	and	put	on	display	in	the	Masterpieces	

Exhibition	of	the	National	Museum.

	 In	1982,	a	German	anthropologist	was	doing	research	near	

Panamecho	and	Bill	gave	her	photographs	of	the	Panamecho	piec-

es	and	asked	if	she	would	try	to	document	them	for	the	Museum.	

This	 she	succeeded	 in	doing	and	her	findings	were	published	 in	

the	Papua	New	Guinea	journal	Oral History.	Susanne	Kuechler’s	
research	 has	 thrown	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 light	 upon	 the	 history	 and	

significance	of	these	carvings.	This	is	what	she	has	written:

	 The	cave	where	the	carvings	were	found	is	called	Nombowai,	
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the	place	where	the	snake	(a wai)	 lives.	There	used	to	be	settle-

ments	constituting	the	village	of	Lomadali	on	top	of	the	mountain;	

the	nearby	cave	was	the	cemetery	where	the	bodies	of	the	deceased	

were	burnt	or	interred	as	dried	corpses.	The	carvings	were	secret-

ed	there	to	protect	them	from	the	condemnation	of	the	Christian	

missionaries.

	 The	carvings	are	associated	with	malangan,	 the	ritualisa-

tion	of	death.	A	friction	block,	lounuet (7.1),	was	played	in	the	cave	
of	Nombowai	and	was	said	to	be	the	voice	of	the	malangan	imitat-
ing	the	cry	of	birds,	spreading	the	news	of	an	impending	funeral.	

Some	say	this	bird	is	raus (7.2),	the	Barn	Owl.

 The visual appearance of death is reflected in the form of the 

malangan figure. The skin of the human body represented in the 

carving is intact, as is the skin of a corpse dried in the sun. Yet 

signs of the presence of death compete with this seemingly life-

like condition of the body: the mouth is open, the lips uncovering 

the teeth in a grin of death; the rib-bones are visible and are the 

prominent feature of the figure… In preserving the body in death 

and making the process of arrested decay of the body visible in 

the form given to a malangan carving, a statement is made about 

the desire for the immortality of that part of a person which is 

entirely ‘social:’ his identity as a member of a clan.

	 The	images	of	malangan (7.3)	are	associated	with	the	social	
structure,	with	the	migration	of	clans,	their	settlement	history	and	

their	rights	to	land.
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	 New	Ireland	societies	are	divided	into	two	moieties	(halves)	

–	 one	 identifying	 itself	 with	manuengak	 (sea	 eagle:	 ‘big	 bird;’	
male)	and	the	other	with	regaum	(hawk:	‘small	bird;’	female).	The	

moieties	are	divided	into	clans.	‘Marriage	links	matrilineal	clans	of	

opposite	moieties,	which	migrate	together.’

	 Clans	(a-fabung)	are	subdivided	into	sub-clans	(iaiaran),	
each	sub-clan	identifying	itself	with	a	specific	migration	and	settle-

ment	history.	

 

 A clan is the group of dead who become ancestors by virtue 

of having their image carved as malangan. The living clan 

members are carriers of names of their dead. Names in Kara 

society are immortal… Every deceased has to become identified 

with a named image of malangan in order to attain the status 

of an ancestor. The names of malangan images refer back to 

mythic events during which the images were invented in dreams 

and carved for the context of death. The spirits of a clan identified 

during these mythical events with the named images of malangan 

constitute the core of a-fabung… The strongest clan or a-fabung 

is the one which possesses the most names of malangan. Thus the 

names of malangan constitute the ‘energy potential’ of a-fabung.”

 

	 The	settlement	using	Nombowai	was	called	Panarabut	and	

was	 part	 of	 the	mountain	 village	 Lomadali.	 At	 Panarabut	 lived	

the	first	carver	in	the	area,	Legis	of	sub-clan	Morokomaf.	He	lived	

seven	generations	(perhaps	200	years)	ago	and	carved	many	imag-

es	of	malangan.	The	memory	of	these	images	was	passed	down	to	



101

the	present	times,	the	Panamecho	carvings	being	examples	of	this	

tradition.

	 According	 to	 oral	 tradition,	 the	malangan	 of	 Nombowai	
were	carved	at	least	80	years	ago	and	the	condition	of	the	carvings	

is	consistent	with	this.	The	image	was	first	adzed	into	rough	shape	

from	 a	 dried	 log	 and	 the	 various	 interstices	 formed	 by	 burning	

holes	with	glowing	coral	branches.	Coral	branch	“files”	complet-

ed	the	shape	and	the	surfaces	were	smoothed	with	rough	leaves.	

The	carvings	were	then	meticulously	painted	but	only	the	slightest	

trace	of	painting	survives	today.	Hair,	beard	and	headdresses	were	

rendered	by	glueing	on	seed	burrs,	raffia,	sponges	and	plaster,	and	

the	eyes	were	represented	by	the	operculum	of	the	seashell	Turbo 
pethalatus.
	 There	 is	 an	 explicit	 connection	 between	 the	 process	 of	

making	images	of	malangan	and	the	cutting,	drying,	burning	and	
making	of	holes	in	the	forest	for	gardening.	The	cycle	of	garden-

ing	and	preparation	of	malangan	images	and	ceremonies	are	inte-

grated.	“Malangan	is	thought	of	as	the	yield	of	the	land.	A	saying	
claims	 “without	malangan	 one	 cannot	 eat	 taro,	 fish	 or	 pig.”	 To	
make	malangan,	 therefore,	means	to	bring	about	 the	 fertility	of	
the	land.”

	 The	carver	of	an	image	of	malangan	may	not	be	the	same	
person	who	owns	the	image	itself.	Carvers	acquire	skills	from	their	

fathers	and	may	become	quite	wealthy,	since	one	pig	and	certain	

shell	money	are	paid	for	each	of	the	eighteen	stages	of	carving	a	

full-figure	malangan.
	 The	person	commissioning	a	carving	has	the	right	to	do	so	
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by	virtue	of	the	mythic	link	between	his	name	and	the	name	of	the	

image.	The	name,	and	right	to	the	image	of	malangan,	is	acquired	
either	by	inheritance	or	by	purchase.	The	owner	of	the	image	tells	

the	carver	what	the	basic	structure	of	the	figure	will	be,	the	essen-

tial	motifs	and	where	they	will	be	placed	on	the	figure.	This	selec-

tion	and	arrangement	of	motifs	may	state,	for	example,	his	group’s	

claim	to	a	disputed	patch	of	land	by	referring	to	the	migration	and	

settlement	history	of	the	sub-clans	represented	by	the	motifs.	Then	

the	owner	of	the	image	gives	to	the	carver	a	secret	potion	of	special	

plants,	which	provokes	an	appropriate	dream	of	the	figure	to	be	

carved.	The	process	of	carving	takes	about	three	months,	the	time	

taken	for	the	taro	to	become	ready	for	harvest.	Then	follows	the	

exchange	of	pigs,	shell	valuables	and	feasting	marking	the	climax	

of	the	process	of	making	the	deceased	at	one	with	the	ancestors.	

Kuechler	concludes:

 

 Malangan is thus the context, as well as the object, of symbol-

ic exchange… In the material form of the malangan of Nombowai, 

the social system of the Kara speakers of Northern New Ireland 

stores and recalls the memory of its past – a memory, both real 

and imagined, of past social conditions and of their mutations in 

time.

 

*

 

	 As	a	responsible	scholar,	Bill,	who	was	appointed	as	Curator	

of	Anthropology	at	the	PNG	National	Museum	in	Port	Moresby,	
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tried	to	fulfil	his	duty	to	the	best	of	his	ability,	so	he	considered	

every	illegally	exported	object	as	if	it	had	been	stolen	from	his	own	

home.	As	 can	 be	 imagined,	 there	were	many	who	 did	 not	want	

such	a	person	in	that	position,	where	he	might	disturb	entrenched	

practices	of	illegal	international	trade.

	 One	 such	 international	 artefact	 trader	 was	 a	 well-known	

Australian,	 called	 Masta	 Mumut	 by	 the	 villagers	 (Masta,	 for	
‘mister,’	and	mumut	is	a	rodent	that	gathers	heaps	of	various	mate-

rials	in	its	nest).	Masta	Mumut	had	a	secret	network	for	purchas-

ing	and	exporting	the	oldest	and	most	valuable	carvings.	He	had	

lived	many	years	in	New	Guinea	and	knew	where	all	the	best	pieces	

were	kept.	He	would	send	money	to	a	henchman	who	would	then	

go	out	to	the	villages	and	negotiate	the	sale	of	pieces	he	had	identi-

fied	years	before.	These	would	be	sent	out	of	the	country	as	house-

hold	 effects	 or	 even	 as	 tourist	 carvings.	After	 changing	hands	 a	

few	times,	increasing	in	price	each	time,	these	objects	have	been	

finishing	up	in	private	and	corporate	collections	around	the	world.	

In	particular,	some	notable	pieces	have	come	into	the	possession	of	

an	American	millionaire	whose	obsession	has	been	to	become	the	

owner	of	the	biggest	and	most	important	private	collection	of	New	

Guinea	tribal	art	in	the	world.	By	giving	the	collection	to	a	public	

museum,	he	achieves	a	measure	of	recognition	and	immortality.

	 Brought	up	as	an	honest	and	loyal	person,	Bill	acted	not	just	

as	a	museum	officer,	but	also	as	a	kind	of	detective,	and	as	a	repre-

sentative	of	the	country	that	had	entrusted	him	with	the	position.	

If	he	had	fewer	scruples	he	could	have	become	wealthy;	as	it	was,	

he	became	rich	in	powerful	enemies.
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	 Being	 Curator	 of	 Anthropology	 did	 not	mean	 just	 taking	

care	of	the	collections	in	the	Museum.	His	job	involved	numerous	

trips	 to	 the	villages	 to	photograph	and	record	significant	cultur-

al	treasures.	In	that	competition	with	the	illegal	artefact	dealers,	

his	 life	was	 constantly	at	 risk,	 although	he	did	not	have	 time	 to	

think	about	the	danger.	Outboard-powered	canoes,	operating	on	

rivers	 inhabited	by	 sharks	and	crocodiles,	were	his	main	means	

of	transport.	The	swampy	plains	were	the	ideal	habitat	for	snakes,	

spiders	and	malaria-carrying	mosquitoes.	When	we	add	possible	

threats	 from	rogue	villagers	and	those	whose	 illegal	business	he	

was	disturbing,	 you	would	 expect	him	 to	be	 in	 constant	 anxiety	

but	he	cared	more	for	the	safety	of	those	old	and	often	half-rotten	

wooden	carvings,	or	the	bones	of	those	dead	from	long	ago,	than	

for	his	own	life.
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2.1 (left):
Alexandra Antoinette 
Stephanoff at lower right, 
with her three daughters

2.2  (right):
Limestone karst country 
in the Star Mountains at 

4000 metres
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2.3 (left):
Two men at Kawolabip, 
Star Mountains

2.5 (right):
Ikedi of Sisilo, 
Simaiya Valley

2.4 (bottom):
Telefomin airstrip, 

government and mission 
centre, Ifitaman
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3.1 (right):
Auyamas of Sele-
lian, Idam Valley

3.2  (bottom):
Community house 

in the Simaiya Valley
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7.1  (top):
Friction block (lounuet) 
of New Ireland in the 
South Australian Museum

7.2  (bottom):
A malangan image of the 
Barn Owl (raus) in the 
PNG National Museum
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7.3  (right):
Malangan of Nombowai, 
Panamecho, New Ireland

8.1  (left):
Marara, a male figure 
(kandimbong) for boys’ 
initiation, Murik Lakes

8.2  (right):
Akenabep, a male figure 

in its basket, at Kopar, 
Sepik River mouth
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8.3  (left):
Carving representing 
Sowinau

9.1  (right):
Gweim, the brag mask 

from Murik Lakes
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9.3  (right):
Sendam, of Watam 

village, near mouth of 
Sepik River

9.2  (left):
Jore, of Watam village, 
near mouth of Sepik River
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9.4  (top):
The ‘prow’ of the slit-gong named Kambra’ngauwi’dumba 
of Yentschan’mangua village, middle Sepik River, at the 

PNG National Museum after restoration

9.5  (bottom):
Approaching the gap through the mountains 

to reach Olsobip airstrip
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9.6 (left):
Deteriorating cult house at 
Bolobip

9.7  (right):
Bultem cult house in 

1967, Hindenburg 
Wall behind
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9.8  (top):
Bultem cult house in 1981

9.9  (left):
Carved boards of Bultem 
cult house

9.10  (right):
Inside cult house with painted pig jaw-
bones, three eagle-feather sacred bags, 

and three stone adzes on the floor
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9.11  (top):
West from the top of the Hindenburg Wall at 2600 metres to-
wards Mount Fubilan, Ok Tedi’s ‘Pot of Gold’ (and copper)

9.12  (bottom):
View east from Virgo over the Ilam valley at center to 

Telefomin in the far distance
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9.13  (left):
Sulukim in 1964

9.14  (bottom):
Bulolengabip cult house in 1964
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9.15 (top):
Nimisep standing near the decorated door plank 

of his new house at Telefomin

9.16  (bottom):
Left to right: Old Telefolmin friends from the 1960s: 

Ferepnok, Sombanok, unknown, and Domolokim
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10.1 (top):
Screen in front of the grave of Yagoli’s daughter; the end of the bamboo 

pole will be untied and laid on the log for the divination. 
Bamblediam, Idam Valley

10.2  (bottom):
Slit-gong Yawot at Kambot, Keram River
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10.3 (top):
Storyboard carved by Noah Nemesong of Kambot, showing the slit-

gong Yawot being hauled out of the water

10.4  (bottom):
‘Mac’ Ruff and monolith Boingenwan from Angriman
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10.5 (left):
Mangisaun figure 
in PNG National Museum

10.6 (bottom):
The ‘prows’ of the slit-gongs Yoang’amuk and 
Mian’gandu at Kandingai, middle Sepik River
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10.7  (left):
Men’s cult house Wolimbit, 
Kanganaman, middle Sepik

10.8  (right):
Interior of men’s cult house 

Wolimbit, Kanganaman, 
middle Sepik
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10.7  (left):
Female figure standing on hook, 
named Kiankunmayu, 
at Wombun Village, 
middle Sepik River, 
in 1981

10.9  (right):
Family house at Tambanum, 

middle Sepik River
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10.11  (left):
Wolikitnya, at Wombun Village, 
middle Sepik River, in 1981

10.12  (right):
Wooden Trumpets; Waleko (left) 

and Yambei (right) 
at Kanduanam No.1
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10.13, 10.14 & 10.15:
Tugundl, the slit-gong (beng) 

at Kanduanam No.1, 
Lower Sepik River
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10.16 (left):
The mask, Pansimakan at Biwat 
village

10.17 (bottom):
Michael Maia of Karau Village, 

Murik Lakes
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10.18 (top):
Dutch VOC cannon at Marienberg on the lower Sepik River

11.1 (bottom):
Tatanua masked dancers at Langenia, northern New Ireland
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11.2 (left):
Balagamus mask 
carved by Langiri

11.3 (bottom):
Pigs being sold from platform at 
Langenia, northern New Ireland
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12.2 (right):
Carving of Papua New Guinea 

policeman at Korogo Community 
School, middle Sepik River

12.1 (top):
Temporary residence for female 

house-spirit at Kandingai, 
middle Sepik River
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12.3 (top):
Slit-gong Yamban’gowi at the 

Sawos village of Tolembi

12.4 (right):
Carved head of Mun’golonbi, 
and knotted string, at Korogo, 

middle Sepik River
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12.5 (left):
Wispange at Palimbei

12.6 (right):
Kasapange on exhibition 

at the PNG National Museum
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12.7 (left):
Flute-stopper, Mambi, 
Aibom Village Lake Chambri

12.8 (right):
The original mask Ang’gani, 

at Wewak
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12.9 (right):
Yipwon cult figures, 

Sikaiyum Village, Wogupmeri River

12.10 (left):
Southwest from Danyig, 
overlooking the Wogupmeri 
River
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12.11 (top):
Slit gong prow defaced at the insistence of 

a Christian missionary
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12.12 (bottom):
Wang’gumari, a cult figure from 

Inyai Village, Karawari River
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12.13 (top):
Female figure, Gin’guma 

at Amon’gabi Village, Karawari River, 
now in the PNG National Museum
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12.14 (top):
Male yipwon, Gilva-debi

at Amon’gabi Village, Karawari River, 
now in the PNG National Museum
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	 That	 day,	 deeply	 concentrating,	 Bill	was	 reading	 through	

some	of	his	notes.	I	took	the	nearest	spear	from	the	wall	and	start-

ed	to	sneak	towards	him.	When	I	came	close	enough,	I	waited	until	

he	started	to	turn	and	then	I	threatened.	He	moved	just	slightly	

and	started	to	laugh,	used	to	my	jokes.

	 “Did	you	see	how	a	great	warrior	uses	stealth	to	sneak	 in	

without	being	noticed?”	I	said,	teasing	him.

	 “I	am	working	on	a	book	about	war	shields	so	I	will	be	much	

more	ready	soon.”

	 “A	 shield	 cannot	 help	 against	 warriors	 who	 can	 come	 so	

close,	unnoticed.”

	 “Then	we	will	have	to	turn	to	magic,”	said	Bill,	taking	one	of	

the	discoloured	figures	from	a	shelf.

	 “I	 prefer	 a	 weapon,	 which	 kills	 instantly,	 like	 this	 spear.	

Anyway,	 tell	me	what	you	are	doing,	besides	reading	 interesting	

stories	and	playing	with	the	computer,	like	an	immature	teenager?	

Are	you	close	to	the	end?”

	 “It	seems	to	me	that	I’m	close	to	my	end.”

	 “You	really	look	like	it.	How	much	more	writing	do	you	have	

to	do	to	finish?”	

	 “If	nothing	disturbs	me,	maybe	two	or	three	weeks.”

Chapter VIII
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	 “So	here	I	am,	taking	an	opportunity	to	disturb	you.”

	 “Your	disturbance	will	allow	me	to	have	a	rest.	Hmm,	I	see,	

you	 have	 a	 new	 figure	 from	Murik	 Lakes,”	 he	 said,	while	 I	was	

giving	him	the	figure,	knowing	that	he	would	be	able	to	give	me	

detailed	 information	on	 it.	 “It	 is	 a	kandimbong (8.1),	 an	 ances-
tral	spirit	whose	figure	is,	amongst	other	things,	used	during	the	

initiation	of	boys	when	they	are	entering	the	world	of	adults.	The	

teenagers	pass	through	various	tests,	are	taught	various	skills,	and	

receive	the	men’s	secrets.	Many	of	those	tests	are	painful	and	for	

children	very	frightening.	Very	young	children,	in	fact,	may	not	be	

considered	fully	human	but	as	beings	existing	between	two	worlds,	

the	world	of	spirits	and	this	material	world.”

	 “Through	their	philosophy	it	is	easy	to	understand	our	own	

teenagers,	who	often	behave	as	if	they	are	outside	of	this	world	or,	

in	other	words,	crazy.	Some	sort	of	initiation	would	be	welcome,	

the	more	painful	and	frightening	the	better.	Talking	about	secrets,	

it	seems	to	me	that	the	one	they	need	most	is	that	of	reason,	which	

no	one	can	teach	them.	As	we	are	talking	about	that	species	that	

can	be	loved	only	by	its	parents,	has	your	prodigy	of	a	son	passed	

the	period	of	growing	up?”

	 “He	is	still	growing	up.”

	 “If	you	live	as	long	as	Methuselah,	you	might	eventually	get	

to	see	him	as	a	grown-up.”

	 “What	is	certain	is	that	he	is	still	between	two	worlds,”	Bill	

replied.

	 “Probably	more	in	the	other	one,	than	the	one	we	inhabit.”

	 “	Hmmmm.	It	would	have	been	better	to	live	amongst	those	
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who	 know	 how	 to	 discipline	 children.	 They	 don’t	 tolerate	 chil-

dren’s	impudence	and	puberty	is	not	considered	an	excuse.”

	 I	agreed.	“Yes,	their	immaturity	would	not	save	them	from	

the	appropriate	punishment.”

	 “It	 is	 not	 just	 the	 children	 that	 are	 expected	 to	 behave	

appropriately.	In	such	a	society	everyone	knows	their	place	and	a	

rebellious	person	is	not	highly	regarded	but	brings	down	sanctions	

on	his	head,	for	the	sake	of	the	smooth	functioning	of	the	wider	

community.	They	know	that	conformity	to	the	traditional	codes	of	

behaviour	is	crucial	for	the	community’s	existence	so	they	sacri-

fice	individuality,	and	at	the	same	time	set	an	example	for	others,	

assuring	in	that	way	a	healthy	future	for	coming	generations.

	 “With	 few	 exceptions,	 personal	 interests	 are	 significantly	

subjected	to	those	of	the	tribe.	But	this	is	balanced	by	the	fact	that	

the	individual	is	considered	important,	and	feels	protected,	if	he	

behaves	 in	 accordance	with	 tribal	 customs.	The	punishment	 for	

violations	 is	 appropriate	 and	 often	 harsh.	 But	 every	 decision	 of	

importance	to	the	tribe	is	made	only	after	a	consensus,	often	after	

long	discussions.	Everyone	has	to	agree	before	an	activity	can	take	

the	place;	if	not,	there	would	be	much	recrimination	if	something	

went	 wrong.	 Their	 belief	 in	 spirits	 helps	 them	 explain	 all	 their	

customs	and	rituals	through	myths	and	legends;	children	accept	

the	customs	without	asking	too	many	questions.	Since	I	was	talk-

ing	about	initiation	earlier,	I	will	 tell	you	a	legend	told	to	me	by	

Ikedi	of	Sisilo	–	who	told	me	that	story	of	Liboti	and	the	snakes	

–	which	recounts	the	origin	of	the	men’s	ceremonial	house,	and	of	

boys’	initiation	among	the	Amto	of	the	Simaiya	Valley:”
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 One day there was dense cloud, wind and thunder and 
it rained heavily, continuing all night until daybreak. Yumon 
wondered who was causing this. He took up his bow and arrows 
and went off to visit his deceased elder brother’s settlement. 
There he saw that two pigs, which belonged to his dead brother 
Sowinau (8.3), had broken down his coconut tree. They had gone 
off into the forest to rest and so Yumon followed their tracks; he 
was angry about the coconut tree. Clouds fell lower and lower 
until he lost his bearings, but still he followed the pigs’ tracks.
 Then he came across two women cutting firewood by the 
trail. Yumon’s face was painted with black soot and he had his 
bow drawn, ready to shoot the pigs. The women called out to 
Yumon not to shoot the pigs lest he make Sowinau angry. So he 
relaxed his bow. Then the woman called out to Sowinau. “Come 
up here,” they called to Sowinau’s spirit. “Your brother Yumon 
has come.”
 Many spirit-people had gathered for a dance at the near-
by settlement. Sowinau took Yumon to his house and offered him 
some food. Yumon said: “I am not a spirit. I have my body still. I 
cannot eat your food.” “No, it is all right. You can eat this food,” 
replied Sowinau. So he did. Then Sowinau gave him a white vari-
ety of betel nut to take back to his village to plant, where it grows 
to this day.
 Sowinau taught Yumon the dances and songs of the men’s 
ceremonial house. He took the food that Yumon had brought with 
him and wrapped it up in a bark parcel, then gave him a variety 
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of betel nut to chew, that burns. Yumon ate some and passed out. 
When he awoke at dawn, he could not find his parcel of food, nor 
the village or the people; he had been carried back to his own 
settlement by his brother’s spirit.
 Yumon smelt fire and vomited. When he felt better, he 
planted the white betel-nut that Sowinau had given him. Then he 
gave instructions to the men to build the ceremonial house as he 
had been told. He sent the villagers off to gather all the necessary 
materials and they built the house on a high mountain nearby, 
called Tabali. Then Yumon told them to get lots of sago-spathes 
ready so that he could paint designs on them. He taught them the 
songs and dances that he had seen and heard in the land of the 
spirits. Then he forbade the women and younger children to enter 
the new ceremonial house.
 About a year after the completion of the men’s house, the 
older boys were admitted to the interior and were kept secluded 
there for about ten months. They defecated in a separate room of 
the house, and had their food brought to them. They fattened up. 
Pieces of cane were hung from the roof of the house and the initi-
ates were hung up by the ankles, several boys from each hook, like 
flying foxes. Yumon slapped the initiates with his hands, which he 
had rubbed with ginger, until they became unconscious. Then he 
revived them by putting the ginger under their noses.
 The women had prepared body decorations – for the arm, 
leg and chest – and cone-shell necklaces. Fish, eggs and meat 
were accumulated. Sago was prepared and stones gathered. 
Everything was made ready for a big feast.
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 The initiates ate the sago and put on the decorations. Then 
they went to sleep.  In the morning they got up and decorated 
themselves again, and danced. When they were exhausted, they 
slept, eating at the end of the day. Yumon said they would have to 
pay for this ceremony.
 

	 “I	 think	 this	 story	 illustrates	 the	purpose	of	 their	 legends	

and	much	about	their	perceptions	in	general.	And	there	are	many	

more	such	stories.”

	 “It	says	a	lot	about	how	long	these	people	have	been	around,”	

I	 said,	 “since	 they	could	not	have	made	up	so	many	stories	 in	a	

very	short	time,	especially	when	you	see	how	complex	they	are,	all	

containing	several	ideas	at	the	same	time.	They	are	lucky	that	most	

of	their	stories	will	survive,	thanks	to	enthusiasts	like	you.”

	 “We	anthropologists	feel	obliged	to	save	as	much	informa-

tion	as	possible,	but	it	seems	that	we	are	losing	the	race	with	time.”

	 “Unfortunately	there	are	too	many	who	are	doing	just	the	

opposite,”	I	said.

	 “Yes,	beside	the	Christian	Church	fanatics	and	art	dealers,	

even	some	corrupt	government	officials	are	causing	great	damage,	

on	 the	 one	 hand	 assisting	 the	 smugglers	 while	 on	 the	 other	

obstructing	 anthropologists	 who	 want	 to	 research	 and	 protect	

their	cultural	heritage.”

	 “You	told	me	you	had	 information	that	several	 important	

carvings,	that	had	been	declared	National	Cultural	Property,	 left	

PNG	illegally	and	even	have	been	listed	in	the	catalogue	of	a	collec-

tion	recently	given	to	a	big	museum	in	USA.”
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	 “Yes.	Just	yesterday	I	was	contacted	by	two	American	jour-

nalists	who	 expressed	 their	 concern	 that	 some	 of	 the	 objects	 in	

that	collection	could	have	been	purchased	and	exported	illegally.	I	

have	copies	of	all	the	files	on	gazetted	National	Cultural	Property	

objects	so	I	sent	the	necessary	information	and	copies	proving	that	

certain	objects	have	been	documented	and	gazetted	as	NCP.	At	the	

moment	I	am	waiting	for	their	reply.	But	I	have	to	tell	you	some-

thing	very	interesting.	This	story	started	years	ago	and	now	it	 is	

coming	to	light	that	I	was	correct.	Read	this	article	that	I	wrote	in	

1983	and	you	will	see	what	I	am	talking	about.”

	 Bill	handed	a	copy	of	the	article	to	me	as	I	was	leaving	his	

room.

 

*

 

	 That	day,	when	 I	 came	home,	 I	 started	putting	my	 tribal	

art	collection	in	order.	My	wife	had	been	urging	me	to	do	this	for	

years,	since	she	could	not	tolerate	anything	that	was	not	sorted	out	

like	a	pharmacy.

	 My	collecting	had	started	as	a	hobby	but	after	some	time,	

without	 my	 noticing	 it,	 it	 became	 an	 obsession.	 The	 more	 you	

know	about	an	area,	the	more	interested	in	it	you	become	and	in	

my	case	there	was	no	exception,	especially	because	Bill	was	a	good	

source	of	 information.	Whether	by	 chance	or	not,	 I	was	finding	

more	and	more	new	carvings	until	I	almost	had	a	small	museum.	

As	I	said	to	Bill,	I	could	be	called	a	mumut	too.	I	had	not	thought	
about	 it	before,	but	 just	 then	 I	 realised	 that	Bill	was	acting	as	a	



144

part-time	curator	in	my	private	museum.	Almost	every	week,	he	

would	come	along	and	help	me	with	information	about	each	new	

carving	I	discovered.	In	return,	when	he	had	some	health	problem,	

I	would	give	him	a	treatment.

	 After	a	half	an	hour	of,	for	a	person	like	me,	hard	work,	I	

decided	to	take	a	break	and	read	the	journal	article	Bill	had	given	

me	earlier	that	day.	I	enjoyed	the	story,	written	in	his	ironic	style:

 

 ‘Raiders of the Lost Ark’ is a timely movie, as well as an 

excellent spoof. Archaeologists have now joined the Cowboys, the 

Radicals, the Revolutionaries and the Mercenaries as cult heroes. 

Soon we may expect to see museum anthropology curators join 

them. The scenario:

 A quiet day. Hot sun. Mosquitoes buzzing lazily as the coconut 

leaves rustle in the occasional breeze. Men lie dozing, or sit chat-

ting on benches chewing betel and lime, spitting the red saliva 

on the earthen floor beneath the saddle-backed cult house. From 

up the river the steady beat of a motor grows until an outboard-

powered canoe appears around the bend and approaches the 

village. It draws up; a man alights and walks over to the cult 

house. Enquiries are made, discussions ensue and the man is led 

to a family-house back in the grove of coconuts and bananas. 

After half an hour, he emerges, followed by a villager, with a 

leaf-wrapped parcel under each arm. These are delivered to the 

outboard canoe. The visitor steps in and departs. The thrum of 

the motor dies away as the canoe disappears around the bend 

downriver.
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 A half hour later, another motor canoe arrives at the village. 

A man jumps out, makes rapid enquiries and within a few minutes 

is off around the bend downstream. A pursuit is seriously under 

way and I leave the reader to fill in all sorts of exciting possibili-

ties and details.

 What is happening? A field officer of the National Museum in 

Papua New Guinea is attempting to prevent the illegal purchase 

and export of old stone-tooled-carved artefacts made in the late 

19th century. These artefacts have been individually identified 

and recorded, followed by being placed on file at the National 

Museum, declaring them National Cultural Property by virtue of 

publication in the Government Gazette. They can be bought ille-

gally for prices varying from one to ten thousand dollars and sold 

at several times that value in America.

 A fantasy? Not quite. I was on a field check of National 

Cultural Property in October-November 1981 on the Middle and 

Lower Sepik when I discovered that a well-known Australian 

artefact dealer, with headquarters in New York and Sydney, had 

(unbeknownst to me) crossed my path in company with a New 

York millionaire and his wife. This little band had been calling 

in at several villages where NCP objects exist and were offering 

large sums of money for them and other old objects not yet on 

our files. No purchases were made, the villagers claimed; they 

were not interested in selling. But the leader left word he would 

be returning in February.

 It is particularly interesting that the millionaire is on the 

Board of a big museum in New York. I quote at length from a 
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news item I had been sent by a colleague in Melbourne:

 “Corruption in museums is more prevalent that you think,” 

says anthropologist Dr. Edmund Carpenter, who should 

know. In 1975, Carpenter, a trustee of the Museum of the 

American Indian in New York City, exposed the fact that the 

museum’s director and some of his fellow trustees had sold 

off thousands of objects from the museum’s prized collection 

of Indian artefacts secretly to collectors and dealers who in 

turn made small fortunes selling the objects to other collec-

tors. Again, the New York State attorney general’s office 

investigated, terming the losses ‘surreptitious and wasteful.’ 

Though no evidence of kickbacks was ever established, the 

attorney general removed the officials involved, charging 

them with mishandling their fiduciary responsibilities and 

reconstituted the museum.

 “This investigation sparked yet another into the Brooklyn 

Museum leading to a lawsuit for $1.5 million in actual and 

punitive damages to the public, against Brooklyn’s former 

curator of primitive art and acting director Michael Kan… 

Kan and a number of dealers are charged with conspiring to 

present falsely low appraisals on dozens of important objects 

in Brooklyn’s primitive art collection so that the museum’s 

board would de-accession them at fractional values in 

exchange for minor items from Kan’s alleged dealer friends. 

Again, the dealers sold the museum’s objects soon afterward 

to collectors, allegedly for handsome profits. And again, the 
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issue is conflict of interest, since Kan was allegedly trading 

privately with the dealers for himself. At this writing, the suit 

is still pending.

 “While unravelling this tangled skein of dealer-curator-

collector relationships, the New York investigators also 

discovered that a member of Brooklyn’s self-perpetuating 

governing board had been selling his primitive art collection 

secretly through yet another prominent dealer to the muse-

um. Self-dealing by trustees of tax-exempt charities is forbid-

den by both state and federal law. The Brooklyn trustee still 

sits on the board – but the board has agreed to abide in the 

future by a special code of ethics reviewed by the attorney 

general…”

 

 On that same 1981 field trip, I checked information from my 

Assistant Curator that two masks on our NCP files – Akimbawoli 

and Wolintambwi – had been purchased by the same Australian 

dealer in 1974 for $1500 from the owners at Kanganaman, a 

Iatmul village on the Middle Sepik. On my way back from the 

Sepik, whilst over-nighting at a colleague’s house in Lae, I picked 

up and browsed through the 1979 catalogue of the Washington 

DC exhibition, ‘The Art of the Pacific Islands’ by P. Gathercole, A. 

Kaeppler and D. Newton. On page 319 I saw two familiar masks 

captioned Wolintambwi and Akimbaiwoli, both of Kanganaman. 

I checked the photos against our files and there is no doubt what-

soever that these are the two masks bought illegally in 1974 and 

now in the possession of a private collector in Tahiti. A letter 
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informing him of the illegal purchase and export of these masks 

has elicited no response.

 What can be done about this sort of thing? Well, Papua New 

Guinea has the National Cultural Property Act, passed in 1965, 

which provides penalties for illegal purchase and export of old 

artefacts but the penalties in today’s currencies are negligible 

and no deterrent. There is a statute of limitations of six months 

for a complaint to be made after an alleged illegal act, which 

implies the Museum must check all NCP items at least every six 

months, but we have neither staff nor resources to do this from 

Port Moresby. There are however three actions necessary to 

handle the problem.

 Since 70% of NCP is in the Sepik, and that is where most of 

the valuable material is, we are going to build a houseboat 

to provide a mobile base on the Sepik and its tributaries for 

a field officer. We have also begun to accumulate data and 

photographs for a publication to cover all NCP objects in 

the Sepik area so that all the material comes into the public 

domain; any subsequent lawsuits would then be more like-

ly to succeed. Third world countries usually cannot afford 

to proceed with litigation unless they are most likely to be 

successful and have the object returned and costs met by the 

guilty party. Finally, we are seeking an increase in purchas-

ing funds so that we can purchase objects as they become 

available and thus obviate the necessity for villagers to look 

to dealers to buy them.

 In the meantime, I am making representations to Clint 
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Eastwood, and Hollywood is considering a script for a movie to 

be called ‘Culture Vultures’ (they don’t just live in big cities, you 

know).

 

	 As	Bill	 latter	told	me,	although	he	and	some	friends	from	

Australia	built	the	houseboat	for	the	National	Museum,	and	a	field	

officer	was	appointed,	 these	 initiatives	 lapsed	not	 long	after	Bill	

completed	his	 time	at	 the	Museum,	and	 the	 regular	 checking	of	

NCP	items	came	to	a	halt.	The	plan	to	publish	the	gazetted	NCP	

items	also	was	not	 followed	 through,	and	money	 for	purchasing	

valuable	 items	 decreased	 to	 zero.	 Valuable	 cultural	 heirlooms	

are	once	again	being	illegally	exported	without	the	knowledge	of	

the	Museum	but	it	is	difficult	to	be	indignant	about	this	when	the	

Museum	 fails	 to	monitor	 them	on	 a	 regular	 basis	 or	 to	 allocate	

funds	for	their	purchase.
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	 It	was	a	Tuesday,	the	day	Bill	and	I	usually	meet	to	discuss	

every	aspect	of	human	existence.	He,	as	usual,	was	fifteen	minutes	

late;	there	was	always	someone	who	would	come	to	see	him	at	the	

last	minute	at	work,	and	Bill	did	not	know	how	to	say	no.

	 I	was	using	the	opportunity	to	go	through	his	article	once	

again	while	I	was	waiting,	when	he	entered	the	room.

	 “You	 finally	 arrived!	 Do	 you	 honestly	 think	 I	 don’t	 have	

anything	better	 to	do	 than	 to	wait	 for	you?	 I	bet	 you	aren’t	 late	

when	you	have	a	doctor’s	appointment!”

	 “As	you	can	see,	I	am	late	even	when	I	am	coming	to	see	a	

doctor,”	he	retorted.	“Aren’t	you	some	kind	of	doctor?”

	 “I	 don’t	 have	 a	 Dr	 in	 front	 of	my	 name	 like	 you.”	 I	 was	

joking,	knowing	that	he	never	put	 the	 title	 in	 front	of	his	name,	

except	when	he	was	applying	for	research	funding.	He	shared	my	

opinion	about	most	formal	education	as	brain	washing	and	limit-

ing	people’s	ability	to	think.

	 “You	know	the	kind	of	people	who	want	a	certificate	to	prove	

that	they	are	clever	and	from	what	kind	of	institution	they	come.	I	

don’t	think	I’m	such	a	serious	case,”	he	protested.

	 “Maybe	we	should	patent	the	title	Tr.	for	terrible,”	I	suggest-

ed,	“before	someone	else	gets	the	idea,”	I	continued	the	ply.

Chapter IX
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	 “I	 agree,	 if	 it	 is	 still	 unpatented.	 If	 we	 did	 that,	 nobody	

would	be	entitled	to	call	himself	a	Tr.	or	terrible	before	he	gets	our	

accreditation,	or	he	would	be	charged	for	acting	terribly	without	

a	certificate	issued	by	our	new	university	that	would	provide	the	

appropriate	training.	No	matter	how	terrible	someone	would	be,	

he	could	not	be	considered	more	terrible	than	someone	with	the	

appropriate	diploma	or	title,	even	if	he	was	more	terrible	than	Ivan	

the	terrible	himself.”

	 “Then	 you	 deserve	 the	 title	 Tr	 Dr	 Charles.	 If	 that	 is	 not	

enough,	 I	have	an	antique	 sword,	 so	 I	 could	proclaim	you	a	Sir	

as	well.	Just	kneel	in	front	of	me…”	I	pretended	to	take	the	sword	

from	the	wall,	but	then	continued	in	a	more	serious	fashion.	“You	

referred	to	institutions	that	award	a	piece	of	paper	to	declare	that	

someone	 is	clever	and	sane.	Do	you	think	you	acted	reasonably,	

writing	this	article?”	I	was	pointing	at	the	paper	he	had	given	me	

to	read.

	 “That	article	cost	me	much	more	than	I	could	have	imag-

ined.	Thanks	 to	one	of	 those	who	I	mentioned	 in	 the	article,	an	

application	for	funding	was	rejected,	and	even	one	of	my	mentors	

turned	against	me.	I	will	tell	you	the	story	another	time.”

	 “That	problem	with	art	dealers	must	be	long	standing.	Has	

the	government	ever	taken	action	to	catch	at	least	those	most	well-

known,	like	Masta	Mumut?”

	 “The	tussle	with	them	has	a	long	history.	And	that	reminds	

me	of	one	of	the	biggest	operations	against	illegal	exporters,	when	

all	 sea	and	air	ports	 throughout	Papua	New	Guinea	were	closed	

down	over	a	whole	weekend.	This	is	what	happened.
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	 “The	 National	 Cultural	 Property	 (Preservation)	 Act	 of	

1965	represented	a	conscientious	commitment	on	the	part	of	the	

Australian	administration	to	preservation	of	Papua	New	Guinea’s	

cultural	heritage.	But	it	wasn’t	until	1972	that	dealers	and	Museum	

officials	came	into	open	conflict.

	 “Information	 had	 been	 received	 by	 the	 director	 of	 the	

museum	 that	 large	 consignments	 of	 old	 and	 valuable	 heirloom	

artefacts	were	about	to	leave	the	country.	The	museum	asked	the	

Acting	Chief	Minister	 of	 the	 time	 to	 close	 down	 all	 the	 sea	 and	

air	ports	throughout	Papua	New	Guinea	for	a	whole	weekend	to	

enable	a	thorough	search	to	be	executed.	This	rather	radical	move	

was	agreed	to	and	teams	of	museum,	customs	and	police	officials	

began	 systematic	 searches	 throughout	 the	 country’s	wharf	 -side	

warehouses	and	air	cargo	sheds.	Shops	and	some	private	homes	

also	were	searched.

	 “Nothing	of	great	consequence	was	found	until	the	eleventh	

hour	when,	on	June	10th	1972,	the	search	team	broke	open	seven-

teen	crates	at	Madang,	meant	to	be	flown	out	that	very	day.

	 “Among	these	objects	was	a	mask	(9.1)	from	Chief	Minister	
Michael	 Somare’s	 home	 area	 –	Murik	 Lakes.	 It	was	 considered	

so	sacred	 that	Michael	Somare	had	not	been	permitted	 to	see	 it	

before	he	was	 initiated	by	his	 clan	 elders.	This	mask	was	pecu-

liar	 in	 having	 two	 small	 ‘masks’	 attached	 by	 a	 string	 to	 its	 top	

end.	When	the	mask	was	seized,	these	small	masks	were	missing.	

It	wasn’t	until	1981	that	one	of	them	was	discovered	in	the	USA	

and	returned	to	Papua	New	Guinea	to	be	re-united	with	its	parent	

mask	in	the	Museum.	The	cynicism	of	the	dealer	who	purchased	
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this	mask	from	its	owners	can	be	judged	by	his	disregard	for	the	

fact	that	it	had	already	been	gazetted	National	Cultural	Property	

on	23rd	December	1971	and	he	knew	this.	In	1981	I	was	shown	a	

photograph	of	the	mask	with	the	dealer’s	handwritten	comments	

on	the	back:

	 National	Cultural	Property

	 Although	disagreement	as	already	explained.

	 Have	already	been	promised	it.

	 Have	paid	deposit.

	 “Another	 of	 the	 objects	 seized	 in	 1972,	 and	 now	 in	 the	

National	Museum,	was	a	 life-sized	figure	 from	Watam,	a	village	

on	the	lakes	east	of	the	mouth	of	the	Sepik	River.	This	figure	was	

named	Jore	(9.2)	and,	along	with	its	brother-figure	Sendam	(9.3), 

carved	at	the	same	time,	was	beseeched	for	assistance	in	warfare	

and	was	offered	enemy	heads.	Sendam	was	still	 in	the	village	 in	

1983,	rapidly	deteriorating,	 the	National	Museum	unable	to	buy	

it	because	of	restrictions	in	funding.	So	far	as	I	am	aware,	it	is	still	

there,	crumbling	away	to	sawdust.

	 “One	of	the	big	problems	with	the	collection	seized	in	1972	

was	 that	 it	 suffered	 from	 lack	 of	 documentation.	 Although	 at	

least	one	of	the	dealers	was	knowledgeable	in	the	cultures	of	the	

Sepik	area	and	made	a	point	of	documenting	most	of	the	objects	

he	collected,	he	did	not	provide	this	for	the	objects	seized	in	1972	

as	he	 claimed	he	was	not	 involved.	 Instead	of	 the	objects	being	

purchased	by	a	Museum	officer	and	properly	documented	at	the	
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time	of	purchase,	 it	became	necessary	to	return	to	the	field	with	

photographs	and	do	 the	 task	more	 laboriously,	 in	 the	hope	 that	

knowledgeable	informants	would	still	be	alive.

	 “The	‘Seized	Collections’	were	taken	by	Customs	and	then	

given	 to	 the	 Museum	 in	 1974.	 Some	 dealers	 had	 not	 paid	 the	

owners	 for	 the	 objects	 seized	 in	 1972	 and	 as	 late	 as	 1983	 some	

villagers	were	approaching	me	and	requesting	payment	for	them.	

The	dealers	nevertheless	 lost	out	on	large	sums	of	money	in	the	

process	and	some	withdrew	from	the	business	soon	after.	But	not	

all.

	 “Masta	Mumut	was	well	 known	 to	 the	Museum	 and	 had	

been	quietly	slipping	into	the	country	and	presumably	exporting	

artefacts	illegally,	leaving	again	before	his	presence	was	noted	by	

the	authorities.	When	his	name	was	added	to	a	list	of	prohibited	

entrants,	he	came	in	through	airports	 in	the	North	Solomons	or	

via	Irian	Jaya	through	Vanimo,	rather	than	through	Port	Moresby.	

When	that	became	too	onerous,	he	obtained	the	objects	by	proxy,	

through	his	previous	employees	living	on	the	Sepik.	This	cat-and-

mouse	game	continued	for	many	years.”

	 Bill	paused	and	sighed,	contemplating	the	complications	of	

the	situation.	He	continued.

	 “Dealers	often	claim	that	by	buying	cultural	heritage	items,	

they	are	saving	them	from	destruction	and	neglect.	But	I	can	tell	you	

about	a	case	where	the	interference	of	dealers	resulted	in	the	serious	

deterioration	 of	 a	 large	 slit-gong	 named	Kambra’ngauwi’dumba	

(9.4)	at	Yentschan’mangua	village	on	the	Sepik	River.	This	was	a	
matter	that	had	not	been	attended	to	when	I	arrived	in	Moresby	to	
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take	up	the	curatorship	at	the	Museum	in	1980.

	 “Years	before,	a	letter	had	been	received	from	the	owners	

of	this	slit-gong	offering	to	sell	it	to	the	Museum	for	17,000	New	

Guinea	Kina.	Unbeknownst	to	Museum	officers,	in	1977	a	dealer	

from	Madang	offered	K	6000	for	it	and	this	was	accepted	by	the	

owners.	 The	 dealer	 paid	 K1000	 deposit	 and	 requested	 the	 slit-

gong	be	removed	from	the	men’s	cult	house	so	that	he	could	collect	

it	when	next	he	came.	The	removal	of	the	slit-gong	from	the	cult	

house	could	take	place	only	after	performing	the	appropriate	ritual	

for	transferring	its	spirit	to	a	replacement.

	 “This	 slit-gong	 had	 been	 declared	 National	 Cultural	

Property	on	23rd	December	1971.	It	was	illegal	for	anyone	but	an	

officer	from	the	National	Museum	to	negotiate	the	purchase	and	

removal	of	this	object.

	 “Ramin	Saniginawa	was	the	head	of	the	seven	families	that	

owned	the	slit-gong	and	he	directed	the	ritual	of	transfer.	A	pig	was	

killed	and	two	new	slit-gongs	costing	K200	were	purchased	from	

the	SAWOS	village	of	Yamok,	to	the	north	of	Yentschan’mangua,	

then	a	feast	took	place.	However,	a	few	months	after	this,	Ramin	

died	mysteriously.

	 “It	was	generally	thought	that	Ramin	had	died	because	he	

interfered	with	powers	possessed	by	 the	 slit-gong,	 that	he	knew	

little	about.	This	was	confirmed	by	old	Kami	Dandimi,	who	had	

been	 away	 in	Lae	 at	 the	 time	of	 the	 sale	 and	 transfer	 ritual.	 So	

Kami	conducted	another	ceremony	and	properly	transferred	these	

powers.

	 “It	then	appears	that	the	dealer	got	cold	feet	as	he	did	not	
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return	to	pay	the	balance	of	the	amount	owing	on	the	slit-gong	and	

remove	 it.	Since	 the	 slit-gong	was	no	 longer	 the	 locus	of	a	 spir-

it,	it	was	taken	from	the	cult	house	and	left	in	the	open.	There	it	

remained	for	the	best	part	of	three	years,	its	already	deteriorated	

condition	rapidly	worsening.

	 “When	 the	 National	 Museum’s	 Assistant	 Curator,	 Soroi	

Eoe,	went	to	inspect	it	in	late	1980	(the	first	Museum	inspection	

of	NCP	in	the	Sepik	since	1974),	he	found	it	was	badly	rotted	out	

along	its	base	and	he	felt	that	if	it	was	to	be	preserved,	a	Museum	

conservator	would	have	to	supervise	its	removal	from	the	village	to	

Port	Moresby.	Once	there,	extensive	restoration	would	be	neces-

sary.	Fortunately,	the	carved	‘prow’	–	a	crocodile	head	with	a	bird	

perched	on	its	nose	–	was	intact,	as	was	the	carved	portion	of	its	

‘stern.’

	 “Soroi	Eoe	negotiated	a	price,	which	was	the	same	as	that	

agreed	with	 the	 dealer	 in	 1977.	 Since	 they	 had	 already	 received	

K1000,	it	was	agreed	that	the	Museum	would	pay	the	additional	

K5000	to	obtain	ownership.

	 “The	Trustees	quickly	agreed	to	commit	the	necessary	funds	

for	the	purchase	and	for	the	expenses	involved	in	removing	it	from	

the	Sepik	by	canoe	and	by	road	to	Wewak,	thence	by	ship	to	Port	

Moresby.	By	the	middle	of	1981	it	was	on	its	way	to	the	Museum.	

It	took	several	months	for	the	museum’s	conservator	to	restore	the	

old	gong	to	something	like	its	original	appearance.”

	 “Hmmm.	Then	the	problem	of	the	influence	of	the	mission-

aries	on	 the	 local	 cultures	must	have	been	 something	you	 came	

across	on	another	occasion.	When	was	that?”	I	was	having	some	
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difficulty	with	the	order	of	events	in	Bill’s	life.	Perhaps	that	was	my	

own	fault	as	I	kept	pestering	him	with	my	own	ideas	about	various	

matters	and	 then	asking	him	what	he	 thought,	 so	his	 responses	

were	related	to	my	own	random	musings	and	were	not	necessarily	

chronological.

	 “Oh,	you	must	be	referring	to	the	trip	into	the	central	New	

Guinea	area	I	made	in	1981.	The	General	Manager	of	the	Ok	Tedi	

Development	 Company	 had	 written	 to	me	 saying	 that	 fanatical	

European	missionaries	had	sent	a	delegation	of	Christian	converts	

to	the	leader	of	the	Wopkeimin	people	living	at	the	sacred	village	

of	Bultem	to	persuade	them	that	their	cult	house	should	be	burned	

down	to	rid	the	community	of	the	Devil.	Fortunately,	the	Bultem	

people	had	been	almost	violent	in	their	reaction	and	the	delegation	

returned	to	the	Telefomin	mission	station	with	their	tails	between	

their	legs.	The	General	Manager	at	Ok	Tedi	was	afraid	that	whole-

sale	destruction	of	traditional	relics	and	sacred	cult	houses	would	

not	only	be	detrimental	to	the	people,	but	that	the	mining	compa-

ny	might	be	blamed	for	it.	He	was	willing	to	pay	for	me	to	travel	

through	the	area	to	assess	the	dangers	to	the	traditional	sites	and	

relics,	and	to	encourage	the	people	to	resist	the	persuasions	of	the	

Christian	converts.”

	 “What	was	happening	there	in	New	Guinea	seems	to	have	

been	a	replay	of	what	happened	to	achieve	the	Christian	conver-

sion	 of	 Europeans,”	 I	 interjected.	 “The	 only	 difference	 being	

that	 in	Europe	 the	use	of	 force	 lasted	much	 longer	 than	 in	New	

Guinea,	and	the	Church	often	did	not	have	enough	patience	to	wait	

for	people	to	give	up	their	old	ways,	so	they	took	the	destruction	
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of	many	 sacred	 sites	 and	buildings	 into	 their	 own	hands.	Many	

Church	men	boasted	about	their	leading	role	in	such	destruction.	

People	following	the	old	ways	were	shocked;	they	could	not	believe	

that	anyone	could	destroy	one	god	in	the	name	of	some	other	god.	

Their	 preference	 would	 be	 to	 add	 any	 new	 gods	 to	 the	 already	

existing	pantheon	of	gods.”

	 “No	doubt,	 but	we	 can	 talk	 about	 something	much	more	

recent	than	the	conversion	of	Europe	to	Christianity.	What	I	found	

alarming	 was	 the	 expansion	 and	 intensification	 of	 evangelism	

following	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 large	Bible	 School	 by	 the	 local	

Baptist	Mission	at	Telefomin	in	the	1970s.	This	resulted	in,	among	

other	things,	a	Revival	movement,	whose	specific	aims	included	not	

only	wholesale	conversion	to	Christianity	and	the	complete	aban-

donment	of	the	rituals	and	practices	of	traditional	religion,	but	the	

confession	of	sins	in	public,	including	revealing	esoteric	male	cult	

knowledge	 as	well.	 The	Revival	 spread	 rapidly,	 encouraging	 the	

destruction	or	desecration	of	spirit	houses	and	their	sacred	ances-

tral	relics	in	over	a	dozen	villages	of	that	area.	Revivalists	had	for	

over	a	year	been	advocating	the	dismantling	of	the	supreme	cult	

houses	at	 the	village	of	Telefolip	near	Telefomin,	and	at	Bultem	

on	the	south	side	of	the	range.	These	were	believed	to	have	been	

originally	constructed	by	Afek,	The	Old	Woman,	the	ancestress	of	

the	people	of	central	New	Guinea,	and	the	rituals	in	these	houses	

were	essential	for	the	continued	prosperity	of	the	taro	crop	and	for	

successful	hunting	and	pig	husbandry.

	 “For	this	1981	trip,	I	planned	to	spend	about	three	or	four	

weeks	checking	the	major	cult	houses	in	the	area,	to	find	out	which	
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had	been	destroyed,	which	were	under	threat	and	which	seemed	

secure	 from	 the	 Christian	 fanatics	 and	 other	 dangers	 such	 as	

neglect.	I	also	planned	to	explain	the	National	Cultural	Property	

Act	to	the	people	and	determine	whether	the	cult	house	curators	

wanted	cult	houses	and	sacred	 relics	declared	National	Cultural	

Property	and	thus	protected	by	law.	I	would	commence	the	survey	

in	the	south	east	of	the	area,	at	the	Angkeiakmin	village	of	Bolobip.	

It	 had	 an	 airstrip	 built	 by	 the	 Catholic	Mission,	 and	 a	 Primary	

School.	 I	 could	 fly	 in	 there,	 or	 walk	 in	 from	 an	 airstrip	 at	 the	

government	station	of	Olsobip,	 located	at	a	much	 lower	altitude	

and	therefore	requiring	an	all-day	uphill	walk	to	reach	Bolobip.

	 “From	Bolobip	I	would	trek	westwards,	following	the	base	

of	 the	 Hindenburg	 Wall,	 through	 the	 Fegolmin	 villages	 to	 the	

Wopkeimin	 village	 of	 Magalsimbip,	 then	 further	 west	 across	 a	

mountain	spur	to	Tabubil,	the	base	camp	for	the	Ok	Tedi	mining	

operations.	There	I	would	rest	a	day	or	so,	then	proceed	north	to	

Bultemabip,	the	ritual	centre	of	the	Wopkeimin.	Climbing	a	thou-

sand	metres	up	the	Hindenburg	Wall,	I	would	then	cross	several	

kilometres	of	uninhabited	moss	 forest	 and	 sink-holes	 at	 around	

2500	metres,	climb	to	a	ridge	at	2800	metres	and	then	descend	

1300	metres	into	the	Ilam	valley	where	the	Tifalmin	live.	Twelve	

kilometres	 east	 of	 the	 Tifalmin	 are	 the	Ulapmin	 villages,	 and	 a	

further	 thirteen	kilometres	east,	as	 the	crow	flies,	 is	 the	govern-

ment	station	and	airstrip	at	Telefomin.	From	there	I	could	survey	

the	Falamin	villages	to	the	east	and	the	Telefolmin	villages	in	the	

Elip	valley	to	the	north.

	 “A	kilometre	drawn	in	a	straight	line	on	a	map	of	this	country	
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represents	at	least	two	on	the	ground	and	between	a	half	and	one	

hour	of	walking,	depending	upon	terrain	and	track	conditions.	The	

lowest	altitude	for	this	survey	would	be	about	600	metres	above	sea	

level	at	Tabubil,	and	the	highest	about	2800	metres	on	the	ridge	of	

Virgo	overlooking	the	Ilam	valley.	In	between	would	be	innumer-

able	ups	and	downs,	creek	and	river	crossings,	mud	holes,	tangled	

secondary	 garden	 growth,	 cold	 and	 misty	 moss	 forest	 covering	

limestone	sinkholes	like	pitfalls,	and	even	the	risk	of	sunburn	in	

the	grasslands	of	the	Ilam	and	Ifi	valleys.

	 “Walking	in	this	country	requires	good	equipment	–	cloth-

ing	and	boots	fall	apart	after	a	couple	of	months	and	camera,	note-

books,	maps,	compass	and	altimeter	have	to	be	protected	from	the	

constant	rain	and	the	certainty	of	falling	into	one	or	other	of	the	

torrential	creeks.	

	 “The	 carriers	 act	 as	 guides,	 interpreters,	 informants	 and	

camp	assistants	and	one	or	two	can	be	sent	for	help	in	case	of	seri-

ous	accident.	It	 is	most	unwise	to	travel	 in	the	interior	of	Papua	

New	Guinea	without	at	least	two,	but	preferably	three,	local	guides	

and	carriers.	But	to	avoid	being	a	burden	on	the	villagers,	we	would	

carry	sufficient	food	to	sustain	us	on	short	rations	and	hope	that	

we	could	buy	some	local	food	to	complement	this.

	 So	I	flew	from	Moresby	to	Kiunga	on	the	upper	Fly	River,	

bought	up	some	supplies,	and	by	that	afternoon	I	was	 in	a	 little	

Cessna	piloted	by	Father	Bouchard	of	the	Catholic	Mission,	head-

ing	for	the	mountain	village	of	Bolobip.

	 “As	 the	 aircraft	 climbed	 out	 of	 the	 sweltering	 Fly	 River	

forests,	 heading	 north	 towards	 the	 pile	 of	 late	 afternoon	 clouds	
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obscuring	 the	 Central	 Range,	 I	 felt	 dubious	 about	 our	 chanc-

es	 of	 getting	 into	 Bolobip.	 Bolobip	 airstrip	 is	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	

Hindenburg	Wall	at	around	1500	metres.	For	most	of	the	day,	a	

blanket	of	cloud	laps	at	the	Wall	like	a	slow-motion	sea	of	foam.

	 “Indeed,	it	proved	impossible	to	find	a	gap	in	the	clouds	that	

would	enable	us	to	locate	the	strip,	so	Father	Bouchard	suggest-

ed	we	try	Olsobip	airstrip	(9.5),	a	day’s	walk	west	and	some	800	
metres	 lower	 in	altitude	 than	Bolobip.	 I	 agreed	as	 there	was	no	

guarantee	the	weather	tomorrow	would	be	more	suitable,	a	second	

flight	would	do	damage	to	my	tight	budget	and	I	had	no	desire	to	

pay	K.40	to	spend	a	night	in	the	stultifying	heat	and	humidity	of	

the	tiny	unventilated	room	at	Kiunga’s	only	guest	house.

	 “So	we	threaded	our	way	through	the	piled-up	clouds	and	

located	Olsobip.	A	heavy	shower	had	just	passed	over	the	airstrip	

and	it	looked	very	wet	down	there.	We	circled	the	strip	–	obligato-

ry	practice	in	Papua	New	Guinea	to	warn	that	a	landing	was	being	

contemplated	and	all	people	and	animals	should	be	cleared	off	the	

strip	immediately.	As	we	levelled	off	and	made	our	approach,	we	

passed	over	the	wreck	of	an	airplane	that	had	failed	to	make	it.

	 “Father	Bouchard	worked	the	controls	with	practised	cool	

as	we	 pitched	 and	 yawed	 in	 the	 turbulent	 air,	 hit	 the	 strip	 and	

skidded	somewhat	askew	through	a	half-inch	of	water	and	mud.	

I	unloaded	quickly	with	hurried	explanations	to	the	Patrol	Officer	

and	curious	onlookers.	Father	Bouchard	 took	on	board	a	mixed	

load	of	sick	patients,	taro	for	relatives	in	sago-eating	Kiunga,	and	

a	mailbag.	Within	ten	minutes	of	landing,	he	was	airborne	again	

and	heading	 for	 the	 rapidly	 closing	gap	 in	 the	 clouds	due	 south	
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towards	Kiunga.	There	were	just	45	minutes	left	before	all	planes	

had	to	be	on	the	ground	for	the	night.	He	arrived	okay	that	evening	

but	several	years	later	I	heard	with	sadness	that	it	was	just	such	a	

flight,	 carrying	a	woman	and	her	desperately	 ill	daughter	 to	 the	

Kiunga	 hospital	 through	 foul	 weather,	 that	 ended	 in	 disaster.	

Against	Father	Bouchard’s	advice,	the	woman	insisted	on	boarding	

the	plane	and	the	extra	weight	caused	the	plane	to	crash.	Father	

Bouchard	is	no	longer	with	us.

	 “I	slept	on	a	hard	timber	floor	with	cockroaches	scuttling	

over	 me	 and	 was	 glad	 for	 the	 dawn	 and	 the	 excuse	 to	 stretch	

and	move	my	stiff	and	bruised	body.	The	previous	evening	I	had	

arranged	for	three	Bolobip	men,	who	happened	to	be	at	Olsobip,	

to	help	carry	my	gear	to	their	village	and	they	turned	up	at	6.30	am	

ready	to	start	the	trek.

	 “We	got	away	at	7.15	am	and	crossed	the	Ok	Bilak	(the	Fly	

River)	at	9	am,	hopping	from	one	huge	moss-covered	boulder	to	

another,	the	river	roaring	twenty	feet	down	between	them.	In	1967	

there	had	been	a	suspension	bridge	here,	a	wonderful	piece	of	bush	

engineering	using	three	strong	‘cables’	of	rattan	and	smaller	rattan	

strips	to	tie	them	together	into	a	V-shaped	walkway.	But	it	has	not	

been	kept	in	repair	now	that	the	Patrol	Officer	can	fly	to	Bolobip.

	 “Poorly	maintained	tracks,	bridges	and	rest	houses	charac-

terised	the	rest	of	my	journey	over	the	next	few	weeks,	with	some	

notable	 exceptions.	 The	proliferation	 of	 airstrips	 offered	 advan-

tages	 for	 administration	 and	mission	personnel	 and	 for	moving	

sick	 people	 and	 vegetables	 out	 and	 trade	 goods	 in;	 but	 for	 the	

people	who	wanted	to	walk	between	one	settlement	and	another,	
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or	between	villages	and	gardens,	 the	 trails	were	 in	worse	condi-

tion	than	they	had	ever	been	since	regular	patrols	by	administra-

tion	officers	in	the	early	nineteen	sixties	required	peace,	improved	

trails	and	well-maintained	rest	houses	in	the	area.

	 “A	 long,	 arduous	 climb	 of	 a	 thousand	metres	 brought	 us	

to	the	top	of	Mount	Bakom	two	and	a	half	hours	later;	our	thirst	

quenched	by	little	springs	of	clear	water	on	either	side	of	the	trail.	

From	there	it	was	downhill	to	Daleibik,	a	hamlet	of	four	unangam 

(family	houses)	and	a	kabelam	(men’s	house)	containing	ancestral	

skulls,	pig	jawbones	and	recently-made	shields.	Since	the	hamlet	

was	vacant	I	could	not	enter	the	men’s	house	and	had	to	content	

myself	with	peering	in	through	gaps	in	the	walls.	At	least,	here	was	

evidence	that	the	Christian	‘Revival’	had	not	yet	been	accepted	in	

this	area.

	 “We	climbed	again,	up	to	the	foot	of	the	Hindenburg	Wall	

which	we	followed	east	to	arrive	at	Bolobip	in	light	rain	at	5.10	pm.	

I	was	 informed	 that	Father	Bouchard	had	managed	 to	 get	 in	 to	

Bolobip	from	Kiunga	that	morning,	after	all.	

	 “I	spent	the	next	day	assessing	the	condition	of	cult	houses	

and	their	contents	in	this	large	village.	It	actually	consists	of	three	

villages	a	few	hundred	metres	apart,	so	there	were	three	cult	house	

complexes	to	check.	One	had	disappeared	entirely,	the	site	taken	

over	for	the	Primary	School;	another	had	no	sacred	relics	and	the	

third	was	deteriorating	(9.6).	Apparently	the	old	curator	had	died	
without	appointing	a	successor	and	nobody	had	yet	offered	to	take	

his	place.	The	house	was	collapsing,	the	relics	falling	off	the	inside	

rear	wall	and	the	whole	thing	in	danger	of	being	abandoned	to	the	
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elements.	I	suggested	that	if	they	felt	unable	to	revive	the	building	

and	to	care	 for	 its	sacred	contents,	 the	National	Museum	would	

consider	purchasing	it	for	removal	to	Port	Moresby	and	preserva-

tion	in	the	Museum.

	 “The	Headmaster	of	the	Primary	School	invited	me	to	give	

a	talk	to	the	school	children	about	the	work	of	the	Museum	and	I	

answered	questions,	mainly	from	the	teachers,	about	the	impor-

tance	of	preserving	information	about,	and	examples	of,	tradition-

al	culture.	The	headmaster	had	plans	for	a	small	museum	on	the	

school	grounds.	

	 “My	three	Bolobip	carriers	had	agreed	to	continue	on	with	

me	for	a	while	longer	and	so	we	set	off	at	8	am	the	next	day,	trek-

king	westwards.	We	passed	around	the	southwest	end	of	a	butte	

in	the	Hindenburg	Wall,	down	which	a	thin	stream	of	water	 fell	

for	hundreds	of	metres.	At	1	pm	we	rested	on	a	ridge	for	twenty	

minutes,	enjoying	cold	cooked	taro	and	dried	fruits.	The	view	west	

was	clear	across	to	the	village	of	Imigabip.	This	huge	amphitheatre	

formed	by	the	Fly	River	headwaters	is	the	territory	of	the	Fegolmin;	

behind	us	lay	the	territory	of	their	previously	bitter	enemies,	the	

Angkeiakmin	of	Bolobip.	Later,	in	1983,	Kevin	Agelep	of	Bolobip	

told	me	the	following	story:

 We originated at Telefomin; that area became over-popu-

lated – not enough gardens or wild animals. Some people were 

allocated to Selbang (to the east of Bolobip) and others to the 

Golgulbip (Fegolmin) area to the west. My ancestors came here 

via Selbang, perhaps seven generations ago. There were already 
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people over here on the Fly River headwaters at Imigabip 

who also had come from Telefomin and were thus of the same 

culture. At first the relationship between the Fegolmin and the 

Angkeiakmin was good – it was only with my seventh generation 

forebears that fights erupted.

 The quarrel was over an Imigabip man who had washed 

himself in a stream and polluted it. Further down, some Golgulbip 

men drank from this stream. When they found out later that the 

Imigabip man had polluted the stream, they were very angry and 

threatened a fight. The man’s Imigabip relatives enrolled the help 

of the Angkeiakmin of Bolobip against the offended Golgulbip 

men but Golgulbip won the fight, forcing the defeated Imigabip 

men west towards the Ok Tedi and creating continuing enmity 

between the Golgulbip Fegolmin and the Angkeiakmin of Bolobip.

 

	 “We	 continued	 on,	 alternating	 through	 secondary	 garden	

growth	and	mountain	forest,	to	arrive	at	Golgulbip	two	hours	later,	

where	we	set	up	camp	in	the	Rest	House.	The	yolam	was	in	good	

order	and	I	talked	to	the	men	about	whether	or	not	they	wanted	the	

cult	house	and	its	contents	protected	under	the	National	Cultural	

Property	Act.	They	said	they	needed	to	discuss	this	with	the	absent	

curators	and	would	let	me	know	in	due	course.

	 “Nearby,	 an	 airstrip	was	 being	 constructed	 by	 the	 villag-

ers,	 using	 crowbars,	 shovels	 and,	 for	 carrying	 rubble,	 stretchers	

improvised	from	two	long	poles	thrust	through	the	long	sides	of	

rice	bags.	Men	and	women	laboured	together	under	the	guidance	

of	the	Catholic	Mission.	They	wanted	to	be	able	to	grow	and	market	
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vegetables	for	the	Ok	Tedi	mining	camp	at	Tabubil	and	were	work-

ing	enthusiastically	to	provide	the	means	for	getting	their	produce	

to	market.	The	airstrip	would	enable	them	also	to	get	a	Primary	

School	 established	 and	 this	 was	 seen	 as	 a	 facility	 necessary	 for	

ensuring	a	share	of	the	nation’s	wealth.

	 “It	is	difficult	to	know	how	much	of	these	expectations	are	

real	and	how	much	are	magical	–	a	‘cargo	cult.’	White	men	have	

come	to	their	area	with	incredible	powers	and	wealth	and	do	not	

appear	to	work	(in	the	way	they	have	to	work).	They	see	the	white	

men	reading	and	writing	and	talking	of	God	and	the	Bible	and	they	

may	be	forgiven	for	concluding	that	learning	to	read	and	write,	and	

thus	obtaining	access	 to	 the	secrets	of	 the	white	man’s	God	and	

Bible,	are	the	key	to	sharing	the	white	man’s	power	and	wealth.	

Their	own	religion	 is	mystical	and	emphasises	secret	knowledge	

so	it	is	understandable	that	their	thinking	would	pursue	this	logic.	

If	an	airstrip	is	needed	to	persuade	the	authorities	to	establish	a	

school,	 then	 they	will	build	 it	and	 if	 that	brings	a	closer	contact	

with	 the	Mission	and	a	means	 for	marketing	 food,	 so	much	 the	

better.

	 “We	departed	 for	 Imigabip	 the	next	day,	passing	 through	

Wogembip	where	the	relics	in	the	yolam	and	kabelam	were	intact.	

Imigabip	is	only	about	an	hour	or	so	further	on	and	that	afternoon	

I	was	able	to	check	the	condition	of	that	village’s	cult	house	and	

that	of	its	immediate	neighbour,	Kawedubip.

	 “The	Imigabip	cult	house	is	the	main	Fegolmin	shrine	and,	

although	it	 is	in	a	state	of	disrepair,	I	was	told	it	was	soon	to	be	

rebuilt.	 The	 senior	 curator	was	 absent,	 however,	 so	 I	 could	 not	
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obtain	 information	 on	 the	 contents	 and	 permission	 to	 have	 the	

house	and	contents	declared	National	Cultural	Property.

	 “The	 yolam	 of	 Kawedubip,	 though,	 was	 in	 trouble.	 The	

senior	 curator	 had	 died	 without	 appointing	 a	 successor,	 as	 at	

Bolobip,	so	its	fate	was	unclear.	I	urged	the	men	to	make	a	serious	

effort	to	appoint	a	new	curator	or,	failing	that,	consider	selling	the	

house	and	contents	to	the	Museum.	I	reiterated	the	Government’s	

support,	through	the	Museum,	for	the	continued	maintenance	of	

their	traditional	religious	structures	and	sacred	items.

	 “My	three	carriers	from	Bolobip	left	to	return	to	their	village	

and	I	engaged	three	Imigabip	men	-	Budam,	Anomal	and	Alo	-	who	

said	they	wanted	to	go	with	me	right	through	to	Telefomin;	then	

they	would	return	due	south	across	the	Hindenburg	Range	via	the	

old	trade	route	between	Telefomin	and	Imigabip.

	 “The	next	 three	days	 saw	me	 stumbling	 along	poor	 trails	

through	another	 four	 villages,	 one	of	which	 accepted	protection	

for	its	relics	under	the	National	Cultural	Property	Act	and	anoth-

er	where	the	men	felt	so	confident	of	being	able	to	look	after	the	

material	that	they	said	they	did	not	need	the	protection	of	the	law.	

A	third	group	was	pessimistic	about	resurrecting	the	pile	of	pigs’	

jawbones	and	other	trophies	on	the	rotting	floor	of	their	crumbling	

cult	house	and	the	fourth	village,	nearest	Tabubil,	was	deserted.

	 “After	a	 rest	at	 the	mining	camp	of	Tabubil,	washing	our	

clothes,	tending	our	scratches	and	blisters,	enjoying	hot	showers	

and	wonderful	meals	at	 the	camp’s	dining	hall,	we	 renewed	our	

supplies	and	were	driven	along	the	road	that	was	being	pioneered	

towards	Fubilan,	the	mountain	of	copper	and	gold.
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	 “We	left	the	road	at	10.45	am	and	walked	along	the	south	

bank	of	the	Kam	River	towards	the	east,	picking	our	way	carefully	

through	the	tangled	undergrowth	of	old	gardens,	balancing	precari-

ously	along	sloping,	slippery	logs,	climbing	higher	and	higher	until	

we	were	hunched	against	the	mist	and	light	rains	close	under	the	

Wall.	My	boots	were	thoroughly	soaked	in	the	ice-cold	water	of	the	

myriad	creeks	running	over	polished	limestone,	it	being	easier	to	

walk	there	and	hack	at	a	few	overhanging,	moss-festooned	branch-

es	than	to	clear	a	track	through	the	sodden	undergrowth.	At	5.30	

pm	we	arrived	exhausted	in	the	gloomy	village	of	Tungganabip,	a	

thousand	metres	higher	than	Tabubil.

	 “Fortunately	there	were	people	there	and	I	shared	a	small	

house	(one	of	only	three)	with	a	crush	of	people,	dogs	and	pigs.	

Compared	to	these	Wopkeimin,	I	took	up	an	inordinate	amount	of	

floor	space	but	they	accepted	it	generously	and	were	pleased	to	be	

my	hosts.	One	of	the	teenage	girls	had	been	to	school	at	Tabubil	

and	was	delighted	to	be	able	to	practise	her	English.	Her	fellows	

accorded	her	considerable	respect	for	her	facility.	She	volunteered	

to	 help	 guide	 us	 to	Bultemabip	 the	next	 day.	Bultemabip	 is	 the	

ritual	centre	for	the	Wopkeimin.

	 “Early	next	morning	I	set	out	for	Bultemabip	carrying	only	

my	day-pack,	with	a	group	of	girls	and	men	 to	guide	me.	 I	 sent	

Budam,	Anomal	and	Alo	with	 the	big	rucsacs	direct	 to	 the	bush	

camp	under	the	Hindenburg	Wall	 to	prepare	for	my	arrival	 that	

evening.	It	was	likely	the	hut	there	would	be	leaky	and	in	need	of	

repair	and	I	asked	them	to	set	up	a	sleeping	bench	well	above	the	

earthen	floor,	since	the	last	time	I	had	slept	there,	years	ago,	the	
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hut	had	been	full	of	fleas.

	 “Bultemabip	 is	 the	Wopkeimin	 ritual	 centre,	 said	 to	have	

been	established	by	the	fabulous	ancestress	Afek,	the	Old	Woman,	

founder	also	of	the	supreme	cult	house	at	Telefolip.	The	primary	

cult	house	at	Bultemabip	 is	called	 futmanam,	a	reference	to	the	

carved	 and	 painted	 boards	 that	 line	 the	 front	 and	 rear	 outside	

walls	of	that	house.	I	had	first	seen	it	in	1967	(9.7)	and	it	was	some-

what	decrepit	at	that	time.	Since	then	it	had	been	renovated	but	

was	again	in	disrepair,	this	time	much	worse	than	when	I	had	seen	

it	before.	Many	of	 the	carved	and	painted	boards	had	 fallen	off,	

the	roof	and	the	floor	were	rotten,	and	the	walls	had	large	gaps.	

Only	the	human	relics	and	animal	trophies	on	the	inside	rear	wall	

remained	in	reasonably	good	order.

	 “The	village	was	completely	deserted	but	for	a	forlorn	dog	

that	howled	pitifully	at	me	from	the	edge	of	the	village.	I	photo-

graphed	 the	 buildings	 and,	 through	 the	 cracks	 in	 the	walls,	 the	

interior	 of	 the	 cult	 house	 (9.10).	 Then	 I	 left	 to	 retrace	 part	 of	
my	 route,	 my	 Tungganabip	 guides	 yodelling	 messages	 to	 men	

working	 in	distant	gardens,	 their	activities	 indicated	by	 the	 thin	

threads	of	blue	smoke	against	the	dark	green	of	the	forest.	I	asked	

the	Tungganabip	men	 to	pass	 on	 to	 the	 cult	 house	 curators	 the	

Government’s	concern	and	support	for	the	renovation	of	the	cult	

house.	I	subsequently	learned	that,	in	due	course,	the	house	was	

rebuilt	and	many	new	boards	carved	and	painted	for	its	front	and	

rear	walls.	This	I	was	able	to	visit	and	photograph	in	1983.

	 “We	 turned	off	 the	 trail	we	had	 followed	 in	 the	morning,	

bearing	somewhat	to	the	north,	to	arrive	at	the	bush	hut	about	4.30	
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pm.	There	was	quite	a	crowd	there	-	about	three	family	groups	and	

my	party	of	four,	so	it	was	a	jolly	time	cleaning	up,	bathing,	cook-

ing	meals	and	swapping	stories	before	we	turned	in	for	the	night.	

Unfortunately	for	me,	my	careful	instructions	concerning	a	sleep-

ing	platform	had	not	made	it	clear	that	50	mm	thick	saplings	set	

75	mm	apart	are	detrimental	to	a	good	night’s	sleep	and	I	hardly	

slept	at	all,	glad	to	note	at	last	the	first	hint	of	dawn	and	the	excuse	

to	prepare	breakfast	and	be	off.

	 “I	said	goodbye	to	my	temporary	Tungganabip	guides	and	

set	out	 at	6.50	am,	 climbing	along	a	 track	 that	became	 increas-

ingly	closer	to	vertical	until	we	were	hauling	ourselves	up	a	crack	

in	the	limestone	wall.	An	hour	and	a	half	later	we	were	at	the	top	

and	had	a	magnificent	view	west	down	the	Kam	valley,	across	the	

Ok	Tedi,	towards	Fubilan,	the	‘Pot	of	Gold.	(9.11)’	Then	the	clouds	
gathered	and	obscured	the	view.	We	turned	back	to	the	mountain	

trail	and	commenced	walking	through	wreathes	of	mist	and	drip-

ping,	moss-covered	vegetation,	picking	our	way	carefully	among	

the	tangled	roots	of	the	muffled,	silent	forest.

	 “Steadily	we	progressed	northwards	across	a	high-altitude	

basin	at	2500	metres.	We	were	in	a	bowl-like	depression.	The	top	

of	the	Hindenburg	Wall	 to	the	south	formed	one	part	of	the	 lip;	

Mount	Fugilil	 reared	 to	 the	 east	 opposite	 a	maze	 of	 hills	 in	 the	

west;	the	steep	rim	of	Virgo	lay	ahead	to	the	north.	We	teetered	on	

a	log	across	a	creek,	pushed	through	snares	of	climbing	bamboo	

and	sodden	grasslands	and	then	negotiated	the	short	but	almost	

vertical	 climb	300	metres	up	 to	Virgo.	Budam,	Anomal	and	Alo	

swung	along	with	cheerful	ease,	despite	carrying	the	large	rucsacs,	
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and	that	made	it	easier	for	me	to	cope	with	the	trying	conditions.	

They	needed	no	boots,	the	thick	flat	soles	of	their	feet	were	resil-

ient	and	 they	were	sure-footed.	This	was	 their	country	and	 they	

moved	more	gracefully	than	you	or	I	might	do	along	a	paved	street.

	 “Virgo	(9.12)	 is	a	high	point	on	 the	ridge	 that	divides	 the	
high-altitude	basin	from	the	Ilam	valley	which	the	Tifalmin	inhab-

it.	The	weather	is	usually	dramatic	here	–	the	hot,	moist	rising	air	

of	the	Ilam	valley	hits	the	high	cold	air	of	the	basin	and	condenses	

to	 cloud	 and	 light	 rain	 all	 along	 the	 ridge.	One	 steps	 out	 of	 the	

cold	mist	and	light	rain	into	brilliant	sunshine	and	there,	over	a	

thousand	metres	below,	 lie	 the	Tifalmin	villages	on	 their	 grassy	

river-terraces.

	 “We	could	see	the	new	Tifalmin	airstrip,	built	on	its	pres-

ent	 site	 in	 1970.	 The	 first	 airstrip,	 further	 down	 the	 valley,	was	

destroyed	 by	 a	 landslide,	 which	 killed	 some	 villagers	 and	 the	

Steinkraus	family,	linguists	of	the	Summer	Institute	of	Linguistics	

and	Bible	Translators.	Far	to	the	east	we	could	see	Telefomin	and	

the	 settlements	 there,	 indicated	 by	 the	wisps	 of	 smoke	 and	 the	

glint	of	corrugated	iron	roofs.

	 “We	 set	 off	 again,	 down,	 down,	 my	 legs	 turning	 to	 jelly	

trying	to	keep	up	with	my	sturdy	carriers.	The	track	was	clear	with	

few	obstacles	but	I	had	to	be	careful	of	stinging	nettles,	and	the	

sweat	flies	crawled	over	my	face	and	flew	into	my	eyes.

	 “We	 arrived	 at	 Bulolengabip	 late	 afternoon	 and	 I	 sought	

out	Sulukim	(9.13),	the	headman	who	was	so	helpful	to	my	friend	
Wilson	Wheatcroft	when	he	carried	out	anthropological	research	

here	in	1968-70.	I	gave	Sulukim	news	of	Wilson	and	his	wife	Peggy,	
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now	both	in	America.	The	goats	that	Wilson	and	Peggy	had	left	for	

the	people	were	gone.	The	villagers	had	kept	them	for	a	few	years	

but	eventually	they	decided	to	kill	and	eat	them.

	 “This	 village	 once	 had	 a	 cult	 house	 (9.14)	 with	 a	 façade	
of	 carved	 and	 painted	 boards.	 In	 1964,	 Bryan	 Cranstone	 of	 the	

British	Museum	stayed	several	months	 in	 this	valley	document-

ing	 and	 collecting	 examples	 of	 Tifalmin	 material	 culture.	 He	

purchased	four	boards	from	the	façade,	all	of	which	were	replaced	

while	he	was	there.	In	1965,	the	whole	façade	was	purchased	for	

the	Musée	de	l’homme	in	Paris	but	this	time	it	was	not	replaced.	

I	was	told	that	all	 the	relics	and	animal	trophies	were	destroyed	

in	 the	 ‘Revival’	 and	 that	nothing	now	remains	 in	 the	men’s	 cult	

houses	throughout	the	Atbalmin,	Tifalmin,	Ulapmin	or	Telefolmin	

areas	except	for	the	sacred	relics	of	the	Telefolmin	cult	houses	at	

the	adjoined	villages	of	Telefolip	and	Bogalminavip.

	 “I	visited	the	cave	where	traditionally	ancestral	bones	and	

skulls	 were	 kept	 and	 found	 the	 relics	 scattered	 down	 the	 slope	

below,	presumably	by	dogs.	I	suggested	to	Teilok	–	Wheatcroft’s	

main	informant	–	that	a	small	fence	be	erected	across	the	mouth	

of	the	cave	to	prevent	further	deterioration.

	 “The	next	day	I	visited	the	Primary	School	and	talked	with	

the	teachers	about	the	functions	of	the	Museum.	They	are	encour-

aging	children	 to	carve	and	paint	boards	 to	keep	 the	 traditional	

skills	alive.

	 “We	 trekked	 on	 through	 this	 beautiful	 valley,	 with	 its	

magnificent	views,	to	the	Ulapmin	villages.	There	is	a	newly	estab-

lished	Primary	School	there.	I	talked	with	the	teachers	then	visited	
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all	the	villages,	confirming	the	complete	absence	of	all	sacred	relics	

from	the	men’s	cult	houses.	Some	ancestral	relics	have	been	hidden	

in	a	limestone	niche,	others	thrown	into	the	river	(the	cold	water	

destroys	 their	 ‘heat’	 or	 power)	 and	 the	 pig	 jawbones	 discarded	

down	the	hillsides.	The	men	said	the	Baptist	Mission	pastors	and	

deacons	urged	the	people	to	throw	away	the	relics,	as	 they	were	

‘samting bilong Satan.’
	 “Next	morning	we	left	the	Ulapmin	ridge	and	walked	along	

the	 terraces	above	 the	south	bank	of	 the	Sepik	River,	eastwards	

towards	Telefomin,	grand	vistas	opening	up	to	the	north.	The	sun	

beat	down	as	we	walked	the	easy	trail	through	the	grasslands,	the	

occasional	wooded	gully	offering	temporary	relief.	I	was	crossing	

a	small	but	fierce	torrent	on	a	two-pole	bridge	when	it	collapsed	

under	me	and	I	was	almost	swept	away,	but	the	ever-alert	Anomal	

grabbed	my	hand	and	pulled	me	out.	The	cold	water	shocked	me	

out	of	my	heat-induced	torpor.

	 “We	descended	steeply	to	the	Sepik,	which	we	crossed	on	

the	old	traditional	‘box-girder’	bridge.	This	wonder	of	rustic	engi-

neering	has	been	maintained	 from	time	 immemorial	as	 the	 link	

between	the	Telefolmin	and	their	Ulapmin	allies	and	trade	part-

ners.	We	stopped	awhile	at	the	Sepik,	a	white-water	rush	of	rapids,	

to	wash	and	cool	ourselves;	then	the	long,	slow	climb	300	metres	

up	 to	 the	 ancient	 lake-bed	 on	which	 the	Telefolmin	 villages	 are	

located.

	 “As	we	walked	 into	 the	first	village	–	Angkemavip	–	who	

should	 be	 leaning	nonchalantly	 against	 a	 house	wall,	 as	 though	

expecting	me,	but	Nimisep	(9.15),	an	old	friend	and	informant	who	
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had	shared	with	me	the	rigours	of	the	Star	Mountains	Expedition	

in	1965.

	 “After	greetings	and	explanations,	and	a	promise	to	visit	old	

friends	in	the	village	the	next	day,	I	went	on	to	the	Government	

station	 to	 make	 myself	 known	 to	 the	 Assistant	 District	 Officer	

and	was	allocated	a	 small	house	 close	by	 the	airstrip.	 I	paid	off	

Budam,	Anomal	and	Alo	and	issued	them	with	sufficient	supplies	

to	get	them	across	the	Hindenburg	Range	to	Imigabip.	They	were	

delighted	with	 their	pay	and	rushed	down	to	 the	 trade	stores	 to	

buy	various	items	to	carry	back	with	them.	They	would	convey	to	

the	cult	house	curators	at	their	village	the	knowledge	that	the	cult	

houses	of	Bultemabip	and	Telefolip	were	intact.

	 “I	bought	some	supplies	for	myself	and	borrowed	a	mattress	

and	kerosene	stove.	Over	the	next	week	I	visited	the	villages	of	the	

Telefolmin	in	the	Ifi	valley	but	not	those	in	the	Elip	valley	as	it	was	

said	there	were	only	very	few	relics	there	in	the	hands	of	certain	

individuals	while	 all	 the	 cult	 house	 relics	 had	been	destroyed.	 I	

did	walk	to	Falamin	though	and	found	some	relics	intact	in	a	cult	

house	 there	 and	 I	 heard	 that	 individuals	 in	 their	 family	 houses	

were	preserving	several	major	relics.

	 “The	supreme	cult	house	(telefolip)	at	Telefolip	Village	was	
intact,	in	fact	recently	re-roofed,	and	the	men	were	keen	to	have	it	

declared	National	Cultural	Property,	along	with	the	sacred	grove	

of	Hoop-pines	at	the	entrance	to	this	village;	this	was	achieved	and	

gazetted	on	30	July	 1982.	The	decrepit	yolam	 at	Bogalminavip,	

the	village	adjacent	to	Telefolip,	was	to	be	rebuilt	as	soon	as	they	

finished	the	construction	of	buildings	for	the	new	High	School.	Its	
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relics	and	trophies	were	 intact	also.	Some	family	houses	 in	both	

villages	 also	 had	 relics	 and	 animal	 trophies,	 and	 the	 relics	 and	

animal	trophies	in	the	yolam	of	another	village,	Oksivip,	also	were	

preserved,	though	the	house	itself	was	decrepit.

	 “A	visit	to	the	Baptist	Mission	was	received	politely	and	I	put	

to	the	Manager	the	case	for	preservation	of	traditional	knowledge	

and	practices	and	the	Mission’s	responsibility	to	avoid	and	deter	

acts	of	indiscriminate	destruction	by	their	members.	I	added	that	

the	Museum	would	not	hesitate	 to	prosecute	 such	people	under	

the	terms	of	the	National	Cultural	Property	Act.

	 “In	apparent	contradiction	to	the	aims	of	the	Revival,	 the	

Mission	had	a	small	Museum	of	traditional	artefacts	and	natural	

history	specimens.	This	contains	approximately	600	ethnographic	

items,	 some	 (such	 as	 sacred	 relics)	 not	 represented	 in	museum	

collections	anywhere	else	in	the	world.	I	valued	the	collection	at	

about	K	10,000	(much	more	on	the	overseas	market)	and	suggest-

ed	 the	 Mission	 consider	 selling	 the	 collection	 to	 the	 National	

Museum	but	retain	it	in	its	present	location	as	a	Branch	Museum.	

This	 would	 transfer	 curatorial	 responsibility	 to	 the	 National	

Museum,	and	registration,	cataloguing,	labelling	and	conservation	

measures	could	be	undertaken.	Insect	damage	was	already	appar-

ent,	 there	was	no	numbering	and	the	meagre	documentation	on	

some	labels	was	fading	badly.

	 I	flew	out	of	Telefomin	to	Ambunti	and	took	a	river-truck	

from	there	down	to	the	Sepik	River	village	of	Kandingai.	There	I	

began	negotiations	to	purchase	a	very	fine	slit	gong	for	the	Museum	

and	from	there	I	went	on	to	Wewak,	flew	to	Goroka	and	visited	the	
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curator	of	 the	J.K.	McCarthy	Museum,	a	Branch	of	the	National	

Museum,	to	report	on	its	functioning	and	needs.

	 “So	what	had	I	achieved	by	the	trek	through	the	Mountain-

Ok	area?

	 Well,	 the	 doubt	 over	 which	 areas	 were	 affected	 by	 the	

Christian	 Revival,	 and	 whether	 or	 not	 certain	 cult	 houses	 had	

been	 burnt	 down,	 was	 clarified.	 Although	 no	 cult	 houses	 had	

been	burned	down,	those	areas	under	the	influence	of	the	Baptist	

Mission	 suffered	 the	 destruction	 of	 almost	 the	 entire	 stock	 of	

ancestral	relics	and	associated	animal	trophies,	and	the	secrecy	of	

the	men’s	cult	was	severely	compromised.	Only	the	Telefolmin	cult	

houses	at	Telefolip,	Bogalminavip	and	Oksivip,	and	the	Falamin	

cult	house	at	Yogavip,	retained	relics	and	animal	trophies	intact.	

Several	individuals	throughout	the	area	retained	major	and	minor	

relics	in	their	family	houses	in	defiance	of	the	hysterical	Revivalists.

	 “The	 areas	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 Catholic	 Mission	

based	 at	 Kiunga,	 those	 groups	 south	 of	 the	 Hindenburg	 Range	

in	the	Western	Province,	retained	relics	and	trophy	arrays	more	

or	less	intact,	the	current	problems	being	neglect	of	maintenance	

and	failure	to	appoint	successors	to	dying	curators.	The	Ok	Tedi	

mining	operations	are	 the	major	 threat	here	as	 the	employment	

of	so	many	able-bodied	local	men	has	stripped	the	villages	of	the	

manpower	 necessary	 for	 the	 conduct	 of	 the	 ancestral	 rites	 that	

attend	initiation	and	the	maintenance	of	the	cult	houses	and	their	

sacred	relics.

	 “Most	significant	was	the	fact	that	several	cult	houses	and	

their	contents,	and	the	sacred	Hoop-pine	grove	at	Telefolip,	were	
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identified	for	declaration	as	National	Cultural	Property	and	were	

subsequently	gazetted	and	thereby	protected	by	law.

	 The	 existence	 of	 the	 Museum	 at	 the	 Baptist	 Mission,	

Telefomin,	 was	 brought	 to	 the	 attention	 of	 the	 Trustees	 of	 the	

National	Museum	and	the	Trustees	were	advised	to	make	an	offer	

to	purchase	and	assume	curatorial	responsibility	 for	 this	 impor-

tant	collection.	The	Baptist	Church	at	Telefomin,	however,	rejected	

the	suggestion	and	the	collection	remained	poorly	cared	for	over	

the	next	decade	or	so	until	eventually	it	was	donated	in	part	to	the	

National	Museum.

	 At	 each	 Primary	 School	 I	 visited	 and	 at	 several	 villages,	

I	 left	 a	 copy	 of	 the	 National	 Museum’s	 illustrated	 booklet	 and	

explained	the	history	and	functions	of	the	Museum,	especially	the	

importance	of	preserving	examples	and	knowledge	of	 the	mate-

rial	 cultural	 heritage	 of	 the	 country.	 Those	 people	 who	 wanted	

to	 retain	aspects	of	 their	 traditional	 culture,	and	who	 felt	under	

threat	from	the	Baptist	church	people,	were	given	moral	and	legal	

support	from	the	Government	through	the	interest	of	the	National	

Museum.

	 “Not	 all	 the	 Mountain-Ok	 peoples	 had	 been	 visited.	 To	

visit	all	of	them,	would	have	required	another	couple	of	months’	

trek.	 But	 the	work	 done	 gave	 encouragement	 to	 those	who	 saw	

value	yet	in	their	own	mystical	religion	and	the	veneration	of	their	

ancestors.”

	 “Have	you	finished?”	I	pretended	that	I	was	bored.	“I	must	

say	 that	 your	 generosity	 in	 thorough	 explanation	 is	 legendary.	

That	is	the	reason	why	ordinary	people	avoid	scholars.	They	always	
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provide	too	many	details.	Did	you	expect	that	I	could	remember	all	

those	place-names?”

	 “But	you	did	say	that	you	wanted	to	hear	about	that	trip	in	

more	detail.”	Bill	was	laughing,	as	he	knew	I’d	been	joking.

	 “All	right,	from	now	on	be	much	less	generous.”
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	 When	 we	met	 again	 I	 used	 the	 opportunity	 to	 ask	more	

about	his	experiences	of	magical	practices	in	New	Guinea.

	 “How	did	you	experience	their	world	–	a	place	where	the	

spirits	rule,	where	spirits	are	able	 to	 take	any	shape	and	appear	

anywhere	and	at	any	time,	whether	as	a	crocodile,	a	bird	or	even	

as	a	scary	human	like	you?	I	think	if	I	appeared	among	them	with	

a	face	like	yours,	they	would	all	run	away	in	panic.”

	 Bill	ignored	my	banter.	“Although	I	knew	something	about	

their	culture	even	before	I	went	there,	I	needed	some	time	to	adjust	

to	their	reality,	which	was	so	different	from	the	reality	of	Western	

culture	where	only	what	we	can	see	and	touch	really	exists.”

	 “You	told	me	that	one	group	of	people	you	lived	with	consid-

ered	you	and	your	family	to	be	spirits	of	their	ancestors,	who	had	

come	back	to	them	from	the	spirit	world.	Was	it	a	really	strange	

feeling	and	did	it	bring	some	benefits	or	responsibilities?”

	 “Well,	the	fact	is	that	we	didn’t	find	out	that	some	people	in	

the	community	thought	we	were	spirits	until	almost	at	the	end	of	

our	ten	months	stay	with	them.	When	we	found	out,	it	did	explain	

a	few	things	that	had	been	puzzling	us.	In	the	early	1970s,	we	were	

in	the	village	of	Bamblediam	on	the	Idam	River,	a	southern	tribu-

tary	of	the	Sepik	River,	located	about	30	kilometres	from	the	West	

Chapter X
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Papuan	border.	These	people	are	called	the	Abau	by	linguists	and	

anthropologists.	My	then-wife	and	I	had	been	contracted	by	 the	

Australian	government	to	assemble	and	document	a	collection	of	

art	objects	from	the	Central	New	Guinea/Upper	Sepik	region	for	

the	Australian	National	Gallery.	We	were	accompanied	in	the	field	

by	our	two	sons	and,	for	part	of	the	time,	by	our	daughter.	Whereas	

this	was	sometimes	an	advantage,	in	that	we	were	perceived,	and	

related	to,	in	ways	appropriate	to	families,	in	other	ways	it	was	a	

disadvantage	as	a	considerable	proportion	of	our	time	was	spent	

in	our	own	domestic	affairs,	 isolated	 to	some	extent	 in	our	own	

family	house,	unable	to	understand	much	of	what	we	could	hear	

coming	from	neighbouring	houses.

	 “Had	 we	 come	 among	 these	 people	 twenty	 years	 earlier,	

we	would	have	found	them	living	in	a	large,	if	rickety,	communal	

house,	with	two	rows	of	hearths	–	one	for	the	men	along	one	side	

and	one	for	the	women	and	children	along	the	other	side.	There	

were	 a	 few	 of	 these	 structures	 remaining	 even	 in	 1973	 but	 the	

Government	patrol	officers	had	long	since	pressured	people	into	

living	in	villages	consisting	of	individual	family	houses,	‘for	health	

reasons.’

	 “The	 time	we	 spent	 there	was	 insufficient	 for	 us	 to	 learn	

the	 language.	Therefore	my	investigations	were	conducted	using	

Pidgin	English,	which	almost	everyone	in	Papua	New	Guinea	uses	

because	there	are	over	seven	hundred	and	fifty	different	languag-

es	 in	 the	country.	Whenever	possible,	 I	 tape-recorded	conversa-

tions	 in	 the	 local	 language	 and	 later	 obtained	 translations	 into	

Pidgin,	which	 I	 immediately	 transcribed	 into	English,	 clarifying	
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obscurities	as	I	proceeded.

	 “But	getting	back	to	your	question	about	being	thought	to	

be	 ancestral	 spirits.	One	 faction	 in	 the	 village	 believed	we	were	

there	to	spy	out	the	land	and,	if	the	place	seemed	a	good	place	in	

which	to	live,	we	would	persuade	others	of	our	kind	to	come	and	

take	the	land	from	them.	The	men	of	this	faction	put	a	great	deal	

of	pressure	on	our	main	informant	not	to	reveal	too	much	to	us,	to	

discourage	us	so	we	would	leave.

	 “Another	faction	believed	we	were	the	spirits	of	the	current	

headman’s	dead	parents,	who	had	had	children	in	the	land	of	the	

dead	and	returned	with	them	to	the	village.	Therefore,	our	igno-

rance	of	 the	 language	and	our	constant	questioning	about	many	

(to	 them,	often	 trivial)	details	of	 their	culture	were	perceived	as	

a	clumsy	way	of	hiding	our	real	identities.	They	believed	that	had	

we	 been	 decent	 ancestors,	 we	 would	 have	 brought	 them	 large	

amounts	of	money	from	the	land	of	the	dead;	they	knew	all	money	

came	from	the	land	of	the	dead!	So,	to	many	of	the	villagers,	we	

appeared	 to	 be	 stingy	 and	 deceitful	 and,	 as	 a	 consequence,	 we	

found	it	difficult	to	get	information	from	them.

	 “There	 were,	 of	 course,	 people	 who	 accepted	 us	 at	 face	

value	and	were	hospitable	and	friendly,	 interested	in	us	and	our	

way	of	life,	as	we	were	in	them	and	theirs.	For	most	of	our	stay,	

we	were	unaware	of	these	different	opinions	but	felt	that	several	

people	were	 distinctly	 unco-operative	 for	 reasons	 that	we	 could	

not	 understand.	 Sometimes	we	 only	 became	 aware	 of	 a	 coming	

event	in	the	village	through	our	children;	otherwise,	we	stumbled	

on	events	as	they	were	happening.	Such	was	mostly	the	case	with	



182

sorcery	curing	and	divinations.”

	 “Did	you	find	that	sorcery	was	frequently	used	there	and	for	

what	purposes?”	I	interrupted.

	 “Should	someone	fall	ill,	there	were	believed	to	be	a	number	

of	 possible	 causes,	 including	 sorcery.	A	much	 feared	method	 of	

sorcery,	 said	 to	 have	 come	 into	 their	 area	 only	 in	 recent	 times,	

involved	the	sorcerer	hiding	in	the	bush	to	await	his	victim,	then	

using	a	slingshot	or	tiny	bow	to	shoot	nails,	sago	palm	needles	and	

other	sharp	objects	into	the	victim’s	body.

	 “Counter-measures	 can	be	 carried	out	 to	 cure	 the	 victim,	

involving	the	extraction	of	these	sharp	objects	by	sucking	on	the	

body	of	the	victim	following	a	session	of	much	shouting	and	stamp-

ing	on	 the	part	of	 the	curer,	who	achieves	a	 trance-like	 state	by	

smoking	tobacco	and	by	chewing	on	an	aromatic	bark	(probably	

cinnamon)	and	betel	nut.	These	sessions	are	performed	inside	a	

house	at	night,	with	only	a	hearth	fire	for	illumination.

	 “The	trance-like	state	induces	the	presence	of	a	spirit,	with-

out	whose	help	the	curer	is	powerless.	In	one	case	I	witnessed,	the	

spirit	was	identified	as	the	aifet,	a	long-necked,	black	water	bird	

that	flies	very	high,	catches	fish	at	night	and	hides	in	the	moun-

tains	by	day.	This	seemed	to	be	a	veiled	reference	to	the	means	by	

which	sorcerers	attack	their	victims.

	 “Often	a	curer	will	see	a	number	of	sick	people,	interviewing	

and	sucking	on	one	after	the	other.	For	some	patients,	a	number	

of	possible	reasons	for	their	illness	are	explored,	including	illicit	

sexual	behaviour,	 and	 seduction	or	 attack	by	masalai	 or	 ‘nature	

spirits,’	 that	 reside	 in	 trees,	 swamps	and	 the	 like.	These	 ‘nature	
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spirits’	can	take	the	form	of	seductive	human	beings.

	 “At	the	end	of	the	healing	session,	a	short	chant	drives	away	

the	spirit	assisting	the	curer,	so	that	it	will	not	harm	the	pigs	and	

dogs	or	drive	wild	game	away	from	the	vicinity	of	the	settlement.

	 “Another	 sorcery	 technique	 consists	 of	 obtaining	 food	

remains,	body	fluids,	earth	 from	footprints,	or	other	 things	 that	

have	 been	 in	 contact	 with	 the	 intended	 victim,	 wrapping	 these	

up	in	leaves	along	with	other	magically	treated	substances	whilst	

saying	spells,	and	hiding	the	bundle	in	the	bush.	The	victim	quick-

ly	sickens	and,	if	not	treated	soon	enough,	dies.”

	 “Are	the	sorcerers	only	men?”	I	had	to	interrupt	him	again.

	 “Yes,	in	this	part	of	New	Guinea,	only	men	are	believed	to	

be	sorcerers.	Sorcery	may	be	attributed	to	members	of	the	victim’s	

local	community,	or	to	members	of	communities	many	kilometres	

away.	Sorcerers	are	always	persons	who	are	known	by	name,	with	

whom	some	sort	of	social	relationship	exists;	they	are	not	simply	

undefined	enemy	outsiders.

	 “One	way	of	identifying	a	sorcerer	is	by	his	habit	of	washing	

at	night;	a	more	certain	method	is	by	divination.	Once	identified,	

a	ritual	may	then	be	performed	to	kill	the	sorcerer.	The	top	half	of	

the	index	finger	and	some	hair	are	cut	off	the	sorcery	victim	and	

tied	to	a	dead	tree,	which	 is	 then	burnt	down.	They	believe	 that	

all	one	has	to	do	is	wait	and	the	sorcerer	will	die.	Other	instances	

were	recounted	where	the	men	of	the	aggrieved	community	took	

their	weapons,	marched	into	the	community	of	the	sorcerer,	held	

all	the	men	there,	and	shot	the	sorcerer.”

	 “Did	 you	 witness	 any	 divinations	 there?”	 I	 was	 really	
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interested	to	have	a	better	picture	of	their	magical	practices.

	 “During	 the	 ten	 months	 I	 was	 based	 at	 Bamblediam,	 I	

witnessed	three	divinations.	One	took	place	soon	after	our	arrival	

and	I	attempted	to	record	it	on	a	cassette	recorder	but	the	machine	

did	not	work.	The	following	morning	I	wrote	a	few	notes	from	what	

I	could	recall	and	the	little	information	I	was	given	by	Yagoli,	the	

dead	girl’s	father.

	 “The	second	divination,	performed	on	account	of	the	death	

of	 a	boy	of	 the	neighbouring	village	of	Selelian,	 took	place	 later	

the	 same	month	and	again	 the	 cassette	 recorder	 failed	and	all	 I	

had	were	my	few	notes	and	the	names	of	the	alleged	sorcerer	and	

his	 accomplice.	On	both	 occasions,	 the	 sorcerer	 named	was	 the	

same	person	–	a	man	from	Wauru,	between	the	Idam	and	August	

Rivers.

	 “Perhaps	of	relevance	to	this	accusation,	I	was	told	that	there	

was	considerable	antagonism	between	the	people	of	the	Idam	and	

the	people	of	Wauru	over	the	rehabilitation	of	an	unusable	airstrip	

at	the	Idam.	The	Idam	people	wanted	the	airstrip	recommissioned	

so	they	could	ask	the	government	for	a	school.	One	faction	of	the	

Wauru,	 however,	 did	 not	 want	 to	 help	with	 the	 project	 as	 they	

had	been	paid	to	help	with	the	building	of	an	airstrip	and	Police	

Post	at	Yapsie	on	the	Upper	August,	and	were	committed	to	that	

project,	even	though	it	was	a	lot	further	away	from	them	than	the	

Idam	airstrip.	Also,	nobody	would	receive	any	payment	for	help-

ing	rehabilitate	the	Idam	airstrip.

	 “The	third	divination	I	witnessed	took	place	at	our	village.	I	

managed	to	record	90	minutes	but	after	that	the	recorder	failed	yet	
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again	–	I	was	having	a	lot	of	trouble	with	that	machine.	However,	

I	obtained	a	fairly	good	account	of	 the	rest	of	 the	divination	the	

next	day	from	the	men	who	were	helping	me	with	the	transcrip-

tion	of	the	first	cassette.	Thus	at	last	I	got	a	‘blow-by-blow’	account	

of	what	was	going	on	and,	I	believe,	an	insight	into	the	function	of	

sorcery	divinations.	This	function	was	to	allow	current	disputes	to	

be	thrashed	out	in	public,	and	thus	to	identify	the	conflict	believed	

to	be	relevant	to	the	death	of	the	person	on	whose	behalf	the	divi-

nation	was	being	performed.

	 “I’ll	 give	 you	 a	 general	 idea	 of	 the	 three	 divinations	 I	

witnessed.

	 “After	the	body	has	been	buried,	a	number	of	sharp	bamboo	

blades	are	inserted	into	the	ground	around	the	grave.	It	is	believed	

that	when	the	evil	spirit	of	the	sorcerer	comes	to	the	grave	to	cut	

up	 and	 eat	 the	 victim’s	 body,	 it	will	 tread	on	 the	blades	 and	be	

warned	away.	Blood	is	believed	to	show	on	the	blades	if	the	spirit	

has	been	prowling	around.

	 “A	screen	(10.1)	is	erected	in	front	of	the	grave	of	the	dead	
person,	which	 is	 located	at	 the	edge	of	 the	village.	Through	 this	

screen	 a	 long	bamboo	pole	 is	 placed	 so	 that	 one	 end	 rests	 on	 a	

log	placed	on	the	ground	and	the	other	end	projects	through	the	

screen	near	to	the	grave.	From	the	end	of	the	pole,	just	above	the	

grave,	dangle	a	number	of	objects	that	will	rattle	when	the	bamboo	

pole	shakes.

	 “Sorcery	divinations	take	place	at	night,	commencing	about	

an	hour	or	so	after	dark	and	lasting	about	four	hours.	Also,	the	divi-

nation	is	repeated	the	following	night	–	they	must	be	absolutely	
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sure	of	the	identification,	as	spirits	can	be	quite	confusing.

	 “A	large	assembly	of	men	and	youths	squat	facing	the	screen	

and	one	man	holds	the	end	of	the	bamboo	pole	resting	on	the	log;	

the	women	and	children	remain	in	their	houses.	The	man	holding	

the	bamboo	pole	calls	out	the	names	of	people	who	could	have	a	

motive	for	making	sorcery	on	the	victim,	suggesting	the	reasons	

as	 well.	 A	 considerable	 number	 of	 people	may	 be	 named,	 both	

internal	to	the	community	and	external	to	it,	with	a	wide	variety	of	

grievances.

	 “When	 the	 correct	 accusation	 is	 made,	 the	 bamboo	 pole	

shakes	and	the	rattle	can	be	heard.	Names	may	be	suggested	by	the	

people	in	the	gathering,	but	they	must	be	tested	on	the	pole	by	the	

man	holding	it.	This	man	may	be	replaced	now	and	then	by	others,	

but	in	the	three	cases	I	witnessed,	a	man	named	Moni	seemed	to	

be	more	successful	in	the	role	than	any	of	the	others.

	 “The	 list	 of	 names	 is	 tested	 a	 number	 of	 times	 until	 the	

shaking	of	the	bamboo	pole	reaches	a	climax	and	it	is	pulled	out	

of	the	screen	(or	appears	to	leap	out	of	its	own	accord).	It	is	then	

seized	by	a	number	of	youths	and	men,	and	thumped	rhythmically	

against	 the	 ground	 along	 its	 entire	 length.	 The	 grieving	 relative	

(usually	father)	then	attacks	the	pole	with	a	tomahawk,	chopping	

it	to	pieces.	Another	man	burns	the	pole	with	firebrands.	This	is	

believed	 to	destroy	 the	 sorcerer’s	 spirit	 trapped	 inside.	Blood	 is	

said	 to	 appear	 on	 the	 pole	where	 it	 has	 been	 chopped	with	 the	

tomahawk	and,	 if	 the	sorcerer	has	been	correctly	 identified,	 it	 is	

believed	he	will	die	unless	he	performs	counter-magic	to	protect	

himself.
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	 “Another	type	of	outcome	was	quite	sensational.	This	was	

the	 third	 divination	 I	 witnessed,	 following	 the	 death	 of	 Ikedi’s	

daughter,	 just	a	 toddler	at	 the	 time.	When	 the	pole	appeared	 to	

leap	out	of	the	screen,	it	was	seized	by	about	18	young	men	and	

boys	who	lined	up	on	either	side	of	the	pole.	Holding	the	pole,	they	

then	rushed	up	and	down	between	two	rows	of	houses	for	about	a	

half	hour.	They	ran	50	metres	or	so,	thirty	or	forty	times.

	 “During	the	rushing	back	and	forth	with	the	pole,	mourning	

songs	were	sung	by	men	and	women	sitting	in	the	houses	on	either	

side.	 Ikedi,	 the	 father	of	 the	dead	child,	 led	 the	singing	of	 these	

songs.

	 “After	all	this	running	back	and	forth,	several	boys	dropped	

to	the	ground	exhausted,	some	went	berserk,	others	trampled	the	

pole	and	then	walked	around	like	robots	gone	crazy	–	stiff-legged	

and	stiff-armed,	strutting	mechanically	forwards,	backwards,	side-

ways,	bumping	into	onlookers	and	buildings	until	they	fell	over	in	

an	apparently	catatonic	state.	It	would	appear	that	when	some	of	

the	young	men	collapsed,	their	places	were	taken	by	others,	as	I	

was	given	the	names	of	27	young	men	who	had	carried	the	pole	

that	night.

	 “It	was	explained	to	me	that	only	boys	and	young	men	could	

absorb	and	dissipate	the	‘heat’	generated	by	the	spirit	of	the	sorcer-

er	when	the	pole	is	trampled,	without	endangering	their	lives.”

	 “I	assume	that	the	accusation	in	some	cases	can	lead	to	a	

war	between	two	groups;	or	are	they	careful	not	to	come	to	danger-

ous	conclusions?”	I	asked	him.

	 “The	most	seriously	considered	matters	 in	the	case	of	the	
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death	of	Ikedi’s	daughter	were:

	 “First,	 Ikedi’s	 transfer	 of	 allegiance	 from	Amto,	 his	 place	

of	birth,	 to	Bamblediam,	his	place	of	marriage,	especially	 in	 the	

matter	of	the	distribution	of	animals	and	birds	obtained	with	his	

shotgun.

	 “Next	to	be	considered	was	the	desire	of	Wai’inan	of	Antibi	

to	obtain	guardianship	rights	over	Ikedi’s	little	girl,	and	the	right	

to	arrange	her	marriage	into	Antibi,	in	consideration	of	his	having	

made	an	investment	in	looking	after	Ikedi’s	wife	when	she	was	a	

child,	but	losing	her	to	a	marriage	in	Bamblediam.

	 “Another	matter	they	briefly	considered	was	the	breaking	of	

a	taboo	on	an	Antibi	areca	palm-nut	grove	by	a	Bamblediam	man	
and	the	retribution	accidentally	deflected	upon	the	little	girl	–	not,	

strictly	 speaking,	 sorcery	at	 all.	The	 consequences	of	breaking	a	

taboo	 is	more	 in	the	nature	of	an	automatic	consequence	rather	

than	the	deliberate	ritual	action	entailed	by	sorcery.

	 “The	 last	matter	 they	 explored	was	 the	desire	 of	 a	 young	

widow	named	Feiolu	to	marry	back	into	her	own	village	when	she	

had	 originally	 been	 given	 in	marriage	 to	 another	 community	 in	

exchange	 for	 a	woman	 from	 that	 community	marrying	 into	 her	

village.	The	relatives	of	her	late	husband	wanted	her	to	marry	one	

of	their	men,	not	return	to	her	village	of	birth.

	 “The	 sorcery	 accusation	 finally	 settled	 upon	 was	 the	 last	

of	these	matters	even	though	it	had	nothing	whatever	to	do	with	

Ikedi	and	his	family,	least	of	all	the	child	who	was	the	victim	of	the	

sorcery.

	 “However,	the	actors	and	audience	at	a	sorcery	divination	
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are	 all	 males	 and	 accusations	 are	 most	 likely	 to	 favour	 their	

concerns	rather	than	the	concerns	of	women.	If	the	Amto	concern	

over	the	distribution	of	game	obtained	with	the	shotgun	had	stuck,	

this	may	 have	 resulted	 in	 Ikedi	 having	 to	 adjust	 his	 allegiances	

whereas	identifying	the	stubbornness	of	the	young	widow	Feiolu	

meant	 that	 she	would	 be	 the	 one	who	would	 carry	most	 of	 the	

responsibility	for	setting	things	right.

	 “Thus	the	result	of	the	divination	was	likely	to	be	increased	

social	pressure	on	Feiolu	to	return	to	her	late	husband’s	commu-

nity	and	submit	to	one	of	the	options	for	marriage	they	would	offer	

her.	The	relatives	of	the	dead	husband	offered	an	alternative:	$100	

compensation	to	be	paid	to	them.	But	at	that	time	–	in	1973	–	they	

had	no	chance	of	accumulating	such	an	amount	of	money.”

	 “It	must	be	that	in	such	a	culture	magic	and	sorcery	becomes	

a	part	of	their	everyday	life.	With	everyone	around	you	thinking	

and	behaving	like	that,	were	you	influenced	towards	such	beliefs	–	

especially	if	you	experienced	something	unexplainable?”	I	said,	to	

be	sure	that	I	understood.

	 “Well,	I	think	I	must	have	been,”	Bill	replied.	“I	notice	that	

in	my	field	notes	I	wrote	that	I	must	be	going	a	little	crazy,	particu-

larly	after	a	strange	experience	where	I	was	cursed	by	a	nutty	old	

bloke	in	another	village,	and	I	gave	him	a	generous	gift	to	get	him	

back	on	side!”

	 “Tell	me;	what	was	that	all	about?”

	 “Well,	I	was	visited	in	the	village	for	a	few	days	by	a	friend	

who	was	the	curator	at	an	Australian	museum	at	the	time.	After	the	

visit	was	over,	I	had	to	take	him	down	the	river	by	motor	canoe	and	
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then	walk	with	him	to	the	airstrip	at	Green	River.	When	we	arrived	

at	the	Sepik	mainstream	village	of	Mukwasi,	a	deranged	old	man	

demanded	I	take	him	with	us	across	the	river	and	up	to	the	track	

that	goes	to	Green	River.	But	I	had	heard	that	this	old	fellow	often	

did	this	and	then	spent	all	night	banging	a	metal	gong	–	an	old	gas	

cylinder	–	at	the	Green	River	settlement,	annoying	everyone	and	

disturbing	their	sleep.	So	I	told	him	I	would	not	take	him.	He	got	

very	angry	and	started	yelling	curses	at	me.	We	got	into	our	canoe	

and	started	up	the	motor,	but	halfway	across	the	Sepik	River,	the	

motor	suddenly	cut	out	and	we	were	swept	downstream,	way	past	

where	we	planned	to	go.	I	tried	and	tried	several	times	to	get	the	

motor	restarted	but	it	wasn’t	till	we	were	round	the	bend	and	well	

out	of	sight	of	the	crazy	old	man	that	the	motor	would	start	and	we	

could	resume	our	voyage.	After	I	had	delivered	my	colleague	to	the	

airstrip,	I	went	to	the	local	trade	store	and	bought	a	case	of	small	

tins	of	fish	and	a	can	opener,	and	on	the	way	back	to	my	village	I	

called	in	at	Mukwasi	and	presented	the	case	of	fish	to	him,	with	the	

request	that	he	look	after	me	in	future.	He	gave	me	a	sly	grin	and	

we	shook	hands	on	it.	I	never	had	that	problem	again.”

	 “Hmmm!	After	such	an	experience,”	 I	said,	 “it	must	have	

been	easier	for	you	to	understand	why	in	any	society	where	belief	

in	magic	is	normal,	people	use	rituals	and	magic	to	get	what	they	

want,	and	others	accept	it	unquestioningly.”

	 “Yes,	of	course.	Those	who	are	using	magic	and	ritual	believe	

in	it	too,	even	when	they	are	using	it	for	their	own	ends.	It	is	not	that	

much	different	in	our	own	society.	There	are	plenty	of	people	who	

believe	or	half-believe	 in	ghosts	and	spirits	–	otherwise	why	are	
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so	many	movies	made	with	such	themes?	And	Christians	believe	

in	 the	 supreme	spiritual	being	 called	God,	and	many	 regard	his	

arch-enemy,	the	Devil,	as	a	real	and	present	entity.	Perhaps	these	

supra-normal	entities	do	exist	but	if	they	do,	there	is	no	doubt	that	

we	humans	have	 fashioned	 them	 in	our	own	 image	and	 for	our	

own	ends,	and	educate	our	children	accordingly.	The	many	variet-

ies	of	human	culture	have	given	rise	to	as	many	varieties	of	beliefs	

in	spirits.”

	 “It	must	be,”	I	responded,	“that	these	strong	beliefs	in	spir-

its	 provide	 the	 necessary	 motivation	 for	 memorising	 so	 much	

knowledge	and	so	many	stories.”

	 “Yes.	People	without	writing	have	to	rely	entirely	on	their	

memories	and	so	they	have	to	teach	their	children	by	way	of	fasci-

nating	stories	and	dramatic	rituals	that	involve	performances	by	

spirits	in	the	community’s	festivals	of	birth,	initiation,	marriage,	

parenthood	and	death.”

	 “Their	mythology	 and	 collective	memory	 are	 truly	 amaz-

ing,”	I	said.	“To	know	the	history	of	all	their	important	cult	objects,	

often	more	than	100	years	old,	describing	all	 the	characters	and	

events	in	great	detail,	they	must	undergo	some	intensive	learning.”

	 “Yes.	 I	 was	 interested	 in	 their	 stories	 mostly	 because	 I	

wanted	to	record	information	about	certain	objects.	I	must	admit	

that	 sometimes	 they	would	 involve	me	much	more	 deeply	 than	

I	 expected,	 taking	me	 into	 their	 imaginative	world	 alongside	 all	

the	 wide-eyed,	 open-mouthed	 children	 listening	 in.	 Sometimes	

the	collision	of	old	and	new	beliefs	would	bring	what	for	me	were	

comic	elements	 into	stories,	and	of	course	the	people	have	their	
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own	sense	of	humour	too.

	 “I	 remember	 one	 evening	when	 I	 settled	myself	 to	 listen	

to	Damen	Ako,	an	old	storyteller	 in	the	village	of	Bobten	on	the	

Keram	River,	not	far	from	the	small	Sepik	River	town	of	Angoram.	

He	had	offered	to	recount	the	story	of	the	slit-gong	named	Yawot	

(10.2),	an	ancient,	deteriorating	hollowed-out	log	leaning	against	
the	wall	of	the	village’s	Catholic	church.

	 “I	was	amused	how	elements	of	the	new	religion	got	incor-

porated	 into	an	old	story	–	as	an	 introduction,	Damen	said	that	

Yawot	had	once	been	inhabited	by	a	spirit	of	great	power,	banished	

now	by	the	Catholic	priest’s	holy	water.	He	looked	around	at	the	

crowd	that	had	gathered	to	hear	him	tell	me	this	story;	a	good	tale	

is	not	to	be	passed	by	on	a	warm	night	after	a	satisfying	meal.	He	

cleared	his	throat	a	few	times	and	the	chattering	eased	to	an	occa-

sional	whisper.	Now	he	had	his	audience,	he	began:”

 

 The slit-gong Yawot was carved by an ancestor from Lomu, 

a village further up the Keram River. This man’s name was 

Dalumei. He carved the slit-gong in the bush further upstream at 

Win’goti’botnang, in the foothills. He was alone – he had no wife 

– because his people had been dispersed by some trouble or other.

 Dalumei carved the slit-gong with stone tools. Whilst carv-

ing, he cut his lower leg with the stone adze and his leg swelled 

up. It hurt, but he kept on carving. The swelling grew like a preg-

nancy; there was a child in the swelling – a girl.

 When the girl was ready to be born, Dalumei felt the pains, 

the skin on his leg split open and the child was born. Dalumei was 
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most surprised – he expected blood to come out of the wound but 

no, it was a baby girl!

 He kept the child – cut the umbilical cord, washed her and fed 

her the juice of the unripe coconut; he had no milk in his breasts, 

of course. His leg had a hole now. He was ashamed of it so he 

made a grass skirt for his leg to hide the birthplace, as women do.

 The child grew miraculously quickly to maturity. She was 

unable to speak, however, as her tongue was too short. She learnt 

to walk but did not eat – she drank only coconut juice. She could 

understand her father when he talked to her but could not reply; 

she communicated with him by gestures. Her name was Gonpen.

 She grew to womanhood. Her father said to her one day, 

“You are grown up now. You stay here and look after our house 

while I go hunting for wild pigs.” She agreed and off he went.

 Now, a man from Membrankuru, near Tamu in the foothills, 

came walking along through the forest with his bow and arrows, 

hunting birds. Some hornbills had gathered in a large fig tree. He 

stood underneath the tree and shot one of the hornbills. It flew 

off with the arrow embedded in it but eventually fell down at 

Dalumei’s house. The woman Gonpen was sitting on a bench and 

the hornbill fell at her feet. She hit it with a stick and killed it and 

laid it out along with the arrow.

 The man from Membrankuru followed the hornbill and came 

to Dalumei’s place and found the woman who could not speak. 

He became anxious about being found alone with the woman by 

her husband, and that he might be killed. He explained to Gonpen 

that he had not come because of her but was merely following the 
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hornbill he had shot. Gonpen could not reply but gestured to the 

man to come and get his bird and the arrow. He offered the bird 

to her to eat and said he would just retrieve his arrow. But she 

would not let him go away. She caught hold of his arm and indi-

cated that her father was away hunting. So he stayed with her.

 Meanwhile her father had successfully killed a pig and was 

bringing it back to his house. The man from Membrankuru 

became fearful when he heard Dalumei approaching and ran off 

to hide in the bushes; he didn’t want to get killed for being around 

a single woman without her father’s consent.

 Dalumei threw down the pig and noticed the hornbill. 

“Where did this come from?” he asked. Gonpen pointed to the 

bushes where the man was hiding. “Where is he?” Dalumei asked. 

Gonpen indicated he had run off to hide in fear. So Dalumei said 

to her, “You go and find him and bring him back here. You haven’t 

got a man and I’ve been wondering where to find one for you.” So 

she went and got the man and brought him back to the house.

 “Why did you run away?” Dalumei demanded of the man 

from Membrankuru. “I was afraid of you,” he replied. “No, you 

mustn’t be afraid. This is good. You stay here with us now; you 

mustn’t go back to your place. You must marry my daughter.” So 

the man from Membrankuru stayed with Dalumei and Gonpen.

 Now Dalumei made a belt from a piece of rope – a sign of 

marriage – and gave it to his daughter. But he said to her, “When 

you go with this man to harvest sago or to work in the garden, 

you must not sleep with him. You must concentrate on your work. 

After about five months, you can sleep with him.” She obeyed him 
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and the man, her husband, respected the taboo. They would go off 

together, harvest sago and bring it back to the house and all three 

would eat together.

 One day Dalumei made a fish trap and set it in a barrier 

across a creek to catch fish. Next morning he went to check what 

he had caught but there were no fish. Dalumei saw tracks and 

realised that a spirit had come and stolen his fish.

 Next morning, before dawn, he got his spear, hid near the 

trap and watched. The bush spirit came to thieve the fish again 

but Dalumei rose up and killed it with his spear. “I didn’t make 

this trap and set it for your benefit,” he said. “I made it to catch 

fish for myself, but you stole them.” He cut off the leg of the spirit, 

fastened it in a black palm spathe and took it back to his house. 

He left the rest of the body where it lay. Dalumei put the parcel, 

with the leg inside, on top of the slit-gong beater. It was dark by 

then and his daughter and son-in-law had not yet returned to 

the house. The slit-gong had long since been completed but never 

used.

 When the two arrived at the house, Dalumei said to his 

daughter, “I haven’t tried out this slit-gong yet. Do you think it 

will sound all right? Go get that stick and try beating the slit-

gong and we’ll hear if it is alright.” So she picked up the spirit’s 

leg, thinking it was the slit-gong beater. ‘shall I beat the slit-gong 

now?” she gestured. “Yes,” he replied. So she beat the slit-gong 

and it sounded loudly. “Father, do you hear it? It is a good slit-

gong!” Miraculously, she was now able to speak! Her father had 

known this would remove her speech impediment.
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 The three lived together and processed lots of sago, but now 

the girl’s husband began to desire her. She protested that her 

father had forbidden her to sleep with him yet, but he insisted. 

“We have been chaste for many months.” They argued until he 

lost patience and became angry. “You weren’t born of a woman,” 

he shouted. “You were born as a result of your father hitting his 

leg. You are the daughter of blood. You are being stubborn.” She 

heard him and was silent.

 They processed some more sago then brought it all back to 

the house and ate. She asked of her father, “Father, is it true that 

I have no mother?” “Yes, it is true,” he replied. “My husband told 

me that I was born of your accident, born of blood, and that is 

why I am stubborn.” “True. See, I have covered the hole in my leg 

with a skirt; it is where you were born. Now, do you have more 

sago to process?” “Yes father,” she replied. “Then go and finish it.” 

He was embarrassed by the conversation.

 Gonpen and her husband went off to process more sago. 

When they had gone, Dalumei got a male fowl and a female fowl 

and placed the male at the prow of the slit-gong and the female 

at the stern. He got inside the slit-gong and travelled in it, just 

like people do nowadays in cars. He ‘drove’ it around the house 

knocking down all the coconut, banana and betel nut trees and 

then fell into the river. He crossed to the far side and waited in the 

water for his daughter and her husband to return to the house.

 Eventually they came and saw all the land around the house 

had been cleared of trees. “What has my father been doing here?,” 

wondered Gonpen. Then she noticed that the slit-gong was gone 
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from near the stump of the tree from which it had been cut. She 

could see the tracks it had made and followed them until they 

ended at the river’s edge. “Oh! He’s fallen into the water,” she 

wailed. She cried out for her father and he heard her, so he came 

out of the water. The fowls cried out and announced his presence. 

“I can’t stay with you anymore as I am ashamed of the revelation 

of your birth.” He told her to go with her husband away from this 

place to Lomu. “It is now tabu for anyone to come to this bush 

or this mountain,” he declared. He then subsided into the water 

again.

 So Gonpen and her husband got all their things together and 

went to Lomu, at the headwaters of this river (the Keram River). 

The two settled down and had four daughters. The first daugh-

ter was named Neroma; the second, Mang’onpema; the third, 

Moropema; and the fourth, Moroginama.

 Meanwhile, Dalumei travelled in his slit-gong down the 

Keram, to join the Sepik, and arrived at the sea. He travelled 

through Murik Lakes and ate children whenever he could catch 

them. Eventually he found his way back to the Keram and even-

tually to Kambot and entered the lagoon behind the village. The 

name of this lagoon is Yan. The Kambot people were alarmed 

at the number of children being eaten by Dalumei so they sent a 

message to the people of Bobten. “An evil spirit is killing all our 

children and is living in the lagoon behind our village. He is your 

responsibility.” The Bobten people sent the message on up to the 

people of Lomu, to Gonpen’s family.

 “Yes, he is our ancestor,” they acknowledged. “He is inside 
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the slit-gong. We will come and help you.” So they came down to 

Bobten.

 The Bobten men got a pig, which belonged to a man named 

Yawot, and killed it. They ate it together. Then they went down 

together – the men of Lomu and Bobten – to join the men of 

Korogopa and Kambot. They decided to try and capture Dalumei 

in the channel that joins the lagoon to the Keram River. This chan-

nel can still be seen today, running across the middle of the village 

of Kambot. They constructed fences across the channel between 

the lagoon and the river and sent their remaining children to 

play near the channel to bait Dalumei. He heard the children and 

moved up the channel from the lagoon. He broke through the first 

fence, built by Lomu, then the next fence, built by Kambot, then 

the next fence, built by Korogopa. He approached the fence built 

by Bobten. Now they had built their fence at a slope, like a ladder, 

and when the slit-gong rushed the fence, instead of smashing 

through, it slid up it, enabling the men to reach it safely. Yawot, 

who had given the pig for the feast, secured a piece of cane to the 

slit-gong and they hauled it onto the bank.

 Dalumei leapt out of the slit-gong clutching his spears and 

jumped into the river. The Bobten men sent away all the women 

and children and they then hauled the slit-gong in under the 

men’s house at Kambot. All the men cheered. “Bobten has won!” 

they cried.

 The men then built a platform on a couple of canoes and put 

the slit-gong on it. They paddled up to Bobten and brought it to 

the men’s house there. This was done at night so no woman or 
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child would see it. They named the slit-gong Yawot because it was 

his pig they had eaten and he who had courageously secured the 

cane rope to the slit-gong, thus capturing it. The slit-gong has 

been here ever since. It was beseeched to assist the men in their 

activities. No one who had not gone through the necessary cere-

monies could see it or it would cause sickness and death. But the 

Catholic priest washed it with Holy Water and has thus rendered 

it powerless. It is now used as a church gong. Its ‘heat’ has now 

been cast out; it is now ‘cold’ and harmless. Away up this river is 

Lomu. If you go there to check this story, they will confirm it.

 

	 “Interestingly	enough,	it	happened	that	when	I	visited	the	

Madang	Cultural	Centre	earlier	in	the	year	to	retrieve	the	collec-

tion	 lent	 for	 exhibition	 by	 the	 National	 Museum,	 I	 purchased	

some	storyboards	carved	by	Keram	River	men	 living	 in	a	squat-

ters’	settlement	near	Madang.	One	of	these	boards	represents	the	

capture	of	the	slit-gong	Yawot.	The	board	had	been	recently	carved	

by	Noah	Nemesong	(10.3)	of	Kambot.	It	was	marvellous	to	have	
now	the	full	story	represented	by	that	board.

	 “I	settled	down	for	the	night	in	the	men’s	house	beside	the	

Keram	River.	It	was	easy	to	imagine	the	sound	of	a	slit-gong	float-

ing	by	on	its	way	to	the	Sepik…”

	 Bill	 was	 dreaming	 about	 earlier	 days	 with	 his	 eyes	 wide	

open.	“Wake	up!”	I	stopped	him	and	brought	him	back	to	reality.	

“This	is	supposed	to	be	a	dialogue,	not	your	inner	monologue.	You	

will	have	enough	time	to	daydream	during	the	drive	back	home.”

	 “I	must	admit	that	I	often	think	about	those	days.”



200

	 “Since	 you	 are	 so	 interested	 in	 going	 back	 there	 in	 your	

head,	you	can	tell	me	the	story	about	the	warrior	who	turned	to	

stone.	 You	 briefly	 mentioned	 it	 when	 I	 bought	 those	 two	 little	

stone	figures	that	you	said	had	come	from	New	Caledonia.”

	 “You	 must	 be	 referring	 to	 the	 monolith	 from	 Angriman	

village.	As	if	it	was	happening	right	now,	I	can	see	the	scene:	old	Mac	

leaning	over	the	two-metre	stone,	his	sketchbook	in	hand,	clean-

ing	off	the	debris	of	a	fallen	tree	we	had	just	removed.	Mosquitoes	

buzzing	angrily	in	the	semi-darkness	of	the	old,	overgrown	village	

site	of	Angriman…

	 “We	had	arrived	there	after	forcing	our	way	by	canoe	through	

the	Salvinia-choked	lagoon	and	slashing	along	an	overgrown	path	

through	the	forest	and	secondary	regrowth	to	find	the	site.	Long	

parallel	rows	of	mounds	sprouted	coconut	trees	and	remnants	of	

the	beautiful	multi-coloured	croton	bushes	favoured	by	the	Iatmul	

of	 the	Middle	 Sepik	 for	 the	magnificent	 landscape	 gardening	 of	

their	villages.	The	sad	remains	of	a	slit-gong	sat	rotting,	beheaded	

by	an	artefact	dealer.

	 “Two	large	stones	lay	several	metres	away,	pointing	to	the	

monolith	 Mac	 was	 sketching.	 A	 young	 lad	 waved	 a	 cassowary	

feather	whisk	over	Mac	to	keep	the	mosquitoes	off	his	hands	as	he	

took	careful	measurements	to	guide	his	drawing	of	the	face	carved	

onto	the	stone.	I	sighed	and	gave	in	to	the	attack,	attempting	to	

change	a	film	without	trapping	a	number	of	the	ferocious	insects	in	

the	camera.	But	I	messed	up	the	photography	and	the	images	were	

underexposed…

	 “The	 monolith,	 carefully	 shaped	 and	 resembling	 a	 huge	
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stone	 adze	 blade,	 is	 well	 known	 to	 the	 people	 as	 Boingenwan	

(10.4),	 and	 features	 in	 legend	 and	 history.	 According	 to	 infor-
mants,	long	ago	at	the	beginning	of	history,	two	Iatmul	warriors	–	

Totmeri	and	Mangisaun	–	attacked	their	Sawos	enemies	(north	of	

the	Sepik)	with	spears.	A	Sawos	man	named	Boingenwan	escaped	

with	Totmeri	and	Mangisaun	in	pursuit.	Boingenwan	took	refuge	

among	the	roots	of	a	sago	tree	and	the	warriors	found	him	–	but	he	

had	turned	to	stone!

	 “They	brought	the	stone	to	the	village	and	tried	to	erect	it	

but	then	realised	that	they	had	to	provide	a	sacrifice	first.	So	they	

captured	a	married	man	from	Mindimbit	(a	Iatmul	village	a	little	

upstream	from	Angriman),	killed	him	and	buried	him	in	a	hole.	

They	then	erected	the	stone	over	his	body.

	 “A	generation	ago,	this	stone	was	moved	from	the	old	village	

site	 to	 a	more	 recent	 one,	 closer	 to	 the	 Sepik	 (and	 now	desert-

ed),	but	too	many	people	died	so	they	took	it	back	again	where	it	

remains	to	this	day.	It	is	absolutely	forbidden	for	women	or	unini-

tiated	 boys	 to	 touch	 this	 stone	 and	now,	 since	 it	 seems	 to	 have	

caused	so	many	deaths,	they	prefer	to	leave	it	alone.

	 “The	National	Museum	is	fortunate	to	have	an	old	carving	

representing	the	warrior	Mangisaun	(10.5),	currently	on	display	in	
the	Museum’s	Masterpieces	Exhibition.

	 A	dealer	purchased	this	piece	from	its	owners	in	the	village	

of	Nyaurengai,	only	days	before	it	was	gazetted	by	the	government	

as	National	Cultural	Property.	When	Museum	officials	sought	to	

locate	the	piece,	 the	dealer	claimed	that	 it	had	been	stolen	from	

his	storerooms	at	Ambunti.	A	poster	was	produced	by	the	Museum	
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and	circulated	nationwide	and	internationally	but	eventually	the	

piece	‘mysteriously’	reappeared	in	the	dealer’s	possession	and	he	

handed	it	over	to	the	Museum.	A	replacement	carving	is	kept	in	

Nyaurengai	to	this	day.

	 “You	can	 see	 that	 telling	you	 this	 story	has	opened	a	 can	

of	worms.	I	can	go	on	and	on	if	you	want,”	Bill	was	afraid	that	he	

talked	too	much.

	 “Well	tell	me,	who	was	Mac	and	what	were	you	both	doing?”	

I	encouraged	him	to	continue	since	I	was	really	interested	in	the	

story.

	 “Professor	Wallace	‘Mac’	Ruff	was	from	the	Department	of	

Building	and	Architecture	at	the	University	of	Technology	in	Lae.	

He	had	 joined	me	 in	 a	 six-week	 survey	of	 cultural	 heirlooms	of	

the	Lower	and	Middle	Sepik.	During	October-November	 1981,	 I	

checked	the	condition	of	65	National	Cultural	Property	objects	on	

our	files,	photographed	and	recorded	data	on	another	130	objects	

for	 recommendation	 as	 NCP,	 and	 photographed	 a	 further	 230	

objects,	taking	over	2500	photographs	in	six	weeks.	Mac’s	interest	

was	to	extend	previous	fieldwork	for	 the	Village	Studies	Project,	

recording	village	lay	out,	landscaping,	house	design	and	building	

techniques.	Mac	was	 close	 to	 70	 years	 old,	 and	 his	wonderfully	

white	hair	and	beard	were	attributes	 for	which	he	was	accorded	

immediate	respect;	he	never	had	any	difficulty	getting	the	old	men	

to	chat	with	him.	His	Pidgin	English	was	woeful	but	his	halting	

words	were	understood	nevertheless,	and	his	informants	patiently	

transferred	information	from	their	heads	to	his	notebooks.	They	

greatly	admired	his	drawing	skills	and	enjoyed	the	emergence	of	



203

the	familiar	images	from	the	blank	white	paper.

	 “A	problem	of	considerable	concern	to	both	Mac	and	myself	

was	the	threatened	collapse	of	the	cult	house	named	Wolimbit	at	

the	village	of	Kanganaman.	We	also	planned	to	check	the	condi-

tion	of	the	cult	house	named	Bonjo	at	Kambot	on	the	Keram	River.

	 “This	was	not	to	be	an	easy	trip	for	me.	Although	I	was	an	

old	hand	at	 canoe-travel	 on	 the	Upper	Sepik,	 in	 1981	 I	was	not	

familiar	with	 the	cultures	of	 the	people	 in	 the	middle	and	 lower	

reaches	of	 the	river.	Initially	I	had	great	difficulty	with	names	–	

of	people,	places	and	objects.	Iatmul	names	are	characterised	by	

long	strings	of	syllables	and	my	informants	had	to	repeat	names	

slowly	several	times	before	I	felt	confident	that	I	had	them	right;	

and	there	was	a	considerable	amount	of	variation	 in	pronuncia-

tion	 from	village	 to	village	and	even	by	different	persons	within	

the	same	village.	So	I	probably	still	haven’t	got	it	quite	right.

	 “Iatmul	 men	 are	 proud	 and	 aggressive	 and	 there	 was	 a	

considerable	amount	of	pressure	to	give	them	my	complete	atten-

tion.	 This,	 as	well	 as	my	persistent	 questions	 regarding	numer-

ous	objects,	was	exhausting	–	seven	days	a	week	for	six	weeks.	It	

was	a	relief	to	be	travelling	in	the	canoe	for	a	few	hours	between	

villages.”

 

*

 

	 “Mac	and	I	flew	to	Wewak	on	the	north	coast	of	New	Guinea	

and	 commenced	 our	 trip	 by	 road,	 first	 to	Maprik	 in	 the	 coastal	

mountains,	 then	 to	 Pagwi,	 which	 is	 situated	 on	 the	 north	 bank	
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of	 the	Sepik,	 just	downstream	from	the	government	station	and	

airstrip	at	Ambunti.	There	we	were	met,	as	previously	arranged,	

by	Adam	Kumbwi	and	his	son	Raymond,	with	an	outboard	motor	

and	 canoe.	We	 immediately	 loaded	 in	 three	 200-litre	 drums	 of	

fuel,	 then	our	patrol	boxes	 full	of	personal	gear,	equipment	and	

food.	The	canoe	was	over	13	metres	long	and	capable	of	handling	a	

considerable	amount	of	cargo,	as	well	as	the	four	of	us.	Mac	made	

himself	a	nest	to	snuggle	into,	raised	his	battered	black	umbrella	

for	 protection	 against	 the	 sun,	 and	we	were	 ready	 to	 go.	 It	was	

October	 1981,	 getting	 close	 to	 the	 end	of	 the	dry	 season,	 so	 the	

river	level	was	relatively	low.

	 “We	crossed	to	the	south	bank	of	the	Sepik	heading	for	the	

villages	of	Nyaurengai	and	Kandingai.	Both	villages	are	situated	

on	the	shores	of	a	lagoon,	an	old	bend	of	the	Sepik	River	that	was	

cut	off	 from	 the	main	 stream	perhaps	hundreds	of	 years	 ago.	A	

small	channel	runs	about	half	a	kilometre	or	so	from	the	river	to	

the	lagoon,	providing	access	for	canoes.	However,	in	recent	years,	

the	waterways	of	the	Sepik	below	Ambunti	had	been	choked	with	

a	 floating	 plant	 called	 Salvinia molesta.	 Originally	 from	 South	
America,	brought	to	the	Western	world	as	an	aquarium	plant,	 it	

is	 believed	 to	 have	 been	dumped	 into	 the	 Sepik	 or	 a	 backwater	

near	Ambunti	 around	 1971	by	an	expatriate	who	did	not	 realise	

Salvinia’s	 capacity	 for	 exponential	 growth.	 Within	 six	 years	 it	

became	a	serious	problem	and	now	a	million	kina	was	being	spent	

to	control	it.	It	can	never	be	completely	eradicated	but	a	weevil	was	

released	as	a	biological	method	of	control	and	this	was	successful	

in	clearing	most	of	the	waterways	during	1985	and	1986.
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	 “Nyaurengai	 Lagoon	 was	 almost	 completely	 carpeted	 by	

Salvinia	and	 it	was	 impossible	 to	get	 the	canoe	to	 the	village.	It	
had	to	be	secured	at	a	small	settlement	where	the	channel	entered	

the	lagoon	and	we	walked	from	there.

	 “Not	that	the	walk	was	at	all	unpleasant	–	to	the	contrary.	

Huge	trees	lined	the	edge	of	the	lagoon	and	a	dry	path	wandered	

along	in	the	shade,	sprinkled	with	orange	flowers	fallen	from	the	

sturdy	branches	overhead.	We	occasionally	passed	a	small	settle-

ment	and,	at	one	of	these,	I	photographed	a	crude,	scarecrow-like	

figure	made	of	reeds	and	sticks,	dressed	with	skirt	and	blouse.	This	

was	a	guardian	figure,	the	temporary	residence	for	the	spirit	of	a	

house	 that	was	being	demolished	and	rebuilt.	All	houses	have	a	

spirit	and	a	large	carved	or	woven	face	at	the	top	of	the	front	gable	

represents	the	face	of	the	spirit.

	 “We	arrived	in	Nyaurengai	and	checked	several	items	on	the	

Museum’s	National	Cultural	Property	file.	One	object,	in	particu-

lar,	drew	my	attention.	A	large	horrendous-looking,	smoke-black-

ened	 suspension	 hook	 carved	 in	 the	 likeness	 of	 a	 female	 figure	

surmounted	by	a	flying	fox	with	spread	wings.	Three	painted,	over-

modelled	skulls	had	been	placed	on	a	stool	beneath	the	figure	and	

a	crocodile	skull	was	positioned	in	front	of	the	stool.	Spears	leaned	

against	 the	 figure,	 which	was	 festooned	with	 half-moon-shaped	

pearl	shells	‘kina’	and	bunches	of	betel	nuts.	This	suspension	hook	

is	named	Koloimbange	and	is	used	to	prevent	and	cure	illness	by	

making	prayers	and	offerings	to	the	spirit	inhabiting	the	carving.	

It	is	regarded	as	having	great	power,	so	much	so	that	the	caretaker	

remarked	that	good	photographs	of	 the	object	are	 impossible	 to	
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obtain.	Certainly,	the	photograph	in	the	Museum’s	NCP	file	is	not	

a	clear	image.	Since	the	caretaker	did	not	seem	happy	for	me	to	try	

to	get	a	better	photograph	for	the	Museum,	I	sketched	it	instead.

	 “In	Kandingai,	15	minutes	further	along	the	lagoon’s	edge	

from	 Nyaurengai,	 I	 began	 negotiations	 for	 the	Museum	 to	 buy	

the	slit-gong	Nagongajawa.	This	wonderful	piece	with	a	cockatoo	

at	the	 ‘prow’	has	an	almost	 identical	twin	named	Nambelei.	The	

story	of	this	pair	of	slit-gongs	goes	back	three	generations	before	

the	 then	 65	 year-old	 owner,	 Saun,	 to	 the	 Sumak	 clan	 brothers	

Namo’kumbwan	and	Minjan.

	 “At	 that	 time,	 the	 people	 lived	 at	 a	 site	 called	 Sambints.	

These	two	men	began	carving	the	two	slit-gongs.	Cockatoos	gath-

ered	 in	 the	 trees	where	 they	were	 carving,	 so	Minjan,	 the	more	

skilled	 carver,	 decided	 to	 carve	 cockatoos	 on	 the	 prows	 of	 both	

slit-gongs.	Namo’kumbwan	assisted	with	the	general	shaping	and	

hollowing-out.	The	two	men	were	provided	with	food	by	their	wives	

but	both	women	admired	Minjan,	so	favoured	him	with	the	best	

portions	 of	 food.	This	made	Namo’kumbwan	 very	 jealous	 so	he	

commissioned	a	sorcerer	to	kill	Minjan.	In	due	course	the	‘poison’	

worked	and,	just	after	the	slit-gongs	were	completed,	Minjan	died.	

Both	women	mourned	Minjan’s	 death.	Namo’kumbwan	 tried	 to	

stop	his	wife	mourning	Minjan	but	he	too	sickened	and	died	the	

same	day	as	a	result	of	the	sorcery	against	his	clan	brother.

	 “Kwegwe’yabi,	the	father	of	Minjan,	also	was	a	competent	

carver.	 One	 day	 he	 saw	 two	 bush	 spirits	 at	 Sambints	 that	 had	

human	 bodies	 and	 pigs’	 heads;	 so	 he	 carved	 both	 of	 them	 into	

the	prow	of	a	slit-gong.	These	spirits	were	named	Kubul’gego	and	
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Bandjin’gego,	the	first	giving	its	name	to	a	slit-gong	still	to	be	found	

at	Kandingai	five	generations	(perhaps	150	years)	later.	I	checked	

two	other	stone-tool-carved	slit-gongs	–	both	around	four	metres	

long	with	carved	crocodile	heads	 for	prows	and	painted	 faces	of	

spirits	on	their	sides.	These	also	had	been	declared	NCP	and	are	

Yoang’amuk	and	Mian’gandu	(10.6).	There	has	been	some	damage	
from	rot	under	the	front	end	of	each	slit-gong	but	otherwise	they	

were	in	good	condition.

	 “There	were	five	other	slit-gongs	to	photograph	and	docu-

ment	and	then	we	left	to	return	to	the	canoe.	As	I	entered	a	clear-

ing	 at	Nyaurengai	 on	 the	way	 back,	 I	met	 an	American	woman	

whom	 I	 took	 to	 be	 a	 tourist.	 I	 introduced	myself,	 saying	 I	 was	

from	the	National	Museum.	She	was	curt	in	her	reply	and	walked	

towards	the	house	where	Koloimbange	was	kept.	I	continued	on	

and	found	an	aluminium	dinghy	tied	up	to	the	bank	alongside	our	

canoe.	It	was	from	the	‘Melanesian	Explorer,’	a	tourist	boat	based	

at	Madang.

	 “We	 departed,	 re-entered	 the	 Sepik	 River,	 and	 in	 a	 half	

hour	arrived	at	Korogo,	a	village	on	the	north	bank	of	the	Sepik.	

We	unloaded	the	canoe	and	got	our	gear	into	the	Rest	House	just	

minutes	before	a	sudden	rainstorm.

	 “When	we	arrived	 in	Korogo	village,	several	old	men	told	

me	 that	Masta	Mumut	was	on	board	 the	 ‘Melanesian	Explorer.’	

They	were	particularly	angry	with	him,	pointing	out	that	he	had	

not	come	ashore	with	the	other	tourists	at	Korogo	because	many	

years	ago,	they	alleged,	he	had	gathered	money	from	many	villag-

ers	 for	 a	 business	 co-operative	but	had	 left	 the	 country	without	
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explaining	where	the	money	had	gone	or	returning	it.	It	was	this	

man	who	had	purchased	many	items	on	the	Museum’s	NCP	list	in	

the	1970s	and	had	succeeded	in	illegally	exporting	several	of	them.

	 “The	National	Museum’s	Assistant	Curator,	Soroi	Eoe,	had	

reported	earlier	in	the	year	that	two	mwai	masks	of	Kanganaman	
village,	which	were	on	the	National	Museum’s	NCP	list,	had	been	

sold	to	Masta	Mumut	in	1974	for	$1500	and	presumably	export-

ed	without	a	permit	–	I’ve	already	told	you	about	this.	I	decided	

to	check	the	allegation	at	Kanganaman	the	next	day	and	then	go	

back	upriver	to	confront	Masta	Mumut	and	seek	assurance	that	he	

was	not	currently	attempting	to	purchase	or	export	any	items	of	

national	cultural	significance.

	 “Soroi’s	 information	 was	 confirmed	 by	 informants	 at	

Kanganaman	and	the	next	day	I	set	off	upriver	to	Ambunti,	leav-

ing	Mac	to	begin	the	task	of	recording	the	condition	of	the	collaps-

ing	cult	house,	Wolimbit.	The	journey	took	six	hours	and	when	I	

got	there	I	was	told	that	Masta	Mumut	had	left	Ambunti	by	plane	

to	 Wewak	 the	 previous	 day,	 presumably	 bound	 for	 Moresby.	 I	

managed	 to	 get	 through	 to	 the	 Museum	 Director	 in	 Moresby	

by	 telephone	 but	 the	Director	 seemed	 reluctant	 to	 do	 anything,	

despite	the	fact	that	Masta	Mumut	was	already	on	Immigration’s	

list	of	persona non grata.
	 “Next	 day	 I	 discovered	 that	 two	 anthropologists,	whom	 I	

knew,	were	on	board	the	Melanesian	Explorer	and	they	wished	to	

talk	to	me	about	the	activities	of	Masta	Mumut	and	an	American	

couple	who	were	with	him.	The	woman	was	the	one	I	had	bumped	

into	at	Nyaurengai	and	her	husband	 is	a	millionaire	and	at	 that	
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time	was	 a	member	of	 the	Board	of	Trustees	of	 a	big	American	

museum.	My	colleagues’	opinion	of	the	American	millionaire	was	

that	he	was	ethnographically	ignorant	and	involved	in	 ‘primitive	

art’	 for	 its	status	value.	They	reported	that	he	was	talking	open-

ly	of	offering	large	sums	of	money	for	valuable	old	objects,	some	

already	gazetted	by	the	government	as	National	Cultural	Property.	

During	the	trip	up	the	Sepik,	Masta	Mumut,	the	millionaire	and	

his	wife	had	several	times	hired	one	of	the	‘Melanesian	Explorer’	

speedboats	to	take	them	to	villages	more	remote	than	those	visited	

by	the	rest	of	the	tourists.

	 “I	called	the	Museum	Director	again	on	the	telephone	with	

this	additional	information,	recommending	that	the	man’s	creden-

tials	be	checked	with	the	American	museum	concerned	and	that	

the	baggage	of	this	party	be	searched.	As	it	happened,	the	man	was	

in	the	Director’s	office	even	as	I	spoke	on	the	telephone,	proposing	

a	joint	collecting	exercise	involving	the	museum	of	which	he	was	a	

trustee.

	 “When	 I	 got	 back	 to	 Moresby	 several	 weeks	 later	 and	

discovered	 this,	 I	 counselled	 strongly	 against	 it.	 The	 legislation	

concerning	the	conservation	of	 the	cultural	heritage	 is	clear	and	

comprehensive.	However,	the	penalties	for	infringement	are	a	joke	

for	they	have	not	been	upgraded	since	the	legislation	was	enacted	

in	 1965	 and	would	 represent	 a	morning’s	 pocket	money	 for	 the	

likes	of	our	American	trustee.	There	also	seemed	to	be	a	reluctance	

to	 implement	 the	 legislation.	 I	was	 later	 forced	 to	conclude	 that	

some	of	my	superiors	did	not	really	care	about	 the	preservation	

of	their	country’s	cultural	heritage.	They	were	strong	on	rhetoric	
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and	weak	in	action.	But	I	had	yet	to	come	to	these	conclusions	as	I	

set	off	to	check	what	had	happened	to	the	famous	Ambunti	Local	

Government	Council	meeting	house.	

	 “This	enormous	meeting	house	(32	metres	long,	14	metres	

wide	and	10	metres	high)	was	built	in	the	style	of	traditional	Kwoma	

cult	houses.	There	were	contributions	by	several	villages	of	carved	

posts,	lintels	and	beams,	vast	areas	of	painted	sago-spathe	ceiling	

panels	and	a	double	row	of	carved	and	painted	figures	guarding	

the	 entrance	pathway.	 I	had	photographed	 it	 in	 1972	 soon	after	

it	was	built	and	information	received	by	me	at	the	Museum	was	

that	 it	was	now	 in	a	state	of	advanced	deterioration.	Although	I	

found	that	this	was	true	for	the	roof	and	painted	panels,	most	of	

the	carved	posts	and	beams	were	still	 in	fair	condition	but	there	

was	not	enough	money	in	the	Museum’s	purchase	funds	to	consid-

er	buying	it.

	 “After	that,	Mac	and	I	spent	five	more	days	at	Kanganaman,	

photographing	and	documenting	the	Wolimbit	(10.7 & 10.8)	cult	
house	 and	 its	 contents,	 surveying	 and	 documenting	 artefacts	 in	

the	rest	of	this	large	village	and	also	at	the	neighbouring	villages	of	

Tegoi,	Palimbei,	Malingai,	Yentschan,	Shotmeri,	and	Indabu.

	 “As	I	said	earlier,	one	of	the	main	reasons	for	this	fieldtrip	

was	our	 concern	about	 the	 cult	house	Wolimbit.	An	 earthquake	

had	snapped	three	of	the	five	major	centre	posts	just	below	ground	

level	and	they	were	leaning	7	to	8	degrees,	pulling	the	roof	apart	

at	the	middle,	allowing	rain	to	pour	through	onto	the	upper	level,	

destroying	sections	of	the	palm-bark	flooring.	The	northern	gable	

post	had	snapped	and	 the	peak	of	 the	gable	 leaned	precariously	
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to	the	west.	Many	smaller	posts	–	supporting	the	eaves	and	floor	

beams	–	were	also	damaged	and	required	replacement.

	 “This	 house	 and	 its	 contents	 had	 been	 declared	National	

Cultural	Property	on	30th	November	1967.	Now,	however,	it	was	

in	a	state	where,	traditionally,	it	would	be	left	to	collapse	or	rebuilt,	

old	deteriorated	elements	of	the	structure	being	replaced	by	new	

carved	elements	and	materials.	Some	of	the	posts	in	the	present	

structure	had	been	carved	with	stone	tools,	perhaps	a	hundred	or	

more	years	ago;	others	dated	from	just	after	World	War	2	when	

the	structure	was	rebuilt	with	some	newly	carved	posts.	Further	

renovation	 took	 place	 not	 long	 before	 it	 was	 declared	 NCP.	 At	

that	time	it	was	over	33	metres	long,	8	metres	wide	and	its	finials	

at	each	end	of	the	saddle-shaped	roof	reach	17	metres	in	height.	

Anthropologist	Gregory	Bateson,	 later	 the	 husband	 of	Margaret	

Mead,	published	a	photograph	of	it,	as	it	 looked	about	1930.	He	

described	it	as	follows:

 This was the finest ceremonial house in any of the river villag-

es. The shingles of the sago-leaf thatch are alternately yellow and 

brown, giving a decorative pattern. In the gable front, four little 

windows are visible, with an enemy’s skull in each. Above these 

windows there is a grotesque face of which only the teeth and 

crescent-shaped nose ornaments are visible in the photograph. 

In front of the building is the wak or ceremonial mound on which 

dead enemy bodies and captives are laid. At the foot of the ladder 

is a little tree of the species called wani, a totemic ancestor of the 

clan, which owns this end of the ceremonial house. The building is 
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130 feet [39 metres] in length.

 

	 “The	wall	and	gable	shingles	of	sago	leaf	no	longer	existed,	

the	windows	with	the	enemy	skulls	had	gone,	as	had	the	huge	gable	

face	which	Bateson	elsewhere	described	as	‘a	female	personifica-

tion	of	the	house.’	But	at	 least	six	posts	pre-dated	the	European	

presence	in	the	Sepik,	all	but	one	of	which	had	been	damaged	and	

required	replacement.

	 “Further	downstream,	at	the	village	of	Kaminimbit,	I	photo-

graphed	a	carving	named	Mang’galan,	said	to	have	been	carved	by	

Kapma	with	 steel	 tools	 in	 the	period	between	World	War	 1	 and	

World	War	2.	This	 carving	was	not	used	 in	any	 rituals	–	 it	was	

simply	 a	 story-piece.	 Apparently,	 Kapma	went	 into	 the	 bush	 to	

hunt	pigs.	He	went	up	along	the	Karawari	River	(which	enters	the	

Sepik	from	the	south,	a	little	downstream	from	Kaminimbit),	and	

got	as	far	upstream	as	Amboin,	on	the	east	bank.	There,	in	the	late	

afternoon,	he	encountered	a	bush	spirit	carrying	a	severed	head.	

He	fled,	returned	to	his	village,	and	fell	 ill.	He	recovered	after	a	

while	 and	 carved	 this	 image.	He	 then	 became	 very	 ill	 and	 died	

some	time	before	WW2.

	 “Enquiries	at	Kaminimbit	about	a	fine,	old	slit-gong,	almost	

a	metre	high	and	four	metres	long,	uncovered	a	story	of	ritual	kill-

ings,	warfare	and	the	intervention	of	Australian	law.	This	old	slit-

gong	was	carved	five	generations	ago	by	Ambundimi.	He	used	a	

stone	adze,	and	pig	tusk	chisels	and	scrapers.	The	carving	of	the	

prow	represents	savi,	a	spirit,	in	this	case	having	a	face	with	two	
noses,	and	a	yeimbu	(wallaby)	on	the	forehead.	
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	 “When	the	carving	was	completed,	they	killed	two	men	of	

Kanganaman	and	painted	the	drum	black.	They	used	the	bodies	of	

the	men	as	rollers	to	pull	the	slit-gong	into	the	cult-house.	The	34	

notches	along	the	slit	near	the	prow	represent	the	tally	of	enemy	

killed	in	subsequent	warfare.	32	of	the	notches	represented	people	

of	a	village	named	Panglembi,	which	they	completely	destroyed.	

They	say	that	the	Australians	punished	the	people	of	Kaminimbit	

by	gaoling	many	and	hanging	five;	two	men	died	in	gaol.	The	father	

of	Avien,	who	was	the	owner	of	the	slit-gong	when	I	was	there	in	

1981,	was	one	of	those	gaoled.	Avien	himself	was	around	60	to	65	

years	old	in	1981	and	was	about	10	years	old	at	the	time	of	the	inci-

dent,	so	this	placed	the	event	around	1925-30,	when	the	area	was	

administered	from	Ambunti	Patrol	Post	(founded	1924).

	 “And	 so	 we	 continued	 on	 down	 the	 Sepik,	 stopping	 at	

Mindimbit	where,	much	to	our	surprise,	we	found	a	party	of	tour-

ists	who	had	just	flown	in	by	helicopter.	We	knew	the	tour	lead-

er,	Helen,	who	has	 travelled	 extensively	 in	 the	 Sepik,	 recording	

traditional	graphic	designs	on	many	kinds	of	carved	objects.	She	

introduced	us	to	the	group	that	included	the	famous	U.S.	banker,	

David	Rockefeller,	and	Bill	Hewitt	of	John	Deer	Farm	Machinery,	

and	other	members	of	their	families.	David	Rockefeller’s	brother,	

Nelson,	had	been	a	patron	of	tribal	arts	for	fifty	years	and	Nelson’s	

son,	Michael,	lost	his	life	in	1961	while	collecting	Asmat	artefacts	

in	 then	Dutch	New	Guinea	 for	his	 father’s	Museum	of	Primitive	

Art	 (now	a	Department	within	 the	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art	

in	New	York	City).	It	was	strange	to	meet	such	people	in	a	remote	

Sepik	village!
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	 “We	slept	at	Angriman	and,	during	the	night,	an	earthquake	

woke	up	the	entire	village	to	chatter	and	laughter	before	settling	

down	to	sleep	again.

	 “We	 moved	 on	 through	 the	 eastern	 Iatmul	 villages.	 I	

photographed	beautiful	old	slit-gongs	 in	the	men’s	cult	house	at	

Timbunke,	one	with	 its	prow	half	shot	away	by	a	bullet	 from	an	

airplane	during	WW2,	another	beheaded	by	an	artefact	dealer.

	 “The	huge	houses	(10.9)	at	the	most	eastern	Iatmul	village	
of	Tambanum	represent	the	best	of	surviving	domestic	architec-

ture	 on	 the	 Sepik	 but,	 sadly,	 none	 of	 Tambanum’s	magnificent	

men’s	cult	houses	remain	in	traditional	form.

	 At	the	adjacent	village	of	Wombun,	two	important	and	very	

old	carvings	were	kept;	these	had	been	gazetted	NCP.	One	of	these	

was	 named	 Kiankunmayu	 (10.10),	 carved	 at	 the	 central	 Iatmul	
village	of	Shotmeri	a	very	 long	time	ago	and	brought	by	migrat-

ing	people	to	Wombun	via	Timbunke	and	Tambanum.	When	an	

important	 person	 died,	 a	 crocodile	 and	 pig	 were	 killed	 and	 the	

flutes	were	played.	The	figure,	a	female	standing	on	a	hook	with	

cockatoos	at	rear	and	sides,	was	decorated	to	represent	the	dead	

person.	The	women	would	cry	and	mourn,	draping	the	figure	with	

a	string	bag	containing	an	offering	of	betel	nuts.

	 “The	 other	 figure	 is	 also	 a	 suspension	 hook	 and	 has	 the	

remarkable	representation	of	a	man	and	woman	copulating.	It	is	

named	Wolikitnya	(10.11)	and	also	was	carved	at	Shotmeri	a	very	
long	time	ago	and	later	brought	here	via	Timbunke.	It	was	dedicat-

ed	by	killing	two	men,	Sing’geimeri	and	Panpan	of	Mogwa,	a	village	

located	north	of	Krinjambi,	which	 is	some	distance	downstream	
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along	the	Sepik.	I	was	unable	to	determine	the	significance	of	this	

carving.

	 “Both	 these	 figures,	 gazetted	 National	 Cultural	 Property,	

have	 since	 been	 smuggled	 out	 of	 the	 country	 and	 are	 now	 in	 a	

museum	in	San	Francisco.	Kiankunmayu	has	been	C-14	dated	at	

1520-1810	years	ago	and	Wolikitnya	at	1450-1640	years	ago.	This	

is	a	lot	older	than	previously	assumed	for	such	figures,	given	the	

dangers	of	termites,	wood	borers,	fire,	flood	and	rot.

	 “At	the	first	of	the	Lower	Sepik	villages	–	Kanduanam	–	I	

noticed	a	distinct	difference	in	the	behaviour	of	the	women.	Iatmul	

women	are	generally	shy	and	retiring	and	avoid	direct	eye	contact	

with	males.	 The	 women	 of	 the	 Lower	 Sepik	 are	 aggressive	 and	

vocal,	the	men	being	shy	and	retiring	by	contrast.	I	would	often	ask	

a	man	for	details	of	a	slit-gong	in	a	men’s	house	and	the	women	

crowding	around	would	be	more	likely	to	supply	the	answers!

	 “At	Kanduanam	No.1,	we	were	shown	a	beautifully	carved	

pair	of	trumpets	(yuwalang)	named	Waleko	and	Yambei	(10.12).	
The	 current	 owners	 have	 forgotten	 who	 carved	 them	 but	 they	

remember	that	they	were	carved	before	the	Germans	came	to	the	

Sepik,	 at	 their	 old	 village	 Maramba	 to	 the	 south.The	 trumpets	

were	blown	to	indicate	the	number	of	enemy	killed	after	a	success-

ful	raid	–	notches	have	been	cut	on	Yambei	to	tally	the	number	of	

kills	it	has	celebrated.

	 “Two	magnificent	old	slit-gongs	(beng)	were	shown	to	us	–	
Tugundl	(10.13)	and	Bianmali.	Apparently	Masta	Mumut	has	tried	
many	times	to	purchase	these	drums,	offering	outboard	motors,	

money	and	even	cars	(though	there	are	no	roads).	The	men	said	he	
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once	suggested	they	cut	off	the	carved	prows	and	sell	these	to	him,	

a	not	uncommon	practice	among	artefact	dealers.

	 “Tugundl	 was	 named	 after	 the	 place	 where	 the	 slit-gong	

tree,	from	which	it	was	cut,	was	growing.	It	was	carved	by	Asam,	

Karawi	and	Gama,	before	the	German	administration	was	estab-

lished,	with	stone	and	 tooth	 tools,	when	 the	 father	of	 the	65-70	

year	old	current	owner	was	a	youth.	It	was	used	to	send	messages	

about	the	outcome	of	battles	and	to	celebrate	victories.	The	prow	

motifs	are	a	lizard	(mamboang)	on	either	side	of	the	representa-

tion	of	a	spirit’s	face	(palango).	The	front	face	represents	the	cock-

atoo	(kamiowal);	behind	that,	facing	the	rear,	is	a	man’s	face;	then	
behind	that,	facing	forward,	is	the	spirit’s	face	(palango).	The	four	
faces,	two	on	each	side	of	the	body	of	the	slit-gong,	represent	the	

little	flying	fox	or	bat	(plendum plendum).	On	the	stern	is	repre-

sented	again	the	lizard	mamboang.	The	meaning	of	these	images	
is	that	the	rear-facing	man	on	the	prow	beats	the	slit-gong	and	the	

lizards	and	bats	carry	the	sound	over	great	distances.	 If	still	 the	

sound	does	not	 reach	 its	 objective,	 the	drummer	 calls	 upon	 the	

spirit	palango	to	carry	it	further.	This	slit-gong,	it	is	said,	can	be	
heard	as	far	away	as	Biwat,	Moim,	Tambunum	and	Masendenai,	

all	approximately	20	kilometres	away.

	 “Bianmali	was	 carved	 by	Abeloko,	 the	 grandfather	 of	 the	

current	owner,	Benny	Kusip,	well	before	the	German	administra-

tion,	from	a	slit-gong	tree	growing	in	the	bush	to	the	southwest,	

near	Maramba.	The	face	on	the	prow	represents	the	spirit	palan-
go;	the	rows	of	little	faces	along	the	‘jawline’	of	the	prow	are	the	
kandimbang	spirits;	the	horn-like	protrusions	around	the	‘collar’	
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of	the	prow	are	the	bony	projections	characteristic	of	the	spirit.

	 “Another	pair	of	objects	yielding	a	fascinating	story	of	jeal-

ousy,	murder	and	greed,	were	next	brought	to	our	attention:	two	

masks,	 both	 badly	 cracked,	 named	Kaiyan	 ‘the	 big	 brother’	 and	

Mabul	‘the	little	brother.’	These	were	carved	by	Asingei,	the	great-

grandfather	of	owner	Benny	Kusip,	long	before	the	Germans	came	

to	New	Guinea.	I	was	told	the	following	story:”

 

 There were two brothers, Kaiyan and Mabul. They were great 

hunters and all the women liked them. The Kanduanam ancestors 

became jealous and killed them. They cut off their heads and put 

the heads in the cult house. The heads communicated to the men 

of the village by dreams that they should be placed on a stool and 

the number of times they rolled off indicated the number of pigs 

– or enemy – they would kill for each hunting or raiding expe-

dition. After time, the heads were replaced with carved masks. 

Thus, when the missionaries came, there were no problems over 

the use of human heads. The masks are no longer beseeched as 

they used to be – they just make people sick if there are any quar-

rels. An offering of soup will bring things back to normal.

 The damage to the two masks was caused when Asingei’s 

son, Abeloko, got annoyed with his son, Kusip, for eating a pig 

by himself, without sharing it, and he smashed the masks with an 

axe. He died that same day!

 

	 “It	 is	probable	 that	 the	masks	 represent	qualities	 consid-

ered	undesirable	by	the	community	and	the	telling	of	the	story	of	
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Kaiyan	and	Mabul	and	of	the	greed	of	Kusip	and	the	anger	of	his	

father	Abeloko	reinforce	the	morality	of	the	group.

	 “At	Kanduanam	No.2,	among	other	objects,	we	were	shown	

a	gourd	lime	container	and	two	spatulas	in	a	disintegrating	string	

bag	–	not	particularly	valuable-looking	items	but	of	major	impor-

tance	 to	 these	 people,	 for	 this	 equipment	 was	 made	 and	 used	

by	Samblang,	 the	 founder	 of	 this	 village;	 the	net	 bag	was	made	

by	 his	 wife.	 During	 periods	 of	 raiding,	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 gourd	

would	warn	Samblang	of	nearby	enemy,	through	dreams.	It	also	

punished	wrong	doers	in	the	village	with	death.	A	trumpet	carved	

by	Samblang	three	generations	ago	is	also	preserved.	These	items	

are	 of	 profound	 importance	 as	 they	 represent	 the	 equivalent	 of	

our	 title	deeds	 to	 the	 land	on	which	 the	people	 live.	Should	any	

dispute	arise	as	to	their	rights	to	be	where	they	are,	the	objects	and	

the	stories	they	represent	may	be	called	upon	as	evidence	of	those	

rights.

	 “The	next	section	of	our	journey	was	up	the	Yuat	River,	a	

southern	tributary	of	the	Sepik.

	 “At	Biwat,	there	is	a	constructed	mask	called	Pansimakan	

(10.16),	said	to	be	seven	generations	old.	It	was	made	by	Monyam.
	 The	story	of	this	mask	is	as	follows:”

 

 Six men came to this village site; they were joined by three 

more from the west. One of the men, Andama, crossed over to 

the west bank to collect some green vegetables early in the morn-

ing. Whilst there, he saw a tree-spirit, Kavon, getting sago with 

a blackpalm stick to feed Pansimakan. Andama climbed up 
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a tree and caught hold of Kavon’s leg, demanding to know his 

name. “I’m Kavon,” replied the tree-spirit. “Okay. Come down 

and we will go to my place,” offered Andama. So off they went in 

Andama’s canoe and crossed over to the east bank. Then Andama 

heard the flutes of the tumbuan (spirit) of Langam. “What’s that 

great sound?” asked Andama. “That’s mine,” said Kavon. “I left 

it in my house. If you want it, I’ll give it to you.” “Yes, I want 

it,” replied Andama. “Well, first build a cult house; then I’ll bring 

you the tumbuan.” So Andama built the cult house with a bench 

outside. He then told Kavon it was ready for the tumbuan.

 So Kavon brought many tumbuans in a basket to the west 

bank of the river. They were then paddled across the river to 

the new cult house. Kavon placed the mask Krolomoa on the 

bench first, and then the mask Pansimakan. But this annoyed 

the mask Pansimakan and he reproved Krolomoa for going first. 

Pansimakan threw Krolomoa into the water and took his place. 

Thus the tumbuans were brought to Akuran. Pansimakan, a 

male, came first; then another male mask, Krolomoa; then came 

Ilambana, a female mask; then Maminda, another female mask; 

and finally, Katari, a male mask. 

	 “The	people	told	us	that	this	style	of	mask	belongs	only	to	

the	Akuran	and	Kinakaten	sections	of	Biwat	village.	They	are	upset	

that	people	of	other	villages	are	making	masks	of	this	design	and	

they	want	to	take	the	copiers	to	court.	These	tumbuans	can	reveal	
in	dreams	the	success	or	otherwise	of	proposed	hunting	trips	and	

they	help	the	hunters	to	find	game	quickly.	Pansimakan	has	been	
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taken	to	Angoram	for	public	dances,	and	has	won	a	first	prize	on	

one	occasion	and	a	second	prize	on	another.	

	 “The	next	day	we	 left	Biwat,	 resuming	our	 canoe	 journey	

down	 the	 Sepik	 River.	 We	 passed	 the	 little	 town	 of	 Angoram,	

passed	the	Catholic	Mission	at	Marienburg,	and	after	some	time	

found	a	narrow	passage	off	the	north	bank	of	the	Sepik	through	

the	flooded	sago	forest.	The	current	was	quite	swift	and	we	had	to	

be	careful	not	to	get	tangled	up	in	the	spiky	sago	palms	on	either	

side.	After	a	short	while,	we	were	popped	out	into	the	calm	waters	

of	Murik	Lakes	that	lie	just	to	the	west	of	the	mouth	of	the	Sepik	

River.	The	Lakes	are	amazing	–	all	along	the	shoreline	there	seem	

to	be	 tall	 stands	of	pine	 trees,	but	 this	 is	 impossible!	Pine	 trees	

don’t	grow	in	salt	water.	On	closer	examination,	they	turned	out	

to	be	mangroves	–	not	the	rambling	tangled	mangroves	one	sees	

in	Australia,	but	magnificently	straight	and	tall,	providing	almost	

indestructible	timber	for	houses.

	 “For	a	while	we	based	ourselves	at	Darapap	village	where	

David	and	Kathy,	American	friends	of	mine,	were	doing	anthro-

pological	 research.	David	announced	 that	we	were	all	 invited	 to	

attend	a	rehearsal	of	a	ceremony	for	the	dedication	of	a	new	men’s	

house	 at	Mendam.	After	 a	 light	 evening	meal,	we	 set	 off	 in	 our	

canoe,	picked	up	some	men	at	Karau	village,	and	made	our	way	

across	 the	Lakes	 at	 night,	 the	 stars	 shining	 brightly	 and	 the	 air	

heavy	with	the	smell	of	mangroves	and	salt	water.

	 “We	were	received	as	honoured	guests,	well	fed	and	invited	

to	sit	 in	a	place	of	honour	at	the	centre	of	the	new	men’s	house.	

There	 was	much	 good-humoured	 teasing	 and	 horseplay	 among	
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the	men	–	apparently	an	aspect	of	the	relationship	between	cous-

ins.	They	extended	this	to	me	also,	but	I	was	unable	to	respond	as	

appropriately	as	David,	who	had	had	more	practice.

	 “I	 tape-recorded	 the	 proceedings	 in	 sampling	 fashion	

throughout	 the	 night	 until	 dawn,	 alternating	 light	 dozing	 with	

enjoyment	 of	 the	 singing	 and	drumming.	There	were	 three	 slit-

gongs	being	used,	a	number	of	hand	drums	and	usually	one	of	the	

slit-gong	players	acted	as	lead	singer.	I	noticed	that,	early	in	the	

evening,	 several	 younger	men	 tried	 their	 hand	 at	 the	 slit-gongs	

under	the	guidance	of	the	older	men,	who	now	and	then	took	the	

beaters	from	the	learners	to	pull	the	performance	together	with	a	

smarter,	more	consistent	rhythm.

	 “The	 slit-gong	 drummer	 stands	 at	 the	 side	 of	 the	 instru-

ment,	 facing	 towards	 one	 end.	 The	 single	 long	 beater	 is	 held	

obliquely	across	the	front	of	the	drummer’s	body	so	that	it	is	about	

at	right	angles	to	the	striking	surface.	One	hand	propels	the	long	

beater	downwards	to	strike	the	drum,	then	the	other	hand	snatch-

es	it	back	upwards.	This	two-handed	technique	makes	it	possible	

to	produce	rapid	and	complex	rhythms.

	 “Around	midnight,	the	old	men	squatting	on	the	floor	using	

the	 hand	 drums	 were	 deeply	 into	 their	 songs,	 some	 with	 tears	

running	 down	 their	 cheeks,	 their	 voices	 faltering	with	 emotion.	

The	 songs	 were	 very	 beautiful;	 melancholy	 seemed	 to	 pervade	

them	–	sadness	and	yet	strength.

	 “Towards	 dawn,	 a	 particularly	 good	 slit-gong	 player	 took	

over.	Apparently	he	 always	waits	 till	 just	 before	dawn	 to	do	his	

performance.	He	had	an	excellent	voice	and	his	slit-gong	rhythms	
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were	brilliant.	His	name	was	Michael	Maia	(10.17),	of	Karau.
	 “I	 was	 dismayed	 later,	 to	 find	 that	 my	 recordings	 were	

distorted	by	weak	batteries.	However,	 in	1983	I	was	able	to	find	

Michael	Maia	and	obtained	good	quality	recordings	of	him	sing-

ing,	accompanying	himself	with	the	hand	drum.	He	was	actually	

an	indigenous	ethnomusicologist,	who	had	set	as	his	ambition	to	

travel	to	villages	in	the	surrounding	area	and	learn	as	many	songs	

as	possible;	then	he	would	teach	them	to	others	to	ensure	the	pres-

ervation	of	these	various	music	traditions.	The	final	step	in	making	

sure	these	traditions	would	never	be	 lost,	would	be	to	record	all	

the	songs	he	knew	and	all	the	information	about	them	that	he	had	

gathered.	Fortunately,	there	is	a	section	of	the	Institute	of	Papua	

New	Guinea	Studies	in	Port	Moresby	that	is	devoted	to	ethnomusi-

cology.	The	head	of	that	section	is	an	American	named	Don	Niles.	

Almost	single-handedly,	but	co-operating	with	visiting	researchers	

from	overseas	institutions,	he	is	preserving	a	record	of	the	music	

traditions	of	Papua	New	Guinea.	People	like	Michael	Maia	make	

his	task	a	little	less	impossible.

	 “During	our	time	at	Murik	Lakes,	I	was	photographing	and	

recording	 information	 about	 slit-gongs	 and	 the	 many	 old	 brag 

masks	kept	safely	in	the	village	men’s	houses;	some	of	these	masks	

were	from	the	second	half	of	the	19th	century.	Mac	measured	and	

sketched	the	houses	and	drew	up	plans	of	whole	villages.	He	too,	

almost	single-handedly,	was	preserving	an	aspect	of	New	Guinea	

cultural	traditions	–	in	his	case,	vernacular	architecture	and	village	

planning.

	 “We	returned	upriver	to	Angoram	via	the	Catholic	Mission	
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at	Marienberg,	where	an	old	bronze	cannon	was	kept.	This	cannon	

had	been	dug	out	of	the	sand	on	a	beach	near	Aitape,	on	the	north	

coast	 of	 New	 Guinea.	 The	 Catholic	 priest	 had	 noticed	 that	 the	

people	avoided	walking	near	a	certain	spot	on	the	beach	and	asked	

why.	They	said	that	they	were	afraid	of	a	female	masalai	(spirit)	
that	lived	down	in	the	sand.	The	priest	became	even	more	curious	

and	suggested	that	if	he	prayed	over	the	spot,	that	would	neutral-

ise	the	power	of	the	spirit	and	they	could	dig	there	to	find	what	was	

in	the	sand.	The	people	were	reluctant,	but	eventually	agreed	and	

after	the	ritual,	they	began	to	dig.	A	metre	or	so	down	they	struck	

something	hard	and	metallic	and	soon	had	it	loose	and	dragged	it	

up	onto	the	beach.	The	first	thing	they	remarked	was,	‘see,	as	we	

said,	it	is	female!’	and	they	pointed	at	the	two	hemispherical	pivots	

on	either	 side	of	 the	barrel	 that	enabled	 the	cannon	 to	be	 swiv-

elled	up	and	down.	The	familiar	VOC	cartouche	of	the	Dutch	East	

Indies	Company	was	still	distinguishable	on	the	top	of	the	cannon	

(10.18).
	 “The	priest	later	speculated	that	perhaps	the	boat	had	been	

caught	 in	a	storm	and	washed	ashore,	 slowly	disintegrating	and	

eventually	leaving	only	the	cannon.	But	more	likely	the	boat	had	

run	aground	on	a	sandbar	or	reef	and	to	lighten	it	and	refloat,	the	

crew	threw	several	heavy	items	overboard,	including	this	cannon.	

Perhaps	after	the	ship	left,	the	people	went	out	and	retrieved	the	

cannon	from	the	shallows	and	brought	it	to	shore,	but	unable	to	

do	anything	with	it,	left	it	there,	eventually	to	be	swallowed	up	by	

the	shifting	sands.	Over	those	hundreds	of	years	since	then,	they	

remembered	where	it	was	and	that	it	was	female.
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	 “In	Angoram,	we	organised	the	collections	I	had	made,	crat-

ed	them	up	and	got	them	ready	to	be	sent	to	the	National	Museum	

in	Moresby.	Then	Mac	and	I	got	a	free	ride	in	a	four-wheel	drive	

along	 the	 rough	 road	 to	 the	 provincial	 capital	 and	 seaport	 of	

Wewak.	From	there	we	flew	to	Madang	as	there	was	no	road	across	

the	Sepik	and	Ramu	Rivers.	In	Madang	we	found	a	ride	by	another	

vehicle	to	Lae,	which	was	where	Mac	lived,	near	the	University	of	

Technology.

	 “While	I	was	at	Mac’s	house	in	Lae,	I	was	browsing	through	

the	catalogue	of	the	1979	Pacific	Art	exhibition	at	Washington	DC	

and	what	 should	 I	 see	but	 two	mai	masks	 from	Kanganaman	–	
Wolindambwi	and	Akimbaiwoli,	the	two	old	masks	purchased	by	

Masta	Mumut	in	1974	and	exported	illegally.”

	 “It	seems,”	I	said,	“that	your	‘friend’	Masta	Mumut,	although	

the	most	notorious	of	all	 the	New	Guinea	art	dealers,	was	just	a	

small	fish	who	risked	much,	while	the	bigger	fish	were	waiting	for	

their	food	in	a	safe	place.	He	must	have	been	well-organised	to	be	

able	to	get	such	valuable	material	out	of	the	country	without	being	

found	out	by	the	Customs	officials	and	police.	And	it	seems	that	

until	you	started	going	to	the	Sepik	regularly,	the	Museum’s	offi-

cers	would	be	the	last	people	to	find	out!”	I	found	an	opportunity	

to	say	something	after	Bill’s	long	and	detailed	description	of	that	

journey.	

	 “Yes,	 that	 is	 a	major	 problem	 for	 the	 National	Museum.	

Finding	officers	willing	to	spend	a	lot	of	time	in	the	field,	asking	

the	right	questions	and	then	having	the	resources	to	follow	up	on	

any	illegal	exports	they	discover.	But	more	relevant,	to	develop	a	
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situation	of	trust	with	the	local	people,	and	a	reserve	of	purchase	

funds,	so	 that	 if	 those	people	do	want	 to	sell	 their	cultural	heir-

looms,	they	will	sell	them	to	the	National	Museum	rather	than	to	

an	overseas	dealer,”	said	Bill	and	stretched	his	body,	stiff	after	long	

sitting,	and	soon	after	we	exchanged	goodbyes	and	parted.
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	 It	was	a	Tuesday	again	and	I	had	not	yet	lost	my	pleasure	

for	the	interrogation.

	 “Once,	 you	 briefly	mentioned	 that	 you	 experienced	 some	

hostility	from	New	Ireland	officials,	when	you	were	there	on	behalf	

of	the	PNG	National	Museum.	It	seems	that	having	art	dealers	and	

Christian	fanatics	against	you	was	not	enough.	I	am	really	inter-

ested	to	hear	how	you	got	involved	in	a	quarrel	that	time.	Had	you	

had	something	to	drink?”	I	asked	him,	joking,	and	added,	“I	know	

that	you	have	a	really	bad	temper	but	you	have	to	behave	yourself	

when	you	are	in	a	foreign	country.”

	 “You	don’t	miss	much.	Back	 in	1982,	 there	was	a	dispute	

about	 allowing	 the	 curator	 of	 the	 Northern	 Territory	 Museum	

in	 Darwin	 to	 export	 a	 collection	 of	malangan	 carvings	 back	 to	
Australia.	 Although	 this	 curator’s	 research	 and	 collecting	 had	

been	approved	by	 the	National	Museum,	 the	provincial	authori-

ties	decided	they	wanted	the	collection,	despite	the	fact	that	they	

had	nowhere	to	preserve	it.	I	was	sent	to	New	Ireland	to	try	to	sort	

out	the	problem.

	 “Upon	arrival	in	Kavieng,	I	immediately	presented	myself	

to	 the	Premier,	his	Deputy	and	his	Executive	Secretary.	Despite	

a	 great	 deal	 of	 careful	 explanation	 of	 the	 importance	 of	Mike’s	

Chapter XI
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research	 and	 the	 usefulness	 of	 his	 work	 and	 collections	 to	 the	

National	Museum,	 they	 remained	adamant	 that	Mike	had	come	

without	 their	 permission,	 that	 they	 had	 the	 right	 to	 deny	 him	

permission,	that	they	were	not	going	to	allow	his	collection	to	leave	

the	Province	and	that	the	National	Museum	would	not	be	allowed	

to	remove	carvings	from	the	Province	unless	there	was	an	agree-

ment	they	would	be	returned	because	they	were	being	collected	on	

behalf	of	the	Provincial	Government.	Further,	they	said	they	would	

not	permit	carvers	to	sell	their	crafts	except	through	the	Provincial	

Government,	 no	matter	 how	 recently,	 or	 for	 what	 purpose,	 the	

carvings	were	done.	This,	they	said,	was	for	the	protection	of	the	

carvers,	‘who	do	not	know	the	market	value	of	their	carvings.’

	 “I	did	not	agree	to	these	requirements,	as,	from	my	under-

standing	of	the	Constitution	and	Laws	of	Papua	New	Guinea,	they	

had	no	right	to	make	them.	However,	I	reiterated	that	the	National	

Museum	has,	as	a	standing	policy,	 the	desire	 to	co-operate	with	

Provincial	 Cultural	 Centres	 and	Museums	 and	will	 return	 some	

objects	from	the	collections	providing	that	the	building	in	which	

they	are	to	be	displayed	meets	normal	museum	security	standards	

and	that	staff	responsible	 for	 the	safe-keeping	of	 the	objects	are	

appropriately	trained.

	 “Concluding	my	discussion	with	the	Premier,	I	said	that	I	

intended	visiting	Susanne	Kuechler,	a	German	anthropologist	at	

Panachais	 on	 the	 south-west	 coast	 of	 northern	 New	 Ireland	 to	

get	 more	 information	 about	 some	 old	 carvings	 in	 the	 National	

Museum	that	 came	 from	Panamecho	near	where	 she	was	work-

ing.	Upon	my	return,	I	would	be	seeking	from	him	a	formal	letter	
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of	seizure	notifying	both	the	National	Museum	and	the	Northern	

Territory	Museum	as	 to	 the	 fact	of	 confiscation	and	 the	 reasons	

and	legal	basis	for	it.	I	pointed	out	that	without	such	a	letter,	they	

could	be	accused	of	theft	since	the	collection	had	been	bought	on	

behalf	of,	and	therefore	legally	belonged	to,	these	two	institutions.

	 “The	 response	 to	 my	 mention	 of	 Ms	 Kuechler	 was	 that	

they	were	unaware	of	her	presence	in	the	field.	I	pointed	out	that	

all	 research	 visa	 applications	 are	 forwarded	 to	 the	 Provincial	

Government	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 course	 and	 that	 perhaps	 there	 was	

something	wrong	with	their	letter-receiving	and	filing	system.	In	

any	case,	I	reiterated,	the	Premier	does	not	have	the	right	to	veto	

research	applications	but	is	expected,	if	he	is	concerned	about	the	

matter,	to	check	with	his	local	field	officers	whether	the	villagers	

are	 in	 agreement	with	 hosting	 a	 researcher.	But	 he	 can	 request	

the	researcher	to	collect	certain	data	of	interest	to	the	Provincial	

Government	and	he	can	ask	 for	copies	of	 reports	and	published	

materials	relating	to	the	results	of	the	research.

	 “The	 reaction	 to	my	 suggestion	 that	 the	 Premier	 did	 not	

have	 the	right	 to	veto	research	visas	was	hostile	 in	 the	extreme.	

However,	they	could	not	cite	any	Act,	which	gives	the	Premier	or	

his	representatives	this	power.	I	suggested	that	if	they	wished	to	

change	 the	Constitution	and	Laws	of	PNG	 to	give	Premiers	 this	

right,	 they	 could	 seek	 to	do	 so	 through	discussions	at	Premiers’	

Conferences	and	other	 legal	 channels	but	 they	 cannot	assume	a	

right	they	do	not	have.

	 “The	Executive	Secretary,	a	young	man	obviously	harbour-

ing	a	considerable	amount	of	resentment	against	people	who,	in	
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his	mind,	 represented	 the	 ex-colonial	power,	 stated	angrily	 that	

the	Laws	and	Constitution	of	PNG	were	based	on	Western,	specifi-

cally	Australian,	precedents	and	he	therefore	felt	no	necessity	to	

abide	by	them.

	 As	I	 later	discovered	during	my	discussions	with	villagers	

in	New	Ireland	and	Tabar,	this	attitude	by	the	political	arm	of	the	

Provincial	 Government	 was	 not	 uncommon	 and	 was	 not	 well-

received	or	respected	at	grass-roots	level.

	 “After	this	inconclusive	discussion	with	the	Premier	and	his	

officers,	I	went	and	checked	in	at	the	Kavieng	Hotel.	Before	dinner,	

I	 went	 to	 the	 bar	 and	 shared	 beers	 with	 a	 gathering	 of	 public	

servants.	Curiosity	provoked	enquiries	 regarding	my	purpose	 in	

being	there.

	 “I	explained	that	I	was	from	the	National	Museum	and	that	

I	had	come	to	discuss	with	the	New	Ireland	Premier	the	seizure	of	

a	collection	of	malangan	carvings	made	for	the	Northern	Territory	
Museum	 in	Darwin.	 I	 explained	 to	my	 listeners	 that	 I	had	been	

trying	to	discuss	the	matter	with	the	Premier	by	phone	for	almost	

three	months	and	that	a	subsequent	meeting	over	 lunch	 in	Port	

Moresby	between	the	Premier	and	his	advisers	and	the	Director	

of	 the	National	Museum	and	myself	had	achieved	nothing	more	

than	an	invitation	to	come	to	Kavieng	to	discuss	the	matter.	I	then	

summarised	what	had	happened	 in	discussion	with	 the	Premier	

earlier	that	day.

	 “My	listeners	were	fascinated	and	amused	by	this	account	

of	 how	 I	 came	 to	 be	 sitting	 drinking	 a	 beer	 with	 them.	 Aside	

from	Papua	New	Guineans	having	an	endless	love	for	telling	and	
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listening	 to	 stories,	 it	 seems	 that	what	 I	 recounted	was	 entirely	

consistent	with	what	they	knew	of	their	provincial	politicians.	One	

of	my	companions,	who	worked	 in	 the	Provincial	Government’s	

Stores	 and	Supplies	Department,	 informed	me	 that	 there	was	 a	

collection	of	artefacts	in	a	heap	at	the	back	of	one	of	the	sheds	and	

invited	me	to	come	and	look	at	them	in	the	morning.

	 “Although	I	was	feeling	despondent	at	having	failed	to	get	

the	 Premier	 to	 see	 the	 light	 of	 reason,	 the	 good	 humour	 of	my	

fellow-drinkers	and	their	exhortations	that	everything	would	work	

out	okay	improved	my	mood	and	determination	to	follow	through	

with	my	request	for	a	formal	letter	of	seizure.

	 “The	next	day,	I	visited	the	Stores	and	Supplies	Department	

and	was	shown	the	collection.	I	had	imagined	it	was	stored	inside	

the	shed	but	it	turned	out	that	the	collection	was	outside	in	the	sun	

and	rain.	Most	of	the	material	was	made	of	stone	and	therefore	not	

in	great	danger	 from	the	elements	 (although	subject	 to	mishan-

dling	and	theft),	but	there	were	two	carved	wooden	sharks,	a	dete-

riorated	wooden	funerary	figure	and	a	woven	cane	cuirass	(body	

armour)	 from	 the	 New	 Guinea	 mainland.	 All	 the	 stone	 objects	

–	 including	huge,	 carefully-shaped	mortars	 from	New	Hanover,	

adze	 blades,	 sharks	 and	 an	 old	 limestone	 funerary	figure	–	had	

numbers	painted	on	 them,	suggesting	 that	 there	may	once	have	

been	a	catalogue.

	 “I	photographed	the	material	as	I	found	it,	to	document	the	

Provincial	Government’s	‘concern’	for	the	cultural	heritage	of	New	

Ireland.

	 “I	 then	 followed	 up	 various	 leads,	 which	 suggested	 the	
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collection	 had	 been	 assembled	 at	 the	 nearby	 Utu	 High	 School	

about	1968-9	and	was	once	on	display	 in	a	 little	museum	at	 the	

school.	 I	determined	 to	call	on	 the	headmaster	when	I	 returned	

from	 visiting	 Susanne	Kuechler	 and	 see	 if	 a	 catalogue	 could	 be	

found	in	the	school’s	files.

	 “As	 luck	would	have	 it,	 in	my	 rounds	of	 the	 town	 to	hire	

a	 vehicle	 to	 take	me	 down	 the	 northwest	 coast	 of	 New	 Ireland	

to	Panachais,	 I	 ran	across	 some	men	 from	 that	 village	who	had	

come	to	Kavieng	in	Susanne’s	little	Suzuki	utility	for	supplies,	so	I	

arranged	to	return	with	them.

	 “We	didn’t	 get	 away	until	4.50	pm.	The	 little	 vehicle	was	

overloaded	with	people	 and	 supplies	 and	we	had	 to	 stop	 for	20	

minutes	after	the	first	hour	to	allow	the	engine	to	cool.	Then,	as	we	

crossed	over	the	central	mountain	range	from	the	northeast	to	the	

northwest	coast,	we	got	drenched	with	heavy	rain.

	 “We	arrived	at	Panachais	at	7.15	pm	after	a	tiring	but	fasci-

nating	journey	in	the	dark,	through	forests	alive	with	the	sounds	

of	night	birds	and	insects,	rich	smells	from	exotic	flowers,	bright	

stars	emerging	from	behind	the	passing	storm	clouds	and	tower-

ing	trees.	The	driver	seemed	competent	but	drove	at	what	felt	like	

breakneck	speed	over	the	rough,	wet	roads	in	such	a	tiny	vehicle.

	 “I	was	 just	 in	 time	 to	be	 invited	 to	an	evening	meal	with	

Susanne	and	I	changed	into	dry	clothes	and	set	up	camp	in	a	neat	

little	men’s	house	with	a	sandy	floor,	awash	with	the	murmur	of	

the	sea	on	the	reef.	This	was	infinitely	superior	to	the	stuffy	hotel	

room	and	its	rattling	air-conditioner	with	no	adjustment	between	

‘off’	and	 ‘full	on.’	In	retrospect,	I	envied	those	teachers	who	had	
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elected	for	schools	on	the	islands,	back	in	1962	when	I	first	came	

to	Papua	New	Guinea	as	a	school	teacher.	The	attractions	of	living	

near	the	sea,	on	a	beachfront	site,	are	obvious	and	there	 is	defi-

nitely	a	marked	difference	between	the	‘personality’	and	morale	of	

coastal	and	inland	peoples,	though	the	nature	of	that	difference	is	

elusive.

	 “Following	 dinner,	 I	 was	 introduced	 to	 Lawrence,	 the	

village	‘big	man.’	I	explained	that	I	had	come	to	see	if	more	infor-

mation	 could	be	 obtained	 about	 the	Panamecho	 carvings	 in	 the	

PNG	National	Museum,	 that	 I	 have	mentioned	 to	 you	 before.	 I	

then	retired	to	bed	and	fell	asleep	exhausted.

	 “After	breakfast	the	next	morning,	Susanne	and	I	went	and	

found	Amos	Tomolo,	the	man	said	to	have	further	information	on	

the	Panamecho	carvings.	During	the	discussion,	it	became	appar-

ent	that	Susanne’s	research	data	would	provide	the	context	to	the	

significance	of	the	carvings	and	that	it	would	be	more	appropriate	

for	her	to	write	something	on	the	carvings	than	for	me	to	try	to	do	

it.	This	she	agreed	to	do.

	 “There	was	something	else	I	wanted	to	find	out.	In	1981	I	

had	received	a	report	 that	old	carvings	were	kept	 in	a	cave	near	

the	village	of	Panaras,	further	down	the	coast	from	Panachais.	Of	

course,	this	may	have	referred	to	the	Panamecho	carvings	but	 it	

was	worth	 checking	out.	 So	we	hired	 a	 four-wheel	 drive	 vehicle	

and	driver,	as	we	needed	a	car	rather	sturdier	than	Susanne’s	and	

took	off	the	next	day.

	 “At	Panaras	we	found	an	old	man,	Bukau	Masa,	who	said	

he	had	sneaked	a	look	at	some	malangan	funerary	carvings	in	a	
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cave	nearby	when	he	was	a	mischievous	lad.	This	must	have	been	

about	65	years	ago	as	he	said	it	was	not	long	after	the	takeover	of	

the	German	administration	by	Australia	in	1914.	Bukau	had	been	

living	and	working	in	other	parts	of	New	Guinea	most	of	his	life	

and	had	returned	to	his	village	only	a	few	years	ago.	He	did	not	

know	whether	the	carvings	had	been	removed.	He	described	the	

location	of	the	cave	and	Susanne,	the	driver	of	our	vehicle,	some	of	

the	younger	village	men	and	myself	went	into	the	bush	to	look	for	

it.

	 “We	searched	for	an	hour.	When	Susanne	found	the	most	

likely	looking	cave,	there	was	a	minor	earth	tremor	and	old	Bukau	

told	us	on	our	return	that	he	knew	we	had	found	the	cave	at	that	

moment.	However,	there	was	no	sign	of	anything	in	it.

	 “On	our	way	back	to	the	village,	we	were	shown	a	natural-

ly	formed	limestone	monolith	named	Bilagei	that	has	been	fixed	

upright	with	75cm	showing	above	ground.	It	 is	a	 land	boundary	

marker,	not	 far	 from	the	village.	 It	used	 to	be	 there	a	 long	 time	

ago.	Then,	about	70	years	ago,	a	man	named	Tomos	took	it	to	an	

old	village	site	called	Lobolima,	up	in	the	mountains.	He	erected	it	

there	in	the	cemetery	but	during	the	night	it	disappeared	and	was	

found	the	next	day	back	at	its	original	site,	where	it	has	remained	

ever	since.	The	villagers	consider	 it	 to	be	 inhabited	by	a	human	

spirit.

	 “On	the	way	to	Panaras,	we	had	stopped	to	assist	a	small	

truck	through	a	boggy	section	of	the	road.	I	met	the	Councillor	of	

Panaras	there	and	after	I	explained	my	presence	in	New	Ireland	

he	 told	 me	 there	 was	 to	 be	 a	 conference	 of	 Local	 Government	
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Councillors	 on	Tabar	 Island	 the	 following	week.	He	 suggested	 I	

attend	the	meeting	and	raise	the	matter	of	the	Premier’s	antago-

nism	towards	researchers	and	his	ban	on	the	sale	of	carvings.	It	

would	also	be	a	good	opportunity	to	let	the	Councillors	know	of	the	

National	Museum’s	aims	and	functions.

	 “Susanne	told	me	she	was	going	to	a	funerary	feast	being	

presented	at	Langenia	on	the	northeast	coast.	It	would	begin	the	

next	day	about	noon	and	was	being	held	in	honour	of	a	recently-

dead	‘big-man’	named	Baubau	and	in	honour	of	all	those	who	had	

died	and	were	buried	in	his	clan	cemetery	since	the	last	funerary	

feast.	I	decided	to	go	also,	as	it	was	on	the	way	to	Konos,	where	I	

would	hope	to	board	the	boat	going	to	the	Councillors	meeting	on	

Tabar	Island.

	 “In	 1969,	 Phillip	 Lewis,	 an	 anthropologist	 at	 the	 Field	

Museum	 in	 Chicago,	 published	 his	 1953-54	 field	 research	 into	

the	funerary	practices	of	northern	New	Ireland	and	what	he	said	

of	the	situation	back	then	is	applicable	to	the	situation	today.	In	

northern	New	Ireland,	malangan	refers	to	both	the	ceremonies	in	
which	the	dead	are	honoured,	and	the	marvellously	intricate	carv-

ings	and	other	objects	made	for	those	ceremonies.	For	many	years,	

the	carving	of	commemorative	figures	and	masks	almost	ceased;	

however,	the	commemoration	of	the	dead	continued,	but	in	a	new	

way	–	people	made	elaborate	concrete	gravestones	instead.	So	the	

dead	were	honoured	in	spite	of,	and	in	addition	to,	Christian	ideas	

of	death	and	the	afterlife	and	of	Christian	and	European	funerary	

practices.	As	Lewis	explains:
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 The hamlet enclosure, in which the clan or sub-clan’s men’s 

house was located, and the site of celebrations of puberty and 

death, was – until Western influence and interference began – 

the site of interment or cremation of the dead. If a person were 

ill, his best chance for survival was to be returned to this place in 

the hamlet and there feel the protective aura and healing effects 

of the clan’s supernatural guardian being. A deceased person 

was returned here also, in order to be buried in home ground, 

under protection of the clan’s supernatural power and with the 

ancestors of the clan. The presence in the hamlet burial ground 

of the recent and earlier ancestors was comforting to the living, 

and ancestors were invoked for help in warfare, in illness, and in 

other crises.

 

	 “By	the	1980s,	many	communities	had	returned	to	the	use	

of	carved	wooden	figures	and	masks	for	the	ceremonies	and	this	

has	attracted	a	constant	stream	of	researchers	and	‘art	dealers’	to	

buy	the	figures	after	the	ceremonies	have	been	completed.	Edward	

Sale	of	Tatau	Island,	off	the	north	central	coast	of	New	Ireland,	is	

perhaps	the	most	famous	of	these	carvers	and	his	work	is	highly	

valued	by	collectors.

	 “It	 took	about	two	and	a	half	hours	to	drive	across	to	the	

north-east	side	of	the	island	in	Susanne’s	little	car.	Speeding	along	

the	narrow	coastal	road	fringed	by	over-hanging	coconut	trees,	I	

wondered	how	many	injuries	resulted	from	falling	coconuts.	I	was	

in	the	back	of	the	ute	and	kept	my	arms	over	my	head!

	 “We	 arrived	 at	 Langenia	 village	 where	 the	 ceremonies	
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were	to	take	place.	The	platform	erected	for	the	pig	presentation	

had	carved	beams.	One	at	 the	centre	carried	a	representation	of	

the	 head	 of	 the	 pig	 Lunganga,	 a	 ferocious	 spirit	 that	 drove	 the	

New	Ireland	people	off	the	main	island	over	to	Tabar.	Two	other	

beams	of	the	platform	were	carved	to	represent	the	spears	of	the	

twins	who	 eventually	 killed	Lunganga,	 thus	 allowing	 the	people	

to	return	to	their	homes.	It	is	remarkable	that	a	similar	story	has	

been	recorded	on	Bougainville,	500	kilometres	to	the	south-east.

	 “The	dances	 commenced	around	noon.	They	were	not	all	

local	styles	–	many	were	 imported	Tolai	songs	and	dances	 from	

New	Britain	and	there	was	some	discontent	among	the	older	men	

that	there	were	far	too	many	foreign	forms	being	used.	Tolai	songs	

can	be	recognised	by	the	military-like	kettle-drum	rhythm	of	the	

bamboo	 slit-drummers.	 Some	of	 the	 dances	 involved	 the	 use	 of	

hand-held	wands	of	various	 types,	 reminiscent	of	 those	used	by	

Tolai	and	Sulka	dancers	of	East	New	Britain.	

	 “Only	one	dance	involved	the	use	of	masks	–	tatanua (11.1).	
The	 tatanua	 dancers	 moved	 quite	 symmetrically.	 Six	 dancers	
divided	 into	 pairs,	 the	 partners	 circling	 one	 another.	 The	 danc-

ers	were	 skilful	 and	drew	admiring	 comments	 from	 the	onlook-

ers.	This	provoked	one	old	crone	 into	pulling	a	colourful	plastic	

bag	over	her	head	and,	using	a	fresh	green	coconut-leaf	basket	as	

a	 skirt,	 parodying	 the	 tatanua	 dancers	 to	hoots	of	 laughter	 and	
much	hilarity.

	 “An	elderly	man	in	a	grey	loincloth	acted	as	dance	master;	

he	organised	the	program	and	prompted	erring	dancers.	He	was	

accompanied	by	a	man	in	a	green	loincloth	whose	function	was	to	
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protect	the	dancers	from	being	attacked	by	magicians	in	the	pay	

of	 jealous	 ‘big	men’	 from	other	groups.	A	major	 concern	was	 to	

prevent	heavy	rain	from	disrupting	proceedings.

	 “During	the	dances,	onlookers	ran	out	to	slap	lime	powder,	

ashes	or	even	squashed	banana	on	the	backs	of	their	dancing	cous-

ins	–	a	form	of	joking	praise.	The	dancers	must	later	pay	the	cousins	

who	do	this	to	them.	Musicians	and	dance	leaders	also	received	this	

treatment.	There	was	usually	much	laughter	but	some	back-slap-

pers	were	quite	rough,	one	so	violent	that	he	precipitated	a	violent	

brawl	when	the	slapped	dancer	collapsed	into	unconsciousness.

	 “Another	way	of	expressing	appreciation	of	a	dancer’s	skill	

is	to	run	and	grab	the	wrist	of	the	dancer	and	drag	that	person	out	

of	the	dance.	The	dancer	must	later	pay	for	this	act	of	appreciation.

	 “Appreciation	for	the	beauty	of	dance-wands	 is	expressed	

by	 thrusting	 a	 stick	 into	 the	 hand	 of	 the	 dancer	 to	 replace	 the	

wand	and	pressing	money	(usually	two	kina)	into	the	other	hand	

as	payment	for	it.	Some	dancers	rejected	offers,	claiming	that	they	

had	already	been	made	offers	before	the	dance	began.

	 “During	the	tatanua	dances,	 the	masked	men	threw	half-
coconut	 shell	 containers	 of	 lime	 powder	 into	 the	 crowd,	 which	

must	scatter	to	avoid	being	hit;	I	was	warned	to	be	careful	not	to	

get	struck.	The	powder	had	been	placed	before	burial	on	the	body	

of	the	dead	man	in	whose	honour	the	feast	was	being	held,	to	take	

on	some	of	his	power.	It	is	then	thrown	around	in	this	manner	to	

form	a	protective	shield	against	enemy	magic	designed	to	cause	the	

feast	to	fail	through	heavy	rain,	sickness	or	bad	dancing	discredit-

ing	the	dead	man’s	power	and	prestige.
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	 “The	final	dance,	 around	5	pm,	was	performed	by	 school	

children	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	 Langiri,	 a	 polio	 victim	who	was	

nevertheless	a	respected	‘big-man’	and	had	become	a	skilled	carver	

and	teacher	of	traditional	dances	and	songs.	After	the	dances	were	

over,	he	took	us	up	to	a	hut	near	the	local	community	school	and	

showed	us	a	balagamus	dance	mask	(11.2)	he	had	carved	in	1975	
and	a	malanggatsak	figure	he	had	carved	in	1961,	both	in	Lossu	
style.	This	mask	is	used	to	trace	the	steps	of	the	deceased	after	the	

display	house	for	the	malanggatsak	has	been	demolished.
	 “Later	that	evening	we	gathered	at	Langenia	and	Susanne	

talked	 with	 the	 ‘big	 men’	 about	 the	 origin	 and	 significance	 of	

malangan.	 One	 story	was	 particularly	 interesting	 and	 provided	
documentation	for	some	enigmatic	items	in	the	National	Museum’s	

collections:	several	small,	painted	basketry	discs	called	worwora.	
Women	who	were	unmarried	mothers	were	concerned	that	their	

children	would	never	obtain	malangan,	being	without	fathers.	One	
such	woman	went	to	her	garden	one	day,	saw	a	spider’s	web,	and	

thought	this	would	be	an	appropriate	model	for	a	malangan.	She	
went	to	the	swamps,	got	fibre	from	the	aerial	roots	of	the	pandanus	

palm,	dried	it	and	wove	it	 into	a	disc-like	form.	She	then	coated	

it	with	lime	plaster	and	painted	it.	She	beat	the	slit-gong	to	draw	

attention.	 ‘What	 has	 this	 rubbish-woman	made?’	 scoffed	 a	 ‘big-

man.’	Then	they	all	saw	what	she	had	made	inside	the	enclosure	

and	were	startled.	She	showed	her	 two	sons	who	 then	 inherited	

this	malangan	from	their	mother.	Normally,	rights	of	acquisition,	
by	payment	of	shell-money	and	pigs,	are	through	the	father.

	 “One	interesting	malangan	image	is	that	of	a	fish	swallowing	
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a	human	being.	This	is	remarkably	similar	to	some	Hindu	images	

of	Vishnu.	However,	 the	New	 Ireland	 explanation	 is	 that	 it	 is	 a	

transmutation	of	 the	 image	of	Lunanga,	 the	 ferocious	spirit-pig,	

swallowing	the	people	it	killed.

	 “The	following	day,	the	pig	presentation	took	place.	There	

were	28	pigs	altogether.	They	were	killed	by	suffocation	(by	bind-

ing	 their	 snouts)	 and	 then	were	 singed	 in	 a	 fire.	The	 limbs	 and	

belly-fat	were	removed.

	 “Langiri,	the	crippled	‘big-man,’	sat	on	the	platform,	gave	a	

speech,	and	then	sang	a	song	about	Lunganga.	He	drew	attention	

to	the	carved	image	of	Lunganga	and	the	representation	of	a	spear	

at	each	end	of	the	platform.	He	then	got	down	and	the	pigs	were	

placed	on	the	platform	(11.3),	the	biggest	above	the	representation	
of	Lunganga.	Lime	was	smeared	on	their	snouts	and	Langiri	called	

for	 the	 buying	 of	 the	 pigs	 to	 commence.	 This	 was	 done	 quietly	

amongst	a	group	of	men	sitting	in	the	shade	of	a	small	tree	nearby.	

The	big	pig	sold	for	300	kina	and	the	others	for	between	50	and	

200	kina.

	 “The	feast	was	organised	by	the	dead	man’s	cousins	–	his	

sisters’	 children.	 The	 dead	 man’s	 son	 takes	 the	 opportunity	 to	

repay	all	his	father’s	gifts	to	him.	Others	who	have	been	helped	by	

the	dead	man	in	the	past	also	take	this	opportunity	to	repay	their	

debts.

	 “The	singing	and	dancing	began	again	about	1.30	pm	and	

continued	on	until	about	4	pm.	The	investiture	of	a	new	‘big-man’	

began	during	the	last	song	and	dance.	Then	the	pigs	were	butch-

ered	and	the	meat	and	other	food	(mainly	taro)	were	distributed.
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	 “That	evening	I	bid	farewell	 to	Susanne	and	her	compan-

ions	and	they	returned	over	 the	range	 to	Panachais.	 I	stayed	on	

at	Langenia	and	rested	all	Sunday,	waiting	 for	a	Council	vehicle	

to	 pick	 up	 the	 village	 Councillor,	 Langiri	 and	myself	 to	 take	 us	

down	the	coast	to	Konos.	There	we	would	sleep	overnight	in	the	

Council	Chambers	with	all	the	other	mainland	Councillors,	await-

ing	the	boat	to	take	us	to	Tabar	Island.	I	thought	it	would	be	good	

for	Langiri	to	come	with	me	as	he	is	a	teacher	of	traditional	carv-

ing,	songs	and	dances	and	depends	upon	his	carving	skills	for	an	

income.	He	would	be	able	to	speak	on	behalf	of	carvers	who	were	

in	 favour	 of	 research	 and	 collecting.	 The	 truck	 came	 late	 in	 the	

afternoon	and	we	arrived	at	Konos	as	darkness	fell.

	 “Although	we	were	woken	at	5.30	am	the	next	morning,	the	

boat	did	not	arrive	until	7	am	and	did	not	finish	loading	and	get	

away	until	8.20	am.	There	had	been	no	food	for	dinner	or	break-

fast	so	we	were	all	pretty	hungry.

	 “The	trip	north	to	Wang	at	the	southern	tip	of	Tabar	Island	

took	three	hours.	I	saw	lots	of	flying-fish	during	the	journey	–	a	

common	motif	on	malangan	carvings.
	 “At	 Wang	 we	 were	 met	 by	 a	 well-organised	 welcoming	

party,	tables	laden	with	food,	and	a	pleasant	buzz	of	good	cheer.	

After	lunch,	I	arranged	with	the	conference	organiser	to	speak	to	

the	Councillors	on	Thursday	at	3.30	pm	during	General	Business.	

Until	then,	I	decided	to	take	the	opportunity	to	set	out	and	visit	as	

much	of	Tabar	and	Tatau	Islands	as	possible.	I	gave	Langiri	money	

for	subsistence	during	my	absence	and	suggested	he	test	the	feel-

ing	of	the	delegates	regarding	the	Provincial	Government’s	edicts	
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on	researchers	and	the	sale	of	carvings.	I	hired	a	man	to	help	carry	

my	pack	to	the	next	village,	Banesa.

	 “We	set	out	at	1	pm.	It	was	very	hot	but	the	track	was	almost	

level,	with	wonderful	views	of	the	sea	to	the	right	and	of	the	moun-

tainous	interior	to	the	left.	At	Banesa	I	hired	a	young	lad	Andi	to	

replace	my	temporary	helper.	He	agreed	to	take	me	on	to	Mapua	

where	the	airstrip,	Patrol	Post	and	Catholic	Mission	is	situated.

	 “At	the	village	of	Sinikima,	I	enquired	after	old	malangan 

carvings	but	they	said	there	were	none	left	in	the	area.	However,	I	

photographed	a	slit-gong	named	Timakat	–	the	National	Museum	

has	no	examples	of	slit-gongs	from	New	Ireland	Province.

	 “We	moved	on	to	Sangot,	a	hamlet	of	Matlik	village,	arriv-

ing	there	at	5.30pm	to	set	up	for	the	night	in	a	men’s	house.	We	

washed	in	a	nearby	stream	and	our	hosts	provided	a	pleasant	meal	

of	fish	and	taro,	refusing	any	form	of	payment.

	 “The	next	day	I	was	shown	a	large	grooved	stone,	once	used	

for	sharpening	stone	adze	blades,	and	photographed	an	old,	dete-

riorating	malanggatsak	carving	which	they	offered	to	sell	to	the	
Museum.	They	asked	30	kina	but	I	paid	them	50	kina.	It	had	been	

carved	with	one	of	the	first	steel	tools	to	come	in	to	the	area,	by	a	

man	who	had	died	in	the	1940s.	The	carving’s	personal	name	was	

Tilimandas.

	 “We	then	explored	the	beach	and	cliffs	nearby,	looking	into	

caves	and	rock	shelters	for	signs	of	old	carvings.	Back	in	the	1970s,	

some	French	dealers	took	several	magnificent	carvings	from	this	

vicinity,	 without	 export	 permits,	 and	 sold	 them	 in	 Paris.	 One	

European	 collector	 visiting	 the	National	Museum	 claimed	 these	
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objects	had	been	recently	carved	and	made	to	appear	old	by	one	

of	 the	collectors.	However,	my	enquiries	 in	Matlik	 revealed	 that	

some	Europeans	had	indeed	bought	some	old	malangans	from	this	

area	over	a	decade	ago;	further,	the	carvings	appeared	to	me	far	

more	 skilled	 than	any	of	 the	ones	 I	had	 seen	 so	 far,	 even	 those	

carved	four	or	five	decades	ago.

	 “At	 Matlik	 I	 photographed	 another	 slit-gong,	 Pagarau,	

carved	over	sixty	years	ago.	Its	projecting	 lugs	at	each	end	were	

carved	to	represent	the	head	of	a	pig	(mbor).
	 “We	 set	 off	 northwards	 again,	 along	 the	 east	 coast	 of	

Tabar	 Island,	 through	 the	 village	 of	Morai,	 past	 Numbu	 school	

and	Catholic	church,	past	Tereri	plantation,	arriving	at	Koko	just	

before	noon.	This	is	an	old	village,	according	to	informants,	with	

many	cement	gravestones	–	the	‘modern’	equivalents	of	the	tradi-

tional	carved	wood	malangans.	We	continued	on	through	Dataua,	

Lembinda,	 Kabue	 and	Rakubo.	We	 had	 hoped	 to	 find	 someone	

with	a	canoe	here	to	paddle	us	across	Saraware	Passage	between	

Tabar	and	the	little	island	of	Mapua,	but	there	was	no-one	around.	

Andi	said	he	had	a	relative	named	Daniel	at	Tiripats	over	on	the	

west	coast	of	Tabar	who	owned	a	motorboat	I	could	hire	to	take	us	

to	Mapua	and	Tatau.

	 “Climbing	over	a	steep	hill,	we	passed	through	Cigaregare	

Plantation.	 The	 house	 and	 copra-smoking	 shed	 had	 been	 aban-

doned	many	years	ago	and	were	heavily	overgrown.	We	continued	

on	 through	 the	plantation,	mangrove	swamps,	and	 then	along	a	

good	trail	south	beside	the	beach	to	Tiripats,	arriving	just	after	5	

pm.	We	were	warmly	welcomed,	allocated	 sleeping	 space	 in	 the	
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men’s	house,	and	brought	fish	and	vegetable	soup.	I	arranged	to	

hire	Daniel	to	take	us	in	his	outboard-powered	aluminium	dinghy	

to	Pekinberiu	on	Tatau	Island	the	next	day.

	 “We	departed	6.15	am	to	take	advantage	of	the	morning’s	

calm	weather.	Apparently	 the	wind	rises	early	and	renders	trav-

el	by	dinghy	on	the	east	coast	quite	perilous	at	this	time	of	year.	

Heading	north	along	 the	west	 coast	of	Tabar	and	 then	east	 into	

the	passage	between	Tabar	and	Tatau	islands,	we	called	in	briefly	

at	Mapua	to	set	down	Daniel’s	wife	and	child.	Despite	our	early	

start,	the	seas	were	quite	heavy,	with	three	metre	waves.	Leaving	

Mapua,	we	beat	out	east	through	the	heavy	seas,	turned	north	and	

slid	about	in	the	big	waves	rolling	in	from	the	southeast.	We	kept	

about	 twenty	metres	 off	 the	 reef	 edge,	 revealed	 by	 the	 foaming	

crash	of	waves.	The	bow	of	the	dinghy	had	a	split	in	it	and	every	

time	we	hit	a	wave,	a	spray	of	water	would	burst	through	the	crack.	

I	expressed	some	concern	but	Daniel	laconically	suggested	I	keep	

my	foot	over	the	crack	to	prevent	the	water	from	spraying	all	over	

us!	He	had	pulled	out	the	drain-plug	at	the	rear	of	the	boat	to	allow	

it	to	empty	as	we	moved	along.	When	we	approached	the	beach	at	

Pekinberiu,	through	a	gap	in	the	reef,	he	had	to	reinsert	the	plug	to	

prevent	water	coming	in	when	we	stopped.	I	found	this	all	rather	

alarming	 and	 it	was	 only	 7.30	 am.	What	would	 it	 be	 like	 by	 10	

o’clock?

	 “I	had	heard	that	there	was	supposed	to	be	a	large	malan-
gan	 in	 an	 ancient	 village	 site	 up	 on	 a	 hill	 behind	 the	 present	
village.	The	villagers	agreed	 to	 take	me	 there	 to	 see	 it.	 In	a	half	

hour	my	guides	announced	that	we	were	at	the	old	site	but	there	
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was	nothing	to	indicate	this.	A	log	lay	rotting	on	the	ground,	bare-

ly	distinguishable	as	an	artefact.	It	was	quite	beyond	salvaging.	It	

had	been	a	churwunawunga,	said	to	have	been	carved	by	a	man	
named	Kambali,	with	stone	tools,	long	before	Europeans	came	to	

the	island.	An	old	man	who	had	come	along	with	us	said	that	he	

had	seen	it	in	good	condition	when	he	was	in	his	early	teens.

	 “We	walked	back	to	Pekinberiu	and	visited	a	small	hamlet	to	

the	south,	where	I	was	shown	a	rather	old	and	deteriorated	malan-
ggatsak	carved	by	Gitekitel	(long	ago	dead)	when	the	people	lived	
in	a	village	on	one	of	the	mountains	inland.	They	wished	to	sell	it	

to	the	National	Museum	for	80	kina.

	 “Whilst	 talking	 to	 these	men,	 I	was	 told	 that,	 just	 several	

hundred	metres	further	along	the	ridge	from	the	village	site	I	had	

just	visited,	there	is	a	cemetery	with	many	bones	lying	around	and	

a	carved	malangan	thought	to	be	still	in	good	condition.	So	back	
up	the	mountain	we	went!

	 “The	malangan	was	of	the	type	called	wenem	and	was	said	

to	have	been	carved	with	stone	tools.	I	was	told	it	was	about	five	

metres	 in	 height	 and	 consisted	 of	 a	 representation	 of	 ten	 men	

standing	one	upon	the	other,	each	looking	to	the	side,	alternately	

left	 and	 right,	with	 a	 pig’s	 head	 at	 the	 base,	 looking	 down.	The	

eyes	of	the	figures	were	shells	cut	in	triangular	shapes	and	a	little	

yellow	bird	was	represented	at	the	top	of	the	pole.	It	did	not	have	

a	projection	at	the	base	for	insertion	in	the	ground	as	it	was	tradi-

tionally	 attached	 to	 the	 front	 centre-post	 of	 a	 cult-house.	 I	was	

most	excited	at	the	prospect	of	seeing	such	a	piece.

	 “However,	when	we	got	 there,	 there	were	plenty	of	skulls	



245

and	bones	around	but	the	carving	was	nowhere	to	be	found.	My	

guides	concluded	that	it	must	have	been	stolen	and	sold	off	to	a	

dealer.	It	seemed	strange	to	me	that	this	could	have	gone	unno-

ticed	for	so	long	–	apparently	for	a	few	years.

	 “We	retraced	our	steps	again	to	Pekinberiu.	I	purchased	a	

decaying	nuaneit	or	friction-block.	We	had	only	two	or	three	in	the	

collections	at	the	National	Museum	so	this	was	a	significant	addi-

tion.	However,	it	was	only	about	10	years	old.

	 “The	 friction-block,	 though	 commonly	 called	 a	 friction-

drum,	 is	 not	 a	 drum	 but	 a	 friction-idiophone.	 Messner	 has	

published	his	research	on	this	instrument,	which	has	many	names,	

variants	of	lounuat,	or	the	names	of	birds,	lizards	or	frogs	whose	
cry	it	is	said	to	imitate.	Nuaneit	is	one	such	variant	name.
	 “It	usually	has	three,	sometimes	four	or	five,	‘tongues.’	It	is	

played	by	rubbing	the	tongues	of	the	instrument	with	one’s	hands	

moistened	with	the	sap	of	the	breadfruit	or	rubber	tree.	The	instru-

ment	is	held	between	the	legs	by	the	player	in	a	sitting	position,	

with	the	tongues	pointed	towards	the	player’s	body.	The	hands	are	

dragged	alternately	over	the	‘tongues’	towards	the	body	to	produce	

a	shrieking	sound.

	 “The	 instrument	 is	 usually	 tuned	 so	 that	 the	 sequence	 of	

sounds	is	 low,	medium,	then	high	pitch.	Messner	states	that	the	

actual	pitch	 is	not	 important.	 ‘To	 the	contrary,	 it	 is	now	proven	

that	every	instrument	is	intentionally	tuned	differently,	no	matter	

what	size	it	is.	The	intended	sound	is	a	piercing,	beating	cluster.	

Due	to	the	fact	 that	 its	sound	level	 is	near	the	threshold	of	pain	

[115	dB	compared	to	120	dB]	it	is	obvious	that	this	sound	is	able	
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to	arouse	and	create	fear	and	panic	in	those	people	who	were	not	

initiated	into	Lounuat	secrets.’
	 “The	friction-block	is	unique	to	northern	New	Ireland	and	

Tabar	and	is	used	in	connection	with	the	malangan	funerary	ritu-

als.	It	may	be	used	singly	or	together	with	others.	At	the	ritual	of	

the	destruction	of	the	deceased’s	house,	they	may	be	used	together	

with	reed	whistles	and	bullroarers.	Messner	reports	that:	‘at	funer-

al	rites	in	the	Kara	area,	during	the	cremation	ceremony,	one	or	

two	friction-block	players	were	hidden	under	the	pyre	in	an	espe-

cially	protected	small	cabin	where	they	had	to	bid	the	deceased’s	

farewell	to	the	bereaved.’

	 “Messner	recorded	a	legend	telling	of	the	origin	of	the	fric-

tion-block,	which	also,	he	says,	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	 from	an	older	

cultural	stratum	and	has	been	incorporated	into	the	more	recent	

malangan	 culture.	The	 legends	 tell	 that	women	first	discovered	
the	complete	instruments	in	a	cave	on	the	beach	where	soft	waves	

pushed	 the	 instruments	 forward	 and	 backward	 making	 them	

sound.	The	women	were	afraid	and	ran	back	home	to	inform	their	

husbands	about	their	discovery.	Afterwards,	the	husbands	seized	

these	instruments	and	tried	to	find	out	what	they	were	and	how	

sound	could	be	produced	on	them,	first	by	knocking	on	them,	then	

by	blowing	into	them	and	finally,	rubbing	them	on	their	surfaces.	

From	then	on,	this	investigation	became	part	of	the	ceremonies	of	

initiation	into	the	use	of	this	friction-block.	It	also	took	its	place	

within	the	male	secret	society.	From	that	time	on,	no	woman	was	

allowed	to	look	at	or	touch	them.

	 “It	is	interesting	that,	upon	the	death	of	a	lounuat	player,	
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his	instrument	would	either	be	cremated	with	him	or	cast	into	the	

sea.	It	would	not	be	surprising	if	one	was	washed	up	into	a	beach	

cave	and	discovered	by	a	woman	of	another	group,	then	retrieved	

by	the	men.

	 “I	would	have	liked	to	be	able	to	visit	Tatau	village	on	the	

north	 coast	of	Tatau	 island	but	 the	 seas	were	 too	 rough	 for	our	

small	 dinghy.	 In	 fact,	 Andi	 and	 I	 decided	 to	 walk	 south	 along	

the	east	coast	of	 the	 island	 to	Manggawur	and	cross	 the	narrow	

passage	 to	Mapua	by	canoe	rather	 than	 try	 to	return	by	dinghy.	

Daniel	would	follow	at	first	light	in	the	morning	–	he	was	already	

stretching	out	on	the	men’s	house	sleeping	platform	in	anticipa-

tion	of	his	long	wait.

	 “After	 eating	 lunch,	 Andi	 and	 I	 departed	 at	 2	 pm	 along	

a	 good	 trail,	 then	 along	 the	 beach	 and	 another	 track	 to	 reach	

Tugitugi	 after	 an	hour.	Tugitugi	 is	on	a	beach	at	 the	 edge	of	 an	

almost	completely	encircled	lagoon	with	a	freshwater	stream	flow-

ing	in	from	the	mountains	behind	–	a	beautiful	place.	We	moved	

on	through	mangroves	and	bamboo	forests,	long	grass	with	groves	

of	 pandanus	 palms	 and	 then	 another	 stretch	 of	 mangroves	 to	

arrive	at	Manggawur	at	4	pm.

	 “I	 engaged	 a	 young	 lad	 to	 paddle	 us	 across	 the	 sheltered	

passage	in	his	small	outrigger	canoe	to	Mapua.	I	bought	food	at	the	

Catholic	Mission	store	there	and	set	up	camp	in	the	men’s	house	

overlooking	the	wharf.	Daniel’s	family	was	living	in	a	house	near-

by,	providing	support	for	his	children	attending	school.	I	ate	with	

them	and	enjoyed	a	pleasant	evening	under	the	stars,	chatting	with	

Daniel	Kariets	of	Manggawur	(not	Andi’s	relative).	He	had	come	
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to	see	me,	as	he	was	concerned	that	the	Provincial	Government’s	

ban	 on	 the	 sale	 of	 carvings	might	mean	 that	 the	 PNG	National	

Museum	and	 the	Northern	Territory	Museum	would	want	 their	

money	back.	I	assured	him	that	this	would	not	happen	and	that	we	

intended	removing	the	carvings	to	Moresby.

	 “Mike	Gunn	had	bought	a	deteriorating	old	carving	called	

a churwunawunga	 from	 Daniel	 Kariets	 for	 the	 PNG	 National	
Museum.	The	piece	was	four	metres	long	and	was	found	support-

ed	horizontally	on	two	forked	posts	in	the	centre	of	the	old	village	

site	of	Obun,	two	kilometres	east	of	Manggawur.	Obun	had	been	

abandoned	 just	 after	World	War	2.	When	Mike	discovered	 it,	 it	

was	in	a	badly	weathered	condition	and	covered	with	vines.

	 “The	 name	 churwunawunga	 means	 ‘bed	 ridge-pole.’	 It	
seems	that	the	churwunawunga	was	used	to	finish	wars	between	
rival	 clans	 during	 the	 initial	 phases	 of	 the	 German	 presence	 in	

this	 area.	 As	 a	 peace-making	malangan,	 it	 assumed	 an	 impor-
tance	above	all	other		types	at	the	time.	Mike	informed	me	that	the	

malangan	ceremony	for	the	churwunawunga	was	operated	jointly	
by	the	two	warring	clans,	after	the	initial	negotiations	and	neces-

sary	gardens	and	pigs	had	been	prepared.	During	the	ceremony,	

each	clan	exchanged	a	number	of	lengths	of	the	traditional	strings	

of	shell	discs	called	re,	in	order	to	‘buy	the	war-dead’	of	the	oppos-

ing	clan.	Both	sides	then	brought	out	all	the	heads	of	those	that	had	

been	killed	and	placed	them	on	top	of	the	churwunawunga.	They	
called	this	action	wawungga kitipi a mu koa ni rivirua,	meaning	
‘this	one	is	to	finish	for	all	time	[the	vengeance	for]	the	heads	of	all	

those	killed	in	the	fighting.’
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	 “Since	that	time	the	churwunawunga	remained	in	village	
centres	 until	 they	 disintegrated	 or	 were	 sold	 to	 Europeans.	 If	

sold,	the	support	posts	would	be	left	in	the	ground.	An	immense	

fig	tree	in	Datava	village	on	Tabar	Island	still	holds	two	support	

posts	amongst	its	roots,	firmly	planted	in	the	ground.	Local	people	

said	 that	 these	 support	 posts	 were	 placed	 in	 the	 ground	 by	 a	

strong	magical	mixture	of	ginger	and	lime.	It	was	inferred	that	the	

support	posts	 represented	 the	 two	reconciled	clans	and	 that	 the	

churwunawunga	 was	 the	 bridging	 connection,	 establishing	 the	
new	alliance.

	 “Daniel	Kariets	 told	me	 that	 there	used	 to	be	 two	groups	

of	people	living	on	these	islands,	speaking	different	dialects	–	the	

hills	people	and	 the	coastal	people.	They	were	enemies.	Around	

their	 sacred	 sites,	 the	 coastal	people	built	 fences	of	 coral	blocks	

and	the	hills	people	built	bamboo	fences.	Since	European	coloni-

sation,	the	hills	people	have	moved	to	the	coast	and	are	now	mixed	

with	the	coastal	people.

	 “Everyone	 seems	 to	 remember	 the	 first	 German	 kiap	

(government	 officer)	 to	 come	 from	New	 Ireland.	 They	 call	 him	

Brumiski.	 His	 name	 was	 Franz	 Boluminski,	 District	 Officer	 at	

Kavieng	during	1910-13.	This	provides	a	useful	reference	point	for	

determining	the	ages	of	persons,	carvings	and	settlement	sites.

	 “I	decided	to	pick	up	the	rest	of	Mike’s	disputed	collection,	

in	the	care	of	Father	Bernie	Miller,	and	take	them	with	me	to	Wang	

where	the	Councillors’	Conference	was	taking	place.	The	next	day,	

Daniel	 arrived	 about	 7	 am	 and	we	 loaded	 the	 carvings	 into	 the	

dinghy.
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	 “We	departed	for	Wang	village	via	the	west	coast	to	avoid	

the	heavy	seas	rolling	in	from	the	south-east.	However,	we	had	to	

run	just	metres	from	the	shore	for	the	last	few	kilometres	as	there	

was	no	protection	from	the	rolling	waves	at	the	southern	end	of	

the	island.	The	journey	took	just	over	two	hours	and	I	feared	the	

boat	would	sink	at	any	moment.

	 “Fortunately,	 we	 arrived	 safely,	 willing	 hands	 helped	 us	

unload	the	collection	and	my	gear,	and	we	were	just	in	time	for	an	

excellent	lunch.	I	paid	Daniel	for	the	hire	of	the	dinghy	and	he	left	

to	return	to	Tiripats.	In	the	afternoon	I	was	given	20	minutes	to	

address	the	meeting.

	 “First,	I	thanked	the	Councillors	for	permission	to	address	

the	meeting	and	explained	that	the	Councillor	from	Panaras	had	

suggested	I	come.	I	then	discussed	the	matter	of	research	applica-

tions,	Mike’s	in	particular,	and	pointed	out	that	Premiers	do	not	

have	a	veto	over	the	matter.	Overseas	researchers	are	of	assistance	

in	Papua	New	Guinea	where	money	and	staff	are	in	short	supply.

	 “I	 then	 talked	 about	 the	Provincial	Government’s	 ban	on	

the	sale	of	artefacts	and	explained	the	National	Cultural	Property	

Preservation	Act	of	1965,	pointing	out	that	there	is	no	law	prevent-

ing	the	sale	and	export	of	carvings	made	since	1960	and	that	the	

issuing	of	Export	Permits	for	carvings	and	other	objects	restricted	

under	the	Act	are	the	responsibility	of	the	National	Museum,	not	

the	Provincial	Government.

	 “I	pointed	out	inconsistencies	in	the	Provincial	Government’s	

negative	 treatment	of	Mike	as	against	 their	willing	co-operation	

with	 a	German	 collector	who	 had	 been	 through	 the	 Tabar-New	
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Ireland	area	at	the	same	time.	The	claim	that	the	villagers	do	not	

know	the	value	of	their	carvings	is	false	and	the	matter	of	a	cultur-

al	centre	a	long-standing	concern	that	the	Provincial	Government	

has	had	plenty	of	time	to	do	something	about.

	 “The	National	Museum	has,	I	explained,	a	policy	to	assist	

Provincial	Governments	to	assemble	and	care	for	collections	until	

appropriately	designed	and	staffed	cultural	centres	can	be	built,	

but	 the	 Provincial	Government	 has	 to	make	 funds	 available	 for	

purchases.	It	also	must	be	willing	to	supply	half	the	cost	of	build-

ing	a	cultural	centre,	the	National	Government	supplying	the	other	

half.

	 “After	my	 talk,	 I	 received	 some	 negative	 comments	 from	

various	 government	 employees	 and	 from	 the	Minister	 for	 Local	

Government.	However,	 some	of	 the	Councillors	 rose	 to	 support	

me.	Later	on,	after	dinner	when	General	Business	continued,	two	

others	rose	and	strongly	supported	my	position;	they	were	angry	at	

the	dictatorial	attitude	of	the	Provincial	Government	and	demand-

ed	a	reconsideration	of	the	whole	issue.

	 “As	I	was	discovering	during	my	excursion	in	New	Ireland	

and	Tabar,	there	was	general	support	at	the	village	level	and	the	

Provincial	Government	field	 officers	 could	not	understand	what	

the	hue	and	cry	was	all	about.

	 “After	the	meeting,	three	movies	were	shown,	one	of	them	

being	the	Somare	Government’s	Eight-Point	Plan	for	Development,	

which	includes	a	section	on	the	promotion	and	sale	of	handcrafts	

and	carvings!

	 “I	had	decided	to	 let	everyone	sleep	on	the	matter	but	by	



252

next	morning	nothing	had	been	resolved.	There	was	some	reluc-

tance	 to	 load	 the	 rest	of	Mike’s	 collection	on	board	 the	boat	 for	

transfer	 to	 Kavieng	 but	 Councillor	 Maris	 and	 other	 villagers	

lobbied	the	Councillors	and	although	they	were	reluctant	to	make	

any	resolutions	concerning	the	issues	I	raised,	they	agreed	to	load	

the	collection	onto	the	boat.

	 “This	was	done	and	eventually	we	got	away,	heading	north	

for	Mapua	via	the	calmer	west	coast.	I	was	unaware	that	this	had	

been	planned,	so	the	precarious	journey	by	dinghy	the	day	before	

had	been	unnecessary.

	 “We	stayed	overnight	at	Mapua	and	sailed	the	next	day	back	

to	Konos	on	the	New	Ireland	mainland.	I	got	off	the	boat	there	and	

took	a	ride	in	a	Council	vehicle	to	Kavieng.	It	took	almost	two	and	

a	half	hours	at	breakneck	speed	–	a	bone-shaking	and	dusty	ride.	

I	booked	in	to	the	Hotel	 in	time	for	lunch	and,	after	dinner	that	

evening,	went	down	to	the	wharf	to	find	that	the	boat	had	arrived.	

I	told	the	captain	I	would	be	down	in	the	morning	to	unload	the	

collection.	 It	 would	 be	 Sunday	 so	 there	 was	 little	 likelihood	 of	

being	hassled	by	the	Provincial	Government	politicians.

	 “On	 Sunday	 morning	 I	 found	 some	 Sepik	 men	 chatting	

around	a	 small	utility	 truck	so	 I	offered	 them	several	kina	 for	a	

half-hour’s	 work.	We	 drove	 down	 to	 the	 wharf	 and	 transferred	

Mike’s	collection	to	a	private	shed	I	had	been	offered	the	use	of	

by	a	sympathetic	fellow-drinker	at	the	Hotel.	There	I	could	photo-

graph	the	collection	and	wrap	the	artefacts	undisturbed.

	 “I	 then	 found	 the	 Utu	 High	 School	 headmaster	 and	 we	

searched	the	old	files	at	the	school	for	references	to	the	collection	
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lying	 behind	 the	 Stores	 and	 Supplies	 shed.	 We	 found	 nothing.	

But	when	I	was	on	leave	in	Adelaide	in	March	1983,	I	mentioned	

this	 incident	 to	 an	 old	 friend	 who	 was	 at	 that	 time	 Curator	 of	

Anthropology	at	 the	South	Australian	Museum.	He	 immediately	

recalled	seeing	the	Utu	High	School	collection	many	years	before	

and	said	he	had	a	copy	of	the	catalogue.	I	was	subsequently	sent	a	

copy	of	this	and	we	were	then	able	to	commence	negotiations	with	

the	High	School	to	have	the	collection	transferred	to	the	National	

Museum.	This	was	achieved	 in	due	 course	and	 the	objects	were	

rescued	from	further	damage	and	loss.

	 “On	Monday	morning	I	went	to	the	Provincial	Government	

offices	and	asked	 the	Deputy	Premier	 for	 the	 letter	of	seizure	of	

the	collection.	He	said	they	had	not	yet	prepared	one	and	would	

let	me	know	when	 it	would	be	available.	There	was	no	commit-

ment	 to	do	 this	 in	 the	near	 future,	 so	 I	 responded	 that	 this	was	

not	satisfactory.	Then	the	Premier’s	Executive	Secretary	turned	up	

and	began	to	be	abusive.	They	demanded	I	leave.	I	said	I	would	go	

to	the	Provincial	Police	Commander	for	advice.	As	I	left,	I	pointed	

out	that	they	were	flying	the	National	flag	upside	down!

	 “The	 previous	 night,	 at	 the	 hotel,	 I	 had	 heard	 that	 the	

Premier	had	been	charged	recently	by	the	Police	with	having	an	

unlicensed	 pistol.	 In	 payment	 of	 the	 fine,	 the	 Premier’s	 cheque	

bounced.	 They	 then	 returned	 and	 took	his	 shotgun	 away.	None	

of	this	endeared	the	Premier	to	the	Provincial	Police	Commander	

and	when	I	explained	to	him	the	seizure	of	the	collection,	he	was	

quite	sympathetic	and	helpful.	He	knew	the	Law	well,	agreed	with	

my	analysis	and	suggested	 I	go	 to	 the	Court	Magistrate	 to	get	a	
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Court	Order	 and	 Search	Warrant	 authorising	 him	 to	 secure	 the	

collection	from	the	Provincial	Government.	He	would	supply	me	

with	 police	 and	 I	 should	find	 and	hire	 a	 truck	 and	workmen	 to	

remove	the	collection	from	the	Provincial	Government	premises.

	 “This	 was	 done	 and	 when	 the	 Court	 Order	 and	Warrant	

were	presented,	the	Deputy	Premier	released	the	collection	with	

good	grace.	The	Premier’s	Executive	Secretary,	however,	became	

violently	abusive.	 It	was	becoming	clear	who	had	persuaded	the	

Premier	to	impound	the	collection	and	evict	Mike	from	Tabar.	It	

transpired	 that	 the	Executive	 Secretary	was	 from	New	Hanover	

and	he	was	incensed	by	the	Western	media’s	mocking	reports	of	

the	 Johnson	 Cult,	 which	 had	 been	 researched	 by	 an	 American	

anthropologist.

	 “The	Johnson	Cult	started	in	New	Hanover,	a	large	island	

to	 the	 west	 of	 New	 Ireland.	 In	 1964,	 the	 people	 voted	 for	 the	

American	President	Lyndon	B.	Johnson	in	elections	for	members	

of	 a	 House	 of	 Assembly	 for	 Papua	 New	 Guinea.	 Although	 the	

Australian	authorities	explained	that	President	Johnson	was	not	

a	candidate,	the	people	refused	to	change	their	vote.	The	Western	

media	 regarded	 the	 Johnson	 cult	 as	 a	 crazy	 cargo	 cult	 brought	

on	 by	 isolation,	 lack	 of	 education,	 poor	 economic	 development,	

and	lack	of	understanding	of	the	modern	world.	It	was	certainly	

true	that	the	people	felt	they	had	been	neglected	by	the	Australian	

administration	and	 that	 they	were	being	 left	behind	 in	 terms	of	

education	and	economic	development.	But	 they	were	not	stupid	

and	their	protest	was	basically	an	act	of	theatre,	the	only	way	they	

could	see	to	catch	the	attention	of	the	authorities.	Unfortunately,	
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the	Premier’s	Executive	Secretary	had	decided	 (incorrectly)	 that	

it	was	the	fault	of	the	American	anthropologist	that	the	cult	had	

received	such	bad	press,	and	therefore	he	had	a	grudge	against	all	

anthropologists.	He	was	a	young	man	and	could	only	have	been	a	

small	child	when	the	cult	began,	so	perhaps	he	had	constructed	his	

own	interpretation	of	what	had	happened.

	 “I	spent	the	following	day	photographing	and	wrapping	the	

carvings	and	packed	 the	collection	 in	 the	container.	The	big	old	

churwunawunga	collected	by	Mike	for	the	National	Museum	was	
crated	and	delivered	to	the	wharf	and	the	next	day	the	ship	sailed	

with	the	container	and	crate	for	Moresby.	I	flew	back.	My	mission	

had	been	successful	but	I	wondered	at	what	cost.

	 “Five	days	later,	a	lengthy	letter	to	the	Director	and	Trustees	

of	 the	 National	 Museum,	 signed	 by	 the	 Premier,	 protested	 my	

actions.	About	two	months	later	this	letter	was	passed	on	down	to	

me	and	I	was	asked	to	respond	to	it,	which	I	did.

	 “Some	time	later,	the	man	who	was	at	that	time	the	Premier’s	

Executive	Secretary	was	fired	from	that	position.	He	was	reported-

ly	under	investigation	for	embezzlement	of	a	co-operative’s	funds.	

The	Premier,	free	of	bad	advice,	later	supported	a	return	field	trip	

by	Mike	and	there	were	no	further	problems.

	 “It	had	been	a	hell	of	a	gamble,”	Bill	concluded.

	 “It	 was	 nothing	 for	 a	 forthright	 anthropologist	 like	 you,	

driven	by	the	urge	for	adventure	and	insisting	on	justice.	But	don’t	

you	think	that	you	sometimes	took	your	profession	and	position	

too	seriously?	Instead	of	making	enemies,	wouldn’t	 it	have	been	

better	to	make	friends	and	turn	a	blind	eye?”	I	was	provoking	him.
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	 “It	is	more	interesting	to	make	enemies,”	said	Bill,	accept-

ing	the	joke.

	 “Looking	from	the	perspective	of	money-orientated	people,	

you	were	handicapped	by	an	honest	upbringing,	and	therefore	you	

could	not	exploit	a	fantastic	opportunity.	One	can	imagine	a	crook	

being	 in	your	position…	he	could	be	a	 rich	man	and	owner	of	a	

large	and	valuable	collection.”

	 “Anthropologists,	 in	 general,	 are	 not	 such	 people	 since	

very	few	of	us	are	driven	by	the	ambition	to	make	a	lot	of	money.	

Academic	achievement	and	living	in	accordance	with	our	princi-

ples	are	more	important.	Being	observers	and	analysers	of	human	

cultures,	the	way	people	behave,	it	is	natural	that	anthropologists	

begin	to	look	at	their	own	culture	in	the	same	way,	and	to	become	

more	objective	and	therefore	critical	of	it.	It	is	therefore	a	little	less	

likely	that	we	would	be	sucked	into	the	more	obvious	pitfalls	of	our	

own	society	–	but	only	a	little	less	likely.	We	are	all	susceptible	to	

the	influences	of	the	world	in	which	we	are	raised.	And	anthropol-

ogists	are	not	the	only	critics	of	their	society	–	you	find	such	critics	

in	all	walks	of	life,	even	if	they	are	relatively	few.	But	now	I	must	

be	a	normal	member	of	my	society	and	go	home	to	my	family!”
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	 It	was	a	Thursday	afternoon.	I	had	some	work	to	take	care	

of	 in	 the	 city	 and	 I	was	passing	by	an	antique	 shop.	Although	 I	

didn’t	have	much	time	I	could	not	resist	the	desire	to	check	if	there	

were	any	tribal	pieces	for	sale.	After	examining	every	shelf,	I	left	

without	finding	anything	that	would	interest	me.

	 I	stepped	into	the	street	and	I	noticed	a	young	man	taking	

out	 of	 his	 parked	 car	 a	 large	New	Guinean	 carving	 that	 looked	

familiar	to	me.

	 “Excuse	me,”	I	said	as	I	approached	him.	“Are	you	intend-

ing	to	sell	that	figure?”

	 “Yes.	My	deceased	father	collected	it	when	he	worked	as	a	

missionary	in	New	Guinea,”	replied	the	man;	and	then	he	added,	

“I	am	prepared	to	sell	it	–	for	the	right	price.”

	 “And	 your	 price	 would	 be…?”	 I	 took	 the	 opportunity	 to	

make	an	offer,	knowing	that	once	it	entered	the	antique	shop	the	

price	would	multiply	several	times.

	 “I	am	not	sure…	say	around	a	couple	of	hundred	dollars?”

	 “Well,	what	would	you	say	to	two	hundred?”

	 “Hmmm…	I	wouldn’t	know	what	to	say.”	He	thought	about	

it	for	a	while,	noticing	my	obvious	interest	and	hoping	to	make	a	

profit	from	it.	“Three	hundred	and	consider	it	yours.”

Chapter XII
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	 “All	right,	two	hundred	and	fifty,”	I	bargained.	Luckily	for	

me,	the	man	did	not	want	to	lose	the	opportunity	to	get	more	than	

he	had	hoped,	so	he	agreed.

	 I	paid	for	the	figure,	took	it	from	his	car	to	mine	and,	being	

impatient	and	unwilling	to	wait	until	Tuesday,	I	went	to	the	muse-

um	to	see	Bill.	Fortunately	he	was	free	to	see	me	and	I	showed	him	

the	carving.

	 “An	 excellent	 carving	 and	 an	 even	 better	 buy,”	 said	 Bill,	

examining	the	figure.	“However	it	is	not	very	old,	maybe	around	

the	1930s.”

	 “Unfortunately,	 the	man	could	not	tell	me	much	about	 it,	

except	that	his	father	had	bought	it	in	PNG.	I	paid	a	lot	for	it	just	

because	it	looks	similar	to	a	figure	that	you	showed	me	in	a	book.	

As	I	recall,	that	carving	had	a	story	of	a	warrior	spirit	that	trans-

formed	from	carved	wood	into	living	flesh	and	helped	a	commu-

nity	in	a	fight	with	some	other	village.”

	 “You	are	probably	thinking	of	the	carving	of	Kundang’gowi,	

now	 in	 the	museum	 in	 Basel,	 Switzerland.	 I	 heard	 the	 story	 in	

1982,	when	I	showed	the	people	a	photo	of	the	carving.	That	was	

a	quite	old	piece	but	yes,	the	one	you	have	bought	looks	similar.	I	

will	tell	you	the	full	story	but	you	must	pay	attention,	just	like	the	

adults	and	children	who	gathered	around	to	hear	the	story	when	I	

was	told	it:”

 Kundang’gowi was an extraordinarily tall man. He came 

from the Sepik village of Kaminimbit to visit the Sawos village of 

Yamok, several kilometres inland and north of the Sepik River. 
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The people of Yamok were so impressed by this fine young man 

that they had a portrait figure carved in wood and placed in the 

cult house named Kokombi.

 Years later, a man named Simai Kwong’gu was asleep in the 

cult house named Kokombi when a raiding party from the villag-

es of Kararau and Kaminimbit crept into the house. Simai woke 

and became aware of them but pretended to be asleep. The enemy 

tried to awaken him so they could kill him but he continued acting 

as though he was asleep.

 But then, at an appropriate moment, he somersaulted 

backwards off the sleeping bench through the open side of the 

cult house, grabbed some weapons and challenged them. They 

thought they would quickly kill him but he fought ferociously and 

drove them out of the cult house.

 Then the carving of Kundang’gowi was transformed from 

wood to flesh. He called out to Simai to wait for him – he just 

needed a moment to fasten his breech-cloth and he would come to 

Simai’s assistance. But Simai did not hear him and fought on.

 Kundang’gowi backed him up, catching enemy spears and 

throwing them back. Villagers came rushing to the scene and saw 

the duo routing the enemy, who retreated hastily, calling out that 

they had had enough from Simai and his big warrior companion.

 Simai was puzzled by the reference to a companion. When 

he tired of chasing the enemy, he returned to the village and the 

people told him they had seen Kundang’gowi backing him up.

 Kundang’gowi did not return that night. Simai began to 

worry that he might have been captured by the enemy. However, 
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Kundang’gowi had been chasing one particular man and when 

he had speared him, stood on his body and fell into a trance.

 Two or three nights later, Simai dreamt that Kundang’gowi 

spoke to him, telling him where he was and complaining that his 

leg was going numb from standing on the man’s body. Simai and 

the villagers went out and found Kundang’gowi the next day. He 

had changed back into a wooden sculpture so they carried him to 

the village and stood him against the centre post of Kokombi cult 

house.

 

	 “This	event	was	said	to	have	occurred	three	or	four	genera-

tions	prior	to	the	present	greybeards.	What	is	remarkable	is	that	

Kundang’gowi	 assisted	 Simai	 of	 Yamok	 to	 drive	 off	 an	 enemy	

attack	that	included	warriors	from	his	own	village	of	Kaminimbit!

	 “That	 carving	 of	 Kundang’gowi	 was	 purchased	 for	 sixty	

pounds	in	1959	by	Alfred	Bühler	for	the	museum	in	Basel.	There	

are	several	similar	carvings.	Do	you	want	to	hear	about	them	too?”

	 “Well,	why	not?”	I	said.	“But	perhaps	we	had	better	go	for	a	

cup	of	coffee	so	you	don’t	fall	asleep	telling	such	boring	stories.”

	 “Hmmm.	I’m	not	so	sure	the	coffee	in	the	nearby	café	will	

be	sufficiently	strong	for	that.	But	we	can	risk	it.”

	 We	took	a	short	walk	to	the	nearest	café,	ordered	coffee	and	

a	biscuit	each,	and	Bill	settled	into	the	story-telling.

	 “My	 investigations	 resulted	 from	a	 letter	 sent	 to	me	by	 a	

student	in	the	USA.	She	was	doing	a	study	of	a	carved	male	figure	

in	 the	 collection	 of	 a	museum	 in	Dallas,	 Texas.	 She	 had	 traced	

five	similar	figures:	two	in	Basel,	two	in	New	York,	and	one	in	the	
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National	Museum	in	Port	Moresby.	She	asked	me	for	information	

about	these	six	figures	so	I	decided	to	take	photographs	of	them	

to	 the	Sawos	villages,	 since	 it	was	 recorded	 that	 that	was	where	

they	had	come	from.	I	had	been	planning	a	trip	down	the	Sepik	

for	1982	so	I	resolved	to	include	visits	to	the	Sawos	villages	with	

photographs	of	these	six	life-size	male	figures	and	see	what	I	could	

find	out	about	them.

	 “The	 Sawos	 villages	 are	 located	 inland	 between	 five	 and	

twenty	 kilometres	 north	 of	 the	 middle	 Sepik	 River.	 They	 are	

surrounded	by	extensive	areas	of	sago	palm	forests	and	produce	

sufficient	sago	starch	to	trade	with	the	Iatmul	of	the	mainstream	

Sepik	villages	in	exchange	for	fish.	The	Sawos	village	of	Gaikarobi	

is	believed	to	be	the	original	village	from	which	all	the	mainstream	

Sepik	Iatmul	villages	were	founded.	Despite	the	need	for	trading	

fish	for	sago	and	the	knowledge	that	they	originated	from	the	same	

ancestral	 Sawos	 village,	 the	 Iatmul	 nevertheless	 raided	 Sawos	

villages	(and	one	another!)	regularly.

	 “The	 carving	 in	 the	 Metropolitan	 Museum	 in	 New	 York	

City	that	is	similar	to	Kundang’gowi	also	had	been	collected	from	

the	 Sawos	 village	 of	 Yamok	 in	 the	 late	 1950s.	 When	 I	 showed	

the	photo	of	that	piece	to	the	older	men	at	Yamok,	they	told	me	

that	the	figure,	named	Minjemtimi,	had	not	been	carved	at	their	

village	 but	 had	 been	 captured	 by	 a	 Yamok	 raiding	 party	 when	

they	 attacked	 a	 village	 named	 Kwalung’gei,	 a	 site	 close	 to	 the	

Sepik	River.	The	Yamok	villagers	knew	the	name	of	the	carving,	

Minjemtimi,	because	they	once	had	been	friendly	with	the	people	

of	Kwalung’gei.	However,	enmity	had	grown	between	them.
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	 “The	 story	 of	 its	 capture	 went	 like	 this:	 Kulumbowi,	 a	

great	fight	 leader	of	nine	or	 ten	generations	ago,	 led	 the	Yamok	

warriors	in	an	attack	on	the	Kwalung’gei	village.	During	the	attack,	

Minjemtimi	came	alive,	as	had	Kundang’gowi	in	the	earlier	story	

I	 told	 you,	 and	 helped	 his	 people.	 However,	 Kulumbowi	 broke	

Minjemtimi’s	left	arm	with	a	spear;	Minjemtimi	fell	to	the	ground	

and	transformed	back	to	a	wooden	carving.

	 “The	 Yamok	 victors	wiped	 out	 the	 village	 of	 Kwalung’gei	

and	it	no	longer	exists.	They	returned	to	their	village	with	the	wood	

carving	of	Minjemtimi	and	a	helmet	mask	made	of	woven	rattan;	

the	mask	subsequently	was	destroyed	by	an	accidental	fire.

	 “Since	 then,	 the	Yamok	people	have	beseeched	 the	figure	

of	Minjemtimi,	offering	betel	nut	and	tobacco	for	help	in	hunting,	

warfare	and	the	curing	and	causing	of	illness.	This	seems	strange	

to	us,	but	such	figures	in	the	Sepik	region	do	not	necessarily	remain	

loyal	to	their	creators.	If	a	carving	is	captured	and	the	correct	offer-

ings	are	made	to	it,	the	spirit	residing	in	the	carving	will	work	to	

the	benefit	of	its	new	owners.	A	similar	transfer	of	loyalty	occurred	

in	the	story	I	recounted	of	Kundang’gowi.	According	to	the	Yamok	

informants,	Minjemtimi	was	sold	in	the	late	1950s	for	ten	pounds.

	 “The	same	price	was	paid	for	each	of	the	other	four	carv-

ings	from	Yamok.		The	one	named	Tulalamun	is	now	in	the	PNG	

National	Museum.	The	name	of	the	figure	in	the	museum	in	Dallas,	

Texas,	is	Malabi.	A	fifth	figure,	kept	in	the	museum	in	Basel	along	

with	Kundang’gowi,	was	named	Kurubu	and	the	sixth,	in	a	private	

collection	in	New	York,	was	named	Mian’gandu.	However,	I	was	

unable	to	obtain	any	detailed	stories	concerning	these	other	four	
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carvings	 from	Yamok	 except	 that	 they	were	 carved	 to	make	 the	

swampy	 ground	 firm	 so	 they	 could	 establish	 a	 village,	 and	 that	

they	were	empowered	by	killing	enemy	warriors.	Also	I	was	able	

to	obtain,	or	confirm,	their	personal	names	and	which	Yamok	cult	

house	 they	 had	 come	 from.	 Yamok	 village	 consisted	 of	 several	

sections,	each	with	 its	own	cult	house.	I	had	the	feeling	that	 if	 I	

were	to	stay	for	a	few	months,	I	might	be	able	to	find	out	who	knew	

more	about	these	four	figures	and	record	more	detailed	stories.”

	 “Well,	that	was	quite	a	fruitful	investigation,”	I	said.	“That	

student	 in	 Dallas	 must	 have	 been	 pleased	 with	 the	 results	 you	

obtained	on	her	behalf.	But	you	didn’t	go	to	the	Sepik	in	1982	just	

to	investigate	those	figures	from	Yamok.	What	else	did	you	do	on	

that	trip?”

	 “Well,	 it	was	another	 long	trip	-	almost	two	months,”	Bill	

warned.	“Are	you	sure	you	are	up	to	hearing	about	it?”

	 “We’d	better	fill	up	our	coffee	cups	again,”	I	suggested.	“And	

with	all	the	geography	involved,	you	can	use	my	pen	and	draw	a	

map	on	this	paper	serviette,	otherwise	I’ll	get	completely	lost.”

	 “In	 1981,”	 Bill	 commenced,	 “I	 had	 not	 been	 able	 to	 visit	

Lake	Chambri	or	the	Karawari	River,	and	these	areas	were	on	my	

list	this	time,	along	with	the	Sawos	villages	immediately	north	of	

the	Middle	Sepik.”	Bill	drew	a	sketch	map	of	the	Sepik	to	show	me	

where	these	places	were	located.	“The	main	task	of	these	fieldtrips	

was	 to	 identify	 valuable	 and	 significant	 heirloom	 artefacts	 to	

add	 to	 the	Museum’s	National	Cultural	Property	files.	 Intensive	

research	 into	each	object	 to	provide	a	deeper	 level	of	documen-

tation	would	 follow.	 That	 research	would	 best	 be	 performed	 by	
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a	contract	anthropologist	more	 familiar	with	 the	people	and	the	

cultures	of	the	area	than	were	my	assistant	or	myself.	Meantime	

it	would	be	necessary	to	obstruct	the	trade	in	illegal	trafficking	of	

heirloom	artefacts.	There	is	no	doubt	that	there	are	dealers	who	

continue	 to	 offer	 large	 sums	 of	money	 for	 culturally	 significant	

artefacts,	which	quite	 clearly	 are	 illegal	 to	purchase	 and	export.	

The	fact	that	I	had	visited	the	Sepik	the	year	before	and	explained	

the	legal	situation	with	regard	to	the	sale	and	export	of	heirloom	

artefacts	seemed	to	have	had	a	deep	impression	on	many	people	as	

they	quite	explicitly	said,	during	my	trip	in	1982,	that	they	refused	

offers	for	old	objects	‘because	of	the	Museum’s	laws.’

	 “Of	course,	I	did	not	fool	myself	that	everybody	would	act	

conscientiously	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 National	 Cultural	 Property	

Act;	but	already	 it	 seemed	 that	my	determination	 to	maintain	a	

Museum	presence	in	the	Sepik	area	every	year	was	beginning	to	

pay	off.

	 “For	 example,	 on	 this	 trip	 in	 1982,	 I	 was	 shown	 a	 mai 
mask,	 Sumoll’mang’ga,	 at	 Kandingai	 village,	 said	 to	 have	 been	

carved	 at	 least	 four	 generations	 ago.	 I	 photographed	 this	mask,	

took	details	of	its	ownership	and	noted	that	the	owner	wished	to	

sell	it	to	the	National	Museum.	The	following	year,	1983,	I	visited	

Kandingai	again	to	finalise	details	of	the	purchase	of	the	slit-gong	

Nagonga’jawa	 for	 the	National	Museum.	 The	 owner	 of	 the	mai 
mask,	Sumoll’mang’ga,	approached	me	and	asked	if	the	Museum	

would	be	buying	his	mask.	I	explained	that	we	had	limited	funds	

and	that	there	was	a	possibility	that	 it	could	be	purchased	some	

time	in	the	next	few	years,	but	that	other	offers	had	priority.	He	
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replied,	somewhat	embarrassed,	that	he	had	been	sorely	tempted	

by	an	offer	some	tourists	had	made,	but	that	he	remembered	me	

explaining	the	National	Cultural	Property	Act	and	decided	against	

accepting	the	offer.	He	thought	he	might	get	into	trouble	if	he	sold	

the	piece	knowing	full	well	it	would	be	illegally	exported.

	 “However,	 it	was	 an	unsatisfactory	 response	 for	me,	 as	 a	

Museum	officer,	to	have	to	tell	such	people	that	they	might	have	

to	wait	years	to	sell	their	heirlooms	to	the	Museum	when	there	are	

offers	from	tourists	and	dealers	virtually	anytime.

	 “To	 the	 owner	 of	 Sumoll’mang’ga	 it	 is	 simple.	 He	 needs	

money.	Since	he	cannot	obtain	 it	by	working	 in	 the	 towns	or	by	

producing	something	at	the	village,	he	must	look	to	his	assets.	He	

is	custodian	of	an	old	artefact	he	knows	is	worth	perhaps	a	thou-

sand	kina	or	more	–	enough	 to	buy	an	outboard	motor,	 a	 large	

canoe	and	a	couple	of	drums	of	 fuel.	He	could	set	himself	up	as	

a	 ‘river-bus’	 operator	 or	 subcontract	 to	 the	Government	 to	 take	

health	or	election	patrols	out	on	the	River.	He	is	willing	to	sell	to	

the	National	Museum	so	that	the	cultural	heritage	remains	within	

the	country	and	is	happy	to	do	this	at	a	price	lower	than	he	would	

expect	from	someone	who	is	clearly	planning	to	export	the	piece	

illegally	overseas.	But	how	long	will	he	wait	to	be	given	the	oppor-

tunity	 of	meeting	his	 needs	 legally?	Ultimately,	 only	 the	 fear	 of	

getting	found	out	acts	as	a	control.

	 “Until	 I	 initiated	 this	 series	 of	 Sepik	 fieldtrips	 in	 1981,	

hardly	anyone	took	the	Museum	seriously	and	many	people	were	

unaware	of	the	National	Cultural	Property	Act.	Only	by	a	continu-

ing	presence	 in	 the	field	can	the	National	Museum	hope	to	gain	
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control	over	the	leaching	of	Papua	New	Guinea’s	cultural	heritage.

	 “The	men	of	Korogo	village	claimed	that	a	Queensland	collec-

tor	had	been	going	about	saying	he	was	working	for	the	National	

Museum,	 apparently	 in	 expectation	 that	 this	 would	 enable	 him	

to	buy	valuable	old	pieces.	A	 clipping	 from	an	Australian	news-

paper	was	brought	 to	my	attention	 later	 that	year	and	 it	quoted	

this	collector	making	statements	to	the	effect	that	he	could	supply	

‘genuine	 old	 artefacts’	 from	Papua	New	Guinea.	 I	wrote	 to	 him	

and	he	vehemently	denied	this	was	a	true	report	so	I	was	expected	

to	come	to	the	conclusion	that	the	Australian	newspaper	and	the	

Korogo	men	had	conspired	to	spread	false	rumours!”

	 “So	what	other	 interesting	 things	did	you	find	out	during	

that	1982	trip	down	the	Sepik?”	I	wanted	to	know	more	about	the	

trip,	knowing	that	it	was	a	great	privilege	to	listen	to	one	of	the	last	

anthropologists	 in	the	world	who	did	field	work	in	PNG	while	 it	

still	was	tribal	in	the	real	sence.

	 “Oh,	so	many	things,”	Bill	replied.	“For	example,	on	my	way	

back	to	the	canoes	from	the	village	of	Kandingai,	I	passed	a	house	

that	was	being	built.	Beside	 it	was	a	 scarecrow-like	figure	 (12.1) 
dressed	as	a	woman.	Consistent	with	what	I	had	been	told	in	1981	

concerning	a	similar	figure,	I	was	informed	that	it	is	the	residence	

for	the	female	spirit	of	a	house	whilst	it	is	being	rebuilt.	The	sanc-

tion	for	failing	to	provide	a	temporary	‘residence’	for	a	house	spirit	

is	illness.

	 “The	next	day,	I	decided	I	would	trek	inland	to	the	north	of	

Korogo	and	visit	 the	Sawos	villages	of	Tolembi.	There	are	three,	

known	as	Tolembi	Nos.	1,	2	and	3.



267

	 “About	25	minutes	walk	north	of	Korogo	is	the	Community	

School.	 I	 noticed	 there	 a	marvellous	 contemporary	 carving	 of	 a	

policeman	(12.2)	in	full	uniform,	saluting,	erected	outside	one	of	
the	classrooms.

	 “Less	 than	 an	 hour	 later	 I	 was	 at	 Tolembi	 No.1.	 I	 left	 a	

message	 that	 I	would	be	 returning	 in	 the	afternoon	and	contin-

ued	on	to	Tolembi	No.2,	beautifully	sited	along	the	high	banks	of	

the	Kwatit	River.	Again	I	 left	a	message	 that	 I	would	be	return-

ing	in	the	afternoon	and	continued	on	to	Tolembi	No.3,	where	the	

Catholics	have	established	an	airstrip	and	Mission	Station.

	 “As	 I	 approached	 the	Mission,	 I	 noticed	 a	 huge	 slit-gong	

under	a	small	shelter	and	was	told	it	is	used	as	a	gong	to	call	people	

together	 for	church	services	and	prayer.	The	 large	slit	gong	was	

in	all	respects	traditional	except	that	the	carved	‘prow’	figure	was	

a	representation	of	the	crucified	Christ	and	the	‘stern’	figure	was	

a	 representation	 of	 a	 praying	 woman	 –	 presumably	 Mary,	 His	

mother.

	 “I	found	the	resident	priest	up	in	the	rafters	of	a	building	

attempting	to	replace	a	light	fitting	and	not	in	the	best	of	temper	

under	the	hot	tin	roof.	Somewhat	reluctantly,	he	warmed	to	this	

unannounced	 intrusion	 from	 the	 outside	world,	 and	 invited	me	

and	 Raymond,	 my	 canoe-driver’s	 son,	 to	 lunch	 in	 the	 mission	

house.	This	was	a	courtesy	well	received	by	us	both,	and	after	some	

conversation	 over	 lunch,	 we	 bid	 the	 Father	 good-day	 and	went	

on	our	way	 into	Tolembi	No.3	to	check	an	 item	on	the	National	

Cultural	Property	files	–	an	orator’s	stool.

	 “Orator’s	 stools,	 contrary	 to	 the	 implications	of	 the	name	
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and	apparent	form,	are	not	stools	sat	on	by	orators.	In	fact,	they	

are	never	used	as	stools.	Normally,	a	human	figure	is	represented	

standing	against	the	stool,	as	though	half-sitting	on	it.	Orators	are,	

however,	associated	with	the	stool	through	its	use	during	debates	

in	the	men’s	cult	house.	Each	orator	stands	near	the	stool	and	holds	

in	 one	 hand	 a	 bunch	 of	 the	 green	 cordyline	 (tanget)	 stalks	 and	
begins	to	speak.	At	the	end	of	each	point	being	made,	the	speaker	

takes	one	of	 the	 leafy	 stalks	 in	 the	other	hand	and	 thrashes	 the	

stool	 once	with	 it,	 laying	 it	 down	on	 the	 stool	 each	 time.	When	

all	 the	 stalks	have	been	used,	he	will	 gather	 them	up	again	 into	

a	bunch	and	continue	thrashing	the	stool	once	with	each	stalk	as	

he	makes	a	point.	When	he	has	finished	his	speech,	he	lays	them	

all	down	and	walks	away	to	allow	the	next	speaker	 to	gather	up	

the	cordyline	stalks	and	continue	with	the	debate.	Thus	the	seat	of	

such	a	stool	is	often	highly	polished	with	the	juices	of	the	cordyline	

stalks	bruised	by	the	continuous	thrashing.	An	overseas	collector	

might	be	excused	for	thinking	the	patina	to	be	due	to	the	applica-

tion	of	numerous	backsides!

	 “I	found	the	Tolembi	stool	in	good	condition.	It	 is	named	

Togolopoi	 and	 was	 on	 the	 National	 Museum’s	 list	 of	 National	

Cultural	 Property	 but	 had	 never	 been	 officially	 declared	 and	

gazetted.	Although	it	is	not	very	old,	it	is	a	wonderful	carving.	The	

male	figure	represents	an	ancestor	of	Ganma	clan	and	the	stool	is	

named	after	him;	the	bird	on	top	is	the	eagle	Gawi	–	analogous	to	

the	eagle	on	the	shoulders	of	its	human	mother	as	found	among	

the	Iatmul	of	the	mainstream	Sepik.	There	is	a	snake	incorporated	

into	the	carving,	and	a	crocodile.
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	 “Then	I	was	shown	a	medium-sized	old	slit-gong	featuring	

a	human	figure	with	a	cockatoo’s	head.	It	is	named	Yamban’gowi	

(12.3)	and	the	owner	 indicated	that	he	would	be	happy	to	sell	 it	
to	the	Museum.	It	is	several	generations	old	and	already	has	been	

provided	with	a	recently-carved	replacement	but	the	human	figure	

of	the	replacement	has	the	head	of	a	long-legged	black	wading	bird	

called	Samsam,	not	the	original’s	cockatoo	head.

	 “Outside	 another	men’s	house,	 an	old	 slit-gong	over	 four	

metres	in	length	carried	at	its	prow	the	representation	of	the	eel	

(wang’gi).	The	owner	agreed	to	have	it	declared	National	Cultural	
Property.	The	pair	to	this	slit-gong,	of	similar	age	and	size,	carried	

the	representation	of	the	pig	(mboi)	and	of	a	bird	(ganja).
	 “Tolembi	No.2	has	a	well	built,	traditional-style	men’s	cult	

house	with	four	old	stone-tool-carved	slit-gongs	and	two	recent-

ly	 carved	orator’s	 stools.	 I	 photographed	 these,	 recorded	names	

and	ownership	details,	and	proceeded	on	down	to	Tolembi	No.1.	

The	men	had	been	out	most	of	the	day	burning	grasslands	to	drive	

game	out	of	hiding	for	waiting	spearmen,	but	they	had	not	caught	

anything.	 This	 did	 not	 dampen	 their	 enjoyment,	 however,	 and	

their	excitement	carried	over	into	their	responses	to	my	enquiries.

	 “In	 the	 cult	house	Paimbit	 there	were	 two	magnificently-

carved	old	slit-gongs,	Mian’gandu	and	Kumblianmo,	and	a	female	

figure	 named	 Miambei’is,	 an	 ancestress	 of	 the	 Sambung’gwei	

clan.	This	figure	is	not	given	offerings	or	prayed	to	but	is	used	as	

a	story-point.	I	was	told	it	was	carved	with	stone	tools	before	the	

first	white	people	came	to	the	Sepik.	I	photographed	these	marvel-

lous	pieces	and	returned	along	the	track	to	Korogo,	arriving	in	the	
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late	afternoon.	Adam	Kumbwi,	whose	canoe	I	had	hired	for	 this	

trip,	had	spent	the	day	doing	some	maintenance	on	his	outboard	

motor.	 It	 had	been	 giving	us	 a	 bit	 of	 trouble	 the	 past	 couple	 of	

days.

	 “Some	people	think	that	slit-gongs	are	for	sending	messag-

es	and	others	assume	that	 they	are	 just	musical	 instruments.	 In	

1984,	there	was	an	International	Symposium	of	anthropologists	at	

Basel,	Switzerland.	The	topic	was	‘Sepik	Research	Today.’	One	of	

the	papers	prepared	for	this	Symposium	was	about	the	slit-gong	

signals,	 called	 tapets,	of	 the	Sawos.	Tom	Aitken	has	studied	 the	
musical	traditions	of	the	Sawos	of	Tolembi	No.3	village	and	had	

some	interesting	comments	to	make	about	the	nature	of	the	drum-

ming	signals.

	 “Aitken	first	 points	 out	 that	 the	 signals	 do	not	 constitute	

a	 language	 but	 are	 single-purpose	 transmissions	 that	 summon	

particular	individuals,	or	that	relay	information	that	a	person	has	

died,	a	pig	has	been	killed,	bride-price	payments	are	due,	or	the	

like.	When	a	person	is	summoned,	he	says,	no	idea	of	the	reason	

for	the	summons	is	given.	However,	these	calls	are	not	made	light-

ly	and	it	is	mandatory	that	the	person	must	return	immediately.

	 “Regarding	 the	 personal	 summons,	 each	 adult,	male	 and	

female,	has	an	individual	signal	called	a	tapet.	Siblings	have	the	
same	 tapet	 with	 the	 exception	 that	 near	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	
rhythm,	sex	is	identified	either	by	one	loud	blow	on	the	slit-drum	

for	a	male	or	by	two	blows	for	a	female.

	 “But	his	most	remarkable	discovery	was	that	the	principal	

aim	of	each	tapet	is	to	imitate	the	call,	shriek,	or	some	peculiarity	
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of	 the	bird,	 insect,	animal	etc.,	 that	belongs	 to	 the	 family	of	 the	

person	 involved,	 the	 call	having	been	 slowed	down	so	much	 for	

ease	of	performance	that	it	has	become	unrecognizable	as	such	to	

the	 unknowledgeable	 listener.	When	 drum	music	 is	 transcribed	

with	 the	 aid	 of	 electromechanical	 equipment,	 the	 signals	 are	

slowed	down	to	obtain	a	more	accurate	realization.	If,	instead,	the	

signals	are	sped	up	by	100	percent,	200	percent,	400	percent,	an	

exciting	 transformation	 takes	 place,	 and	 it	 becomes	 possible	 to	

perceive	the	sounds	as	imitative	of	those	sounds	of	totemic	beings.

	 “Another	 ethnomusicologist	 at	 that	 conference	 in	

Switzerland	was	Gordon	Spearritt.	He	has	studied	the	music	of	the	

Iatmul	people	of	the	middle	Sepik.	He	says	that	the	main	catego-

ries	of	 ceremonial	music	 consist	of	sagi,	which	are	 clan-specific	
feasts	 to	mark	a	death	or	 the	completion	of	a	house	or	a	canoe;	

mbangu,	which	 are	 feasts	 to	 commemorate	 particular	 spirits	 of	
clans	or	of	 the	village	as	 a	whole;	performances	 connected	with	

initiation;	and	tavik,	a	repertoire	of	drum	signals	used	for	commu-

nication.	This	fourth	category	is	what	Tom	Aitken	was	studying	at	

Tolembi	and	the	words	tavik	and	tapet	are	obviously	related.
	 “According	 to	 Spearritt,	 a	 sagi	 is	 sung	 by	 a	 solo	 singer	
accompanied	by	a	men’s	chorus,	hand	drum,	bamboo	beater	and	

sometimes	a	pair	of	flutes.	A	mbangu	may	add	a	pair	of	slit-gongs	
to	 the	 sagi	 ensemble;	 initiation	performances	 replace	 slit-gongs	
with	water	drums	and	bullroarers;	and	slit-gong	communication	is	

by	one	man	using	a	single	beater.	So	the	fact	is	that	slit-gongs	are	

used	for	communication	and	for	musical	purposes.

	 “The	 next	 day	 I	 recorded	 data	 on	 six	 carved	 house	 posts	
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the	Korogo	owners	wished	to	sell.	These	posts	were	intended	for	a	

men’s	cult	house	that	never	eventuated.	Competently	carved	and	

weathered	to	a	bleached	grey,	five	date	 from	1973	and	one	from	

1920.	The	older	post	was	 salvaged	 from	a	 cult	 house	 strafed	by	

World	War	2	aircraft.	The	original	carved	designs	were	damaged	

by	the	consequent	fire,	so	it	was	re-carved	in	1973	when	the	other	

posts	were	done.	The	owners	wished	to	sell	the	posts	to	an	over-

seas	museum	for	about	K.10,000.

	 “This	 seemed	 to	 me	 an	 enterprise	 to	 encourage	 as	 they	

wished	 to	use	 the	money	 to	proceed	with	 the	building	of	 a	new	

cult	house.	The	National	Museum	cannot	afford	the	space	to	store	

a	large	number	of	house	posts	and,	as	these	were	not	of	great	age,	

it	 would	 not	 be	 contrary	 to	 the	 intent	 of	 the	 National	 Cultural	

Property	 Act	 to	 issue	 an	 export	 permit	 for	 them.	 Alternatively,	

the	National	Museum	 could	 purchase	 them	 and	 then	 use	 them	

in	exchange	for	older	objects	from	overseas	museums	–	types	of	

objects	that	the	National	Museum	does	not	have	represented	in	its	

collections.

	 “Also	 at	 Korogo	 I	 was	 shown	 a	 small	 carving	 named	

Mun’golonbi	 (12.4);	 it	 represents	 the	 head	 of	 a	 crocodile	 with	
mun’gul,	 the	 grasshopper,	 on	 its	 nose.	 It	 is	 accompanied	 by	 a	
length	 of	 knotted	 string	 called	kulugu,	 each	 knot	 said	 to	 repre-

sent	the	deaths	caused	by	this	object	and	by	its	‘sister,’	Bana	(sold	

years	 ago	 to	Masta	Mumut).	 In	 all,	 50	 children	 (represented	by	

knots)	and	36	adults	(represented	by	pieces	of	betel-nut	husk	tied	

onto	the	string)	died	at	previous	village	sites	and	13	children	and	3	

adults	at	the	present	site.
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	 “There	 is	a	 three-piece	panpipe	and	a	piece	of	wood	used	

percussively	included	in	the	paraphernalia	belonging	to	this	object.	

I	was	told	a	brief	version	of	the	history	of	Mun’golonbi.”

 

 When the Sepik was a young river, long long ago, a Nyaura 

ancestor, Mun’golung’ban, brought this carving from Yangoru 

(in the coastal mountains 60 kms to the north). He took it first to 

Nyaurengai. It then went to a site near present-day Japandenai, 

called Yogosambi, then to the old Korogo site on the south bank of 

the river, then to this present site on the north bank.

	 “The	significance	of	the	knotted	cord,	which	he	records	as	

kirugu,	has	been	explored	 fully	by	 the	Swiss	ethnographer,	Jurg	

Wassmann	in	his	book	Der	Gesang	an	den	Fliegenden	Hund	(The	

Song	of	the	Flying	Fox).	In	the	English-language	summary	of	this	

book,	he	says:”

 The visible expression of the whole system of (Iatmul) 

knowledge is the kirugu knotted cord, a 6 to 8 metre long cord 

with knots of different sizes at regular intervals. The audible 

expression of the system is the sagi song cycle, which incorpo-

rates all the totemistic songs in a fixed order and is performed 

publicly on every important occasion. At first glance and from 

a practical standpoint, the kirugu knotted cord is a mnemonic 

device, a comprehensive visible representation of the system of 

knowledge…

 The kirugu knotted cord is the pivotal point of this system. It 
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‘is’ the primeval migration of the founder of the clan group and 

other primeval beings that established the present-day world 

order. It bears the name of the migrating crocodile that cleared a 

path for the founder of the clan group.

 The names of the first few small knots contain the secret 

names of the (female) soil of creation; the larger knots ‘are’ the 

stations of the primeval migration…

 Before the creation there is nothing but water everywhere. 

With the help of the primeval crocodile, the first bit of earth 

emerges from the primeval sea and rapidly begins to grow. A dog 

runs back and forth on it until the ground suddenly cracks and a 

crevice forms. Everything in the world originates from the crev-

ice: plants, animals and finally people. Then the crocodile itself 

is cleft: its lower jaw falls to earth, but its upper jaw becomes 

the sky and the first dawn breaks. This cleavage is the basis for 

the later division of human beings into two moieties (the earth 

and sky moieties) and the distribution of animals and plants as 

totems.

 The crevice and the primeval village are called Mavimbit and 

are thought, today, to have been situated near the Sawos people’s 

bush village of Gaikarobi, which was most probably the starting 

point of the Nyaura’s supposed historical migration.

 The primeval crocodile is the first man, the crevice the first 

woman. Their union brings forth two trees – in actual fact the 

first two brothers, who were created together and simultane-

ously. They establish the later social division into sambla part-

ners. Then a pair of brothers and a pair of sisters ‘are generated’ 
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by the original two brothers. The new brothers are each founder 

of one of the two clan groups of a clan association; their sisters 

are the first women of the respective group. Pairs of brothers and 

sisters are called into being several times during the early stages 

of creation, the various brothers and sisters intermarrying and 

founding different clan groups…

 The founders of the clan groups build the first men’s house, 

Minjimbit, in the village of Mavimbit. At first all the primeval 

human beings are assembled there but then the founders of the 

clan groups and the primeval women leave Mavimbit, producing 

the most important primeval event since the creation: separation 

from their place of origin and the foundation of their own villag-

es and village sectors. During the primeval migrations (knotted 

cords), which now begin, the founders of the clan groups follow 

their migrating crocodile, which clears the way for them, produc-

ing water courses and trails through the bush in the process…

 In the course of the journey, possession is taken of land, parts 

of the bush, lakes, parts of lakes and water courses; villages or 

village sectors are founded. The primeval settlement of land and 

villages determines land ownership today.

 Water spirits generate from the remains of food as well as 

[from] the excrements left behind on the journey…

 At each village settled (every larger knot in the cord), the clan 

group founder leaves behind a number of men and women, after 

having supervised the construction of their dwellings and one 

or more men’s houses. He also assigns to them a ‘totem’ (whose 

secret names are contained in the smaller knots) into which they 
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can transform themselves or slip into. At the time of the migra-

tion people possessed abilities greater than those they have 

today; they could change themselves into animals (and trees), for 

example, by building mask frames, slipping into them and then 

behaving like animals (or trees).

 Everything in the village – the men’s houses, dwellings, 

canoes, fires, figures of eagles on gables, posts and sitting plat-

forms of men’s houses – is named. The villagers, too, are given 

names. Some of these names are public knowledge, ie. They are 

used in daily life and are also mentioned in the songs. But each 

of these public names also has a secret counterpart, the ‘shadow 

name.’ The etymology of the public names refers to characteris-

tics of the object mentioned or [of] the totem attributed to a village 

population, and [the etymology] of the secret names [refers] to 

primeval events that took place in the respective villages…

 The fact that primeval beings are their direct ancestors 

gives present-day clan members the right to represent them, for 

instance [by carving their images] on the posts of men’s houses, 

or on slit drums, with masks or flutes, or by letting the primeval 

beings themselves appear by means of [masked performers]. The 

events in which these primeval beings were involved gives today’s 

clan members the right to retell these stories in their myths or 

refer to them in their songs.

 

	 “Whether	 the	 information	 I	was	 given	 about	 the	 knotted	

cord	accompanying	Mun’golonbi	was	accurate	I	do	not	know	–	it	

may	have	been	deliberately	falsified	or	simplified	to	hide	its	deeper	
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meaning,	 as	Wassmann	 suggests	 is	 often	 the	 case.	But	 it	would	

appear	 that	 this	kulugu	 that	 I	was	shown	was	 the	same	class	of	
object	as	Wassmann	describes.

	 “The	following	day	I	left	Korogo	by	canoe	to	travel	down-

stream	 for	 a	 short	while,	 then	 into	 Palin’gauwi	 Lagoon,	 located	

behind	 the	north	bank	of	 the	Sepik.	We	secured	 the	canoes	and	

set	 off	 along	 a	 good	 trail	 towards	Yamok,	which	 is	 less	 than	 an	

hour’s	walk	north	of	the	lagoon.	There	I	documented	the	six	carved	

male	figures	I	told	you	about	earlier,	but	I	also	came	across	other	

remarkable	objects,	including	an	over-modelled	skull	and	a	‘trav-

elling	stick’	called	sumbuk.
	 “The	owner	of	the	sumbuk	told	me	that	it	had	been	made	by	
Kundi’evi,	whose	over-modelled	skull	 lay	before	me.	This	black-

palm	stick,	bearing	a	cane-work	face,	was	used	to	travel	magically	

to	far	places	to	attack	an	enemy	or	talk	to	a	friend.	It	was	used	in	the	

manner	of	a	pogo	stick,	the	feet	placed	on	either	side	of	the	cane-

work	face.	The	face	was	turned	in	the	direction	of	travel	so	that	it	

could	see	where	it	was	going.	It	was	only	ever	used	by	its	maker	

Kundi’evi,	however,	and	is	now	kept	for	storytelling	purposes	only.

	 “Yamok	consists	of	at	 least	 three	hamlets	 linked	by	 land-

scaped	areas	and	pathways.	I	photographed	several	slit-gongs	in	

the	men’s	cult	houses,	often	merely	open-sided	thatched	shelters,	

and	obtained	names,	ownership	data,	 information	of	when	 they	

were	carved	and	by	whom.

	 “Whilst	doing	this	I	was	shown	a	most	curious	carving,	kept	

inside	one	of	the	slit-gongs.	It	is	called	Tubakowi	and	is	obviously	

very	old,	showing	signs	of	deterioration.	To	me,	it	looked	like	the	
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so-called	 cave	 figures	 of	 the	Karawari,	which	 have	 been	written	

about	 by	Christian	Kaufmann	 in	his	 2003	book,	Korewori.	 The	
museum	in	Basel	has	about	a	hundred	of	these	cave	figures,	some	

of	which	have	been	C-14	dated	 to	 the	16th	century.	 If	Tubakowi	

came	from	the	upper	Karawari	River	80	kilometres	in	a	straight-

line	 from	Yamok,	 it	must	have	been	 carried	 through	 the	poten-

tially	 hostile	 territories	 of	 at	 least	 three	 other	 language	 groups.	

I	 therefore	 asked	where	 it	 had	 come	 from	but	 the	men	 did	 not	

know	who	carved	it	–	only	that	it	is	very	old,	thought	to	have	been	

carved	even	before	 the	 time	of	 the	 two	great	Nyaurengai	 ances-

tral	heroes,	Kolomeri	and	Mangi’saun.	It	was	beseeched	to	assist	

people	in	hunting,	warfare,	curing	illness	and	the	like.	When	the	

Catholic	missionaries	came,	they	discarded	it	but	there	was	a	great	

darkness	during	the	daytime	–	a	solar	eclipse?	–	so	they	retrieved	

it.	This	object	must	not	be	taken	out	into	the	sunlight	for	fear	of	

causing	another	time	of	darkness,	so	I	had	to	photograph	it	with	a	

flash.	I	wondered	whether	the	flash	would	be	linked	to	the	sun	and	

disqualified	but	the	caretakers	were	not	concerned.

	 “During	the	1981	trip,	at	Kaminimbit	on	the	Sepik	I	had	come	

across	a	five-knobbed	stone	club-head,	similar	to	those	commonly	

found	in	Papua.	Although	I	remarked	that	it	was	a	club-head,	this	

interpretation	was	rejected	by	the	village	men	who,	ignoring	that	

one	of	the	knobs	clearly	had	been	broken	off,	offered	instead	the	

story	 that	 the	 four	 remaining	knobs	 represented	 the	 four	winds	

and	the	hole	at	the	centre	was	the	hole	in	the	ground	from	which	

their	ultimate	ancestors	had	emerged!

	 “So	one	must	always	assess	the	information	one	receives	at	
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various	levels	of	meaning	and	significance,	some	of	them	intrinsic	

to	 the	 culture	 concerned	and	others	 extrinsic.	Observations	and	

analyses	often	are	derived	more	from	the	cultural	premises	of	the	

observer	 than	 from	 those	 of	 the	 observed.	 The	 kind	 of	 wisdom	

necessary	to	avoid	being	trapped	at	any	particular	level	of	inter-

pretation	of	phenomena	is	not	easily	won,	whether	the	phenom-

enon	is	natural,	physical,	cultural	or	social.

	 “The	next	day	I	moved	our	camp	from	Korogo	downstream	

to	Yentschan	where	I	was	given	space	in	the	men’s	cult	house	to	

stay	 for	 the	next	 few	days.	From	there	 I	visited	Palimbei	on	 the	

south	side	of	the	River	and	I	checked	the	condition	of	Wispange	

(12.5),	a	wooden	trumpet	entirely	covered	 in	curvilinear	designs	
and	topped	by	a	vaguely	bird-like	head.

	 “Wispange	had	been	gazetted	as	National	Cultural	Property	

on	the	23rd	December	1971	and	it	has	a	‘brother,’	Kasapange	(12.6), 

on	display	in	the	National	Museum.	I	obtained	a	fascinating	story	

that	is	somehow	linked	to	the	origin	of	the	two	trumpets,	further	

expands	the	details	regarding	the	origin	of	things	and	indicates	a	

long-retained	memory	of	the	time	5000	to	6000	years	ago	when	

the	 Sepik,	 perhaps	 as	 far	 upriver	 as	Ambunti,	was	 a	 huge	 estu-

ary,	virtually	an	inland	sea	that	gradually	silted	up	and	reached	its	

present	form	only	a	thousand	years	or	so	ago.

	 “My	 informant	 cleared	 his	 throat	 as	 the	 men	 gathered	

around	underneath	the	Yentschan	cult	house	where	we	had	been	

invited	to	set	up	our	camp.”

 

 The name of the carver of these trumpets is not known as 
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they date back to the origin of things. The whole of the Middle 

Sepik area used to be a huge swampy lagoon. There was no sea 

and the Sepik did not flow. The lagoon was called Mebenbit and 

was uninhabited except for two groups – Nauwa (big brother) 

and Masam (small brother). Those two groups were responsible 

for the first settlements at Shotmeri and Kararau. They travelled 

across the lagoon on two double-canoes with a platform fastened 

on each. One carried a huge flat stone, now preserved near the 

western-most cult house at Palimbei, on which a perpetual, magi-

cal fire burnt, tended and maintained by the personal power of a 

man named Nong’gania. This light was essential as the sun did 

not shine in the sky back then. This light also provided the double 

canoes with propulsion – they did not have to paddle. The two 

groups populated the Sepik from Shotmeri to Kararau. The Sepik 

broke through at Kopar [located near the present-day mouth of 

the Sepik] and formed the sea; the huge lagoon disappeared – 

except that now, during the wet season, it floods again. The two 

groups went further away and established the populations of 

Madang and Morobe Provinces. A very secret story states that 

Nong’gania slept with a woman named Papua and thus popu-

lated the southern parts of Papua New Guinea. Thus the whole of 

Papua New Guinea was populated from the Middle Sepik area.

 

	 “Obviously,	these	two	trumpets	are	extremely	important	to	

the	people	of	Palimbei	as	they	link	them	to	primeval	events	in	the	

past	and	to	the	rest	of	Papua	New	Guinea.	Awareness	of	the	impor-

tance	of	 these	 trumpets	was	 the	 reason	 for	 them	being	gazetted	
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as	National	Cultural	Property.	Nevertheless,	although	Kasapange	

is	kept	in	the	National	Museum	in	Port	Moresby,	the	other	must	

have	been	taken	illegally	out	of	the	country	some	time	after	I	saw	

it	in	1982,	because	it	is	now	in	that	museum	in	San	Francisco,	as	

part	of	the	large	and	extremely	valuable	collection	of	New	Guinea	

artefacts	that	I	have	told	you	about	before.

	 “From	my	temporary	base	at	Yentschan,	I	planned	to	walk	

north	 to	 Nang’gusap	 and	 Gaikarobi	 and	 stay	 overnight	 there,	

moving	 on	 the	next	 day	 to	 the	Marap	 villages	 to	 the	west,	 then	

return	to	Yentschan.

	 “As	reported	earlier	from	Wassmann,	Gaikarobi	is	thought	of	

as	the	vicinity	of	the	origin	of	the	Iatmul.	This	was	the	Sawos	village	

chosen	by	another	Swiss	ethnographer,	Markus	Schindlbeck,	for	

his	fieldwork.	I	would	sleep	in	the	hut	he	had	built	for	his	residence	

there.

	 “I	arrived	first	at	Nang’gusap,	just	over	an	hour’s	walk	north	

of	Yentschan.	At	Nang’gusap	are	five	cult	houses	containing	seven	

old	slit-gongs,	most	beautifully	carved	with	curvilinear	represen-

tations	of	interlocked	birds’	beaks.	The	people	had	been	celebrat-

ing	a	certain	stage	of	the	building	of	a	cult	house	and	most	were	

sleeping	off	a	long	night	of	singing	and	dancing.

	 “I	continued	on	from	Nang’gusap	eastwards	for	25	minutes	

to	Gaikarobi.	Before	evening	I	was	able	to	survey	the	contents	of	

three	cult	houses,	one	of	which	was	completely	derelict,	its	eleven	

old	 slit-gongs	distributed	 around	 the	 vicinity	–	 two	 in	 the	 open	

with	no	shelter	and	the	rest	on	the	ground	under	houses.	All	were	

in	danger	of	rapid	deterioration	from	the	weather,	dampness	and	
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insects.	There	were	seven	old	slit-gongs	in	the	other	two	cult	hous-

es,	one	beheaded	and	the	prow	sold	to	a	dealer.

	 “The	next	day	I	surveyed	the	cult	house	named	Kraimbit,	

kept	in	good	condition	and	containing	four	old	slit-gongs,	a	very	

old	woven	rattan	pig,	an	old	woven	rattan	mask,	and	a	pair	of	old	

water	drums	named	Kavak	and	Mandang’gu.

	 “An	 hour	 and	 a	 half’s	 walk	 brought	 me	 to	 Marap	 No.2;	

another	15	minutes	walk	north	lay	Marap	No.1.	Three	cult	houses	

there	contained	eleven	slit-gongs	–	nine	very	old.	At	Marap	No.2,	

there	were	three	cult	houses	containing	thirteen	slit-gongs,	six	of	

which	were	very	old.	After	documenting	these	objects,	I	walked	the	

two	and	a	half	hours	south	to	the	River,	arriving	at	Yentschan	just	

before	dark.

	 “The	following	day	I	broke	camp,	loaded	up	the	canoes	and	

headed	 downriver.	We	 stopped	 briefly	 at	 Kanganaman	 where	 I	

was	shown	two	newly	carved	posts	being	prepared	for	 the	reno-

vations	 of	 Wolimbit	 cult	 house.	 I	 continued	 on	 and	 visited	 a	

Kararau	hamlet	and	then	set	up	camp	at	Sava	Maksic’s	lodge	near	

Kaminimbit.	Sava	had	migrated	to	Australia	from	Yugoslavia	and	

hunted	crocodiles	in	outback	Australia.	He	then	went	to	the	Papua	

New	Guinea	in	the	1960s	to	hunt	crocodiles	along	the	Sepik	and	

manage	 the	 small	 hotel	 at	 Angoram.	He	 branched	 out	 into	 the	

artefact	 business,	 opening	 the	 South	 Seas	 Gallery	 in	 New	 York	

City	and	in	1975	published	a	book	–	Primitive Art of New Guinea: 
the Sepik Basin.	More	 recently	he	had	been	establishing	 tourist	
accommodation	along	the	Sepik	and	he	had	offered	me	the	use	of	

a	room	and	kitchen	in	his	place	near	Kaminimbit	so	that	I	could	
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review	a	shipment	of	artefacts	and	issue	an	export	permit.	Sava,	

known	locally	as	Masta	Pukpuk	(Mr	Crocodile),	was	keen	to	disso-

ciate	himself	from	Masta	Mumut	and	that	man’s	illegal	activities.	

As	it	happened,	Sava	hadn’t	arrived	yet	so	we	had	to	negotiate	our	

stay	with	one	of	his	henchman,	a	strange	hunchbacked	fellow	with	

a	demeanour	that	recalled	an	early	20th	century	cinematic	version	

of	Victor	Hugo’s	Notre	Dame	story.

	 “The	next	 day	 I	 visited	 the	Lake	Chambri	 villages,	 to	 the	

south	 of	 the	 Sepik	 River.	 Lake	 Chambri	 is	 a	 relic	 of	 the	 huge	

embayment	that	stretched	throughout	the	middle	and	lower	Sepik	

and	Ramu	rivers	several	thousand	years	ago.

	 “There	is	little	forest	along	the	banks	of	the	passage	through	

from	 the	 Sepik	 River	 to	 Lake	 Chambri.	 Mostly	 it	 cuts	 through	

swampland	with	tall	grass.	Since	it	was	the	low-water	or	dry	season,	

small	 gardens	 of	 bananas,	 yams,	 beans,	 corn	 and	 watermelons	

were	to	be	seen	along	both	banks	of	the	channel.	Birds	were	every-

where	–	the	tan-and-white	Brahminy	Kite,	white	herons,	willywag-

tails,	and	several	species	of	hawks,	eagles,	ducks	and	wading	birds.	

Occasionally	a	flash	of	blue	indicated	a	kingfisher,	and	parrots	and	

cockatoos	were	common.	The	retreating	waters	left	many	fish	to	

die,	their	stinking	bodies,	along	with	islands	of	matted	grass	and	

masses	 of	 Salvinia	 waterweed,	 floating	 down	 the	 channel	 to	 be	

flushed	into	the	Sepik.

	 “Two	flutes	in	Chambri	village	were	on	my	list	of	National	

Cultural	Property	 but	had	never	 been	 gazetted.	Upon	 request,	 I	

was	shown	these	beautifully	carved,	heavily	decorated	objects.	The	

flutes,	named	Mambi	(12.7)	and	Pandi,	are	three	generations	older	
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than	the	old	men	alive	today	and	the	stoppers	represent	the	head	

of	the	bird	sang’gi	on	a	woman’s	body.	The	name	of	the	carver	is	
known	but	is	kept	secret.

	 “I	moved	on	by	canoe	to	Wombun,	sited	at	the	base	of	an	

island-peak	jutting	out	of	the	waters	of	the	Lake.	The	cult-house	

Wolindimi	was	opened	by	Prime	Minister	Somare	in	1978.	I	found	

it	full	of	carvings	for	sale	to	tourists	but	the	men	complained	that	

hardly	 any	 tourists	 came	 so	 they	 sold	 very	 little.	 The	 quality	 of	

carving	was	generally	quite	good	and	I	purchased	a	few	pieces	for	

the	National	Museum.

	 “Two	mai	masks	–	one	carved	with	stone	and	pig-tusk	tools	
and	the	other	with	steel	tools	around	the	late	1930s	–	are	on	the	

Museum’s	National	 Cultural	 Property	 files.	 These	were	 checked	

and	found	to	be	in	good	condition.	I	photographed	four	old	slit-

gongs	here,	not	large	but	all	well	carved	and	in	good	condition.

	 “I	left	Wombun	by	canoe,	passing	the	huge	Catholic	Mission	

building,	travelling	west	then	south	around	this	island	in	the	Lake,	

to	get	to	Inding’gai.	There	I	was	shown	two	woven	rattan	masks	

–	one,	cylindrical	in	shape	like	a	helmet,	a	recently	made	replace-

ment	 for	 a	 very	 old	 original	 named	 Ang’gani	 (12.8)	 which	 was	
now	kept	at	a	squatters’	settlement	outside	Wewak,	the	capital	of	

East	Sepik	Province.	The	other	was	a	long-nosed	mask	like	those	

commonly	found	in	the	Blackwater	River	area	south	of	the	Sepik	

and	east	of	Lake	Chambri.

	 “The	story	of	Ang’gani	was	told	to	me	by	one	of	the	owners.	

He	 seemed	 anxious	 to	 sell	 the	 object	 to	 the	 Museum	 since	 its	

replacement	had	been	made.	Apparently	 the	power	of	 the	 spirit	
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inhabiting	 the	 original	was	 causing	 trouble	 to	 fellow	 villagers	–	

the	weather	got	too	hot,	or	it	rained	too	much,	or	there	was	no	dry	

firewood,	or	there	was	a	drought.	It	wasn’t	clear	to	me	whether	the	

spirit	was	hinting	that	it	was	not	happy	with	being	formally	trans-

ferred	to	its	new	‘residence’	or	whether	having	been	transferred,	

it	was	suggesting	they	get	rid	of	its	previous	habitation	–	the	old	

mask.”

 

 The mask was originally obtained by a man named Mepio 

from another man named Mandam’mari. Mepio lived in a 

Chambri village. He had no children; his wife seemed unable to 

become pregnant. Her name was Yambusen.

 One day Mepio and Yambusen were paddling to a bartering 

place to exchange fish for sago with the bush people to the south. 

On their way there, Yambusen saw a dead fish in the water. She 

scooped it up and put it in the bottom of the canoe, covering it 

over with a piece of palm spathe. They intended to take it back 

with them when they returned to their village, to eat with the 

sago they were about to obtain.

 When they reached the bartering place, they covered the fish 

further with a breadfruit leaf. They then bartered all their other 

fish for sago.

 After they had exchanged all their fish, they were assist-

ed in loading their canoe by their chief barterer, a man named 

Mandam’mari. Whilst loading their canoe, he caught sight of the 

fish and demanded Mepio give it to him. “No,” Mepio replied, “it 

is for me and Yambusen to eat with the sago we’ve just bartered, 
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when we return home.”

 And so they argued, both unyielding. Then Mandam’mari 

had an idea. “My wife is pregnant,” he said. “If you give me this 

fish, I will signal you at your village with a fire, you will know 

my wife has carried the baby and you can come here and take the 

infant. Now, will you give me the fish?”

 Mepio agreed, since he was childless, and paddled back 

to his village. Then, one day, he saw the signal-fire and he and 

Yambusen paddled to the bartering place. They were given the 

baby by Mandam’mari as promised, along with this helmet-

mask, Ang’gani, two flutes named Kuluwanasi, and two stones 

named Kambalaten and Kambarando. The child was handed 

over in a string bag, which also contained some sago and a casso-

wary bone. How Mandam’mari obtained the helmet-mask is not 

known. This event occurred a long time ago. The descendants of 

this bartered child belong to the sun totem, Sinmeri. It is a large 

family now.

 

	 “I	returned	to	Kaminimbit	and	prepared	for	the	journey	to	

the	Karawari,	which	flows	into	the	Sepik	from	the	south.	We	left	

at	 9.00	 am	 the	next	morning.	The	day	was	most	 enjoyable;	 the	

Karawari	River	 is	not	wide	and	so	the	 forest	 is	close	at	hand	on	

both	sides,	with	its	water-lizards	and	abundant	bird-life.	Trailing	

vines,	some	with	scarlet	sprays	of	flowers	(the	D’Albertis	Creeper)	

draped	 from	 branches	 overhanging	 the	 river.	 Near	 the	 middle	

reaches,	the	mountains	came	into	view	as	we	approached	the	foot-

hills	and	we	arrived	at	Amboin	Patrol	Post	at	3.50	pm.	There,	on	
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one	of	the	ridges	overlooking	the	river,	was	the	Karawari	Lodge,	

a	luxury	hotel	for	tourists.	Although	built	with	bush	materials	in	

the	form	of	traditional	Sepik	houses	and	decorated	liberally	with	

locally-carved	 furniture	 and	 woodwork,	 it	 seemed	 incongruous	

that	people	pay	K100	or	more	per	day	to	stay	there	while	a	local	

villager	would	be	lucky	to	see	that	much	money	in	a	year.

	 “The	sanitised	voyeurism	that	such	tourism	encourages	is	

far	more	objectionable	 than	serious	study	of	 tribal	communities	

by	social	scientists,	yet	among	the	National	and	Provincial	elite,	in	

many	cases	able	to	benefit	directly	from	tourism,	are	those	who	are	

extremely	antagonistic	to	researchers	and	claim	to	be	concerned	

about	 ‘the	 people.’	 I’ve	 always	 found	 that	 ‘the	 people’	 welcome	

resident	researchers;	they	like	the	idea	that	someone	is	interested	

enough	in	their	way	of	life	that	they	will	come	and	live	among	them	

for	a	year	or	two.

	 “I	called	on	the	Patrol	Officer	to	let	him	know	I	was	in	the	

area	and	we	departed	upstream	at	4.30	pm,	arriving	at	Chimbut	

at	5.45	pm	–	 just	below	the	 limit	of	navigation	by	motor-canoe.	

There,	I	found	an	American	family	in	residence	–	linguists	of	the	

Summer	Institute	of	Linguistics.	This	organisation	is	essentially	a	

group	of	evangelical	Christian	academics	 that	seeks	 to	bring	the	

Bible	and	associated	literature	to	all	language	groups	throughout	

the	world.	This	they	achieve	by	learning	the	language,	preparing	a	

written	form,	translating	the	Bible	and	other	materials,	and	teach-

ing	the	people	to	read	these	materials.

	 “It	 is	 a	 very	 brave	 effort.	 One	 team	may	 hope	 at	 best	 to	

process	two	languages	in	their	lifetime.	It	is	a	pity	that	there	isn’t	
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a	fraction	of	the	determination,	resources	and	personnel	to	record	

the	traditional	cultures	of	the	third	world	before	they	succumb	to	

the	mono-culture	of	Western	economic	imperialism	and	the	reli-

gious	imperialism	of	the	Christian	Church.

	 “We	 arose	 early	 next	 morning	 and	 headed	 upriver.	 The	

water	was	clear	and	there	were	many	rapids	in	the	Karawari	River	

now.	However,	we	took	a	channel	coming	from	the	west,	on	our	

right,	and	entered	a	deep	and	slowly	flowing	river	–	the	Wogupmeri	

–	that	winds	tortuously	among	the	hills	and	mountains,	the	senti-

nels	of	the	Central	Range	standing	over	us	to	the	south.”

	 Here	Bill	interrupted	his	story	to	sketch	the	location	of	the	

Wogupmeri	villages	on	the	other	side	of	the	paper	serviette.	“This	

is	to	help	you	so	you	don’t	get	lost	and	eaten	by	these	bloodthirsty	

cannibals,”	he	joked.

	 “We	 passed	 through	 the	 thick	 forest,	 which	 in	 narrow	

sections	 almost	 closed	 over	 our	 heads.	 Signs	 of	 human	 habita-

tion	were	to	be	seen	along	the	river	banks	and,	as	we	came	upon	a	

village,	I	would	leave	a	message	that	I	would	be	returning	later	in	

the	day	to	talk	about	the	Museum	and	its	purposes	and	to	photo-

graph	and	document	any	heirloom	artefacts	the	villagers	wished	to	

show	me.

	 “This	 area	 has	 certain	magic	 for	 students	 of	Oceanic	 art.	

From	the	caves	and	limestone	grottos	of	the	nearby	foothills	and	

mountains	have	come	one	of	 the	most	 famous	styles	of	Oceanic	

woodcarving,	as	I	have	already	mentioned	earlier	–	the	one-legged	

cult	 figures	 (12.9)	 with	 their	 apparently	 benevolent,	 pop-eyed	
faces	 and	 counter	 posing	 hooks,	 and	 an	 analogous,	 two-legged	
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female	 version.	 Curiously,	 those	 cult	 figures	 clearly	 distinguish-

able	 as	 male	 are	 almost	 always	 carved	 as	 profile	 figures;	 those	

clearly	 distinguishable	 as	 female	 are	 carved	 as	 frontal	 figures.	

Since	these	objects	are	paraphernalia	of	the	male	cults,	the	viewer	

is	assumed	to	be	male.	I	wondered	whether	this	reflects	a	funda-

mental	aspect	of	the	world-view	of	the	males	of	this	culture	–	that	

women	are	non-threatening,	approachable,	timid	and	receptive	of	

male	confrontation	whereas	men	are	dangerous,	unapproachable,	

aggressive	and	rejecting	of	male	confrontation.

	 “We	arrived	at	Latoma	at	10.30	am.	There	was	an	item	on	

the	Museum’s	National	Cultural	Property	files,	a	male	cult	figure,	

said	to	be	in	this	village.	This	piece	was	gazetted	National	Cultural	

Property	in	January	1972.	However,	at	the	village	I	was	informed	

that	the	piece	had	been	purchased	by	Masta	Mumut	in	1971,	just	

before	it	was	gazetted.

	 “Several	 other	 cult	 hooks	 from	 the	 Alamblak-speaking	

villages	 on	 the	 Wogupmeri,	 gazetted	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 were	

all	missing	 from	 the	 villages,	 sold	 to	 this	 dealer	 just	 before	 the	

gazettals	were	executed.	Perhaps	he	had	a	helpful	contact	 in	the	

government	but	he	need	not	have	bothered	to	hurry	since	the	first	

National	Museum	patrol	 into	the	Karawari	area	for	eleven	years	

was	this	one	by	me.	In	any	case,	whether	or	not	such	objects	had	

been	gazetted,	they	would	still	have	required	an	export	permit	to	

be	legally	removed	from	the	country.

	 “Most	 of	 the	 villages	 on	 the	 Karawari	 and	 Wogupmeri	

have	 large	numbers	of	 recently	carved	artefacts	 for	sale	 to	 tour-

ists	and	artefact	dealers.	Generally,	they	are	well	carved	but	very	
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few	tourists	come	to	buy	at	villages	beyond	Amboin.	I	purchased	

several	of	these	pieces	for	the	Museum	and	obtained	details	and	

prices	for	several	heirloom	carvings	that	were	offered.

	 “At	 Latoma	 I	 was	 shown	 an	 old	 slit-gong	 carved	 three	

generations	 before	 the	 present	middle-aged	men.	 It	was	named	

Wandup’fraug.	This	piece,	well	carved	and	in	fair	condition,	had	

been	left	in	the	sun	and	rain	at	the	village’s	previous	site	about	100	

metres	up	the	slope	from	the	riverbank.	This	was	causing	surface	

splintering	 and	 all	 signs	 of	 its	 use	 had	 been	 eroded.	 I	 urged	 its	

owner	to	remove	it	to	a	house	for	safekeeping,	although	inside	a	

house	it	is	perhaps	more	subject	to	random	damage	by	machetes	

and	knives	and	to	destruction	by	fire.

	 “At	Danyig,	sited	downstream	from	Latoma	on	the	top	of	a	

hill	above	a	curve	of	the	Wogupmeri,	we	were	afforded	fine	views	

all	around.	To	the	west	lay	the	low	divide	between	this	river	system	

and	that	of	the	Korosmeri;	to	the	north	lay	the	hills	and	lakes	of	

the	Blackwater	and	Kuvenmas;	 to	 the	east	 lay	 the	Karawari	and	

the	Yimas	Lakes;	to	the	south	stood	a	wall	of	limestone	cliffs,	their	

heads	in	cloud	–	the	northern	face	of	the	Central	Range.

	 “Here,	 in	 a	 darkened	 house,	 an	 ancient	 man,	 Yagombi,	

showed	me	a	slit-gong	named	Womboli’bien,	carved	by	his	great-

great-grandfather	 from	 a	garamut	 tree.	 It	 was	 well	 carved	 and	
shined	 with	 the	 patina	 of	 much	 handling.	 I	 was	 told	 that	 the	

garamut	tree	derived	from	a	woman	named	Yalikaba.	This	must	
be	the	woman	named	Yirkaba	by	Haberland	in	his	1968	catalogue,	

The Caves of the Karawari.	His	account	is	titled	‘The	Adventures	
of	the	Sun-Hero.’
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	 The	 story	 commences	 with	 Moon	 and	 her	 son,	 the	 Sun,	

running	away	from	her	father.	They	are	rescued	from	an	evil	female	

spirit	by	a	man	named	Danimag	who	sends	them	on	to	his	village.	

There	they	are	met	by	Moon’s	older	sister,	Yirkaba.	Sun	had	been	

quite	sickly	so	Yirkaba	performed	magical	rituals	which	cured	Sun	

and	caused	him	to	grow	instantly	into	a	strong	fully-grown	young	

man.	His	mother,	Moon,	was	 pleased.	 Sun	 then	 suggested	 they	

should	carve	a	slit-gong…”

 

 Later, Sun said, “Let us cut a slit drum.” They sliced a trunk, 

hollowing it, but the wood was not any good, and the drum did 

not ‘cry’ The same was true of all the other trees they happened 

to try out. Sun became very sad. In the evening, Yirkaba went 

outside, put her head in the ground, her legs upward. This is what 

happened: her arms became roots, her body changed into a trunk 

and her legs turned to branches. During the night there was a 

strong wind, which carried one leaf close to the front of the house. 

In the morning, Sun found the leaf. “What kind of leaf is this?” His 

mother replied, “Now a real drum tree has grown.” Sun looked up 

at the tree. Returning to the house, he asked, ‘Where is Yirkaba?’ 

‘She has changed into a tree.’ Sun started to weep, and Moon said 

to him, “Tomorrow you will cut off the tree, but be sure to make 

a very good drum.” Early in the morning they felled the tree and 

decorated it with many colourful leaves. They hollowed it and cut 

a very beautiful drum, which they brought to the men’s house of 

the village. They beat the drum, and the sound was truly wonder-

ful. It could be heard far away. People stood in amazement. The 
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drum was called Kabribuk.

 The splinters, left over from the carved drum, changed into 

Yipwons, the demoniac beings who call for hunt and war. They 

were the ‘children’ of the Sun man, living with him in the men’s 

house, from which they never departed. Marpumegar, a relative 

of the Sun, heard the sound of the drum. He set out to visit Sun, 

only to find that he had gone into the woods to hunt. Marpumegar 

went into the men’s house. The demons had covered the drum 

with the leaves of the wild Taro. They said to him: - “Come near-

er and take a look at the drum.” He bent down, picking up the 

leaves in order to see the narrow slit. Quietly, they took a spear 

and plunged it into his neck. On the brink of death, he rushed out 

of the men’s house, collapsing in front of the door. The Yipwons 

ran after him, dancing around the body; they drank his blood, 

and cut him to pieces. Moon happened to be nearby, on top of a 

tu-lip [‘two-leaf’] tree where she was gathering leaves. She heard 

the noise and turned around. The demons, noticing that they had 

been watched, became stiff with fright, then rushed back to the 

men’s house, stood against the wall, and extended in size. They 

became the Yipwon figures as we know them today.

 

	 “Yagombi	said	he	was	weary	of	the	responsibility	of	looking	

after	the	old	slit-gong	Womboli’bien,	and	wanted	to	sell	it	to	the	

National	Museum.	He	wished	to	have	some	benefits	too	of	the	cash	

economy	before	he	died,	 since	he	was	 sure	his	 inheritors	would	

soon	sell	it	to	get	the	cash.

	 “This	wonderful	piece	incorporated	two	representations	of	
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a	man’s	 face,	 images	 of	 a	 hornbill,	 flying	 fox,	 tortoise,	 yam	and	

water-skate	 (an	 insect),	 along	with	 representations	of	 a	wooden	

food	platter	and	the	crescent-shaped	‘kina’	shell	traded	from	the	

Papuan	Gulf	to	the	Highlands	and	then	on	to	the	Sepik.

	 “We	 continued	 on	 downstream	 and	 at	 Yenitabak,	 on	 the	

south	bank	of	the	Wogupmeri,	I	was	shown	a	monolith	over	a	metre	

and	a	half	tall,	bearing	the	image	of	a	face.	It	 is	called	Uresmari	

and	I	was	told	the	following	story	about	how	it	was	found:”

 

 Pimbon and his wife Baskuka were out hunting with their 

dog Meisalapda. The dog chased something that seemed like a 

lizard, out of a pond, into the sunlight, and up onto the branch 

of a tree. The branch began to shake, attracting the attention of 

Pimbon and his wife. Pimbon recognised that it was a ‘tamba-

ran’ or spirit manifestation so he got some strong cane from the 

bush nearby and tied the thing to the tree so it couldn’t escape. It 

appeared to be a stone.

 Pimbon and Baskuka returned to their camp where the 

Wogupmeri and Karawari rivers meet, and slept. They dreamt of 

the stone and it told them its name. It also said it would help them 

with their hunting, providing they gave some of the game to it; if 

anyone tried to eat this offering, they would become ill and even 

die. Pimbon and his wife returned to their village Utakmi (now 

abandoned). They got some meat and returned to the stone with 

their fellow-villagers to help secure the stone. They cut the cane 

bindings and it began to roll about. They prepared a platform on 

two canoes and secured the stone on the platform. Pimbon was 
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empowered by the monolith, enabling him to swim under the 

water beside the canoes back to the village.

 They unloaded the canoes and took the stone to the men’s 

house at Utakmi. The stone danced about, bumping into coconut 

trees to indicate its thirst for coconut water. They decided to build 

a new men’s house and when it was finished they tied the stone to 

a centre-post along with a female figure (yang’get’tagat) carved 

from a thick piece of bark. The stone is now used to cure illness by 

decorating it with shell-valuables. It can settle quarrels by kill-

ing both parties! It helps with hunting by awakening the hunters 

when a trap has been sprung.

 The stone was first cared for by Wutan Numbok, son 

of Pimbon; then by Dabagang-Daru and Dunamoi; then by 

Kuori and Kukapila; then by Yagenfot and Nyuibaga; then by 

Dabi’nya’maga and Yavi’uga; then by Musu and Teiya-Towo; 

finally by their sons and current owners, Kamarou and Yaroka – 

seven generations in all!

 

	 “You	see,	seven	generations!”	Now	I	had	the	opportunity	to	

interrupt	and	entertain	myself	with	a	provocation.	“How	many	of	

your	ancestors	can	you	remember?	Two	generations?”

	 “Maybe	a	bit	further.”	Bill	knew	that	I	was	joking	and	there-

fore	replied	in	like	manner.	“Generally,	people	like	us	don’t	know	

much	about	our	family	histories.”

	 “Speak	for	yourself,”	I	said.	“I	know	the	names	of	so	many	

of	my	ancestors	that	you	would	fall	asleep	before	I	finished	reciting	

them.”
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	 “That’s	 because	 you	 are	 younger.	When	 I	was	 your	 age	 I	

remembered	much	more	but	now	I’ve	forgotten,	like	all	old	men	

do.”

	 “I	bet	when	you	continue	the	story	you	will	remember	all	

the	names,	not	just	of	the	people	but	of	the	carvings	as	well.	I	can	

imagine	the	disappointment	of	your	 forefathers,	who	are	watch-

ing	you	from	the	heavens.	Please	continue,	but	try	to	forget	a	few	

names,	to	avoid	making	your	ancestors	jealous.”

	 “Okay,”	 he	 promised,	 smiling,	 and	was	 lost	 in	 his	world.	

“Where	 was	 I	 when	 you	 interrupted	 me	 so	 politely?	 Ah,	 yes,	 I	

remember	–	at	the	village	of	Yenitabak	on	the	Wogupmeri	River	

(12.10).	What	a	lovely	river	that	was.	Pity	that	certain	missionaries	

had	spoilt	the	place	with	their	arrogance.	I	was	shown	a	slit-gong	

(12.11)	whose	carved	prow	and	other	designs	had	been	defaced	in	
1973	at	the	demand	of	a	fundamentalist	missionary	based	on	the	

Karawari.	The	 looting	 and	burning	of	 traditional	heirlooms	and	

considering	them	‘works	of	the	devil’	are	not	yet	over!

	 “I	had	to	bypass	the	village	of	Barapidgen	as	we	would	have	

needed	a	smaller	paddle-canoe	to	negotiate	the	narrow,	winding	

creek	leading	to	it.	Some	of	our	gazetted	National	Cultural	Property	

items	were	from	that	village	but	these	also,	I	was	informed	later,	

had	been	sold	to	Masta	Mumut	 just	before	gazettal,	and	at	 least	

one	of	the	carved	figures	from	that	village	is	now	in	that	museum	

in	San	Francisco.	Nevertheless,	they	said,	some	old	carvings	were	

still	there.

	 “We	 returned	 to	 Chimbut	 and	 enjoyed	 the	 absence	 of	

mosquitoes	and	the	slightly	cooler	conditions.	However,	I	did	not	



296

appreciate	the	rooster	that	crowed	under	the	Rest	House	from	4	

am	until	dawn.

	 “The	next	day	we	went	back	upstream	to	visit	Gamnanenbak,	

also	 called	 Sikaiyum,	 the	 village	 lowest	 down	 the	 Wogupmeri.	

Here	I	was	shown	a	couple	of	dozen	recently-carved	figures	as	well	

as	several	old	carvings,	some	in	advanced	stages	of	deterioration.	

Two	female	figures	were	particularly	interesting	in	that	they	were	

empowered	by	betel	nut,	food	and	animal	blood	offerings	to	assist	

women	in	childbirth,	to	cure	sickness	in	children	and	to	promote	

their	physical	development.

	 “Some	of	the	cult	hook-figures	were	ancient	and	were	said	

to	 have	 been	 brought	 from	 the	 caves	 and	 grottos	 of	 the	 nearby	

hills	and	mountains.	They	had	been	placed	in	these	caves	several	

generations	ago	by	an	ancestor	named	Simano.

	 “I	was	told	that	there	are	several	very	old	carvings	at	Inyai,	

but	 I	was	 sceptical	 that	 any	 really	 old	 carvings	 could	 remain	 in	

that	village	after	the	hundreds	of	figures	that	have	been	removed	

from	the	area	 since	 the	 late	 1950s.	As	 the	 river-level	was	down,	

we	could	not	get	to	Inyai	by	motor-canoe,	so	two	young	Chimbut	

men	paddled	upstream	to	fetch	two	of	the	best	carvings	to	show	

me.	 In	 due	 course	 they	 brought	me	 two	 carvings	–	magnificent	

objects	in	excellent	condition.	One,	named	Wang’gumari	(12.12), 

had	a	pedigree	going	back	three	generations,	to	at	least	1900.	The	

other,	smaller	piece,	named	Wundia’mari,	was	of	similar	age.	The	

owners	offered	to	sell	these	carvings	to	the	National	Museum	for	

most	reasonable	prices.

	 “Pat	Edmiston,	the	SIL	linguist	based	at	Chimbut,	seemed	
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quite	interested	in	the	culture	of	the	people	among	whom	he	was	

living	and	he	 listened	curiously	as	my	 informants	explained	 the	

meaning	of	various	elements	of	the	carved	figures.	He	offered	to	

photograph	and	record	data	on	the	figures	remaining	at	Inyai	and	

mail	these	to	me	in	Moresby.	I	gave	him	two	rolls	of	film	for	the	

purpose	and,	true	to	his	word,	I	received	the	film	and	data	on	18	

objects,	all	but	two	being	from	60	to	over	100	years	old,	according	

to	the	number	of	generations	between	the	carvers	and	the	present	

day	owners.

	 “These	eighteen	objects	and	the	two	I	photographed	were	

obtainable	to	the	Museum	for	as	little	as	K.10,000,	a	unique	collec-

tion	of	material	at	a	most	reasonable	price.	But	although	I	pressed	

strongly	for	a	special	grant	from	the	National	Cultural	Council	to	

obtain	these	objects	for	the	National	Museum,	I	was	unable	to	do	

more	than	make	a	part-payment	for	one	of	them	in	1983	out	of	the	

normal	purchasing	budget.

	 “The	priorities	of	the	Trustees	of	the	National	Museum,	and	

of	the	National	Cultural	Council,	seemed	to	be	in	areas	other	than	

the	preservation	of	 the	cultural	heritage	through	documentation	

and	purchase.	The	villagers	find	this	 incomprehensible	when,	as	

they	say,	they	hear	of	the	politicians	spending	money	freely	to	run	

around	doing	things	that	have	no	apparent	bearing	on	the	welfare	

of	 their	 electorates,	 and	when	 they	 see	 Provincial	 and	National	

Government	 employees	 regularly	 getting	drunk	 in	 the	Angoram	

Hotel.	They	reason	that	if	there	are	sufficient	funds	available	for	

useless	activity	and	 incompetent	people,	 there	should	be	money	

available	 for	 buying	 their	heirloom	artefacts	 for	 the	Museum	 to	
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keep,	so	that	their	children	and	children’s	children	can	see	these	

things	and	learn	about	their	ancestral	culture.

	 “There	were	other	objects	shown	to	me,	some	carved	with	

stone	tools,	perhaps	over	60	years	ago;	others	were	more	recently-

carved	with	steel	tools,	before	and	soon	after	World	War	2.	Among	

them	was	a	large	stone,	similar	to	the	one	called	Uresmari	that	I	

told	you	about	earlier.	This	one,	with	an	incised	face	and	concen-

tric	curved	lines,	was	named	Tung’gamagan.	I	was	told	the	follow-

ing	story.”

 

 A man named Animak had two children, a boy and a girl. 

Their parents left them without food to go and process sago. The 

children became hungry and climbed a fruit tree to pick the fruit. 

They were eating the fruit when the branch broke and they fell. 

The boy fell onto another branch and turned to stone – that is this 

stone, Tung’gamagan. The girl fell to the ground and turned to 

stone – that is the stone Mataumit which is looked after by Jerry 

Golowi of Amon’gabi. That stone has the likeness of a frog.

 The parents returned to find their children turned to stone. 

They mourned their loss and the next day the father took the two 

stones to the men’s house. This happened at Kimbelaman, close to 

Amon’gabi.

 

	 Bill	did	not	need	a	glass	of	water,	even	 though	 the	coffee	

was	 long	gone	and	the	café	waiters	anxious	 that	we	were	sitting	

around	chatting	and	no	longer	acting	like	customers.	He	sounded	

far	from	tired	of	talking.
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	 “That	 afternoon,	 reluctantly	 we	 packed	 up,	 loaded	 the	

canoe,	 and	 left	 Chimbut	 to	 return	 downstream.	 It	 had	 been	 a	

most	 pleasant	 situation	 in	 a	 magnificent	 landscape	 with	 many	

fascinating	 objects	 to	 be	 seen	 and	 stories	 to	 be	heard.	We	 trav-

elled	downstream	to	Amon’gabi	where	we	were	allocated	the	use	

of	 the	Councillor’s	 riverside	house	 for	 the	night.	There	we	were	

shown	several	yipwon	–	you	know,	those	large	male	cult	figures	
with	counterposed	hook	motifs	–	two	carved	stones,	and	a	superb	

little	female	figure	named	Gin’guma	(12.13),	an	ancestress	of	the	
Gudioma	or	Bird	of	Paradise	clan.	This	unusual	piece	was	carved	

by	Gilva-debi,	grandfather	of	the	owner,	Bunda.	It	was	kept	in	the	

men’s	cult	house	and	assisted	with	hunting	and	the	protection	of	

cult-house	members	during	warfare.

	 “A	 small	 male	 cult	 figure,	 named	 after	 the	 same	 carver,	

Gilva-debi	(12.14),	also	was	offered	to	me.	In	1983,	I	was	able	to	
purchase	both	these	carvings	for	the	Anthropology	collections	of	

the	National	Museum	and	the	two	carved	stones	for	the	Prehistory	

collections.

	 “At	Amboin	the	next	day,	I	checked	the	condition	of	a	small	

collection	 of	 eight	 old	 carvings	 kept	 at	 the	 Sub-District	 Office.	

There	were	 two	 shields,	 a	 cult	 hook,	 two	wooden	 trumpets	 and	

three	suspension	hooks.	One	of	the	shields	was	nailed	to	an	exter-

nal	wall	and	therefore	was	subject	to	damage	by	the	elements;	the	

cult-hook	was,	apparently,	already	deteriorated	when	it	was	donat-

ed	to	the	office	and	was	quite	fragile.	The	other	pieces	seemed	to	be	

okay.

	 “While	 I	 was	 there,	 I	 asked	 the	 Patrol	 Officer	 if	 he	 had	
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plans	to	visit	the	village	of	Masandenai,	a	village	difficult	to	get	to	

during	the	low-water	season.	He	said	he	planned	to	visit	there	in	

a	few	weeks	time	so	I	gave	him	my	copies	of	the	National	Cultural	

Property	 file	 referring	 to	 two	 items	–	 a	 dramatically	 impressive	

mask	named	Yesindima	and	a	female	figure	named	Kambanma.	I	

asked	him	if	he	would	check	the	condition	of	these	items	and	mail	

me	a	brief	report.

	 “This	report	was	subsequently	received	with	the	 informa-

tion	that	both	objects	had	been	purchased	by	Masta	Mumut	–	the	

figure	in	1972	for	$500	and	the	mask	in	1979	for	K.3000.	These	

two	objects	are	now	also	 in	 that	museum	in	San	Francisco.	 It	 is	

true	 that	 these	 two	 items,	 although	 they	were	on	 the	Museum’s	

NCP	file,	had	not	been	gazetted.	Nevertheless,	under	the	National	

Cultural	 Property	 (Preservation)	 Act	 of	 1965,	 which	 became	

Chapter	156	of	the	Laws	of	the	Independent	State	of	Papua	New	

Guinea	 in	1975,	 they	would	still	have	 required	an	export	permit	

and	there	was	no	evidence	that	such	a	permit	had	ever	been	grant-

ed,	nor	was	it	likely	that	anyone	at	the	Museum	would	have	agreed	

to	 them	being	exported	 if	an	export	permit	had	been	requested.	

It	 turns	out	 that	 the	mask,	named	Yesindima,	has	been	Carbon	

14	dated	at	1220	to	1350	years	ago	–	an	incredibly	early	date	for	a	

wooden	object	in	such	a	climate.	There	is	no	question	that	such	a	

piece	should	be	returned	to	PNG	and	be	made	a	major	exhibit	at	

the	National	Museum.

	 “Anyway,	 back	 to	 the	 story…	 I	 left	 Amboin	 and	 called	 in	

at	Mansamei,	 downstream.	 There	was	 hardly	 anyone	 there	 so	 I	

photographed	a	couple	of	objects,	obtained	some	information,	and	
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we	proceeded	further	downstream.	Around	one	bend	we	disturbed	

a	large	crocodile	sleeping	on	a	mud-bank.	Although	Adam	and	his	

son	 raced	 the	 canoe	 toward	 it	with	 a	wire-pronged	 spear	 at	 the	

ready,	it	ran	to	the	river,	sank	quickly	into	the	muddy	waters	and	

disappeared.	

	 “The	next	day	we	arrived	at	Angoram,	the	small	town	at	the	

end	of	a	bone-rattling	road	from	Wewak.	I	paid	Adam	for	the	use	

of	 his	 canoe	 and	 outboard	motor,	 and	 gave	 him	 a	 drum	of	 fuel	

for	his	return	upriver	to	Ambunti.	That	trip	was	the	second	I	had	

made	with	him	and	his	canoe,	and	he	was	always	100	percent	reli-

able.	Some	years	later,	after	I	had	returned	to	Australia,	I	received	

a	parcel	from	him.	I	opened	it	and	found	a	well-carved	and	painted	

mai	mask	and	shell	ornaments,	a	token	of	the	friendship	we	devel-
oped	during	those	trips	on	the	Sepik.	That	is	the	mask	that	hangs	

in	my	Museum	office	today.
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	 A	few	days	later	I	called	Bill	and	said	I	wanted	to	ask	him	

at	our	next	discussion	about	why	museums	in	Australia	and	other	

Western	 countries	 have	 ethnographic	 collections	 from	 tribal	

peoples	–	what	use	are	they?	So	when	we	met	for	our	usual	evening	

chat,	he	was	already	prepared	and	had	brought	some	documents	

with	him.	We	settled	in	to	our	usual	tête-à-tête,	with	an	exchange	

of	pleasantries	over	a	beer	and	then	I	asked	Bill,	“I	see	you	have	

come	with	a	lot	of	papers.	Has	your	memory	suddenly	failed	since	

last	week?”

	 “I	want	to	refer	to	some	published	opinions	by	a	prominent	

Australian	 and	 to	 show	 you	 some	 passages	 from	 a	 novel	 by	 an	

African	writer	and	I	want	to	be	sure	I	have	their	exact	words.

	 “I	 gather	 that	 you	 have	 no	 difficulty	 understanding	 the	

usefulness	 of	 an	 ethnographic	museum	 in	 a	 country	 like	 Papua	

New	Guinea,	 indeed	how	any	country	can	benefit	 from	having	a	

museum	that	preserves	objects,	and	information	about	them,	that	

originate	 from	 within	 that	 country.	 But	 that	 you	 are	 uncertain	

of	 the	 relevance	of	 collections	of	 artefacts	 from	other	 countries,	

especially	from	tribal	peoples.	Of	course,	I	know	that	you	yourself	

are	fascinated	by	tribal	carvings	but	the	question	could	be	asked	

why	 the	 community’s	 taxes	 should	 be	 spent	 accumulating	 and	

Chapter XIII
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preserving	such	things.”

	 “Yes	indeed.	If	it	were	up	to	me,	I’d	give	a	lot	more	money	to	

the	museums	than	they	get	now	–	but	our	politicians	are	not	noted	

for	their	cultural	largesse.	What	arguments	would	you	use	to	justi-

fy	acquiring	and	preserving	such	stuff	at	the	public’s	expense?”

	 “Well,”	Bill	said,	“perhaps	I	can	best	explain	that	by	refer-

ring	 to	a	 research	project	 I	did	a	 few	years	ago.	We	have	 in	 the	

South	 Australian	Museum	 here	 in	 Adelaide	 a	 wonderful	 collec-

tion	of	140	African	artefacts	bought	from	an	Adelaide	woman	in	

1932.	They	come	from	the	upper	Congo	and	the	woman	said	they	

had	been	exhibited	in	London	in	1909	when	various	people	were	

campaigning	to	draw	attention	to	the	atrocities	being	committed	

by	the	agents	of	King	Leopold	of	Belgium.	Villagers	were	forced	to	

supply	the	sap	of	certain	plants	for	the	production	of	rubber	and	

if	they	didn’t	meet	their	quota,	they	would	be	lashed	with	a	hippo	

hide	whip,	or	a	hand	or	foot	would	be	cut	off.	This	was	an	unfor-

tunate	bit	of	what	 today	we	call	 ‘collateral	damage’	arising	 from	

the	 invention	 of	 the	 pneumatic	 tyre	 for	 bicycles	 and	motorcars.	

The	author	of	the	Sherlock	Holmes	detective	stories,	Conan	Doyle,	

was	so	upset	over	this	scandal	that	he	sat	down	and	in	eight	days	

wrote	a	hundred	page	booklet,	The Crime of the Congo,	to	bring	
the	matter	to	the	attention	of	the	public.	The	book	was	released	at	

the	time	of	the	Congo	Exhibition	in	London,	which	of	course	Doyle	

supported.	For	some	reason,	a	selection	of	the	objects	in	that	exhi-

bition	 came	 to	 Adelaide	 and	 into	 the	 possession	 of	 the	 woman	

from	whom	the	museum	purchased	them.	One	might	 think	that	

a	collection	of	objects	having	to	do	with	a	particular	event	in	the	
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Congo	back	at	the	beginning	of	the	20th	century	would	not	have	

much	relevance	to	Australians	today,	but	this	is	not	so.

	 “In	1999,	I	was	astonished	to	read	in	The Adelaide Review 

an	 article	 by	 John	 Stone	 titled	 ‘some	 cultures	 are	more	 equal.’	

Stone	 formerly	 was	 Head	 of	 the	 Australian	 Commonwealth’s	

Treasury	and	Finance	Department	and,	one	would	expect,	a	highly	

intelligent	and	well-educated	man.	The	article	began	as	a	positive	

review	of	Keith	Richburg’s	 1997	book,	Out of America: A Black 
Man Confronts Africa.	In	his	book,	Richburg	expresses	his	despair	
over	 black	 Africa	 and	 his	 gratitude	 that	 his	 ancestors	 had	 been	

transported	as	slaves	to	the	Americas.	Stone	asked	why	the	West	

(including	Australia)	 still	bothers	nowadays	with	black	Africa	at	

all?	And	he	wonders	when	an	Australian	Aboriginal	Richburg	will	

emerge,	thanking	God	for	the	invasion	of	Australia	by	the	British	

in	1788,	thereby	making	it	possible	for	him	to	grow	up	in	a	culture	

so	infinitely	superior	to	that	of	Australia’s	Aboriginal	inhabitants	

at	that	time.

	 “I	read	Stone’s	diatribe	with	growing	disbelief.	He	claimed	

that	black	Africa	was	stuck	today	in	primitive	behaviour	patterns	

as	 bad	 as	 when	 their	 country	 was	 first	 opened	 up	 to	 European	

exploration	 (which	could	be	argued	 is	more	of	an	 indictment	of	

European	 impact	 over	 the	 past	 150	 years	 than	 of	 the	 people	 of	

black	Africa).	He	conceded	that	while	the	Cold	War	between	the	

superpowers	continued,	there	was	a	case	for	the	West’s	continued	

involvement	in	black	Africa,	if	only	to	deny	possession	of	its	land	

mass	and	raw	materials	to	the	Soviet	Union.	But	with	that	‘reason	

of	State’	now	vanished,	there	is	no	good	reason	to	keep	the	US,	or	
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any	of	us,	there.	This	argument	reveals	the	purely	materialist	and	

selfish	basis	of	international	relations	–	realpolitik	as	it	is	called.	
He	went	 on	 to	 say	 that	Australia	 could	 put	 to	much	better	 use,	

in	Asia	and	elsewhere,	such	resources	as	 it	still	devotes	to	those	

‘barbaric	regimes’	in	Africa	(which	suggests	that	Australia	is	obliged	

to	support	‘barbaric	regimes’	and	ignores	the	needs	of	the	people	

subject	 to	 those	regimes;	 it	also	suggests	 that	black	Africa	has	a	

monopoly	on	such	regimes).	His	final	point	rejected	the	notion	of	

what	he	called	 ‘cultural	equivalence.’	He	accused	Africans	of	the	

pursuit	of	corruption	as	a	way	of	 life	and	of	 ‘ingrained	savagery’	

with	a	total	lack	of	regard	for	the	sanctity	of	human	life.	He	asked,	

‘Are	we	really	expected	to	accept	that	these	and	other	deeply	offen-

sive	aspects	of	that	culture	are	of	equal	merit	with	our	own	Judaeo-

Christian	one?’	concluding	that	‘The	very	idea	is	laughable.’

	 “In	 response	 to	 a	 critique	of	 his	 article	 in	 a	Letter	 to	 the	

Editor	 in	 the	 following	 issue	of	 the	The Adelaide Review,	Stone	
responded	by	 saying	 that	 ‘It	 is	not	 just	 that	 the	assegai	 and	 the	

boomerang	are	of	little	use	against	the	rifle,	though	that	is	true;	it	

is	that	the	cultures	which	could	produce	nothing	better	than	the	

assegai	and	the	boomerang	are,	in	the	end,	inferior	cultures.’

	 “What	is	so	appalling	about	Stone’s	statements	is	that	his	

beliefs	 are	 characterised	by	 the	 ignorance	 and	prejudices	which	

led	 to	 the	very	atrocities	our	 ‘superior	Judaeo-Christian	culture’	

inflicted	 on	 the	 ‘poor,	 inferior	 savages’	 of	 black	 Africa,	 as	 for	

example	in	the	case	of	Leopold’s	exploitation	of	the	Congo.	No	one	

disputes	a	negative	judgement	of	behaviour	we,	in	our	culture,	find	

repellent,	either	back	 in	pre-colonial	and	colonial	 times	or	since	
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independence.	 The	 vast	majority	 of	 black	Africans	 are	 similarly	

repelled.	But	what	 is	so	superior	about	our	behaviour	as	human	

beings?	Stone’s	comments	ignore	the	diversity	of	cultures	in	black	

Africa	and	it	would	appear	that	he	judges	superiority	of	culture	in	

terms	of	technical	sophistication	on	the	one	hand	and	a	particular	

system	of	morality	on	the	other.

	 “He	suggested	that	Australia	would	be	better	off	focussing	its	

involvement	on	Asia	as	a	more	fruitful	alternative	for	our	interest.	

But	this	begs	the	question	whether	Asian	countries	are	any	more	

worthy	of	our	interest	than	are	African	countries	–	most	especially	

in	the	 light	of	China’s	 invasion	of	Tibet,	 the	 internecine	strife	 in	

Cambodia,	the	impasse	with	the	North	Koreans,	and	Indonesia’s	

record	in	East	Timor,	Irian	Jaya,	Ambon	and	Aceh.	Whilst	John	

Stone	seems	unaware	of	the	details	of	the	history	of	black	Africa	

over	the	past	couple	of	hundred	years,	the	Indonesian	government	

and	military	act	as	though	they	have	read	carefully	on	the	subject.	

The	parallels	between	the	activities	of	the	Congo	administration	in	

the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	and	the	activi-

ties	of	the	Indonesian	government	and	military	in	East	Timor	and	

Irian	Jaya,	are	striking.

	 “Not	only	is	the	use	of	military	officers	and	other	military	

personnel	a	feature	common	to	both	situations,	but	also	the	low	

rate	of	salaries	that	encourages	corruption	as	a	means	of	supple-

menting	 an	otherwise	 low	 income.	The	use	 of	militias	 recruited	

from	among	the	Africans,	usually	from	traditional	enemy	groups	

and	armed	by	the	military	to	terrorise	villagers,	parallels	the	use	

of	militias	in	East	Timor.	The	exploitation	of	a	major	resource	is	
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also	a	common	theme	–	ivory	then	rubber	in	the	Congo,	and	coffee	

and	timber	in	East	Timor.	The	reluctance	of	the	major	powers	to	

respond	to	clear	evidence	of	human	rights	abuse	is	also	a	feature	

of	both	situations.	Even	after	the	 ‘liberation’	of	East	Timor	from	

Indonesian	 rule,	 the	 danger	 of	 the	 newly	 independent	 country	

becoming	yet	another	‘failed	state,’	as	has	happened	time	and	time	

again	in	Africa,	is	clearly	apparent.	Can	all	responsibility	for	these	

failings	be	dumped	at	the	feet	of	the	victims?

	 “What	I	am	getting	at	is	that	the	objects	in	the	Congo	collec-

tion	at	the	South	Australian	Museum	could	have	been	used	to	tell	

that	story.	They	could	have	been	used	to	draw	attention	to	paral-

lel	situations,	a	lot	closer	to	home	for	Australians	and	happening	

now.	The	question	is,	would	Museum	management	have	allowed	

me	to	mount	an	exhibition	that	sought	to	draw	attention	to	these	

parallels?	 As	 our	 museums	 are	 State	 museums,	 would	 State	

governments	intervene	to	close	down	such	an	exhibition,	even	if	

management	 allowed	 it	 to	 go	ahead?	 If	 the	 exhibition	had	been	

mounted	 before	 Australia	 intervened	 in	 East	 Timor,	 would	 the	

reaction	of	government	have	been	different	to	what	it	might	be	now,	

after	that	intervention?	This	is	territory	only	tentatively	explored	

by	museums	in	this	country.	Of	course,	there	are	pragmatic	diffi-

culties.	Sometimes	issues	erupt	suddenly	and	the	time	to	mount	

an	exhibition	is	 immediately,	but	museums	are	not	organised	to	

do	such	things	quickly.	Forward	planning	of	exhibition	spaces	is	

the	enemy	of	spontaneity	and	relevance.

	 “What	 we	 need	 to	 do	 as	 museum	 curators	 is	 to	 present	

historical	 facts	through	the	use	of	objects	and	elicit	compassion,	
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not	 an	 assessment	 in	 terms	 of	 superiority	 versus	 inferiority	 of	

culture	–	technical,	moral,	economic,	military	or	in	any	other	way.	

As	human	beings,	we	are	all	 in	 the	 same	boat,	 all	driven	by	 the	

same	needs	and	passions,	all	capable	of	the	same	range	of	thoughts	

and	 feelings,	 judged	 good	 or	 bad,	 sometimes	 contradictorily	 by	

ourselves	and	others.

	 “This	can	be	stated	no	more	beautifully	than	by	Ben	Okri’s	

opening	paragraphs	to	his	1991	novel,	The Famished Road:”
 

 In the beginning there was a river. The river became a road 

and the road branched out to the whole world. And because the 

road was once a river it was always hungry.

 In that land of beginnings spirits mingled with the unborn. 

We could assume numerous forms. Many of us were birds. We 

knew no boundaries. There was much feasting, playing, and 

sorrowing. We feasted much because of the beautiful terrors of 

eternity. We played much because we were free. And we sorrowed 

much because there were always those amongst us who had just 

returned from the world of the Living. They had returned incon-

solable for all the love they had left behind, all the suffering they 

hadn’t redeemed, all that they hadn’t understood, and for all that 

they had barely begun to learn before they were drawn back to 

the land of origins.

 There was not one amongst us who looked forward to being 

born. We disliked the rigours of existence, the unfulfilled long-

ings, the enshrined injustices of the world, the labyrinths of love, 

the ignorance of parents, the fact of dying, and the amazing 
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indifference of the Living in the midst of the simple beauties of 

the universe. We feared the heartlessness of human beings, all of 

whom are born blind, few of whom ever learn to see.

 

	 I	sat	silent.	It	was	a	very	long	time	since	I	had	heard	anything	

that	condensed	so	much	of	the	reality	of	the	human	condition	into	

such	beautifully	succinct	prose.	And	from	an	African	‘savage…’

	 There	were	no	jokes	to	make	–	that	would	have	been	inap-

propriate.	Bill	gathered	his	papers	together	and	announced	it	was	

time	to	go	home	for	a	late	dinner.
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	 Couple	of	weeks	after	our	 last	meeting,	Bill’s	wife	Gill	was	

sitting	comfortably	 in	her	chair,	chatting	with	her	sister	who	was	

visiting	from	Jersey	in	the	Channel	Islands.	Their	pleasant	talk	was	

brutally	interrupted	by	Bill	entering	the	room,	mumbling.	“A	small	

snake	has	bitten	me,	but	it	was	just	a	little	nip.”

	 “You	can	be	certain	that,	if	it	has	bitten	you,	it	is	not	just	a	

little	nip,”	said	Gill,	worried,	knowing	 that	he	was	 in	 the	habit	of	

catching	snakes	around	their	house	on	the	farm	and	relocating	them	

further	down	the	creek.	She	was	also	aware	that	any	bite	from	the	

Brown	snake,	second	deadliest	snake	in	the	world,	could	be	fatal.

	 Since	1971,	when	he	had	saved	a	Rattlesnake	in	the	USA	from	

people	who	were	stoning	it,	he	had	lost	his	fear	of	snakes.	Capturing	

those	on	his	farm	became	quite	a	normal	thing.	He	had	not	had	any	

problems	until	that	day,	and	it	was	only	a	small	one	too.

	 “It	gave	me	only	a	small	scratch,	and	I	washed	the	wound	

with	soap	and	put	some	Gentian	Violet	on	it,”	he	said…	and	fell	off	

the	chair,	his	eyes	wide	open.

	 “Bill!	Bill!,”	screamed	Gill.	She	rushed	to	him	and	began	to	

shake	him	to	keep	him	conscious,	knowing	that	is	one	of	the	things	

most	 recommended.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 their	 son	 Sai	 called	 the	

Emergency	number	on	the	telephone.

Chapter XIV
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	 When	 the	 emergency	 operator	 responded	 and	 heard	 the	

screaming	he	immediately	transferred	the	call	to	the	police,	think-

ing	 the	 call	was	 to	 report	domestic	 violence.	Sai	 explained	 to	 the	

police	what	had	happened	and	was	transferred	back	to	Emergency.	

Bill	lay	on	the	floor,	eyes	still	open,	aware	of	what	was	happening	

but	incapable	of	saying	a	word,	let	alone	of	moving.

	 It	took	15	minutes	for	the	ambulance	to	get	to	the	farm	and	

another	20	minutes	to	take	him	to	the	hospital.	Bill	had	begun	to	look	

frighteningly	pale	but	in	the	ambulance	they	gave	him	oxygen	and	

he	was	able	to	breath	normally	and	came	back	to	full	consciousness.

	 The	doctors	first	had	to	confirm	the	species	of	the	snake	before	

they	could	give	him	anti-venom	–	they	weren’t	prepared	to	accept	

his	own	opinion	that	it	was	a	Brown	Snake.	Fortunately,	despite	all	

the	washing	with	soap	and	application	of	Gentian	Violet,	the	venom	

was	still	on	the	skin.	The	doctor	said	that	he	was	well-prepared	for	

this	emergency	as	only	the	week	before	they	had	had	a	special	train-

ing	session	on	dealing	with	snake	bite	victims	–	nevertheless	he	was	

re-reading	the	notes	he	took	to	be	sure	he	was	following	the	correct	

procedures.

	 For	the	first	time	in	his	life,	Bill	was	completely	powerless,	

and	 in	a	rather	dream-like	state,	but	he	 felt	no	 fear.	Scenes	 from	

New	Guinea	were	going	 through	his	head.	Whether	by	chance	or	

not,	a	smirking	sorcerer	would	appear	now	and	then,	and	not	just	

any	 old	 sorcerer	 but	 the	 one	 at	 Telefomin	with	 the	 strange	 look.	

Hours	passed	as	he	received	continuous	doses	of	anti-venom,	but	

the	 critical	 factor,	 the	 coagulation	 of	 his	 blood,	was	 still	 unsatis-

factory.	He	 received	 seven	 doses	 of	 anti-venom	 before	 his	 blood	
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coagulation	began	to	stabilise,	but	they	would	not	let	him	leave	the	

hospital	until	 the	coagulation	was	normal	and	 there	had	been	no	

further	symptoms.	The	problem	is	that	if	there	is	any	internal	bleed-

ing	from	medical	conditions	at	the	time	of	the	bite,	the	anti-coagula-

tion	properties	of	the	snake	venom	can	cause	the	victim	to	die	from	

internal	bleeding.

	 After	 a	 few	 days	 they	 released	 him	 from	 the	 hospital	 and	

he	rushed	off	to	a	conference	in	Canberra.	He	had	missed	the	first	

couple	of	days	but	they	rescheduled	his	paper	for	later	in	the	week.	

When	he	got	there,	he	saw	that	some	jokester	had	put	a	large	green	

toy	 snake	 on	 the	 lecture	 podium	 for	 all	 to	 see.	 And	 then	 began	

another	battle,	this	time	with	an	allergy	from	the	horse	serum	in	the	

anti-venom,	an	experience	that	Bill	said	was	worse	than	the	snake	

bite.	But	in	a	couple	of	weeks	he	was	the	same	old	Bill,	behaving	as	

if	nothing	had	happened.

	 “I	told	you	that	you	couldn’t	be	killed	by	anything	less	than	

a	concrete	slab	falling	on	top	of	you,”	I	joked,	and	then	added	seri-

ously,	while	I	was	wishing	him	well	on	his	way	to	New	Guinea	for	a	

short	trip,	“you	see,	when	it	is	your	destiny,	your	own	farm	can	be	

more	dangerous	than	the	wilderness	of	New	Guinea	or	the	ghettos	

of	Los	Angeles.”

	 That	was	the	last	time	I	saw	the	anthropologist	and	explor-

er,	and	fascinating	conversationalist	Bill	Charles,	since	he	did	not	

appear	to	be	on	the	return	flight	from	Port	Moresby,	though	it	had	

landed	an	hour	ago.

	 Ah,	no;	here	he	comes…
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GLOSSARY

areca . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .see betel nut

betel nut . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the nut of the areca palm; chewed with lime, producing red 

saliva and acting as a stimulant

bilum  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .a carry bag made by women, using a looped string technique

bokis ais . . . . . . . . . . . . . .‘ice box’ ie refrigerator

garamut . . . . . . . . . . . . . .a log slit-gong, often a few metres long and carved at either 

end

haus tambaran . . . . . . . .a men’s cult house

kina . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the pidgin English word for a half-moon shaped portion of 

pearl shell, worn as a chest or neck ornament and also a form 

of indigenous currency for brideprice and compensation. It 

became the name for the unit of official currency originally set 

at the value of one Australian dollar.

kwila . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ironwood tree, used as house posts because of its durability

malagan/malangan . . . .in New Ireland, funerary ceremonies to honour the recently 

dead, and the carvings and other artefacts associated with 

these ceremonies

masalai  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .nature spirit, living in rocks, trees, rivers, swamps, reefs, etc

mumut . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .a rodent

puk-puk . . . . . . . . . . . . . .crocodile

Salvinia  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Salvinia molesta is a water weed introduced to the Sepik 

accidentally and originating in south-east Brazil. It completely 

covered lakes and lagoons on either side of the Sepik, 

preventing villagers from fishing and restricting travel by 

canoe. It was eventually reduced and brought under control 

by the introduction of the weevil Cyrtobagous salviniae that 

controls it in its original habitat.



sanguma/sangguma . . .sorcery, magical practices to harm people

spathe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the broad base of a palm frond

tabu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .forbidden

tanget . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .cordyline plant; the red-leafed variety is used to mark 

territorial boundaries and sacred sites

tumbuan. . . . . . . . . . . . . .a mask representing a spirit, danced in ceremonies and 

usually kept in the men’s house

tumbuna. . . . . . . . . . . . . .ancestor
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