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Vignette—Reflection: 
Research with the Bragge 
Collection and Reflections 

on Sepik Chinese
Kulasumb Kalinoe

I first discovered the existence of the Bragge Collection in 2018. There was 
a seminar at James Cook University (JCU) run by the JCU Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) Wantribe Student Association and they brought in some 
scholars and other Papua New Guineans to speak. Laurie Bragge was one 
of the speakers. He was speaking of his time in Ambunti in the middle 
Sepik River area and he gave out handouts from his presentation. My dear 
friend Lisa Kune from Ialibu took one of the handouts. I was not able to 
attend at that time, but Lisa told me about it and said, ‘Oh you should have 
come, because there was a kiap there and he was in Ambunti and apparently 
he spoke to all these elders there and did interviews with them’. She then 
passed on to me one of the handouts that Laurie had given out. 

A couple of days later I looked at the handout and saw that some of the 
interviews Bragge had done were with men from my father’s village. 
The handout was an index page to the interviews that Bragge had done. 
I  thought, ‘Oh this is amazing’, because our village is just so remote, so 
for him to have done those interviews was astonishing to me. At the time, 
I thought I should try to get in touch with Laurie because he had these 
interviews, but it took me a year and a bit to find him. 

Fast forward to 2019. I went to the JCU Library, and they had brochures in 
the foyer announcing that the Bragge Collection was now at JCU and if you 
were interested to contact the Library. So, I spoke to the Library Manager, 
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Kate Wanchap, and she was thrilled and said I had to contact Professor 
Rosita Henry. When I met Rosita, that just changed everything. One day 
Rosita invited me into the storeroom to look at the artefacts in the Bragge 
Collection and then she turned around and suggested that this would make 
a great PhD project for me. My first reaction was disbelief, as I didn’t think 
that I was cut out for it and at the time a PhD was not on my bucket list; 
but then one thing led to another and here I am well into the second year 
of my PhD. This decision didn’t come lightly but after a year of weighing 
up my options and with Rosita’s faith in me to pursue legal anthropology 
I decided that it was fate.

I thought ‘what are the odds’, like in Cairns, in Smithfield, just down the 
road from where I lived were these interviews! It was about three months 
after my dad’s sudden death. During that time there was a lot of sadness with 
trying to navigate through life without him so finding the Bragge Collection 
had a special significance for me. My late father was a patriotic Papua New 
Guinean and a proud Sepik River man. He was deeply connected with his 
kin in the village and the community, and he was accustomed to performing 
his customary obligations—man blo wokim kastom wok. He tried to instill 
these cultural values into my siblings and me. He told us many stories of his 
carefree childhood as a village boy coming from very humble beginnings. 
I believe his childhood shaped him into the person that he was—humble, 
thoughtful, resourceful and, of course, a hard worker. 

In one of our last conversations my dad had advised me that pursuing 
research would be best for my career and that it would take me places just 
like it had done for him. It was only after he had passed away, and I had 
realised how easily this research project came to me, that I remembered his 
words. In a way it does feel that he had a hand in bringing this opportunity 
to me. This is an area that he was interested in both professionally and 
personally. I do feel very honoured, but also obligated, to complete it to 
honour my father’s memory and the stories of his forefathers.

My PhD research is basically on the cultural heritage issues around 
PNG collections, whether held in museums, galleries, archives or public 
institutions, using the Bragge Collection as a case study. I am looking at 
issues around access, ownership, repatriation and gender. I will be examining 
the current state of our cultural heritage legal framework to see how it can 
be improved to protect not just our cultural objects but also the knowledge 
that is attached to the objects and the knowledge from archives, records 
and documents. There will be a focus on our current legal options such 
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as customary law to examine how it can provide protection. PNG is an 
oral tradition society and with traditional knowledge being passed down 
without written records and documentation, that knowledge is becoming 
endangered and at risk of exploitation. To determine ownership rights and 
access rights over customary land and natural resources, courts consider 
traditional knowledge that includes migration stories, oral histories, creation 
stories, myths and legends. For example, Re Hides Gas Project [1993] PNG 
LR 309 involved a dispute between two different tribes who claimed 
ownership over the Hides Project site in the Southern Highlands Province. 
This case saw both tribes give evidence that included detailed genealogies 
from several generations back to their first ancestors who arrived on the 
land. With land being an invaluable resource to Papua New Guineans, it is 
important that such knowledge is protected. 

I have not read all the interviews that Laurie Bragge did with the Sepik 
elders; because of my background, culturally I am aware that this type of 
knowledge and these stories that the elders told Laurie could be secret/
sacred. I feel that I may not have the right to read all of them or even any of 
them. The one interview that I did read was very superficial. It did not go 
into depth with land, names and myths. I know that type of information is 
secret and only meant for certain men. 

Bragge’s comprehensive index of the interviews he conducted has given me 
a lot of comfort and context as well. It allows me to know what material 
might be contained in each interview. The index is detailed enough, in that 
it lists which interviews have myths and legends and names in them, for me 
to know that I don’t need to read all the interviews’ transcripts—in fact that 
I should not read them—to do this research project. I feel comfortable just 
working with the index.

My plan is to eventually go to the Sepik for field work. I hope to take 
copies of the index pages there to gauge from discussions with people 
there—men and women—their thoughts on the type of information and 
knowledge contained in the interviews. What do they think? Is there likely 
to be knowledge in the interviews that should be kept secret? Should the 
interview transcripts be restricted or is it appropriate for them to be publicly 
accessible to anyone? What might they want done with the transcripts? 
What protocols should there be regarding access and use by researchers and 
members of the public? Although I felt that the transcript of the interview 
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that I did read did not have any secret/sacred knowledge in it, I am uncertain 
about the other interviews. Only someone with the cultural standing to read 
them could tell for sure.

Regarding the Chinese in PNG, these views are my own and I only speak 
for myself from my personal lived experiences. Ambunti and our villages 
of Avatip and Yaumbak are isolated, and from my own understanding 
people had fewer interactions with the Chinese compared to people living 
in places like Wewak. Sepik people living in the town would have had more 
interactions with the Chinese. 

Sepik people distinguished white Australians and ol Kong Kong, Asians. They 
weren’t just all lumped under one umbrella as foreigners. In Wewak, there 
are big Chinese shops such as Tang Maw and Garamut Enterprises. People 
in the Sepik know that they are owned and run by the Chinese, ol Kong 
Kong or Sinaman. Even with Garamut Enterprises moving to Port Moresby 
and creating Boroko Foodworld and Waterfront, big supermarkets in Port 
Moresby, Sepik people in Port Moresby refer to them as ol Kong Kong blo 
Sepik. Sepiks recognise them as starting from Wewak, so we are supportive 
and proud of them. That’s from what I can remember growing up. 

Kong Kong blo Sepik (Sepik Chinese) are distinguished from Kong Kong blo 
Rabaul (Rabaul Chinese) or Kong Kong blo Kavieng (Kavieng Chinese). 
When Sir Michael Somare passed away, Garamut Enterprises, Kong Kong blo 
Sepik, closed their shops in Port Moresby, joining the other business houses 
in Wewak out of respect (‘Waterfront closed for business in Port Moresby’, 
2021). There is respect and recognition, luk save, between the Sepik people 
and Kong Kong blo Sepik. I don’t know firsthand but what I do understand 
is that the respect has to do with these Chinese having been in Wewak for so 
long, even before Independence. I think we respect that. Yupla kam na yupla 
stap. You came and are still here being a part of this community. 

My best friend Bernadine Rabia, who is Tolai, told me that once when she 
was flying to Port Moresby she was sitting near an elderly Chinese couple. 
She overheard them speaking the Tolai language (Kuanua) to each other. 
She was surprised that these Chinese were fluent in Kuanua. The Chinese 
who settled in PNG during the colonial era have become so much part 
of PNG that some speak the tok ples (the vernacular) of the places where 
they settled. 
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I can’t remember there being tensions with the old Chinese in Wewak. Papua 
New Guineans differentiate between the old Chinese and the new Chinese 
who come to do business. Regarding the Chinese government recently 
coming to PNG and having a presence with their services and the roads 
that have been built throughout Port Moresby, I was told when I returned 
to PNG, ‘This is the work of the Chinaman’ (‘Chinese president opens 
new six-lane road in PNG capital’, 2018). There was appreciation among 
people I talked to. I think that PNG is becoming friendly with China these 
days out of appreciation for the help we are being given (Latimer, 2018; 
Whiting, 2019).

However, there has been anti-Chinese sentiment and violence, particularly 
in 2009. This was due to Papua New Guineans resenting the flood of new 
Asians, particularly the Chinese, into PNG; they saw them as engaging in 
unfair business practices, illegal activities, corruption and organised crime 
in PNG. Chinese-owned shops in Madang, Kainantu, Goroka and Port 
Moresby were looted (‘Asians attacked as PNG violence flares’, 2010; 
‘PNG police protect Chinese shops from looters’, 2009). 

Recently there has also been tension among local designers and the Chinese 
who allegedly have been copying and making prints on fabric for sale 
(Kari, 2021; Sete, 2019; Zoriry, 2021). The appropriation of PNG images, 
patterns and designs has angered PNG designers. Annette Sete, a prominent 
designer, has stated: ‘Chinese imitations of local designs and fake or 
counterfeit products will continue to flood our markets. This past week my 
total of Chinese copies reached eight. Six of those we attempted to fight 
against, but high legal costs meant we can’t afford to do it all’ (Sete, 2019). 
In one of the first copyright infringement cases, Annette Sete filed a lawsuit 
in 2020 against Kenny PNG Ltd and Tropicana Ltd alleging the copying of 
her tabu fabric designs. 

People distinguish between old and new Chinese. While there are some 
tensions about the new Chinese businesses, I think there is no resentment 
against the Chinese that have been in PNG for generations and have made 
PNG their home. Some of them have become naturalised PNG citizens 
themselves. We see them as part of us. We respect the old Chinese who 
have made it in PNG, just like we respect other Papua New Guineans 
who have built successful businesses. 
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I grew up in Port Moresby and I didn’t have Chinese friends, nor have 
I  been to any Chinese clubs. There was definitely a distinction between 
us and them, like they were Chinese or half-Chinese, and they had their 
own clubs, communities and groups. There was respect, but also separation. 
We  referred to the Chinese as Kong Kong man and Kong Kong meri or 
Sinaman and Sinameri.
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