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3
People and Place: Collective 
Action and the Making of the 

Markham Valley

Factional competition over Wafi-Golpu is, in large part, a struggle over the 
future through disputes about the past. Customary landowners are entitled 
to a share of mineral royalties once a mine begins operation,1 and customary 
landowners are defined, somewhat controversially, as the occupants of the 
to-be-mined land at the time of colonial contact, at least according to 
legal precedent (see Kalinoe 1993; Filer 2019). Accordingly, court cases, 
speeches in the village and demands for attention from the developer are 
often, in content, appeals over who ought to get what in the future, based 
on the location and timings of occupation, conflicts, Christianisation and 
marriages in the past.

Litigation over landownership are also contests not between atomised 
individuals but collectives of various forms, with registered parties’ names 
on official documentation ranging from ‘family groups’ to ‘clans’. Faction 
leaders, crucially, draw on and transform pre-existing means of organising, 
while members themselves often have multifaceted relations with one 
another. A faction member might live adjacent to the chairman of one 
landowner association, who is also the head of their local church and is 
their mother’s brother, while a different association chairman is of the same 
patriclan, an ex-high-school classmate and their village ward councillor.

1	  Customary landowners are not equally entitled to other benefit streams nor to compensation 
for damage caused outside the lease area, even if the landowner company representing the customary 
landowners of the mining lease proper often receive significant contracts from the mine.
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To have an adequate grasp of factional competition over the Wafi-Golpu 
area, it is therefore necessary to situate it both in terms of the broader 
history of the Markham Valley and vis-à-vis other forms of collective 
action. Accordingly, this chapter provides an overview of the historical and 
social context in which Wampar claims and counter-claims take place—
how Wampar organise themselves at different scales for different ends and 
the history of migrations that undergird their claims to the mine prospect 
land. To this end, I am concretely concerned with basic questions about 
the organisation of people and place, as well as the historical forces that 
shaped the contemporary social geography of the Markham Valley and the 
Sâb Wampar area. I leave the specific history of the Wafi-Golpu region and 
the ethnolinguistic populations from which other claimants originate until 
Chapter 6.

More generally, this chapter will trace a story in which a range of social 
kinds, such as clans and villages, start the twentieth century anchored solely 
by people’s everyday practices and expectations. As the Markham Valley 
becomes entangled with the colonial and post-colonial state, a range of new 
bureaucratic kinds, such as ward councillors and census units, are remotely 
anchored by documents and become woven into social life. To this extent, 
factional competition over Wafi-Golpu implicates the different modes of 
working and being together that this chapter touches on. Like the everyday, 
face-to-face relations of sharing and reciprocity, the ties between faction 
members and leaders are often framed in a similar fashion—who steps up 
to help whom, who reciprocates aid and who might be taking advantage 
of others. Intra-village competition frequently purports to be between 
‘clans’ in one way or another. Finally, factions in their contemporary form 
are legally registered associations and business entities whose terms of 
instantiation are, in part, anchored by the state. To better comprehend the 
nature of factions, it is useful to consider each of these elements in isolation 
before bringing them all together.

Roads and Rivers, Mountain and Bush: 
The Physical and Social Geography of the 
Markham Valley
The Markham Valley is a vast river plain—at its widest, 22 km across—lying 
slightly over 50 metres above sea level. To the valley’s north rise the Finisterre 
and Saruwaged ranges, towering to over 4,000  metres high, while the 
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Herzog and Kratke ranges frame the south. The mountain ranges are green 
and lush, draped with white clouds in the early morning. The valley itself 
is flat grassland dotted with cattle and chicken farms and is cut through by 
the Highlands Highway. More recently, eucalyptus and palm oil plantations 
have become conspicuous along its flanks. The brown, muddy waters of 
the Markham River, known to Wampar as Wantsef, meander through the 
middle of the valley, confined by shifting sandbars. Despite its comparatively 
short length (less than 160 km), it disgorges massive amounts of water and 
mud from its tributaries flowing from the surrounding mountains (Löffler 
and Woodward 1977).

Travelling along the Highlands Highway from the port city of Lae, one passes 
churches and ramshackle squatter settlements interspersed with commercial 
and industrial premises—hotels, truck and heavy-machinery dealerships, 
security guard barracks and the New Guinea Table Birds factory—until the 
road narrows to two lanes. Follow the highway long enough up the valley, 
one eventually reaches a switchback Kassam Pass and, from there, the densely 
populated Eastern Highlands. However, long before the Kassam Pass, while 
processing plants still line the Highlands Highway, the road crosses the Yalu 
River, said to mark the beginning of Wampar land.

As discussed in the Introduction, Wampar life on the northern side of the 
Markham has been buoyed by increasingly frenetic commercial activity 
around the highway, with the villages of Munun, Ngasawapum, Gabsongkeg, 
Dzifasing and Tararan lying directly adjacent to, or a short drive from, the 
road (see Figure 1.1). Such prime real estate, of course, comes with its own 
problems: northern Wampar struggle to contain land sales and informal 
settlements of non-Wampar; drugs and weapons move easily up and down 
the highway; fights sporadically disrupt markets and home-brewed alcohol 
has become difficult to control (Beer and Church 2019: 10).

All the evidence suggests that, at the moment of pacification and conversion 
in 1909 (in the north) and the mid-1910s (in the south), Wampar speakers 
collectively held sovereignty over the entire area, despite low population 
densities (Fischer 1992). Subsequently, Wampar have profited from hosting 
the Lutheran Church mission station (since 1912), the construction of 
highways following the Second World War, and the gradual expansion 
of Lae (ibid.; Willis 1974). By contrast, near the coast live Bukawa, Yalu 
and Labu speakers occupying increasingly valuable land near the expanding 
city of Lae. In the mountains around the Markham live peoples such 
as Duwet, Erap, Buang and Watut speakers, whom Wampar tend to see as 
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more ‘backward’—Christianised later, often by Wampar evangelists. Some 
of these groups help northern Wampar to ‘look after’ their land as ‘helpers’ 
in clientelistic relations with the Wampar owners (Beer 2006). Wampar 
collectively refer to other ethnic groups as ngaeng yaner (foreign people) 
in contrast to themselves. Wampar speakers themselves exhibit minimal 
linguistic differences in style and show varying levels of linguistic relatedness 
to adjacent Adzera and Watut speakers, while Wampar is less related to the 
Mumeng and Buang languages to the south (Fischer and Beer 2021).

If, while driving out of Lae, one turns left shortly after the New Guinea 
Table Birds factory, one instead follows the Wau–Bulolo Highway. After 
crossing the one-lane Markham Bridge to land predominantly occupied 
by Labu speakers, the landscape changes. Rather than dry, grassy plains, 
cattle farms and sprawling roadside markets, the road becomes cracked 
and the landscape more verdant. Familiar roadside stalls and settlements 
flank the Wau–Bulolo Highway in the immediate area after the Markham 
Bridge, all the way to the bustling roadside market of the Wampar village 
of Gabantsidz. Beyond Gabantsidz, the land becomes less populated, the 
terrain more mountainous and the road more snaking and potholed, with 
public motor vehicles (PMVs) slowing to a crawl to edge their way around 
holes. Eventually, the road crosses a brown section of the Gorogeas River and 
passes through Wamped village, the first Sâb Wampar village in the region.

As previously mentioned, the Sâb Wampar region currently consists of three 
settlements: Wamped, Mare and Tseats. Wamped village (see Figures 3.1–
3.2) had a population of 1,354 in 2016, and straddles the Wau–Bulolo 
Highway, sitting between the Wamped and Gorogeas rivers. The former 
is a clear, crisp, fast-moving river, temperamental in speed and volume. 
The  Wamped routinely breaks its banks, changing course and flooding 
nearby gardens. The Gorogeas, by contrast, is muddy and slow, exiting a 
swamp to the immediate southeast of Wamped village. As people travel 
to the river to wash in the evening, great clouds of fruit bats (sâb) fly from 
the swamp, filling the sky as the sun sets. Eventually, both rivers join the 
Markham.

In the village, a heterogeneous mix of houses (tao) dot the road. Some 
are made solely of bush material and sago leaf roofs, some mix sago with 
sheet metal roofs, while wealthier families own ‘permanent’ houses made of 
plywood and corrugated iron. Everywhere, the village bears reminders 
of the time when betelnut (dzain), a greener kind of ‘gold’, grew prolifically 
through the area and cash was relatively abundant. As reminders of this 
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time, boarded-up trade stores flank the highway, while the skeletons of 
rusted trucks have long given up their fight against the grass seeking to 
claim them.

To the north of Wamped is Mare village, a substantially larger and, today, 
more isolated village, which had 2,654 residents in 2016. Mare was once 
the heart of the Sâb region, not far from the historical site of Gabrenan 
and close enough to the Markham to be a short canoe ride from the 
northern villages. However, Mare has become increasingly marginal with 
the construction of the Highlands and Wau–Bulolo highways. As an elderly 
Mare man explained, ‘All the other villages have services, have roads. We do 
not. We are the last Wampar’. This is not entirely accurate. Mare does have 
a road of sorts—a potholed, frequently flooded, dirt road wide enough 
for a single PMV to bounce along, which is more than many Papua New 
Guinean (PNG) villages can boast. Nevertheless, compared to their wantoks 
(speakers of the same language), many in Mare feel that ‘development’ has 
passed them by. The main obstacle is the volatile Wamped River, which 
PMVs travelling from Mare must cross to reach the Wau–Bulolo Highway. 
Every morning, PMVs wrap water-vulnerable engine parts in plastic and 
ford the rushing waters. If rains were especially heavy the night before, they 
must wait for another day.

Finally, Tseats is considered by many to be a hamlet rather than an actual 
‘village’, but is often included in public speeches about the Sâb Wampar 
area. According to the national census, Tseats had a population of 370 
people in 2011. Tseats has no road, muddy or otherwise, leading to the 
village, nor access to electricity. Reaching Tseats requires a long boat trip 
up the Markham River and then the Watut River. The village’s physical 
space emphasises the village’s existence in the ‘bush’, with giant, towering 
rain trees dotting the village. One of my hosts glumly noted that it is too 
difficult for logging vehicles to access.

Today, Mare, Wamped and Tseats each consist of a larger central settlement 
with a main Lutheran Church, surrounded by scattered outlying hamlets. 
The primary settlement is divided into several areas, typically named 
according to spatial characteristics within the village—large village (gab 
faring), little village (gab naron) and the centre of the village (gab ofo)—
along with historical settlement names, or names that mix Tok Pisin and 
Wampar, like bris fôn (bris: bridge, fôn [Wampar]: stem/trunk/origin). Each 
of these areas comprises smaller residential areas, constituted by distinct 
households or dwelling areas. A dwelling area typically includes a single-



INK AND LAND

56

standing house and a kitchen area (tao ga) for cooking and fires, with a 
nuclear family consisting of a wife, husband, unmarried children and 
dependants. Frequently, a household includes multiple nuclear families, 
plus a men’s bachelor’s house (ntsa/haus boi), where the occupants regularly 
eat and cook together.

Table 3.1: Census figures for southern Wampar villages

Date Bangkor/Dagin Wamped Mare/Maremog Tseats Gabantsidz

1936 183 – 164 – 285

1940 196 – 178 – 282

1945 208 – 204 – 308

1946 211 – 211 – 313

1948 216 – 206 – –

1949 – 213 218 – 344

02/1955 – 251 272 – 414 

08/1955 – 248 273 – 419

1980 – 562 630 – 900

1990 – 761 759 – 1,305

2000 – 1,021 1,116 280 1,609

2011 – 1,264 1,393 370 2,147

2016 – 1,354 2,6542 – –

Sources: Burke (1945), Downs (1946), Clark (1948), Robinson (1949), Green (1955a), 
Seale (1955), PNG National Censuses, author’s own survey.

Wampar favour patrivirilocal residence, so compounds typically comprise 
households that share patrilineal clan or lineage identification. New nuclear 
families often share a house with the husband’s father before setting up 
their  own house two or three years later, when the first child is born or 
their house is built. These residential groups regularly work together on 
everyday tasks. 

2	  The number here is based on a list of all households and all household members created by Mare 
for rice distribution after flooding between 2015 and 2016. It is considerably different from the census 
five years earlier. It is possible that the community inflated the figures, although I used the list to 
select households for a random survey with little issue. It seems more likely that the prior censuses 
undercounted parts of the village, only taking a census of Mare itself (gab faring), ignoring many 
households adjacent to the road outside the main village, as well as overlooking several satellite hamlets 
(of which the 2011 census only counts one, Gentsean [‘Gensian’], ignoring Sangkea, Gomamos and 
Marasangen). Visibly, Mare is about twice as large as Wamped. For these reasons, the figure listed here 
seems very likely correct, and the census figures should be regarded with some caution.
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Figure 3.1: Wamped Village flanking the Wau–Bulolo Highway.
Source: Author.

Figure 3.2: A view of the Markham Vallely from a hill near Mare.
Source: Author.
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Gom: The Everyday Organisation of 
Everyday Work
Much of daily life in Wamped and Mare is spent tending the material and 
social basis of life. Groups of men, often agnatically related and sometimes 
affines, travel to gardens to hack down bushes under the sweltering sun. 
Women and their young female kin—typically their children or the daughters 
of affinal neighbours—carry string bags full of plastic water bottles from a 
spring 30  minutes’ walk away. Under the moonlight, young men—age 
mates, some that live in the same bachelor’s house—sit in the middle of the 
road to share gossip, chew betelnut and listen to locally produced electronic 
music from their mobile phones. As individuals undertake such activities, 
they draw on—and tend to reinforce—personal networks built through 
reciprocity and shared experience, networks whose existence is grounded by 
their members sharing certain habitual relations and mutual understandings.

Gom is the Wampar word for ‘work’, ‘activity’, ‘occupation’ or ‘task’, but 
also ‘garden’, ‘field’ or ‘planting’ (Lütkes 1999: 46; Fischer and Beer 2021). 
The term gom captures a range of purposeful, organised activities, from 
fishing to hunting (Lütkes 1999). However, garden work has a central place, 
as indicated by the word’s polysemy. Wampar were and are predominantly 
swidden horticulturalists, cultivating a wide variety of banana/plantain 
(gaen), grown in unfenced gardens alongside coconut palms (mos) and 
cocoa, their primary cash crop. While Wampar clans are said to ‘own’ the 
land itself, individual households and their members have individual gardens 
and maintain their claim through continual (intergenerational) usage or by 
receiving permission to use a garden from another household.

Sâb Wampar supplement gaen with protein from fish, tinned fish, free-
ranging chickens, pig husbandry and hunting. Pig populations are small—
Mare, for example, averages only 1.87 pigs per household. Domestic pigs 
are rarely eaten and are not an everyday protein source; instead, they are 
consumed at significant events. While men gain recognition for contributing 
pigs to feasts, it is women who do much of the work of feeding and 
raising pigs, skills associated with significant prestige. Wild game animals 
supplement domesticated meat, including fruit bats, bandicoots and wild 
pigs. Hunting is performed by both individuals and small groups of men at 
night, along with hunting dogs. Wampar still put great emphasis on male 
skill at hunting, and successful hunters routinely share with others in their 
network (Lütkes 1999: 112).
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Cash crops augment this cycle of garden work, historically betelnut and, 
since 2008, cocoa. Betelnut (widely called buai in Tok Pisin) was a source 
of extraordinary relative prosperity for Wampar—almost everyone enjoyed 
reminiscing about those better times of more comfortable, ‘faster’ money when 
buai was grown widely in the village. However, in 2008, the buai economy 
abruptly collapsed when an unknown pest tore through the Wampar region 
(see Jackson 2021). The end of buai profoundly impacted people’s collective 
memory of wealth and how it could be lost. For the generation in their 20s 
and 30s, there could be something bitter about the period; they were old 
enough to remember the money but now feel their parents and grandparents 
squandered a valuable opportunity. Meanwhile, for those who had enjoyed 
the fruits of this era of ‘fast money’, the pest was a humbling and challenging 
experience. As one man from Mare recalled:

It was a dark age. We were in total darkness. Before, Mare was 
full of noisy generators and light. You’d think you had come to a 
[government] station. Afterwards, nothing. Complete darkness. 
No  lights in the village. We couldn’t afford kerosene any more. 
People would just heap coconut shells and burn fires, and then go 
to sleep early. Go to the garden, come back and sleep. I often think 
about this time and how far we fell. One day, we could make 1,000 
kina in a day. Then, it was hard to find 20 toea [cents]. People were 
too embarrassed to market [sell other vegetable products] again. 
Then gradually, some women tried it, and now here we are.

In the post-buai era, cocoa emerged as the primary cash crop, marking 
a distinct shift in the political economy of Wamped and Mare. Unlike buai, 
cocoa cultivation, especially fermentation, demands collective effort and is 
subject to seasonal variations. Men and women jointly engage in planting 
cocoa, with women undertaking weeding and entire families involved in 
harvesting. Economic inequality in Wamped and Mare has become shaped 
by who has fermentaries, who has the necessary cash reserves to purchase 
wet beans throughout the season, and who can draw the required labour to 
convert the wet beans into dried cocoa.

As this account has alluded to, different forms of daily work have clear 
gendered associations and have distinct temporal and social rhythms.3 Women 
and girls undertake most everyday work, including child-rearing, cooking, 
feeding pigs, weeding gardens, cleaning laundry, collecting water, gathering 

3	  Lütkes’ (1999) monograph Gom: Arbeit und ihre Bedeutung bei den Wampar im Dorf Tararan is 
indispensable here for its detailed breakdown of gom (work) and its different forms and understandings.
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firewood, washing pots and sweeping (Lütkes 1999: 64–81; Fischer 2009). 
These activities generally occur in pairs or small groups, with a woman 
recruiting assistance from her unmarried sisters or neighbouring husband’s 
brother’s wives, daughters or nearby consanguineal kin. Punctuating such 
work are larger events—church openings, business meetings, important 
visitors’ meetings, school closings and the like—where women work in big 
groups, fetching firewood and bananas to peel and attending cooking fires 
for hours. By contrast, activities that involve more people are typically more 
masculinised and less regular. Clearing and burning tropical forest for a 
banana garden, building raised houses from bush materials or drying cocoa 
in a fermentary are less routine activities, and also involve a man recruiting 
assistance from his residential (male) neighbours, agnates and affines.

In sum, there is a division here between the feminine everyday and the 
masculine occasional—the latter being widely seen as ‘heavier’, more physically 
demanding work, although not without contestation (Lütkes 1999:  269). 
All these involve individuals repeatedly coming together to achieve tasks, 
grounded by long histories of sharing, reciprocity, arm-twisting, gossip and 
complaints. While each instance entails a temporary action set that comes 
together to achieve a specific task and then disperses, the recruited sub-set 
tacitly alters the relations that generate the set itself (Gulliver 1971: 18). These 
everyday relations are supplemented by relationships with different people—
old friends in town, former school colleagues in the capital, relatives in other 
cities or routine trade partners in markets. Such everyday sharing relations 
constitute much of the warp and weft of Wampar life. However, Wampar, 
like most other horticultural populations in PNG, also engage in other forms 
of collective action involving the mobilisation of larger groups of people, 
centred on life crises or conflict. These typically involve more people, have 
more specific criteria of inclusion, and are sometimes centred on emotionally 
charged events, like conflict, while other activities, such as weddings, are more 
scripted. The categorical, sociocentric identity implicated in these activities is 
sagaseg, translated broadly as ‘clan’, or, increasingly, mpan affiliation, which 
roughly means ‘lineage’.

Sagaseg and Mpan

Clans, as discrete groups that share a categorical identity based on purported 
unilineal descent, are a pervasive theme in talk around and about resource 
extraction in PNG. It is both state ideology and de facto mineral policy that 
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‘traditional village life’ is founded on the division of people into clans, each 
exclusively owning land and tracing descent from an ancestral leader. Due 
to these pre-existing understandings, local communities are under pressure 
by state agencies to present themselves in comprehensible terms. This 
leads people to ‘reshape patterns of sociality to conform to [clan ideology]: 
creating unilineal descent groups where none have existed before, or by 
rigidifying, simplifying and standardising existing patterns of sociality and 
landownership’ (Bacalzo et al. 2014: 64). A familiar clan-centrism is present 
in the Wafi-Golpu area. As discussed in Chapter  5, all the court cases 
relevant to Wafi-Golpu are nominally between ‘clans’, and their findings are 
expressed in these terms. Given the haze of clan ideology around resource 
projects in PNG and the parties held to matter in the Wafi-Golpu area, it is 
necessary to proceed carefully in a discussion of Wampar sagaseg and mpan 
and situate them both in the past and present.

As we shall see, many political divisions within the Sâb Wampar area run 
along sagaseg lines, and sagaseg played a key role in the historical migrations 
and conflicts that ground Wampar claims to Wafi-Golpu. More generally, 
the changing nature of sagaseg in response to pacification, demographic 
expansion, and the proliferation of commercial projects are, in many ways, 
a microcosm of this book’s wider historical arc. Residing, fighting and 
cooperating engenders certain kinds of understandings of the self and ‘us’ 
vis-à-vis others, anchoring the existence of a certain kind of group. In this 
case, I will recount how warfare, ritual life, co-residence, bridewealth and 
sister exchange reinforced the understandings that anchored the fraternally 
constituted clan. However, as such processes changed, so too did the 
anchoring understandings, resulting in a reconfigured and refashioned 
form of collective action—with an illusion of continuity. Sagaseg and mpan 
still dot the Wampar area today, but the processes that reinforce them 
and the nature of the understandings and practices that anchor them are 
fundamentally different.

Sagaseg and mpan-talk is common in Wamped and Mare. People identify 
and are identified as belonging to various mpan and sagaseg. Today, sagaseg 
are constituted by a group of individuals with common patrifiliation. 
An individual’s sagaseg is the same as their father’s, with blood once believed 
to come exclusively through the male line (Fischer 1975: 168) while ‘being 
of the same uterus’ was (and is) the basis for passing on names through 
the matriline (Bacalzo 2016). Each Wampar village has segments of pan-
Wampar sagaseg, with many members found across the Wampar area. Some 
sagaseg, like Wasobampur, are exclusively in the Sâb Wampar area, and some, 
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like Warir, are found on both sides of the Markham. Within a given sagaseg 
segment in a village, members readily trace common patrilineal descent 
down five or six generations. However, common descent is assumed but 
rarely known between segments of different villages and especially between 
segments in different regions of the Markham.

Individuals are not members of multiple sagaseg nor, if they have a Wampar 
father, their mother’s sagaseg.4 Ambiguities arise in cases of illegitimate 
children, children raised by non-patrilateral kin, adoptions, early divorce 
and remarriage, children of women with non-Wampar husbands and, 
historically, children captured in raids (Fischer 1975: 165; Bacalzo Schwörer 
2012; Bacalzo 2021). Likewise, there is good evidence that sagaseg have always 
fissioned and fused as demographic fortunes rose and fell, with various such 
unions historically verifiable (Fischer 1975; Bacalzo et al. 2014: 66). In the 
Sâb Wampar area, for example, the names Wasobampur and Owangrompon 
refer to the same sagaseg. According to one informant, this is due to the 
adoption of the last remaining child of the Sâb line of Owangrompon by 
Wasobampur. While Wampar lack the systematic, big man–driven fostering 
and integration of affinal or matrilateral kin characteristic of some highland 
societies (Wagner 1967; A. Strathern 1972; M. Strathern 1972; Feil 1984a; 
Langlas and Weiner 1988), matrilateral relations were and are critical. 
Wampar traditionally practised a long postpartum taboo, ensuring routine 
relations between women and their natal kin, while preferential sister 
exchange created tight nexuses of relations between families.

In addition to individual affiliation, exogamy and claims to land, sagaseg 
are understood to hold various other properties. Each sagaseg has a distinct 
way of tying bananas, patterns carved in war hats or clay pots (sagaseg a 
wir), ways of marking gardens with dry leaves on trees or palms, spirit 
places (ram a rop) and mourning songs (med a dzon). Sagaseg names 
themselves refer to a specific plant or animal—Owang, for instance, is 
the noisy friarbird Philemon corniculatus—and these animals were one of 
several taboo animals and plants associated with each sagaseg (sagaseg nidzin 
or sagaseg yafan). Historically, eating or killing these plants and animals 
portended war (Fischer 1978: 76). Likewise, village sagaseg segments and 
mpan claim authority over, and in many cases practically organise, access to 

4	  I never heard of any case, today or in the past, of someone with a Wampar father trying to claim 
descent from their mother’s sagaseg or multiple sagaseg. My sense is that such claims in the Mare and 
Wamped would be dismissed as absurd. I suspect Fischer’s mentioning of these cases is linked to the 
more precipitous decline of sagaseg in the north discussed in the section ‘Sagaseg Demographics’ (see 
Fischer 1975: 165).
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land for both residence and large-scale commercial usage, collecting rents, 
compensation or royalties from projects, such as mobile phone towers, road 
construction or logging. In the Sâb Wampar area, sagaseg exogamy is still 
prominent, except in the cases of the two larger sagaseg, in which exogamy 
is practised within the constituent mpan. Due to preferential virilocal 
residence, mentioned above, residential areas in both Wamped and Mare 
are typically made up of agnatically related households and therefore share 
sagaseg affiliation, although given the contemporary size of many sagaseg, 
such clusters of agnatic households are often scattered across multiple areas 
in the village or beyond.

Mpan, by contrast, refers to a lineage of individuals within a sagaseg who 
trace patrilineal descent from an eponymous man. All living members 
of this lineage are either great-grandchildren or great-great-grandchildren of 
that man, making a mpan a group consisting (at most) of second and third-
degree patrilateral cousins. Each sagaseg, strictly speaking, contains at least 
one mpan. However, it would be a mistake to see mpan as a lower ‘level’ of 
segmentation. Mpan, as a categorical identity for collective action, only has 
purchase in the demographically larger sagaseg segments where organising 
as sagaseg is impractical. In such cases, each mpan acts, in effect, as a sagaseg. 
For this reason, when I speak of sagaseg, the claim can generally be extended 
to mpan unless otherwise specified.

Sagaseg complement the personalised networks considered in the previous 
section. People do not explicitly conceptualise their network, or any given 
manifestation of it, as a social category beyond their specific instantiation—
if Esot, Adzen, Seref and Garu are travelling to a garden, this fact, coupled 
with various facts about participants’ mutual beliefs, ground that they 
are going to the garden together. Even though such a ‘we’ action entails 
collective intentionality,5 the ‘we’ involved is solely that: no more than the 
temporarily assembled set of individuals. By contrast, sagaseg and mpan are 
distinct categories of people who identify and are identifiable as part of 
that group. If people (especially men) with joint sagaseg affiliation gather 
together, it is not merely Esot, Adzen, Seref and Garu gathering; for many 
observers and participants, Tsuwaif (a sagaseg) is gathering together. This 
example, where a large proportion of affiliated men are acting in concert, 

5	  The topic of collective intentionality, and the extent it can be reduced to I-intentionality, has been 
intensively discussed in social ontology (see Gilbert 1990; Tuomela 1991; Bratman 1999; Searle 2010).
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is one of the more straightforward cases. However, it should not obscure 
the more general fragility, contestability and epistemic ambiguity of the 
relationship between individual action and sagaseg acts.

More generally, the general social kind of sagaseg, which includes facts about 
its existence (that there is a set of people such that each of them belongs to 
such-and-such a sagaseg), activities (that a set of people are undertaking a 
particular activity, like signing a document or giving compensation, grounds 
the fact that a sagaseg segment undertook that activity) and its various 
associated properties (landownership, taboos, banana-tying methods), 
is anchored by (1) people believing them to be as such, and believing other 
people believe as such, and (2) people continuing to practically undertake 
a range of activities, such as organising land rents, with others that share 
sagaseg affiliation. That is, conventionalised beliefs and patterned practices 
about and under the guise of sagaseg anchor the social kind sagaseg.

Sagaseg Demographics
The personal network people routinely draw from is relatively small, perhaps 
no more than 20 to 30 people, and is not restricted by paternal, maternal 
and affinal connections. Because such networks are chiefly the product of 
everyday work, they are naturally biased by residential patterns, with people 
tending to draw on their immediate residential group, typically composed 
of affinal (for women) or patrilateral (for men) kin. However, there is little 
guarantee that a person’s everyday activities are limited to such groupings. 
Today, Mare and Wamped are both large conglomerate villages and around 
87 per cent of people are born and live in the village where they were born. 
Therefore, both affinal and consanguineal kin are typically a short walk, 
sometimes a short shout, away.

Sagaseg, in this picture of clustering and demographic expansion, play an 
increasingly muted role. As categorical identities for organising economic 
and political activities, sagaseg have been in decline for some time. Fischer 
(1975:  147) noted that, by the 1970s, sagaseg were significantly less 
prominent, and people were less strictly adhering to exogamy taboos. 
More recently, Bacalzo et al. (2014: 66) note that, north of the Markham, 
younger people are sometimes unclear about their sagaseg membership. 
These breakdowns are almost certainly the result of the demographic 
expansion in the north. In the northern village of Gabsongkeg, for example, 
some 60 per cent of marriages are with non-Wampar (Beer and Schroedter 
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2014). These demographic trends of population growth and intermarriage 
and associated decline in sagaseg are not as sharp in the Sâb Wampar area; 
Wamped and even more so Mare are more self-consciously ‘traditional’ 
villages. Notwithstanding these differences, overarching trends are evident. 
In both villages, which collectively host ten sagaseg, the two larger ones have 
fragmented into mpan which observe exogamy between them.

Historical demographic and residential patterns suggest that sagaseg 
affiliations were more pronounced when population sizes were smaller and 
residential settlements more dispersed. Sâb Wampar have undergone rapid 
demographic change over the past century due to the cessation of armed 
conflict, diversifying crops and diets, spreading cash incomes and the arrival 
of antibiotics, all prompting significant changes in social organisation. 
Pre-pacification population size and density were small—the entire Sâb 
Wampar population, distributed between Maremog and Bangkor, was 347 
in 1936, compared to a little over 4,000 today (Downs 1946).6 Only 92 of 
the people counted in 1936 were adult males (ibid.). Making the unlikely 
assumption that this population was divided evenly between the ten extant 
sagaseg segments present in the Sâb Wampar area, each would have had 
around nine adult male members.

Such demographic changes have coincided with significant residential changes. 
As I shall recount, oral histories divide Wampar history into fleeting moments 
of unity that punctuate dispersed settlement patterns in which various 
intermarried and allied sagaseg segments lived in the same approximate region, 
although not the same settlement. Living Wampar can name and locate the 
12 settlements that Sâb Wampar lived in before they congregated in the new 
site of Fatob following conversion. Each of these areas, which are distinct from 
sagaseg ancestral sites, is associated with a particular sagaseg. Similarly, mission 
reports refer to the Wampar gab (‘villages’) of Munun and Ngasawapum 
as consisting of dispersed hamlets (twelve and seven, respectively), each 
consisting of a handful of ‘four to ten’ huts, rather than resembling the large, 
clustered settlements of today (Sack 1976: 67).

Augmenting this demographic picture, it is likely that daily interaction 
networks and sagaseg affiliations within a given area were more closely 
intertwined prior to pacification and conversion by virtue of residential 

6	  Even if populations at the time were unusually small due to sicknesses, like measles, dysentery and 
the flu—potentially indicated by stories of ‘sicknesses’ in the oral histories of Fatob—the qualitative scale 
of the population remains broadly similar.
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patterns. As Fischer argued for Gabsongkeg (1975:  97), the large, 
conglomerate settlements that characterise Sâb Wampar settlement today 
are a product of pacification (ending defensive considerations), the Wau–
Bulolo Highway and mission and colonial encouragement of the Wampar 
to congregate in centralised, more easily accessible areas. The building of 
churches gave areas a centre and contributed to the formation of villages.

Historically, then, small groups of agnatically related households identified 
by and identifying with sagaseg affiliation often constituted residential and 
defensive settlements. For these reasons, one might be tempted to view sagaseg 
identification and organisation as simply a product of people living and 
working together, reinforced by exogamy and virilocal residence. That recent 
shifts—increased non-Wampar marriages, concentrated residential patterns 
and population growth—have covaried with a diminishing role of sagaseg 
affiliation seems to support this notion. Yet, sagaseg are locally understood as 
more than mere kin or co-residents and express an explicit fraternal ideology. 
While overlapping and intertwining, there are clear differences between 
the egocentric relations described above and the sociocentric properties of 
sagaseg, with their non-overlapping of membership, associated properties 
of authority over land, and taboos.

To understand Wampar sagaseg as distinct ontological entities, we must 
consider the different organisational processes that reinforced their 
ideological elaborations compared to co-residential relations. Examining 
these processes will, at the same time, help frame Wampar claims to the 
mine prospect. Wafi-Golpu appears remote from contemporary Wampar 
settlements, the nearest being Tseats, some 22 km away. Wampar claims 
to the land on which the prospect lies, and their understanding of current 
social geography, stem from nineteenth-century migrations of different 
sagaseg groupings from the village of Babur, not far from the current site 
of the Wafi-Golpu prospect, into the Markham Valley.

History of Sagaseg: The Time of Giants 
and the Coming of Iron
Today, Wampar recall their ancestors as ‘giants’. Missionaries and patrol 
officers also routinely remarked on the sheer size of Wampar compared to 
other Morobe populations (Sack 1976). These ideas inform interethnic 
relations today, with many Wampar seeing other peoples, especially from the 
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Highlands, as short, stout and unattractive (Beer 2006). Notwithstanding 
their contemporary stature, many Wampar claim that, in former times, they 
were even larger, some two to three metres in height. There is disagreement 
over why they have diminished in size and stature: some blame mixing with 
other ethnic groups, some the soft food introduced by white people and 
others concede that conversion to Christianity, while undoubtedly a good 
thing, forced Wampar to give up the black magic that once made them so 
large and strong.

Consistent with their reputation as fearsome giants, pre-pacification Wampar 
were infamous in the region for their raids on neighbouring populations. 
Early accounts from German missionaries and Deutsche Neuguinea-
Kompagnie officials paint a bleak picture of coastal peoples ‘forced … to 
take up residence in unhealthy and almost inaccessible mangrove swamps’, 
living in ‘deserted and decaying villages’ (Sack 1976: 45, 48). The coastal 
peoples all told stories of a terrifying ‘mountain people’ who had displaced 
them from their lands:

for a whole generation the Laewomba [Wampar] were the most 
feared murderers and arsonists among the surrounding tribes as they 
proceeded to take over a vast tract of territory. (Neuhauss 1911: 44 
cited in Willis 1974: 29)

There is no doubt that those displaced by raids had every reason to 
exaggerate the cruelty of their assailants. As the historian Peter Sack 
(1976: 48–9) points out, these earlier accounts paint Wampar as unknown 
and unknowable antagonists, speaking a language no one understood. 
Likewise, many Wampar today play up the ‘bloodthirstiness’ of their 
ancestors, if only to make their wholesale conversion to Christianity more 
miraculous. Nevertheless, the situation that missionaries encountered—the 
‘vast tract of territory’ Wampar possessed as a result of their incursions—was 
real enough.

Attempting to reconstruct the changes that underwrote the changing 
social geography of the Markham Valley—those events that also underlie 
contemporary Wampar claims to Wafi-Golpu—is necessarily a patchy 
project, made easier by the previous historical studies of the region (especially 
Willis 1974; Sack 1976; Fischer 1992). To the extent that historical trends can 
be discerned, Wampar expansion was an interacting product of expanding 
colonial empires, rather than processes playing out ‘in the absence’ or merely 
as a product of colonial power, and for this reason, it is more accurate to 
describe this period as ‘pre-pacification’ rather than ‘pre-colonial’. The 
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early German colonial period in the Markham Valley probably aggravated 
existing conflicts, comparable to other non-state regions on the fringes of 
expanding empires (Ferguson and Whitehead 1992). Although contested 
by non-Wampar claimants to Wafi-Golpu today, sources long prior to the 
discovery of the mineral deposits recount that Wampar migrated into the 
Markham Valley from the Watut Valley sometime in the nineteenth century 
(Willis 1974; Sack 1976: 97; Fischer 1992). Several mutually reinforcing 
conditions appear to have facilitated this process.

Wampar have long claimed that their ancestral population lived in a village 
known as Babur, near the intersection of the Watut and the Wafe rivers, 
not far from the site of the Wafi-Golpu deposit (Holzknecht 1989:  36; 
Fischer 1992; Fischer and Beer 2021: 35).7 During my fieldwork, numerous 
informants gave versions of the migration into the Markham Valley 
following the breakup of Babur, which I summarise as follows:

Babur’s breakup led to Wampar splitting into two broad groups. The 
first and largest grouping of sagaseg travelled north down the Watut 
Valley. The second grouping went eastward first before turning 
northward along the Wamped Valley. The descendants of the sagaseg 
of the first, more substantial migration became known as Sâb (‘Fruit 
Bat’) because of how they flitted from site to site. The sagaseg of the 
second became known as Tsaruntson (‘Cave’) because they slept in 
caves (see Figure 3.3, Sâb migration is the northern arrow, Tsaruntson 
the southern arrow). Eventually, both Sâb and Tsaruntson Wampar 
gathered in the village of Gabrenan, east of contemporary Mare.

As in Babur, the period of unity proved fragile. A woman was 
carrying a pot of bananas on her head when her string skirt (some) 
came loose, leaving her naked in the middle of the village. Some 
young men saw her and began laughing. Weeping, she fled to her 
kin, whereupon the village erupted into conflict. Gabrenan broke 
up, with Wampar scattering across the Markham Valley.

7	  Wampar prehistory before their migration into the Markham is challenging to reconstruct. Both 
Wampar and Watut oral traditions claim that the ancestors of Wampar lived in the Watut Valley, in an 
area now occupied by South Watut speakers (Holzknecht 1989: 36). Susanne Holzknecht (1989: 33) 
records that South Watut people claim to have displaced Wampar speakers from this region, possibly 
driving earlier Wampar migrations across the Efafan river to Babur. Earlier movements are even more 
opaque and include tales of an ill-fated fishing trip that landed in Kerema (Fischer 2013).
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Figure 3.3: First migrations down the Watut and Wamped river valleys.
Source: H. Schnoor.

Versions of the narratives emphasise different elements of the story and 
different tellers provide more or less detail. However, the broad elements 
remain the same: the original breakup of a settlement (all those that named 
it called it Babur) near the Wafe and the Watut; two broad groups, Sâb and 
Tsaruntson, each composed of various clans, travelling to the Markham by 
different routes;8 the founding of Gabrenan and its subsequent breakup due 
to a woman losing her skirt while carrying bananas. In the Sâb Wampar 
area, this migration history is routinely used to differentiate segments of 
a sagaseg. For example, a speaker may specify Mporenan Tsaruntson as 
opposed to Mporenan Sâb. The ancestors of the former travelled with the 
Tsaruntson group of Mporenan, and the latter with the Sâb group. This 
designation is almost never included when a sagaseg only has Sâb members, 
such as Moswarang or Wasobampur:

After the breakup of Gabrenan, Wampar spread across the Markham 
Valley. In the north, Wampar settled in the regions of the contemporary 
northern Wampar villages—Dzifasing, Tararan, Gabsongkeg, Munun 
and Ngasawapum. To the south, Sâb sagaseg settled in the area around 

8	  Some broke these routes into finer detail, with the first migration consisting of several different 
groups, the first travelling as indicated on the map, and another crossing to the western bank of the 
Watut, travelling to the Ngarowain River, before travelling over to the north side of the Markham. 
Others merely mention two.
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Maremog, while Tsaruntson sagaseg returned south, where they had 
first migrated from, to settle a village, varyingly called Gabantsidz or 
Simintson, in the area of modern-day Wamped.

Dating these events is difficult. The colonial reports of the Wampar ‘reign of 
terror’ over the coast come from the turn of the twentieth century, making it 
likely that the breakup of Gabrenan and spread into the Markham occurred 
sometime in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Crude genealogical 
calculations, which should be regarded with caution, support this estimate—
individuals in separate Wampar genealogies,9 whom informants described 
as having been ‘at Gabrenan’, would all have been born somewhere between 
1850 and 1870, assuming a generous 25–30 years per generation. Based 
on genealogical evidence, Susan Holzknecht (1989: 36) believes that the 
broader movement of Wampar from the Watut region would have begun no 
more than 200 years ago. Due to genealogical telescoping and uncertainty 
about how far Wampar travelled for raids, it is impossible to date the earlier 
migration from Babur more precisely. Nevertheless, accounts of Babur, 
graves and other sites continue to situate the area as an ancestral home long 
before the appearance of the Wafi-Golpu prospect provided ample incentive 
to overstate these connections.

Figure 3.4: Wampar spread across the Markham Valley after the breakup 
of Gabrenan.
Source: H. Schnoor.

9	  Collected from Montar, Ono (Wasobampur), Onges (Wasobampur), Yana (Wasobampur), Wusuwis 
(Mporenan), Wantsab (Mporenan) and Dzaingoneh (Mporenan).
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Raiding, Feuding and War Leaders
As Wampar expanded down the Watut, Markham and Wamped river 
valleys, they raided and expelled other Wampar and non-Wampar living 
there. Based on contemporary reports of Wampar raids (Sack 1976: 34–5, 
43–4) and missionary reports gathered from the north of the Markham 
(Stürzenhofecker 1928 in Fischer 1978:  144, 158–9, 169), it appears 
warfare (tir), exclusively in the form of night-time raids, informed male 
prestige and was entangled in social reproduction and feuding. Young 
men were expected to undertake homicide, ideally taking a head,10 to 
be marriageable partners, with wives, sisters and daughters celebrating 
successful kills by wearing red skirts (some a wi). After a death, widows wore 
mourning nets (mating) and long grass skirts and men mourning hats (ref a 
mudumud) until a reciprocal killing had occurred (Sack 1976: 74–5; Fischer 
1978: 144, 147). While enemy men were killed, raids often involved the 
capture of women or children, who were subsequently integrated into the 
raiding group, although at what scale it is impossible to know.

Within this context, the ability of certain men to draw alliances and fight 
feature prominently in Sâb Wampar narratives of conflict. There is no 
evidence that Wampar leaders were like the ‘big men’ of the highlands 
of New Guinea, nor is there evidence that Wampar speakers ever had 
hereditary political positions. Like most parts of the country, Wampar have 
and had no large-scale exchange cycles akin to the Engan tee or Hagen moka 
(A. Strathern 1971; Feil 1984a), and even today Wampar husband relatively 
low pig populations. Instead, several Sâb Wampar oral histories recount war 
leaders (garaweran) distinguished through their knowledge of sorcery and 
fighting skills, akin to aoulatta (‘great men’), the warriors of great renown 
among Baruya (Godelier 1986: 174). While young men wore a headband 
made of cassowary feathers (kuwik moamu), garaweran wore ref a nturan, 
an ornamental bark cap with bird feathers on the top and pig’s teeth on 
the side, painted with a particular pattern indicating their sagaseg (Willis 
1974: 30).

10	  While missionaries never witnessed headhunting firsthand, they did record trophies. The missionary 
Stürzenhofecker and his wife, who lived in Gabmadzung for three years, reported headhunting connected 
with the belief that heads contained, or constituted, spiritual energy (Needham 1976). Headhunting 
was linked to marriageability, male prestige and reciprocal killing associated with mourning, and 
missionaries recorded a famous tree in Dzifasing covered with skulls from raids (Stürzenhofecker 1928 
in Fischer 1978: 144, 158–9, 169). Connections between headhunting and marriageability, prestige 
and mourning were not uncommon, historically, across Oceania, South America and Southeast Asia 
(see Knauft 1990: 281, 283; Harrison 1993; Chacon and Dye 2007: 17–18). 
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Like most key elements of everyday life, warfare had cosmological 
significance. Missionaries Georg Stürzenhofecker and Karl Panzer recounted 
that Wampar represented non-Wampar as pigs sent by their ancestors to be 
hunted for spiritual energy (Fischer 1978: 146), a not uncommon framing 
of ‘foes-as-prey’ (Harrison 1993). At the same time, early records and 
oral histories recall a tao gar or tao mamafe (literally ‘dead house’ or ‘spirit 
house’) that stored skulls (gar ono gungkung), which certain men knew how 
to communicate with in order to divine the future success of raids.11 Before 
going on raids, Wampar men isolated themselves in the tao gar, away from 
women, ingesting ginger and other herbs, painting their bodies black and 
driving themselves into a frenzy before going on a raid (Fischer 1978: 53–4).

In this context of feuding and raiding, the expanding German colonial 
presence aggravated conflict across the region. As Wampar expanded into 
the Markham Valley, coastal populations began to trade with the German 
colonists. Bismarck annexed the northeast coast of New Guinea in 1884 
(Firth 1983), and the Lutheran Neuendettelsauer Missionsgesellschaft 
set up the first mission station in Simbang, near Finschhafen, in 1886 
(Sack  1976:  36; Tomasetti 1998). As Germans became active in the 
region, they recruited from the coast and traded goods for labour. Based 
on contemporary accounts of Wampar raids, the historian Ian Willis 
writes: ‘What they [Wampar] prized above all, however, were the European 
manufactured goods—beads, mirrors, calico, knives, axes—brought back 
by returning labourers or given to village leaders as an inducement to 
supply recruits. In particular they sought ironware’ (1974: 31). Throughout 
this period, company recruiters who drew from coastal populations also 
favoured physically strong, young men—these populations’ principal 
warriors. Compounding matters, a series of smallpox epidemics swept 
through coastal communities in 1893 and 1894, exacerbating population 
imbalances (Sack 1976: 26–8; Firth 1983: 37–8).

Collectively, these events at the turn of the twentieth century made the 
Markham Valley a site of several intersecting forces. Warfare was at least one 
source of prestige and, as a means of Wampar social reproduction, coincided 
with conditions that made interethnic conflict both more attractive due to 
the presence of commodities, and more likely to succeed, owing to fewer 
male opponents (Willis 1974:  31). These dynamics changed the martial 
balance of power, resulting in the present-day social geography of the 

11	  Informants did not know whether such skulls were ancestors or foes.
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Markham Valley. These various migrations and displacements, and their 
sequencing, form the basis of Wampar claims to customary ownership of 
Wafi-Golpu. They also underlie contemporary land disputes within the 
Markham Valley itself, since land (mra) claimed by right of conquest and 
occupation immediately prior to pacification are held to trump more recent 
‘squatting’. Sâb Wampar, specifically, make several extra assertions about 
their claims to the Wafi-Golpu region, based on more recent histories of 
conflict and movement to the south of the Markham.

The Sâb–Gabantsidz Conflicts
The Wampar social geography south of the Markham was shaped by 
conflicts brought to an abrupt halt by the arrival of Christianity, much like 
the valley as a whole. Early colonial accounts of Wampar warfare tend to 
present Wampar as homogenised, undifferentiated raiders plundering their 
way through the Markham Valley. However, narratives of conflict (dzob a 
tir) provide a different insight into the early Wampar–Wampar conflicts 
that shaped the Sâb Wampar region, the central one being what I shall call 
for brevity the Sâb–Gabantsidz conflicts. Many informants could recount 
specific details because the conflicts occurred immediately before, and 
were ended by, Christianisation. The broad narrative of Sâb–Gabantsidz 
conflicts is known to many in the Sâb Wampar area—and a few I talked to 
in Gabantsidz—which I summarise here as follows:

Some years after the breakup of Gabrenan, clashes broke out between 
Sâb sagaseg and an alliance between Tsaruntson and Dzifasing. Sâb 
lost the conflict and broke into two groups. Some sagaseg (Mporenan, 
Ngasab, Wasobampur and half of Montar) returned to the area 
around the Waem-Magentse creeks, while others (Dzeaganston, 
Orognaron and half of Montar) remained near Mare in a site known 
as Orogfôn (‘tree trunk’, also a sagaseg), so named because after the 
fight they had no houses to sleep in.

Near modern-day Wamped, Fafra, a warrior and feared Tsaruntson 
sorcerer, killed many Sâb that had remained while also aggravating 
some Tsaruntson with his bullying and greed. Seeking help, the 
discontented Tsaruntson and the remaining Sâb sent for aid to the 
sagaseg up near the Waem River, offering them women to marry in 
exchange for their martial assistance. They agreed, returning to join 
forces, killing Fafra and expelling his kin in a much-vaunted night 
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raid. Fafra’s kin fled down the Gorogeas to found the modern site 
of Gabantsidz, while the victorious Sâb sagaseg and their Tsaruntson 
allies settled in the region near modern-day Mare. Fafra’s kin 
planned to retaliate but were stopped by the arrival of Wampar from 
the north, who announced that fighting was finished as the word 
of God had come.

Figure 3.5: Migrations resulting from the Sâb–Gabantsidz conflicts.
Note: Starbursts indicate conflicts.
Source: H. Schnoor.

This narrative and the events it recounts inform contemporary politics in 
several notable ways. The claim that some Wampar travelled back up the 
Watut Valley extends Wampar occupation near the Wafi-Golpu prospect 
to around the turn of the century.12 One of the creeks they returned to, 
Magentse, became a key point of contestation in the first round of court 
cases in the 1980s (see Chapter  5). Different informants stretched this 
return movement to varying degrees, with some claiming a return all the 
way to Babur. It is difficult to evaluate these claims. Nevertheless, there is 

12	  Like Babur and the breakup of Gabrenan, dating the return migration and conflict is difficult. 
Many of the key protagonists involved are the named ancestors of contemporary mpan (so the great 
grandfathers or great-great grandfathers of living adults), with each mpan tracing a pedigree back to 
them. Assuming 25–30 years between generations, those ancestors who moved back to Waem and later 
participated in the expulsion of Gabantsidz would have been born between 1875 and 1890.
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good reason to believe a more modest version, with some sagaseg returning 
to Waem, as such a claim is corroborated in the histories of non-Wampar 
groups who recount conflicts with Wampar around the Waem River.13

Marriage, Bridewealth and Sister Exchange
While historical narratives tend to focus on and valorise the deeds of individual 
fighting men, sagaseg–sagaseg and sibling set relations are reinforced and 
expressed through marriage. Today, men and women organise in localised 
segments of sagaseg most clearly during life crisis events, such as funerals and 
bridewealth payments, as well as sicknesses in the family. During funerals, 
individual sagaseg have different funeral dirges (med a dzon). If someone 
falls ill, members of a sagaseg, which might include people living in different 
sections of the village, gather to discuss possible causes of the illness, what is 
to be done, sometimes admitting to hard feelings they had towards the sick 
party that might be taken as the cause of the sickness. People have different 
degrees of influence in such gatherings based on genealogical superiority, 
birth order (gentag means ‘firstborn’), education and competence.

Marriage creates new vectors of everyday interaction and plays an essential 
role in the history of cooperating residential groups as well as sibling 
relations (Beer 2015). Agnatic residential groups that shared sagaseg 
affiliation were hardly islands of their own. While sagaseg have virilocal 
biases, Wampar women routinely maintain strong relations with their natal 
and maternal kin. While the tradition is fading, Wampar women tend to 
observe a long post-partum taboo, living with their natal kin following the 
birth of their children (see Bacalzo 2021). Further, a woman’s brother often 
has priority in naming children, as well as marriage decisions, with names 
being predominantly passed along the matriline, thereby creating bonds of 
expected future reciprocity (Fischer 1975: 202; Bacalzo 2016). Brothers had 

13	  Wampar oral traditions recall Wampar speakers coming into conflict with Bano speakers while at 
Waem, killing a leader, Zindaga, and stealing a small girl, Afintung. Kitumbing Nganaituk, an elder 
from Hengambu, recalls this event as ‘Markhams got a small girl’ during his 1980s court testimonies, 
although he does not specify where this took place (Babwaf v Engabu [1981] Lae Local Land Court 
Record). In a later narrative, while recounting a similar event to anthropologist Chris Ballard, an 
associate of Nganaituk adds that the Zindaga River was named after Zindaga because he ‘died of hunger 
and, when his body was found near the river, they buried him there’ (Ballard 1993b: 44). The Zindaga 
River in Hengambu narratives, and Waem River in Wampar narratives, are one and the same river. 
Today, Hengambu leaders use these conflicts as evidence that, at the time, Wampar occupation was 
limited to the Waem, but no further up the Watut River.
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substantial authority over unmarried sisters and, later, their children, with 
brothers expected to discipline their sisters while also being influential in 
their marriage decisions (Beer 2015: 212, 215).

Direct sibling exchange (wiriwir or widiwid ‘to exchange with one another’; 
edz ono refean, ‘sister exchange’) reinforced these dynamics, creating 
dense bonds between families. In such cases, a mother’s brother was also, 
crucially, a father’s sister’s husband (Beer 2015:  215). Sibling exchange 
features prominently in Wampar origin myths (Fischer 1994: 66–8; Beer 
2015: 214–5), and as late as the 1970s, around a quarter of all marriages 
were sibling exchanges in Gabsongkeg (Fischer 1975:  202, 203). In this 
context, sagaseg with deeper histories of alliances also have long histories 
of intermarriage, and brothers widely saw sisters and their children as ‘go 
between’ families (M. Strathern 1972; Feil 1984a; Beer 2015: 215).

As partner choice, marriage and romance have changed, so has their role 
in linking different sagaseg. Some sources claim that children might once 
have been betrothed before their birth (Fischer 1978:  78), and patrol 
reports routinely include complaints of obstinate women not marrying 
those their elders preferred late into the 1950s (Downs 1946; Robinson 
1949). At the same time, women have always been active in courtship, and 
narratives point to marriage requiring women’s consent (Beer 2015: 214). 
Young women and men’s more extensive contact with missionaries, labour 
recruiters and, in the 1940s, soldiers, along with the ending of initiation 
and warfare, weakened older men’s powers over both unmarried men and 
women, probably exacerbating these tendencies (Church 2019). Thus, 
today, women are more likely to pursue a ‘love marriage’ or marry men 
their families do not find acceptable (Beer 2015: 215).

Wampar bridewealth is paid late after one or more children are born. While 
not as ostentatious as other New Guinea societies, bridewealth payments 
are celebrated and politically important for the groom’s brothers. The bulk 
of bridewealth comes from brothers and men raised in the same household, 
supplemented by other kin, depending on the closeness of personal 
and kin relations, who are expected to give a (large) pig, banana and, 
historically, various valuables following the birth of the first child (Fischer 
1978:  78). On  the bride’s side, those who raised the bride and, today, 
namesakes—typically matrikin—are entitled to a share of the bridewealth 
(Beer 2015: 214).
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Acting as Sagaseg: From Fraternal Interest 
to Landowning Men’s Groups
Drawing these threads together, we can begin building a picture of the kinds 
of processes that reinforced the understandings that anchored sagaseg as a 
distinct sociocentric identity and how these understandings have changed 
over time. Even though the exact processes connecting sagaseg, marriage 
and warfare are unclear, I think it is uncontentious to claim that these 
practices would qualitatively shape how co-residents saw themselves. It is 
impossible to speak to the ultimate cause of social segmentation among 
Wampar. However, there are solid grounds for believing that warfare and 
segmentation are connected, given the cross-cultural co-variation of the two 
(Kelly 2000: 52). Notably, the kind of blood feuding Wampar engaged in 
is premised on participants having what Raymond Kelly calls a cultural 
notion of ‘social substitutability’ (2000: 5, 41). When an individual of a 
group dies, whether due to sorcery or direct conflict, social substitutability 
means that any member of the perpetrator’s group (or sometimes only adult 
males) is a legitimate target in subsequent retaliation, rather than solely 
the direct perpetrator, which is the case in capital punishment. As Kelly 
summarises, ‘substantial cultural elaboration is required to make the killing 
of an unsuspecting and uninvolved individual “count” as reciprocity for 
an earlier death, and to make it morally appropriate as well as emotionally 
gratifying and socially meaningful’ (2000: 6). Critically, doing so requires 
certain notions of collective responsibility and solidarity of the kind entailed 
by affective and social commitment to local sagaseg segments. Likewise, one 
need not subscribe to Lévi-Strauss’ (1949) exact vision of ‘exchanging women’ 
as fundamental to the constitution of groups to recognise that exogamy, sister 
exchange and raising bridewealth payments together reinforce residential 
groups experiencing and thinking of themselves as discrete units vis-à-vis 
one another. To this end, we can rephrase Simon Harrison to postulate 
that through war, ritual life, sister exchange and exogamy, Wampar men 
would have transformed ‘a conception of themselves as simply a co‑resident 
collectivity of kin and neighbours interacting in various ways with each other 
and outsiders, into a conception of a specifically political entity independent 
of others’ (Harrison 1993: 150, emphasis in original).

In this model, clans do not operate as primordial social groups. Rather, 
the  understandings that anchor clanship—the ideological affiliation with 
sagaseg possessed by mostly agnatic residential groups—are the product of 
several intertwined processes. Patrivirilocal residence coupled with exogamy 
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(re)produced agnatically related residential groupings. These residential 
groups, in turn, engaged in war and ritual, and married with other 
similar groupings, reinforcing the kinds of common commitments and 
understandings that anchored the existence of pre-pacification sagaseg. At the 
same time, conflict and demographic stochasticity would have fragmented, 
split and frequently pared down such residential groups, leading to refugees 
being incorporated into other residential groups (akin to Watson 1970).14 
These consequent groups then, once again, become entangled in the clan-
making processes recounted here.

Over the course of the twentieth century, many of the processes that (re)
produced the understanding and expectations that anchored sagaseg began to 
unravel. Wampar promptly abandoned male initiation after conversion to 
Christianity, and the first generation of Wampar following conversion were 
reluctant to pass on ritual knowledge. Meanwhile, as the processes that 
valorised fighting men faded, missionaries claimed the word that described 
Wampar war leaders, garaweran, too. Among most contemporary Wampar 
speakers, garaweran simply means ‘God’. Subsequently, interethnic marriage 
increased, sister exchange declined and Sâb Wampar started to cluster into 
rapidly growing, conglomerate, multi-sagaseg villages. As a consequence, 
patrifilial organising and ideology appeared to be in terminal decline.

However, by the end of the twentieth century, several new processes 
began to take hold, giving sagaseg a second life. With sagaseg and mpan 
retaining claims to land and a state ideology of clanship, proliferating 
land-oriented commercial projects have driven Wampar (men especially) 
to organise along sagaseg lines for the control and access to the rents from 
such projects. While many local commercial practices, like running trade 
stores, chicken farming and roadside markets, operate through households 
and personal networks (Lütkes 1999:  164), the organisation of business 
activity changes notably when the commercial projects involve large tracts 
of land. Individual sagaseg segments claim authority over land and large-
scale work, grounded by ancestors of sagaseg segments having first resided, 
gardened and planted coconut trees there during their migration into the 
area or seizing land after an expulsion. This authority is reinforced by state 
or commercial expectations and colonial-era ideas about ‘tribal’ life, that 
clans are the appropriate unit to organise with (often to the detriment of 
mpan) (Bacalzo et al. 2014). Beyond Wafi-Golpu, this is most evident in the 

14	  There are similar reports of such fusing in the north of the Markham (Schwoerer, personal 
communication, June 2018; Fischer 1975).
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organisation of logging contracts. Today, every single sagaseg and mpan in 
Wamped and several in Mare have signed timber agreements with logging 
companies of varying degrees of repute over the past 40 years. The actual 
consequences of these contracts are varied. The individuals who negotiated 
the contracts frequently siphoned off money, and beneficiaries spent most 
of the royalties on food, betelnut, cigarettes and alcohol. In three cases, 
the family reinvested in a sawmill or a PMV, nominally meant to benefit 
the whole lineage, yet practically benefiting the individual who actually 
possessed the capital.

I have dwelt on the historical arc of sagaseg because, in many ways, it mirrors 
a broader pattern of social engagement with Wafi-Golpu. Sagaseg, both 
today and prior to colonisation, were the provisional product of a range of 
practices. The nature of those practices, and the demands of organisation, 
have changed markedly over the past 150 years. Accordingly, Sâb Wampar 
have changed and adapted existing organisational patterns to new proximate 
ends. While nominally sharing the same names, the nature of sagaseg today, 
and the expectations, understandings, and affective commitments that 
anchor their various qualities, are made and maintained by qualitatively 
different processes due to changing residence, demography, the cessation of 
warfare and the proliferation of large-scale commercial projects. To a certain 
extent, we shall see how one such project is Wafi-Golpu.

However, the factions around Wafi-Golpu have an added complication. 
Sagaseg, and all the social kinds considered in this chapter so far, are locally 
anchored. This is to say that the people who instantiate these properties are 
the same as those who reinforce the understandings and expectations that 
anchor their existence. Gathering under the auspices of sagaseg involves 
engaging in a set of practices collectively understood to ground ‘acting as 
a sagaseg’. This feature changes when we come to consider village councils, 
church organisations and, later, landowner associations and court-recognised 
landownership—all more recent products of Wampar entanglement with 
colonial and post-colonial institutions. The nature of legal positions is 
undoubtedly shaped by local practice but, crucially, not only so. Church 
positions and government positions, and their various properties and powers, 
are partially anchored by understandings and documents temporally and 
spatially distant from those that hold those positions, and such positions 
involve, however tentatively, less localised forms of collective action.
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Entanglements with Church and State
Since the end of the Sâb–Gabantsidz feud, the social geography of the Sâb 
Wampar area has been shaped by the Wau–Bulolo Highway and the urgings 
of missionaries and colonial officials. Following pacification in the mid-to-
late 1910s, Sâb Wampar moved from dispersed settlements to gather in one 
large settlement, Fatob, from which they regularly crossed the Markham 
north to the mission station in Gabmadzung for Christian teaching. Fatob 
broke up due to subsequent flooding of the Markham and Wamped rivers, 
coupled with an outbreak of disease, now recalled as divinely inspired to wash 
away the sinners and sorcerers among them. Sâb Wampar then split into 
two different settlements: Bangkor and Maremog (literally, ‘First Mare’), 
the two sites that appear in a report of the earliest patrol of the region in 
1937 (Murphy 1937).

Shortly after the Second World War, the residents of Maremog gradually 
moved to the present-day site of Mare, clearing the sago and planting 
bananas in their wake. Meanwhile, the construction and intensifying usage 
of the Wau–Bulolo Highway began to draw southern Wampar closer to 
the road, pushed by the prompting of patrol officers and desires to gain 
easier access to Lae, where Wampar occasionally worked on the docks (Seale 
1955). The population of Bangkor gradually moved southward, east of the 
Wamped River from the late 1940s, first to Dagin (Clark 1948; Robinson 
1949; Seale 1955), before eventually founding the village of Wamped, 
adjacent to the Wau–Bulolo Highway, by 1949 (Robinson 1949). Tseats, in 
turn, was founded in approximately 1955 during attempts to find alluvial 
gold (Seale 1955).15 Meanwhile, Mare, once a central village, became 
increasingly isolated due to its distance from main roads.

15	  Several different people in Wamped told me that some people went up in the ‘1950s’, while another 
born in the area explained that ‘Some leaders (wanwan bigman) went up the river to find gold in the 
early 1960s, after hearing stories of gold from people up the Watut.’ This is corroborated by a 1955 
patrol report, where Seale (1955) mentions that ‘There is a fluctuating group of MARI [Mare] natives 
gold mining in the WATUT River at the location known as WAIM [Waem]. I was unable to ascertain 
how prosperous this enterprise has become’. The Watut/Waem intersection is where Tseats is, so it seems 
likely the new village of Tseats is what they are referring to.
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Figure 3.6: Colonial-era village foundings in the Sâb Wampar region.
Source: H. Schnoor.

Throughout the Australian colonial period, patrol officers stressed the 
influence of the Lutheran Church in Wampar villages, with H.E. Cooke 
going so far as to describe the church as having a ‘claw-like grip’ on the 
region.16 In 1955, Patrol Officer R. Green noted, ‘The Mission representative 
… is an influential man in village affairs, and in some cases, the village 
officials “play second fiddle” to him’ (1955a: 1). Within the Sâb Wampar 
area, the Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC) of Papua New Guinea held 
a spiritual monopoly until the 1990s. The ELC grew out of the local 
churches founded by the Neuendettelsau Mission Society and is historically 
connected to both the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Bavaria, founded 
in 1821, and the Lutheran World Federation globally. In the 1990s, the 
arrival of Pentecostalism broke that hold (see Chapter 4), and since then 
Pentecostal-style churches have proliferated, dividing the villages into 
different denominations. Today, there are five churches in Mare—the ELC, 
Christian Life Centre (CLC), Lutheran Renewal, Restoration Fellowship 
International and Seventh Day Adventist (SDA). Wamped has a similar 
array of churches—ELC, CLC, Lutheran Revival, Lutheran Renewal 
and SDA. Some of these churches, like Lutheran Revival, are doctrinally 
Pentecostal despite their name, while others, such as Lutheran Renewal, are 
Lutheran with a slightly altered style of worship.

16	  Downs 1946; Clark 1948; Green 1955b; Cooke 1968: 26.
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Church politics and organisation played and continue to play a significant 
role in the Sâb Wampar area due to the prestige and networks that church 
positions tend to entail. These include the position of pastor, as well as 
that of ngaeng tsaru and afi tsaru (literally, ‘man of the stone’ and ‘woman 
of the stone’, respectively). The ngaeng tsaru is a church elder established 
by the mission who looks after several magically potent stones,17 while the 
afi tsaru is often a politically active woman and leader of the women’s group.

Men continue to dominate the pastorship. Initially, in 1911, the only 
bible school in the Wampar region in Gabmadzung was limited to boys 
(Beer 2018: 3), part of a broader system of educational discrimination in 
pre-independence PNG (Macintyre 2017). Notably, however, the church 
is one of the few spaces with explicit all-female groups. No evidence exists 
for named pre-colonial Wampar female coalitions comparable to the sagaseg 
or women’s cults. The church introduced a range of women’s groups, most 
notably geyamsao, a type of women’s association. These women’s groups 
provide ‘a framework for women to organise themselves, and coordinate 
joint interests and activities’ (Beer 2018:  8). They provide spaces where 
individual women gain prominence—early female leaders on the north 
side of the Markham had influential roles in the Lutheran Church and the 
Girl Scouts (see Beer 2018: 356). Similarly, all the women in leadership 
roles in Wafi-Golpu politics have some history in church organisations 
(see Chapter 4).

Office Makers and Office Holders
After the Neuendettelsau Mission Society introduced the church to the 
Wampar area, both the German and Australian colonial states began 
anchoring the existence and some of the powers of a range of novel political 
institutions. Luluai and tultul were appointed by the German and later the 
Australian administration, initially in New Britain and the Shortlands in the 
late 1890s (Firth 1983: 2, 35). The luluai were village headmen with minor 
legal powers to settle disputes, and were answerable to government officials 

17	  The positions come from a story where a missionary gave a Wampar man a string bag (bilum) filled 
with stones and asked him to climb up a coconut tree. The man could not because the bag was too 
heavy, but after taking out the stones, he was successful. The summit of the palm tree metaphorically 
represented heaven, while the stones stood for sins only God could relieve (Fischer unpublished; Beer 
personal communication). Ngaeng tsaru, elected by prominent members of the village, carefully keep the 
stones, although it is a dangerous role due to the stones’ potent spiritual properties.
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for standards of hygiene, sanitation, health and the state of village roads; 
the tultul were their assistants who, at least when luluai could not speak the 
colonial language, acted as interpreters.

The First World War saw colonial possession change from Germany 
to Australia, but this had few practical consequences in the Markham. 
The  Second World War, by contrast, upended the fates and fortunes of 
many Wampar. Japan controlled the region between March 1942 and late 
1943 and was only driven from the Markham Valley after intense fighting 
with Allied forces (Sinclair 1978: 49). Except for the Japanese occupation, 
the main colonial actors prior to PNG’s independence were kiaps, the term 
for patrol officers in Tok Pisin. Kiaps’ duties changed considerably from 
the pre-war period until PNG’s political independence in 1975. In the 
early years, patrol officers, ‘native’ police, carriers and translators explored 
the territory and pacified warring groups, particularly in the interior of 
New Guinea.

Together, the cessation of warfare, the arrival of the Lutheran Church, the 
changes in colonial possession, and the Second World War eroded many 
of the former powers of older men and created a markedly more pliable 
political scene for the young men and women who were fluent in Tok Pisin. 
In the first patrol of the region following the Second World War, Ian Downs 
recounts:

Their village officials [luluai and tultul] gave very little assistance 
to the war effort during the war years, and the affairs of the villages 
were run by the heads of family groups and a small clique of highly 
intelligent young men who exploited their superior intelligence in 
contacts with Americans and Australians to such an extent that the 
power and influence of the ranking officials was gradually weakened 
to a degree of almost impotence. (1946: 1)

In the immediate post-war years, the political landscape was rapidly 
changing. After Downs returned from his patrol, he recommended that 
village councils be set up in Mare, Dagen (Wamped was not yet a village) and 
Gabantsidz. At the time, an official council system had yet to be introduced 
to PNG as a whole (Sinclair 1978: 39), and kiap councils were unlike the 
present local government system. Rather, each village council had a delegate 
from each sagaseg segment, elected by their constituent members. These 
Sâb Wampar kiap councils were part of a string of unofficial bodies patrol 
officers sporadically introduced throughout the country, part and parcel of 
efforts to build local political capacity through indirect rule and make a 
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source of cash necessary for each adult through the imposition of head taxes. 
At least in the northern Wampar region, kiap councils built on pre-existing 
councils established by the mission, chaired by ngaeng tsaru.

By 1949, when such councils were formalised, hundreds were operating 
nationwide. Eventually, village council powers were partially anchored by 
the Native Local Government Councils Ordinance 1949, which transferred to 
councillors powers previously held by luluai and conglomerated what had 
previously been a number of separate village councils into larger entities. 
The ordinance also gave councillors the authority:

to raise taxes (their main source of revenue being a head tax, which 
varied from council to council and frequently set different rates for 
men and women, and young and old), and to engage in business, 
and they instituted ‘council work days’, which involved all adults 
contributing unpaid labour for community work (principally road 
building and maintenance) one day a week. (May 1999: 125; see 
also Fenbury 1978)

After implementing the village council system, Downs supervised the councils 
of Mare, Dugen and Gabantsidz until early 1947, when he left Mumeng for 
New Ireland before eventually rising to the position of Assistant Director 
of Native Affairs and subsequently District Commissioner of Goroka in the 
1950s. Down’s departure left the Sâb and Gabantsidz councils unsupervised 
until late 1948. When Clark next went through the area, he was distressed 
by local expectations that the council would be a self-governing entity 
complete with aircraft and small arms (1948: 3). In response, he laid out 
a detailed plan to ‘enlighten village councillors’ about the responsibilities 
and realities of the office, underscoring that: ‘the council is the servant 
of the people—although it is also the controlling body … The council is 
not there for the purposes of exploiting the natives’ (ibid.). Clark warns: 
‘the village councils are by no means a democratic institution—quite the 
reverse. In this writer’s opinion, these people need a lot more guidance and 
assistance before they will have any clear idea what councils are supposed to 
be endeavouring to achieve’ (ibid.).

These kinds of ‘working misunderstandings’ over office holders’ powers were 
a persistent theme in patrol reports in the area. Likewise, archives (and living 
memory) depict office holders as either impotent compared to real power 
brokers or minor despots who leveraged the extra real or perceived powers 
of their office to make marriage arrangements, distribute labour duties and 
re-litigate land boundaries (Downs 1946; Church 2019). Kiaps struggled to 
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establish officials and to have incumbents act, in their eyes, ‘correctly’ while 
simultaneously misapprehending what Wampar themselves saw as the point 
of these positions.

This back-and-forth is worth focusing on because it foreshadows my future 
discussion about the nature of state-recognised customary landowners. 
Unlike the action sets that undertake garden work or dry cocoa, but akin 
to sagaseg, kiap councils were explicitly named entities whose existence 
was distinct from that of its constituent members at a given point in 
time. For example, the constituent members of a sagaseg or a kiap council 
could turn over without it ceasing to exist, something that is not true of 
an action set. However, unlike sagaseg, whose conditions for membership 
are anchored (broadly) by local people’s understandings and expectations, 
external actors entirely anchored the procedure of becoming a kiap council 
member. This is also true of some council powers, which were anchored 
by a document—namely the Native Local Government Councils Ordinance 
1949—even if some officials were unable to enjoy those powers. However, 
as the above examples make clear, many council powers—the ones patrol 
officers complained about—were instead anchored by local understandings 
of such positions. Here, one finds a position whose existence and conditions 
of membership are remotely anchored but whose deontic powers are locally 
grafted onto that position.

This is another way of saying that limiting councillor power (and almost 
any bureaucratic power) to ex officio entitlements requires constant 
communication, debate and occasional censure on the part of the parties 
involved. A similar dynamic plays out around Wafi-Golpu, and these are 
(yet another) illustration of novel positions, complete with powers and 
abilities underwritten by external actors, providing new means of achieving 
proximate goals, thereby introducing new dynamics of cooperation and 
competition into the political landscape.

The Road to Independence and Post-
Colonial Decentralisation
The post-war period until independence in 1975 was a period of rapid 
political and economic change in Morobe and PNG more generally. Efforts 
to develop a cash economy through agricultural projects, such as coffee and 
cocoa cultivation, paralleled the growth of infrastructure. In the 1950s, 
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the Markham Valley Road was extended out until the Eastern Highlands 
Province before, by 1965, becoming the Highlands Highway extending 
all the way from Lae to Mt Hagen (Lucas 1972:  261). Meanwhile, the 
Panguna copper mine in Bougainville opened in 1972, becoming a critical 
economic asset following independence. Urban centres like Port Moresby 
and Lae expanded rapidly, driven by migration from rural areas and creating 
significant social and economic disparities. By the early 1970s, the wider 
Wampar area had already begun to see substantial economic changes, 
with the Assistant District Commissioner considering the wider area the 
Leiwomba ‘the most important area of the Subdistrict due to the economic 
explosion surrounding it’ (Lucus 1971: 2 in Noblet 1971).

Politically, the Australian Papua and New Guinea Act 1949 combined the 
territory under Australian administration as Papua New Guinea. Shortly 
afterwards in 1951, the Legislative Council was set up, marking the first 
attempt at broader representation, even if it remained largely ceremonial. 
Significant momentum toward self-rule began with the formation of the 
House of Assembly in 1964, which expanded indigenous representation and 
served as a platform for emerging leaders, such Michael Somare. In 1972, 
the first Papua New Guinean–led national government was elected under 
then Chief Minister Michael Somare. The next year, PNG transitioned 
to internal self-government, before cumulating in full independence on 
16 September 1975.

Following independence, the Morobe Provincial Government came into 
being through the Organic Law on Provincial Government 1977 as part and 
parcel of a countrywide shift towards decentralisation. This law devolved 
administrative authority, granting provinces autonomy over functions 
previously centralised in Port Moresby. In Morobe Province, the transition 
solidified the role of the  Tutumang, the provincial assembly, as a key 
decision-making body emphasising grassroots representation (Holzknecht 
1989:  207). The  Tutumang, whose name derives from the Kotte lingua 
franca meaning ‘assembly of persons’, embodied an evolving effort to align 
local governance with national ideals of participatory democracy. Members 
of the assembly were elected from constituencies across the province, while 
the premier and deputy premier, chosen internally, wielded significant 
influence over the province’s administrative direction. This framework 
allowed for an unprecedented degree of local control, though it was not 
without challenges.
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The period was characterised by disputes over budgetary allocations, 
tensions between urban and rural constituencies, and the influence 
of  the dynamic figure of Utula Samana, the first substantive premier  of 
Morobe Province from 1980 to 1987. Under Samana’s leadership, 
the Tutumang pursued an explicit ideological focus on rural development, 
facilitating projects like road maintenance, cash cropping and community 
infrastructure development (Samana 1988). Concurrently, Samana rose to 
national prominence, frequently clashing with the national government 
and opining on topics such as West Papuan (then Irian Jaya) refugees and 
Australian aid (Holzknecht 1989: 222). After being elected to the National 
Parliament in 1987, Samana continued to exert influence over Morobe’s 
politics, to the extent that ‘the province became increasingly ungovernable, 
and the provincial government unable to carry out its development role 
effectively’ (Holzknecht 1989: 223). This instability culminated in 1989, 
when mass rioting and looting in Lae led to the suspension of the Morobe 
Provincial Government—the first provincial government in PNG to face 
such a measure due to administrative breakdown (Holzknecht 1989: 224).

This period of intense decentralisation concluded with the Organic Law 
on Provincial Governments and Local-level Governments 1995, which 
implemented significant financial and structural reforms. The 1995 law 
dissolved provincial assemblies, replacing them with bodies composed of MPs 
(members of parliament) and appointed members. While the earlier period 
under the 1977 Organic Law in Morobe was marked by a degree of tension 
between local-level councils and provincial authorities—Samana himself 
dismissed local government councils as relics of colonialism (Holzknecht 
1989: 217)—the 1995 reforms integrated local-level government into the 
provincial framework.

Councils and Beyond: Changing Alliances 
of Ngaeng Faring

This history of councils, churches and local level government continues 
to inflect Wampar political life. In Wamped and Mare, there are weekly 
village meetings (bung, dzob a gomrenan); these follow the tradition of 
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kiap councils,18 and are, in theory, a forum to air pertinent matters like 
garden boundary disputes, inter-village sporting events or raising money 
for village-wide needs under the direction of an elected chair. Village 
gatherings (Figures 3.7 and 3.8) are supplemented by the ward councillor, 
magistrate and village court peace officers, all legislated positions. The 
position of village magistrate is anchored through the Village Courts Act 
of 1974 (amended 1989) and individual magistrates are appointed for 
life and oversee weekly village courts, which are designed to apply state 
and customary law (Goddard 1998; Demian 2003). The position of ward 
councillor is anchored by the Local-Level Governments Administration Act of 
1997, which removed the colonial-era local government councils discussed 
above, with Mare and Wamped each having one such councillor. Ward 
councillors are members of the Wampar Rural Local-Level Government 
(LLG), which is one of three LLGs in Huon District, itself part of Morobe 
Province. Ward councillors promote ‘community self-help projects and 
disbursement of funds allocated by the council’ (May 1999: 176).

While small-scale, council ward elections are hotly contested and one of 
many local political contests: the first Wamped village gathering I attended 
involved a fiery debate over whether the councillor had sold the water 
pump parts he had been allocated to build a local water supply. He denied 
all wrongdoing, although he purchased a new motor vehicle and a cocoa 
fermenter the following year.

Finally, village gatherings are supported and arguably superseded by a range 
of ad hoc, sometimes antagonistic, meetings between prominent men that 
Wampar themselves call ‘big men’ (big man, ngaeng faring) or, using the 
English term, ‘chiefs’.19 Gathered in the shade at one of their houses or 
a more neutral area like the village meeting tree, these clusters practically 
implement village gathering decisions, like raising money or proposing new 
projects. In almost any statement produced ‘on behalf of ’ Mare or Wamped, 
one finds a list of such people’s names attached—the village councillor, 
village gathering chairman, magistrate, peace officer, church leaders and 
a prominent man from each sagaseg or mpan (Figures 3.7 and 3.8).

18	  In Gabsongkeg, dzob a gomrenan was founded by the church on Fridays. The ngaeng tsaru chairs 
and organises the bung, while the afi tsaru also brings topics to the meeting. Wamped holds their bung 
on Monday and Mare on Tuesday, with the chair being distinct and separate from the church hierarchy.
19	  As noted above, Wampar leaders today, and historically, do not resemble the ‘big men’ of the 
highlands. Nor does ‘chief ’ refer to a hereditary political position. These should be read as merely 
indicating a ‘man of influence’.



89

3. PEOPLE AND PLACE

Figure 3.7: The gathering tree in Wamped, early before the 
gathering starts.
Notes: At the table are the chair, secretary, magistrate and one of the village police. 
Despite the peaceful setting, the gathering area hosts many of the most contentious 
debates in the village.
Source: Author.
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Figure 3.8: A group of men, including the ward councillor and the village 
magistrate, discussing ahead of the visit of a local politician.
Source: Author.

These leadership clusters are more like the networks of everyday work and 
unlike sagaseg or mpan gatherings. Clusters are not explicitly identified as 
such but are entirely constituted and reinforced by repeated interaction. 
Despite the mine developer’s talk of ‘communities’, each designated by a 
simple name and clear ‘leader’, these clusters illustrate the ambiguities of 
leadership. Any decisions made by such groups are negotiated, mediated 
and provisional. Like everyday networks, such clusters are usually task-
based, assembling to undertake particular activities, like debating tactics 
for a boundary dispute with Gabantsidz, before dissolving. The repeated 
assemblages for such tasks shape and are shaped by interpersonal relations 
and the long histories of antagonism and cooperation between such men.

To this end, while many (but not all) sagaseg segments are relatively well-
coordinated, gathering a pan-sagaseg, let alone pan-village, coalition for 
a sustained period represents the summit of political achievement. These 
political contests entail drawing together friends and relatives (whether 
agnates, affines or matrikin), navigating categorical identities like sagaseg, 
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and leveraging church and government officials to form a unity undivided, 
or at least not overly divided, by competing interests. Such activity is the 
most politically ambitious and heated, and two forms of local collective 
action most clearly fall into this category: running for national political 
office as a member of parliament and, over the past 30-odd years, factional 
competition over Wafi-Golpu.
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