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The wild and home

Facts force you to believe in them, perspectives encourage you to 
believe out of them.

(Viveiros de Castro, 2012)
The unfortunate tendency of the (PNG) indigene … to cling to the 
past, to traditions, to special beliefs that oppose the unknown.

(Bank, 1965, p. 37)

The small village of 100 or so people where I lived in 1968 was surrounded 
by forest and mangroves. To reach the sea flats inside the coral reefs, residents 
guided their outrigger canoes through vast stretches of mangroves. To reach 
their gardens they used narrow, winding tracks through secondary forests. 
Their gardens were won from primary and secondary forests and had to be 
protected from the ravages of wild pigs, flocks of cockatoos and other birds, 
and flying foxes. Beyond the gardens lay the deep forest, where hunters 
sought wild game and fruits and where their families only ventured in the 
company of others. At night the shadow of the forest seemed to hang over 
the settlement and the risk of wild spirits became intense. In the months 
of the wet season the rain could be heard approaching in a roar over the 
surrounding forest, and the local creeks would swell until it became too 
dangerous to bathe or collect drinking water. Residents huddled in their 
sleep houses, built on stilts from bush materials, with their pigs and chickens 
sheltering below, or retreated to their cook houses, built on the ground, to 
sit around the fire and narrate accounts of daily events or ancestral myths. 
This remains a vivid memory for me of Maututu life when I first lived in 
West New Britain, Papua New Guinea (PNG), in 1968. I have come to 
understand that this contrast between cleared settlement and threatening 
forest framed how my village hosts understood much else in their lives.
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This account posits that the Maututu of coastal West New Britain have their 
own distinctive view of and way of living with their world. This has not only 
allowed them to establish a presence within their ecological surrounds but 
continues to bring a distinctive perspective to the radical transformations 
they have faced over a century of ‘development’. The term ontology refers to 
how a particular group of people understands things/entities of their world, 
what they are and how they are ordered. The term suggests something 
more deep-rooted than culture, particularly the concept of culture that is 
displayed and performed, as in the cultural performances of a multicultural 
society. Viveiros de Castro (2004, p. 5) describes ontologies as ‘views from 
different worlds, not different perspectives on the same world’. They are 
different realities rather than different views of same reality. He suggests:

The affirmation of alterity … signifies … that ontological questions 
are political questions insofar as they come into existence only in the 
context of friction and divergence between concepts, practices and 
experiences within or without culturally individuated collectives.

(Viveiros de Castro, 2015, p. 9)

In the history of colonial and later independent administrations and so-
called ‘development’ programs, certain ways of worlding are legitimised, 
while others are marginalised yet sustained. I find this a useful approach in 
constructing this account of a hundred years of transformation in this once 
remote part of PNG. This account explores the co-existence of multiple ways 
of knowing and multiple known worlds as these early residents came into 
contact with waves of outsiders. According to Arturo Escobar (2016), this 
produces friction between what he calls the ‘one-world world’ (OWW) of 
modernity and the pluriverse of local ontologies around which modernisation 
is played out. Escobar (2016, p. 15) describes the totalising logic of ‘Euro-
modernity’, or OWW, as arrogating ‘for itself the right to be “the” world, 
subjecting all other worlds to its own terms or, worse, to non-existence’. Such 
a totalising logic is ‘the most effective means for the ontological occupation 
and ultimate erasure of local relational worlds’ because the developments 
instituted by outsiders have ‘effaced the relations maintained by the forest-
world’ (Escobar, 2016, p. 20). In the forest world that he described in South 
America, Escobar explored another world of indigenous people, marked by a 
relational ontology in which ‘nothing preexist[s] the relations that constitute 
it. Said otherwise, things and beings are their relations, they do not exist 
prior to them’ (Escobar, 2016, p. 18). He argued that many indigenous 
communities are ‘advancing ontological struggles. The struggle to maintain 
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multiple worlds—the pluriverse’1—that is, to pursue their own priorities and 
understandings in tandem with their engagement with outsiders (Escobar, 
2016, p. 20). West New Britain scholar Andrew Lattas, citing both Foucault 
(1980) and Sahlins (1981), concludes that:

Modernity’s hegemony has always been mediated through 
local relations, practices and cultural forms that offer their own 
technologies of control and their own techniques for capturing and 
localising external powers.

(Lattas 2011, p. 89)

In West New Britain, the forest world and the relations among humans and 
non-humans that constitute that reality provide a different perspective that 
has underlain people’s response to ‘modernity’.

The Maututu
The Maututu Nakanai live in eight villages strung in a north-south direction 
along the north coast of West New Britain around the new town of Bialla. 
Maututu tend to differentiate these into inland, mountain villages (Baikakea, 
Urumaili, Mataruru), seen as more traditional or authentically Maututu, 
and coastal villages (Bubuu, Apuupulu, Gomu, Uase and Matililiu). The 
term maututu translates as hamlets or villages (in the plural, the singular 
being mautu). The word mautu also refers to a tear in a cloth or in a range of 
mountains, such as is seen in the Nakanai Ranges around Mount Ivi behind 
Maututu territory (Figure 1.1). The proper noun ‘Maututu’ is said to be the 
name the Bileki Nakanai of the Hoskins Peninsular gave to the scattered 
hamlets with a distinctive dialect further along the coast of the eastern bay. 
Nakanai refers to the groups speaking variants of the one Austronesian 
language along the north coast of West New Britain, from the Barema River 
in the east to the western edge of the Hoskins Peninsular (Map 1.1).2

1	  The ‘pluriverse’ is a way of looking at reality that contrasts with the OWW [one-world world] 
assumption that there is a single reality to which there correspond multiple cultures, perspectives, 
or subjective representations. For the pluriverse proposal, there are multiple reals, yet it is not 
intended to ‘correct’ the view on a single real on the grounds of being a truer account of ‘reality’. 
The pluriverse is a tool to, first, make alternatives to the one world plausible to one-worlders, 
and, second, provide resonance to those other worlds that interrupt the one-world story.

(Escobar, 2016, p. 22)
2	 Early researchers, such as Chowning, Goodenough and Valentine, preferred the term Lakalai to 
the term Nakanai, as the language spoken by these villagers had no phoneme ‘n’. Nakanai was probably 
the term given to these people by the western Tolai of the Gazelle for whom Nakanai means ‘seagull’. 
Ray Johnston, who worked among the Bileki, insisted that contemporary villagers preferred the term 
Nakanai. Nakanai is now widely accepted by villagers throughout the area, and by researchers, as the 
name for the larger language, within which numerous dialects persist.
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Figure 1.1: Mount Ivi from down the coast, 1968
Source: Author.

In the 1960s, located through the vast forest between the Hoskins Bileki 
and the Maututu, lived the Pulabe/Kulabe/Muku Nakanai at the eastern 
inland end of the Hoskins Peninsular, including the villages of Kerapi and 
Malalia; the Kukula/Vele Nakanai of the Tarobi Peninsular; the Ouka/
Loso Nakanai,3 the Uase and the Mamusi/Sa (non-Nakanai) speakers of 
the Central Nakanai Mountains around Uasilau and Silanga; the Masegi/
Ubae Nakanai of Ubae and Lavege; and a non-Nakanai group, the Peleata, 
south of the Tiauru River that bordered Maututu territory. Beyond the 
Maututu area, along the coast to the north, were the Meramera people of 
Ubili and Lolobau as far as Nantambu;4 inland lived the Pelevavu/Mengen/
Maenge of Gigipuna and the mountains towards the south coast. Hours 
of walking through the vast forest or canoeing the coastal waters separated 
these scattered settlements. While Maututu hamlets were in regular contact 
and exchange, they rarely associated with their non-Nakanai neighbours 
whom they saw as moimosi (strangers, enemies).

3	 Van Rijswijck (1966) refers to the Ouka/Loso people as Nakanai speakers living in Silanga in Central 
Nakanai. Both ouka and loso mean ‘no’.
4	 Meramera was seen by some as a Nakanai dialect, but more recently has been determined as a separate 
language.



5

1. The wild and home

Map 1.1: West New Britain languages
Source: ANU CartoGIS Services.

The wild and home
The perception of Maututu as scattered hamlets within a vast forest on 
the slopes of Mount Ivi understands such communities as enclosed within 
formidable areas of ‘wildness’. The concept of ‘wild’ referred to in this 
account is a perspective I learned from the Maututu, although there is no 
single Maututu word I would translate as ‘wild’. The Maututu refer to the 
‘wild’ domain beyond the settlement and its gardens as o-gala or o-bali 
(outside, foreign, strange) or la hoihoi (dark forest) or la moimosi (hostile 
agents).5 It surrounds the settlement and is in constant articulation with 
residents. Male hunters ventured into the forest as far as the towering 

5	 The prefix lo- indicates direction ‘from’, so- and go- direction ‘towards’ while the prefix o- indicates 
presence in a space. Thus lo-gala, so-gala, go-gala and o-gala.
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cliffs of the Nakanai Ranges in search of pigs, wallabies and cassowaries 
(Figure 1.2). They waded the streams for eels, fish and crayfish, and groups 
of men and women journeyed into the forest to harvest the wild almonds 
when in season. As some acquired shotguns, they hunted flying foxes and 
birds in the forest canopies. In their cycles of shifting agriculture, they felled 
the forest for gardens, always leaving fruit trees intact, and, after two or three 
years, abandoned the gardens to return to forest until 15 or 20 years later 
when it was reopened. When a hamlet was abandoned, a frequent event 
in the past, the wild reclaimed it with little but an abandoned stone oven 
or domestic plant to mark its former existence. In addition to the hamlet 
names, the forest is dotted with individually named trees of significance, 
such as almond (uele), binuang (koimu/Octomeles sumatrana) and breadfruit 
(ulu). Former and current hamlets are often identified with a valued, 
individually named tree located there. The name ‘Baikakea’, for example, 
refers to a jackfruit tree with white seeds and ‘Saikoiko’ to a saiogi (strangler 
fig) tree. In Urumaili, the hamlets of Popogo, Loko, Teiviria, Sibili, Marapu 
and Vaele are named for mango trees, and Likiliki, Koioke, Pori, Poposi and 
Takile te Kosi are named for almond trees.

Figure 1.2: Hunters with forested Mount Ivi in background, 1974
Source: Author.
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The Maututu hamlet is seen as o-luma (home), a settlement that extended 
out toward the forest as gardens were created. Maututu do not seek to 
cut themselves off from the ‘wild’ but to learn from it and to negotiate 
a replenishment of their lives with it. In distinction to go-gala (go outside, into 
the strange), they use specific directional terms when visiting neighbouring 
settlements: o-muli (north along the coast) to one neighbouring settlement, 
o-ale (south along the coast) to another, o-lau (seawards) or o-rai (inland) 
to others, and o-talo (downwards) to more remote settlements west along 
the coast. The various hamlets of the Maututu world are linked through 
these directional indicators by well-trod pathways of exchange and ritual. 
The garden location is indicated as o-rivo. This is an intermediate location, 
on the edge of the settlement, and a space that, in the past, was vulnerable to 
attack by la moimosi (strangers), sorcerers and wild spirits. It is an extension 
of the ‘home’ won from the forest and destined to return to the ‘wild’. When 
a person dies, kin and village mates refrain from going to the gardens for 
three or four days. If they fail to observe this taboo, the spirits of the dead 
person’s clan will consume all the food in the garden, generally through 
devastation by birds and wild pigs. Beyond the gardens is la hoihoi (forest), 
located o-ilo (in the interior of the island) or o-ata (above on the mountain 
slopes). The marine domain beyond the coral reefs that line the coast is also 
seen as wild and dangerous, and signified as ogala.

Maututu elders described to me the past scattering of peoples in small 
hamlets. They identified many sites of abandoned settlements located inland 
of present villages, extending high into the mountains. Sometimes these sites 
were marked by croton plants (its leaves used as dance regalia), or coconut 
or betel nut palms, or even stone oven remains. But no trace remained of 
former houses. According to the narrative of one elder, all Maututu originated 
in the hamlet of Mautu on the inland slope of Mount Ivi, the long-extinct 
volcano that signals Maututu territory for those travelling by canoe along the 
coast.6 In another account, Tubisu was the original settlement.7 The origin 
myth narrated below identifies another hamlet, Lamo Auru, later inundated 
by the ‘flood’ that filled Ivi caldera; still others listed 25 hamlets that had 
spread out from the original Tubisu. Another elder informed me that, in the 
past, there were no Maututu living along the coast; the only hamlets were in 
the hills. According to this elder, the coastal hamlets were only established 
when Maututu moved down from the hills to access saltwater and sago palm 

6	 On many maps, Mount Ivi is labelled Galeseulo, a designation derived from Maututu reference to 
la gale soilo (interior region) or Garagarasoilo, a hamlet in the interior. Within its extinct volcanic crater 
lies the great lake or ‘great inland sea’ Lamo Auru, designated Lake Hargy on maps.
7	 In this account told to me by the Bialla magistrate, people from Tubisu spread to three hamlets, 
Balive, Garagarasoilo, and Matamagisi, and from there spread to 20 hamlets that he named for me.
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roofing materials. Others suggested that the coastal hamlets were established 
by Bileki Nakanai fleeing the eruption of the volcano Pago in 1911–18, 
and by Meramera fleeing the eruption of the volcanoes Ulevun, Bamusi and 
Lolobau.8 These histories indicate turbulent times when the wild of the forest 
world, volcanic eruptions and hamlet hostilities threatened ‘home’, leading to 
flight to new locations. This story was repeated during the Second World War.

When households moved residence, they would take the volcanic stones 
of their ovens with them, because these were difficult to obtain, but the 
houses themselves would be left to disintegrate. Houses in the past were 
constructed on the ground from bush timber and pandanus leaf, with 
sleeping platforms raised above ground adjacent to the stone oven. Maututu 
told me that they moved residence frequently—to access new garden sites, to 
link with lineage kin or to escape violence. Each hamlet was centred on the 
men’s house (la hulumu) established by the resident tahalo auru (big man) 
who organised the labour of his affiliates, as was the pattern elsewhere in 
New Britain (Zelenietz & Grant, 1986). Male strangers to the hamlet came 
directly to the men’s house, where they were offered betel nut and where 
enquiries were made of their intentions. The elders’ accounts gave me an 
overwhelming impression of small groups of people travelling through vast 
realms of forest, wresting a living in their accommodation with surrounding 
wild agents. They stressed that such hamlets were cleared spaces within the 
larger forest (la hohoi). Even today, Maututu, and women in particular, 
painstakingly sweep to the edge of the hamlet weeds and leaf matter, as well 
as human and animal waste, in an attempt to keep the wild at bay.

Maututu refer to the pre-colonial past as the time of la gata (the spear), 
referring to the fighting between Maututu and intruders from adjacent 
areas. They tell of their ancestors palisading their hamlets and boarding 
their house walls against attacks. Persons of different hamlets intermarried 
but also fought, the relationship with a different hamlet being unpredictable 
and therefore dangerous. A young man entering a sexual/marital relationship 
with a partner from another hamlet threatened the relations between 
settlements, and the couple might be confronted with spears even in the man’s 
own hamlet until an exchange of valuables could be transacted to establish 
relations with the bride’s group. If a man was killed in another hamlet, the 
dead man’s father would reclaim his body, seemingly in acceptance of what 
had happened, but secretly send ginger to surrounding hamlets to summon 

8	 Pago last erupted in 1933; before then, it erupted in 1920, and it erupted six times in the 500 years 
prior. The last known eruption of Lolobau was in 1912, while Ulevun (The Father) has erupted 22 times 
between 1700 and 2019. Nearby Bamusi (South Son) last erupted in 1886, rupturing the cone.
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them to war. They would surround the offending hamlet at night and attack 
it at first light, killing up to five men and/or women, and taking pigs and 
valuables. But they might also be ambushed in their attack or repulsed by 
the ginger spells of the hamlet under attack. The feud would only end when 
the upper arm bone of the original victim was disinterred and attached to a 
spear that was then used to kill the first stranger to enter the hamlet. Hence, 
the feud could take several months to resolve. More often, the wounding 
of one or two on each side by la gata would bring the skirmish to an end. 
Chowning (1969) indicates that, among the Bileki Nakanai, it was common 
to fight even with those who shared the same culture and language. In these 
fights, clan mates from either side would ensure they did not attack each 
other. In 1972, I was told by one hamlet elder that his hamlet used to be 
much larger, but the residents were killed off by sorcery and in-fighting. 
Filer and Sekhran (1998, pp. 9–10) observe:

Melanesian communities have always been on the verge of 
disintegration, even in pre-colonial times, and it has always taken 
special qualities of leadership, in each succeeding generation, 
to prevent them from splitting apart at the seams. In pre-colonial 
times, such efforts were directed to the pursuit of warfare; the practice 
of initiation, and the organisation of large-scale gift-exchange, but 
the rules of these games were no more permanent than the social 
groups whose continuity depended on the outcome.

Figure 1.3: Singers congregate around the slit-gong for dance 
rehearsal, 1973
Source: Author.
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Figure 1.4: Dance partners perform e rae, 2017
Source: Author.
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Maututu dance portrays the tension between the home and the wild. At the 
large feasts called mage, men perform e rae, a dance that portrays hunters 
leaving the village galamo (slit-gong) to counter the dangers of the forest 
(Figures 1.3 and 1.4). Slit-gongs are generally considered the property of a 
particular ‘big man’ and of his clan or hamlet, and in the past were kept in 
the men’s house as a focus of hamlet song and dance. For performances, the 
slit-gong is brought to the centre of the hamlet arena and the senior men and 
women cluster around it to sing the songs that guide the dancers. To prepare 
for this dance, dancers enter a hideout in the forest environs of the hamlet 
and emerge dressed in the plants and feathers of the wild. As they emerge 
the men can chop down saplings and even betel nut palms and damage 
houses in the vicinity of their preparation area without reproach from their 
fellow residents. The dancers take their places, squatting in two long lines 
in front of the slit-gong and its singers; as the song gathers volume, they 
rise, moving back and away in particular formations. Dancers impress their 
audience with their energy, the ground shaking with their stamping, but 
at the end of each dance sequence they return to squat before the slit-gong 
and its singers. The dance thus vividly portrays the contrast between their 
calmness at the base of the slit-gong and the energy and wildness with which 
they move away from it. In some sequences, each pair of dancers attack one 
another with the motion of throwing spears before reuniting and returning 
to the slit-gong.

Paradoxically, the wild is portrayed as the source of new life. New songs 
and dances, cures and spells all derive from the forest where ancestral and 
spirit beings or stranger populations roam. The song language is said to be 
that of la moimosi Mengen people of Gigipuna. I return to this paradox in 
the next chapter. The domain beyond the hamlet is rich in material and 
spirit resources, but unpredictable and dangerous for communities seeking 
a relationship with its wild inhabitants. Maututu villagers are keenly aware 
of the spirits who live in the forest and engage with villagers. Over the 
years people narrated matter-of-factly to me their encounters with such 
spirits in their travels to gardens or through the forest. Valentine (1961) 
provided vivid accounts of masked dancers among the Bileki in the 1950s 
who became spirits or were possessed by spirits during their performance. 
The spirits within the masks could be petitioned to keep the community 
safe during the galip nut season, when malevolent spirits, attracted by the 
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rich harvests, might invade the village.9 The main spirit threat for the Bileki 
Nakanai was tamala Gaike (father of Gaike) who came from the dangerous 
volcano Mount Pago and who was reported to have brought sickness and 
death to Maututu villagers after ravaging Bileki villages.10

The Maututu world of spirits is diverse. Foremost are the spirits of the 
ancestors who are most feared in the immediate period after death when 
they are thought to be wandering near the hamlet before settling in forest 
spaces beyond. In mortuary rituals, a dance siloa was performed in which 
two men were hoisted onto a platform carried on the shoulders of their 
comrades and there conducted a fight with spears, one of the dancers said to 
be facing soluma (towards the village settlement) and the other facing sorivo 
(towards the gardens and forest). The dance thus represented the radical 
divide between human settlement and the spirit abode that was brought to 
prominence by any death.

Savei (Bileki hitu) describes a general category of human-like spirits ‘with 
arms’; the term is also used for ancestral spirits. Savei (plural saveivei) 
are thought to accompany, invisibly, human performers in e rae dances. 
Sometimes individuals travelling through the forest meet a savei whom they 
mistake for a fellow villager and are only aware that it is a spirit when that 
fellow villager tells them later that they were elsewhere at the time. Buata are 
grotesque giant spirits who inhabit a particular tree or have a hole at the base 
of a tree or rock. Visu fly through the air, their whole body lit up; however, 
they can be scared away by ‘blowing a raspberry’ with one’s lips, sounding 
like a fart. Kuara is a savei spirit mounted on a bird and holding a spear.

Maututu stress the unpredictability and danger of encounters with all such 
spirits. When my village ‘sister’ Adi was processing sago in the swamplands, 
a black snake wrapped itself around her legs. She freed herself but her arms 
and legs became covered with black scales, and she fell sick ‘close to death’. 
A black snake also appeared to the family when they occupied a block on 
the edge of the forest. Adi’s husband found it wrapped around their radio 
one night and, having ushered his family outside, he killed it. However, 
a drop of its blood fell on his daughter and she fell sick and died in hospital 
the same day.

9	 The galip nut season was seen as a time of increased sexual activity and elopements and was also a 
time when the spirit world intruded into village affairs.
10	 The Maututu area is ringed by volcanoes, such as Pago to the west and Bamusi and Ulevun to the 
east, although only the extinct volcanic crater of Ivi is in the Bialla area. Volcanic fumes from these 
volcanoes drift into the Bialla area and can cause respiratory illness even today.
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There are also spirits with whom people feel familiarity. Taua occupy sites 
in the forest considered sacred to a particular clan or lineage and may be 
identified as totems (ruvu) of the clan and/or lineage.11 They may protect 
clan members but injure strangers. They are sometimes referred to as 
la tahalo (human) and may appear in human forms. A large snake, a taua, is 
said to occupy the bush near the Baikakea stream, a ‘human’, villagers say. 
On death, a person’s spirit joins the taua of their clan at the sacred site, and 
when a child is sick a grandparent may journey to the site and place there 
a gold-lip shell or a spear in request for the child’s recovery. After an hour 
or so, the valuable is recovered and taken home, its task effected. Maututu 
thus acknowledge spirits, whether they take natural or supernatural forms, 
as human in their relationships with people. They demonstrate ‘capacities 
for conscious intentionality and agency’ (Viveiros de Castro, 2012, p. 99). 
‘Wild’ agents have the potential to engage in relations with those who 
occupy the ‘home’ space.

The juxtaposition of wild and home is also found in Maututu personality 
distinctions. Maututu, like the Bileki, categorise their fellows in terms of 
two broad personality types (Valentine, 1963, p. 29): men and women of 
anger/talk/movement/hyper-sexual activity (tao la tulugala); and men and 
women of shame/silence/sitting in secret (tao la pou makovula). Valentine 
(1963, p. 457) summarises the first type as individuals who, among other 
characteristics, are active, aggressive, explosive and impulsive, with shifting 
consciousness and oriented outward, while the ‘home’ type are passive, 
subdued, inhibited and oriented inward. Anger and explosive behaviour is 
of the wild; at the other extreme—of the hamlet—is shame and passivity. 
The times of la gata, according to Maututu storytellers, were dominated by 
people of anger and violence who had little respect (tilogo) or compassion 
(gilogo). Such men would chew ginger in the garden without drinking water 
and their ‘livers’ would become hot and their tempers brittle.12 An angry man 
(la tahalo la igototolola) might spear his wife, brother, father or clan mate.

Maututu storytellers explore these personality types through humorous tales 
of rivalry between ‘Orphan Dog’ and ‘Big Man Wallaby’ (Guinness, 1973). 
The Maututu term for orphan is latula gola (child of gola, a chew of food 
or betel nut transferred to someone incapable of chewing, such as infants or 
toothless old men and women). The orphan, thus, is seen as handicapped 

11	 This term became used to refer to the Christian God.
12	 Ginger is a key ingredient in both sorcery and healing spells. It may also stimulate a person to fits 
of anger.
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by the absence of parents and close kin. On the other hand, the tahalo auru 
(big man) is known for his network of kin and affiliates who cooperate 
with him in organising large feasts (la mage). The genre of stories featuring 
Orphan Dog and Big Man Wallaby exaggerate the distinction between a 
figure of shame and a bombastic leader. Village dogs spend much of the 
day lying in the dirt and ashes around a house, active only when they fight 
over scraps of food randomly thrown their way or over a bitch in heat. 
Humans pay them no attention apart from kicking them out of the way 
or throwing stones in their direction to break up the squealing fights. But 
they are essential to the hunter in sniffing out and chasing wild pigs and 
wallabies. While a pig is usually cornered by a pack of dogs and can then 
be speared, wallabies can outwit dogs by jumping over logs and creeks or 
suddenly turning to leap back over the pursuing dogs. Hunters recount with 
humour encounters in the forest between their dogs and wallabies, which 
are not prized game like wild pigs.

In this genre, Orphan Dog is derided by Wallaby as lazy and good for 
nothing or vauta (deaf, foolish, forgetful, mad).13 He is the epitome 
of the tao la pou makovula. At the other extreme, Wallaby is portrayed, 
sarcastically, as a ‘big man’ (tahalo auru). Wallaby is unpredictable, a figure 
of impetuosity, anger and aggression. In the best-known story of this genre, 
the two figures constantly deceive each other. Wallaby tricks Orphan Dog 
into eating an unfamiliar wild ‘fruit’—in reality, Wallaby’s faecal droppings. 
He also tricks Orphan Dog into burning his paws/palms on the hot coals 
on which Wallaby is roasting wild breadfruit seeds. In response, Orphan 
Dog tricks Wallaby into biting off his penis or poking his arms into a giant 
reef clam that amputates them (Guinness, 1973). Wallaby is referred to as a 
‘big man’, but his behaviour destroys any respect he has in his community. 
He is not capable of sex nor of effectively building a house in the village and 
is eventually either killed or driven into the wild. He is despotic and violent 
rather than generous and caring of kin and wives, and his wife seeks other 
sexual partners, further inciting Wallaby’s tyrannical outbursts. Orphan 
Dog, on the other hand, grows into a respected and sexually attractive 
young man because of his sensitivity to hamlet kin and ancestral spirits.

13	 Sometimes the expatriate kiap or plantation manager was referred to as latula gola, reflective of Maututu 
judgements of the white masta, who sat around all day rather than going to the gardens or doing other 
manual work, and who was seemingly without social connections.
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Big man Wallaby held a feast to initiate his two sons by crowning their heads 
with a feathered headdress. His nephew Orphan, exhausted from working 
alone in the gardens, lay ignored in the ashes of his fire. Wallaby derided him, 
suggesting that his two sons in their finery would inspire Orphan’s wives to 
desert him. Orphan responded by setting up his bird nets high in the mangrove 
trees and netting many kinds of bird. As he did so the crumbs from the yam 
he was eating fell to the ground and were noticed by his spirit grandparent.14 
The spirit called him down and when Orphan hesitated through fear of being 
eaten the spirit grandparent asked rather to share his yam. He told Orphan to 
roast the birds he had eaten, feathers and all, and share them with his family, 
and then return next day with a fibre string.

The next day Orphan again netted birds in the same spot and tied them 
alive with the string, which he handed to his grandparent. The spirit advised 
Orphan to take no part in Wallaby’s feast preparations. This only increased 
Wallaby’s jibes. Orphan confided to his wives that he was staying with his forest 
grandparent and that on the day of the dance festival they should go out on 
the forest path to await his arrival. At the festival as Wallaby’s two sons were 
paraded there was a huge disturbance as Orphan made his appearance, carried 
by wild spirits who danced and hooted while trees fell around them, his head 
crowned with live birds. No-one could see the spirits but Wallaby’s betel nut 
palms collapsed to their song. The wives of Wallaby and those of his two sons 
ran to Orphan. Orphan instructed them to place gifts of taro and pig on the 
forest track for the spirits to take away, and he and the women departed to his 
grandparent’s hamlet. When Wallaby and his sons tried to prevent them from 
leaving, Orphan speared the big man in his armpits and his tail such that he 
whimpered to his sons for help. Orphan and the women did not return.

In village life, the individual who does not cultivate relations with others is 
perceived as dangerous. They are seen to spend much time out of the hamlet, 
ogala (in the wild), cultivating harmful attributes, such as sorcery that they 
acquire from la moimosi (strangers). Maututu attribute sorcery to those who 
are socially distant, such as an unmarried man or one who suffers disabilities 
that make it difficult for him to take part in social life. The sorcerer (usually 
male) is marked by his restlessness (tulugala) and solitariness. Maututu 
perceive such persons as socially irresponsible. The sorcerer belongs to the 
wild, loitering in the forest beyond the village to waylay hapless villagers. 
There he renders them unconscious, before extracting their liver (the ‘core 
of life’), sewing them up and restoring them to consciousness. However, on 
return to the village, they fade away within a few days and die. Thus, when 

14	 The term for grandparent, tubu, is not gender specific.
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a hamlet resident unexpectedly falls sick or weak he/she is assumed to have 
had an encounter with a sorcerer or harmful spirit. An ‘angry’ resident might 
even pay a sorcerer to kill an enemy. Some Maututu in the 1960s and 1970s 
denied that sorcery was still practised. But, in 1968, a sorcery package of 
hair and dirt was found in the church. People claimed it was left there by 
someone supplicating the Christian God to kill their victim. One woman, 
Ita, told me of the day she lost her daughter. She and her daughter were in 
the garden when she saw two men from ‘across the mountains’ standing 
nearby. She and her daughter hurried home but by the time they arrived her 
eight-year-old daughter’s eye was swollen right out of its socket; she died 
later that same day.

Marilyn Strathern (1980) records a similar juxtaposition of wild and home 
among the Hageners, people from the Mount Hagen area in the Western 
Highlands Province of PNG. In her account, wild and domestic differ in 
terms of essence or character, and spirits may be recognised as ‘wild’ or 
‘good’. Hageners associate the domestic with confinement, the mundane 
and the dull, and the wild with the exotic and the foreign. According to 
her: ‘Wild is best thought of as a category of power located outside the 
bounds of those relationships that rest on nurture’ (Strathern, 1980, 
p. 199). While Hagen males have more ready access to the spirit world and 
to exotic powers, Strathern warns against assuming that Hageners make 
any categorical association of males with the wild and females with the 
domestic. Similarly, the Maututu distinction of wild and home constitutes 
a perspectival framework in which multiple realities can be conceived, 
whether of human and animal, of human and spirit, of personality types or 
of moral behaviour, or, indeed, of gendered relations.

Wild and domestic in gender relations
Some of the stories narrated above indicate the centrality to Maututu of 
gender relations, particularly those of sexual relations and marriage. Orphan 
Dog, for example, triumphs as the husband of multiple wives, and it is 
clear that these women make a decision to join him. While the stories link 
women with o-luma (home) and men with the wild outside, Orphan Dog 
departs with his wives for the ‘wild’ abode of his spirit grandparent. Other 
myths narrate how woman taught man to have sex with her, how she 
discovered the coconut or fruit tree, and how she established relations with 
the spirit world. But in these myths, as in their daily lives, women preserved 
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the domestic settlement and, together with men, worked the village gardens 
on the margin of the forest. Men penetrated the deeper forest, encountering 
wild game and wild spirits. Women only ventured there to harvest the wild 
almond trees or to get to another settlement—and not without the risk of 
harm by spirits or strangers.

However, any association of female gender with the domestic and male 
with the wild is confounded by the pattern of women marrying into the 
hamlet of their husband and, in so doing, initiating a new matrilineage in 
the hamlet. In such exogamous marriages, her children acknowledged their 
matrilineage-mates, particularly their mother’s brother, living in another 
hamlet, and it was expected that adolescents would live for some time with 
their mother’s brother in his hamlet. The matrilineage (maratatila: from 
mara ‘side’, tatila ‘mothers’) of a ‘big man’ and his brothers might comprise 
the core of a hamlet; yet, invariably, their close kin lived outside in the 
origin hamlet of their mother. Thus, the women at ‘home’ never lost their 
association with their outside origin place and kin.

It is difficult to determine the nature of gender relations in the pre-colonial 
and early colonial years, before mission teaching imposed a range of new 
gender norms. Gender relations may have been more fraught. An elder told 
me in 1972 that in the past there was intense scrutiny of contact between 
a man and a woman outside marriage. If a man returned to his house and 
found another man who was not a close family member or friend sitting 
there, he would spear him immediately. If a man encountered a married 
woman on the track, he would step aside with his back to the track until 
she passed and would break off a branch of a tree at that spot. On returning 
home, the woman would report the meeting to her husband who would 
check whether there was evidence of a broken branch at the spot. If not, he 
would immediately spear the man. It was more usual for men in pre-contact 
times and into the 1960s to socialise and sleep in the men’s house. They 
might go ‘home’ (goluma) to their wife to eat, but the women also brought 
cooked food to the men’s house where it would be shared. An adolescent 
boy would leave his mother’s ‘home’ and join the men’s house, and even 
as a younger child would spend time there. Women at times were seen 
as dangerous to men, including their husbands. A man avoided sexual 
relations with his wife before hunting or fishing for fear that contact with 
her would spoil his hunt; a menstruating woman warned her husband to 
avoid her and took rigid precautions not to touch his food. When a woman 
became pregnant her husband would have no further sexual relations with 
her until the child was weaned at about three years old. Most feared in the 
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spirit world was the kalulu (ghost) of women, Pigobara, who had died in 
childbirth. Pigobara chased men and attempted to stuff the umbilical cord 
down their throats or strangle them with it.

In certain ceremonies women became the ‘wild’ ones. At the feast to mark 
a girl’s first menstruation, unmarried women chased the men, cutting them 
with stones, razors or sticks, burning them with firebrands or setting their 
clothes alight. Men told these stories and revealed such wounds as items of 
pride, but the wounds could be serious, leaving permanent scars on the man’s 
body. Such personal attacks could also climax in sexual relations between 
the two. When e rae is performed by men, women are not mere spectators. 
While the men are absent on the village outskirts dressing themselves in the 
paraphernalia of the wild, the more ‘extrovert’ women of the host hamlet 
become the centre of attention. One or two women known for their greater 
assertiveness and mobility (tao la tulugala) become clowns, dressing like 
men and caricaturing male behaviours to the hilarity of the large crowd of 
attendees. As the male dancers emerge, women may dance alongside their 
favourite man, perhaps their son, husband or desired lover. They may snatch 
the long stalks of the pitpit grass (distinctively a female plant in the myths) 
and whip a male dancer whom they desire. A woman’s violent attentions 
to the dancer may culminate in her chasing him into the forest, where sex 
may take place. This is called vakakuala (to make cry out; kaku is the cry 
a woman utters, often in pain, or the howl of the village dog). Chowning 
(1989, p. 86) considered that the vakakuala effectively contradicts the 
statement that men always take the initiative in sexual matters, concluding, 
rather, that it signifies a balance in the relative strengths of the two genders. 
She reported on the Bileki in the 1950s (p. 19):

Prior to marriage a girl could travel to other villages, participate in 
many ceremonies and dances, and enjoy sexual affairs so long as she 
did not become pregnant or get a reputation for promiscuity. All this 
freedom ended with marriage; fidelity was enjoined on her and 
enforced by the close supervision of her mother-in-law, while her 
husband was expected to continue to enjoy himself until he became 
a grandfather.

Some contemporary Maututu women suggested to me that gender relations 
in these ancestral times were far more balanced than the present day. Lydia 
Gah, who was among the first Maututu women to complete high school in 
the 1970s and then a university degree, married a non-Maututu and worked 
for much of her life in other areas of PNG and Australia (Gah 2020). In her 
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autobiography, she detailed the domestic violence she suffered from her first 
(non-Maututu) husband. In a moving poem she identifies such violence 
with a monster, not unlike some of the wild ogres of Maututu myths:

Shrouded behind the mysticism of Melanesian culture,
Lies an untouchable monster,
Wracking the lives of blossoming roses,
Once the pride of families, clans and tribes
Yet, towering menacingly high above dark clouds
The monster looks on with an intent to wreck one more life
…
The evil monster exists and perpetuates its destruction,
Against women and innocent children in Melanesian societies.

(Gah, 2020, pp. viii–ix)

White people (wokakea) as wild intruders
European settlers established coconut plantations in the Blanche Bay area 
of the Gazelle Peninsular in East New Britain from the 1870s. To protect 
German trading interests, the German Government annexed Kaiser 
Wilhelmsland (north-eastern New Guinea) and the Bismarck Archipelago 
(New Britain and New Ireland) in 1884. From 1885 to 1899, German 
New Guinea was a protectorate ruled by the Neu Guinea Compagnie, a 
plantation and trading company. It was replaced from 1900 to 1914 by 
the German colonial administration. Maututu first became aware of these 
‘outsiders’ through trading contacts they had with the Tolai of East New 
Britain and the Duke of York Islands, who came to the Maututu coast 
in search of la tubeli (tambu/nassarius shell). In 1896–97, a German 
expedition investigating a smallpox epidemic visited the Nakanai north 
coast under Dr Habl, accompanied by a Catholic missionary, Father Rascher 
(van Rijswijck, 1966, pp. 5–6). In 1901, the Catholic Missionaries of the 
Sacred Heart built a sawmill to the north of Maututu territory to supply 
timber for their buildings on the Gazelle, and, in 1928, they established 
the Ulamona Mission there to provide services to the Meramera people 
(McKillop & Pearson, 1997). Possibly the first direct contact of Maututu 
with such strangers was in 1912 when the Neu Guinea Compagnie 
acquired under ‘freehold title’ 800 hectares at Bialla in the centre of the 
Maututu domain, probably by the payment of valued goods, such as steel 
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axes, bush knives, tobacco and cloth, to the resident hamlet populations.15 
The company signalled its appropriation of the area by nailing a tin plate 
inscribed with its name to a tree by the seaside. However, it did not develop 
the site and no German manager settled in the area. Elders in the 1960s 
suggested to me that their ancestors continued to hunt in the forest and the 
streams in the ‘freehold’ area, unaware that their territory had been acquired 
by strangers.

There was a complete disregard among expatriates for how the ‘natives’ 
perceived their world and such ‘outside’ intruders. Expatriates brought a 
very different perspective to bear on their life in the administered territory. 
Albert Hahl, appointed imperial judge to the Gazelle in 1896, later governor 
of German Neu Guinea, recorded his earliest impressions of the few 
expatriates then living on the Gazelle as traders, planters and missionaries:

The unanimous conclusion [of the expatriates] was that any 
economic progress depended on inducing the natives to work for 
the Europeans and on increasing the demand for trade goods, that is 
increasing the purchasing power of the natives. However one section 
of those Europeans with local experience ruled out all possibility of 
any influence over the natives. They maintained that the contrast 
between our way of life and their stone-age culture was so extreme 
that the weaker party must inevitably go under. In this the New 
Guinea natives would only be following in the footsteps of the 
Australian Aborigines and other extinct races. Others on the other 
hand maintained that it was in fact possible to exert an influence but 
that this must be left entirely to the missions. Any attempt by the 
Government to influence them by training them in habits of peace, 
obedience and external order must fail.

(Hahl, 1980, pp. 9–10)

Clear in this assessment is that the native way of life was viewed as not 
only culturally distinct, but also inferior and largely irrelevant to European 
progress in the colony. It was up to the Europeans to ‘develop’ the land 
and generate profit from cash crops and other trade. Any humanitarian 
concern for the natives should be left to the missionaries who, of course, 
had their own ontological priorities. The outbreak of the First World War 
in 1914 brought a halt to German and Neu Guinea Compagnie ambitions 
but opened the way for other ‘strangers’ under an Australian administration. 

15	 The Neu Guinea Compagnie had extensive plantings in the Gazelle.
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In 1914, Australian troops asserted military rule over German Neu Guinea. 
Seven years later, the Australian Government took over. As Filer and Lowe 
(2011, p. 156) note:

When the Australian Government took formal control of the area 
in 1921 it promptly embarked on a programme of expropriating 
German land assets and selling them to new [European] owners in 
order to secure war reparations. This process was completed by 1927.

Valentine (1963) reviewed in detail the society of New Britain in the early 
years of the twentieth century, characterising it as a caste society, established 
first under German and then Australian colonial administrations, in which 
Europeans assumed their own superiority in respect of material welfare, 
social status and ideological convictions over the lower ‘castes’ of Asian 
and native peoples. To the expatriate planters, the native population was 
‘stone-age’, lacking any appreciation for German habits of ‘peace, obedience 
and external order’. However, Valentine (1963, pp. 378–79) notes that the 
native groups were open to change:

The general posture of the native population in the contact period 
was one of acceptance of innovation … the generally peaceful nature 
of the process, and the continuous voluntary manifestation of native 
interest in alien ways shows that the native societies were basically 
open to change.

Because the Australian Government provided limited finance to the 
colony, most of the energies of the early administration were directed 
towards the expansion of European commercial activity, meaning that 
‘little time or effort was spent on the promotion of indigenous agricultural 
development’ (Kean, 2000, p. 160). According to Kean (2000, p. 160), 
European settlers were opposed to any improvement in ‘the socio-economic 
position of the indigenous peoples’ and condemned any colonial officers 
who encouraged copra production among the villagers. Patrol officers (kiap) 
were commissioned to conduct census counts of the villagers, maintain 
order and collect a ‘head’ tax, which in turn was intended to force local 
populations to seek cash through wage labour or cash crops (Department 
of External Territories, 1968). In response, Maututu strove to keep the 
peace with the kiap and some took up work as ‘work boy’ on plantations on 
the Gazelle.

While the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart were building their base 
at Kokopo, an Australian man, George Brown, his wife and followers, 
pioneered the Methodist Overseas Mission on the Duke of York Islands off 
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the coast of the Gazelle Peninsular from 1875, extending their reach to the 
Tolai village of Kabakada on Gazelle in the 1880s. Initially, Maututu heard 
of these Methodist mission activities from Tolai visitors to their settlements 
in search of tambu shell (Mumu, 2019). Mumu reported that, in 1903, 
two pastors, one of whom was Fijian, travelled down the Maututu coast 
to purchase land at three Maututu hamlets, Bubuu, Apupulu and Uase, 
for church building; however, no further action was taken there by the 
Methodist pastors for the next 15 years. According to Maututu accounts, 
two men from Apupulu, Ulalu and Malai of the Uge clan, went to Rabaul 
with one of these Tolai traders, and were presented with a leg of pork at a 
feast there. They asked to exchange this for a picture of Jesus and/or a ‘Holy 
Book’ (a Bible or hymn book) and returned with this book to Apupulu, 
bringing pastors with them.16 When fellow villagers threatened to kill these 
outsiders, Ulalu and Malai protected them, enabling the first church to 
be established. Another local account suggests that Malai went to Rabaul 
for Bible training and to ask missionaries to come to the Maututu. Malai 
returned from this trip with ‘a large book written by Jesus himself ’ that he 
had exchanged for a leg of pork. On his return, he wrapped the Bible and 
left it on the shelf. When ships arrived offshore to recruit labour for the 
plantations and missions further east, the Bible was placed at the hamlet 
entrance to save residents from such recruitment.17

These Maututu accounts emphasised the wildness of the outsiders their 
ancestors encountered from the distant Gazelle. Maututu hamlets were 
raided for labour and they in turn sought to defend their hamlets by the 
spear and by acquiring strong spiritual powers from the missionaries. Their 
attainment of these outside powers was due to the agency of exceptional 
local men, who continue to be lauded by Maututu churches. According 
to mission accounts, in 1918, the missionary John Cox, who was one of 
the original expatriate founders of the Methodist Mission at Kabakada, 
visited Uase and Bubuu hamlets with his colleagues Osea and Margetts on 
reconnaissance. They were met by warriors flourishing spears on the beach; 

16	 In his research, Roy Mumu, a Bileki man from Galilo village dates this visit of Malai and Ulalu to 
1899. Their request was accompanied with the gift of a live pig to Reverend William Chambers, the 
chairman stationed at the Methodist Church at Kabakada. According to Roy Mumu, it was not until 
1917 that the synod assigned a Samoan pastor to Bubuu village, although the pastor appears to have 
been stationed instead at Galilo in Hoskins.
17	 It is unknown whether this reference is to blackbirding, which from the 1860s recruited tens of 
thousands of Pacific Islanders, including from the islands of PNG, to work on Queensland plantations. 
This practice was outlawed in 1901 when the Immigration Restriction Act was passed. This story may 
refer to ships from the plantations in Rabaul that recruited labour all along the coast.
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however, the singing of hymns by Cox’s party won the villagers over. They 
left pastors at the two villages, Kepas To Kapes at Uase and Sakius To Mala 
at Bubuu (Threlfold, 1975). More Methodist pastors, recruited from Samoa 
and Fiji, arrived in other Maututu villages in the mid-1920s, supervised by 
Australian clergy stationed in Rabaul and Hoskins.

Chowning (1969, p. 31) suggests that these Polynesian and Fijian 
missionaries were the proponents of various changes among the Lakalai, 
introducing outrigger canoes, plaited mats and metal graters for scraping 
out coconut flesh to produce coconut cream for cooking. Indeed, all these 
as well as hymn books and Bible translations in the Tolai language Kuanua 
of the Duke of York Islands are still in use today. Maututu also attribute 
a number of changes to the influence of the missions: the introduction of 
la malo (laplap cloths) worn by men and women; the fashion of cutting their 
hair short and combing it into curls instead of leaving it in greased bundles 
down their backs; washing three times a day; building Tolai-style homes of 
thatch raised on posts, instead of houses on the ground walled with bark; the 
decline of warfare between hamlets; and a reduction in intra-clan marriage 
and polygamy in line with church teachings about incest. By 1927, schools 
had been set up by these Methodist pastors in key Maututu hamlets. Uase 
village, where a pastor was resident from 1918, was reported by the district 
officer in 1925 as a ‘model village’ with its improved housing, church and 
mission school.

Maututu thus responded enthusiastically to the strange manners of these 
outsiders, their spirits and their books and rituals, and in dialogue with the 
pastors fashioned their own interpretations of Christian rituals and teachings 
based on their local ontology. I return in the next chapter to consider the 
dynamics of this alliance between Maututu and outsiders. However, in 
conversations I had in 1969 a key memory of the early years of the church 
was the anxiety that drove early attendance: hamlet residents believed that if 
they did not continue to attend church and believe (tautauoilo, store inside) 
then they would return to the days of fighting, sickness and death, and 
face an everlasting punishment of fire. Methodist teachings had seemingly 
expanded Maututu sensibilities towards the unpredictable ‘outside’ while at 
the same time offering them means to accost those wild forces.

One significant intervention demanded by the government kiap and the 
missionary pastors was the amalgamation of the scattered Maututu hamlets 
into larger villages that could more readily be incorporated into outside 
administrative practices. Increasingly in the 1930s the colonial authorities 
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expected village units to contribute labour to government-ordained tasks. 
Maututu oral historians mentioned to me that the polisboi (native police) 
used to beat both men and women to keep them at work.18 This coercive 
approach appears to have stopped after the administration appointed luluai 
(village headman) and tultul (village secretary) to organise the administration 
tasks in native settlements.19 These village leaders tended to be selected by 
the kiap rather than by the people, which led to some strange appointments. 
In Mataruru, for example, a Papuan was selected as tultul because his Tok 
Pisin was fluent, although he spoke no local language and was marginal in 
the village. Lare of Uase claimed he was pressured by the kiap to become 
luluai. The luluai and tultul collected the annual tax of either 10 shillings, 
a spear or a gold-lip shell, and summoned villagers to meet when the kiap 
came to administer regulations. They were responsible for ensuring coconuts 
were planted in the hamlets and for the maintenance of the local access 
track. The luluai administered judgements in the case of local crimes such as 
adultery, usually exacting fines, and could assign big het (big head, arrogant 
people, troublemakers) who challenged his authority to jail in Talasea. Such 
banishment to remote, wild zones raised considerable alarm for Maututu, 
forcing their submission to the directions of government through luluai 
and kiap.

During the 1930s, the Australian colonial administration continued to 
build its own legibility along the New Britain coast, but this was thrown 
into a state of chaos with the violence of the Pacific War. In February 
1942, Japanese forces captured Rabaul as their base for the Pacific War, 
from there pushing along the New Britain coast towards the mainland and 
Port Moresby. In West New Britain, many Maututu fled inland to escape 
Japanese coastal patrols, living in caves or the sites of former hamlets in 
the deep forest, afraid to light fires for fear of detection by the belligerent 
outsiders. There were an estimated 5,000 Japanese troops based in Hoskins 
in 1942. Japanese patrols through the Maututu area ransacked gardens 
and cut down coconut palms to access the nuts. The few Maututu who 
remained in coastal hamlets were killed by bombs or by Japanese raiding 
parties or recruited as porters for the Japanese.

18	 The Tolai in eastern New Britain organised a mass strike in 1929 to protest their low wages and 
status, and through the 1930s there were increasing cases of attacks on Europeans. In 1940, the Tolai on 
the Duke of York Islands voiced their discontent through the Dog Movement, which was in response to 
the alienation of their land and inadequate schooling for their children (Kean, 2000; Valentine, 1958).
19	 These local administrative positions were created under the German administration and retained by 
the Australian administration.
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Villagers reported being confused as to how to respond to the war. Allied 
force coastwatchers holed up in isolated watch points in the Nakanai 
Mountains, including the Uasilau area south of the Maututu, sought the 
cooperation of local populations to bring them details of Japanese troop 
movements. However, there was considerable suspicion on all sides, with 
Nakanai both aiding and opposing Japanese forces, and being punished 
by both sides for disloyalty. Allied forces fought back against the Japanese 
forces, first along the Kokoda Trail on the mainland and then, from 1943 
to 1945, towards Rabaul along the coast of New Britain. In October 1944, 
the Australian 36th Infantry Battalion landed at Hoskins to take over from 
American forces and, in December, moved up the coast by barge to Bialla 
Plantation, where two companies established a forward base from where 
they began patrolling east (Long, 1963).

This was a time of extreme chaos, according to Maututu recollections, when 
wild forces dominated daily life. The war years are remembered as ‘dark’ 
years (la masori) when most Maututu lost their hamlets and gardens and 
were forced to live in the forest. Many locals died of tuberculosis during the 
war, and the infection’s persistence after the war demoralised communities 
even when they returned to former hamlet sites. In 1949, the death rate 
from tuberculosis was so grave that villagers again fled to their mountain 
hamlets in an attempt to escape it.

Several men told me of working for the Allies in the later stages of the war, 
as carriers and as fighters, even though they regarded the Australian forces 
as ungrateful outsiders. For example, Tagorobo told me he was paid £54 for 
his war services by the Australians. He added:

The Australians only delivered beatings, jail and hard work. After the 
war the War Damages Commission took count of animals, houses, 
trees and other possessions lost in the war, but no compensation was 
ever forthcoming. We fought for them, but they did not pay us well. 
They were scared of the Japanese, and it was we and the Americans 
who fought up the front. Today it is the kiap who push us around, 
but they are ‘small men’ [in contrast to Maututu ‘big men’].

Tagorobo contrasted the ‘white men’ (wokakea) Australians to the ‘Black 
Americans’ (wokurukuru) who related quite differently to villagers. The 
Americans, he remembered, would chat with them and give them food and 
equipment and talk about their ‘home’ in Africa. As they had accepted the 
Fijian pastors before the war, the Maututu welcomed these ‘Black’ Americans 
into their ‘home’, whereas wokakea, like the government kiap, remained as 
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strangers and interlopers to Maututu. In contrast to the disdain shown by 
the wokakea, wokurukuru earned Maututu respect through relating to them 
in a different manner and through the redistribution of exchange goods.

This half century of expatriate administration and enterprise in the Bialla 
area alerted Maututu to the strangeness and wildness of wokakea/masta 
behaviours and assumptions. The Australian administration’s appointment 
of village headmen with the powers to tax and exact punishment, their 
views of land as a marketable commodity, their insistence on larger village 
settlements that ignored patterns of shifting agriculture linked to hamlets, 
their incapacity to engage in mutual exchange and respect, and the mutual 
suspicion between parties that arose during the war all clashed with Maututu 
values. There would have been those who interpreted the random killings 
and the outbreaks of tuberculosis as further evidence that these wild agents 
would continue to threaten Maututu lives at ‘home’.

The ethnographer as outsider
Like the environment that the Kubo had always experienced, 
they [expatriate outsiders] were potentially beneficent but always 
unpredictable.

(Minnegal & Dwyer, 2017, p. 236)

I must have been viewed in this way when I first entered the hamlet of 
Baikakea in 1968. I spoke neither the Maututu language nor Tok Pisin. 
I was an unknown quantity and therefore unpredictable, without kin ties or 
exchange relations within the community. Two relationships may have eased 
my entry, ameliorating my ‘wildness’. The first of these was the invitation 
I had received from a US ex-serviceman, Fred Hargesheimer, to join the 
Airmen’s Memorial School (AMS) in Ewasse, West New Britain. According 
to Hargesheimer’s (2005) account of the school’s establishment, it ‘fell from 
the sky’. Hargesheimer was a US pilot whose plane was shot down over 
New Britain in June 1943. He barely survived in the forest before being 
found a month later by Meramera villagers of Ea Ea/Nantambu who hid 
him from the Japanese occupation forces. After five months he was rescued 
by submarine. Almost two decades later he raised funds for the Airmen’s 
Memorial Foundation and negotiated with the colonial administration 
and the Methodist Church to build a school to serve the Meramera and 
Maututu populations.
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Figure 1.5: Baikakea village, 1969
Source: Author.

After the school opened in 1965, the parents impressed on Hargesheimer 
that they were concerned that their children, who spent so much time at 
school and walking to school (often an hour), had no chance to grow up 
as ‘Maututu’. Under the Australian administration, the school curriculum 
was taught in English and its frame of reference reflected Anglo-Australian 
ontological perspectives. Subsequently, the AMS Board, consisting of 
Maututu representatives, asked that Maututu language and culture be 
introduced into the school curriculum. I was invited as a volunteer to 
expedite such a program. The Parents’ Association suggested that I should 
live in Baikakea, where villagers still lived in ‘traditional’ ways (Figure 1.5). 
I suspect they thought I would absorb something of what it meant to be 
‘Maututu’ while living there, and so it was with some pride that Baikakea 
entertained the notion of welcoming an outsider into their community. 
When I arrived in October 1968, I was guided into Baikakea by a local school 
boy, Saole, whose English was fluent enough to smooth my introduction to 
hamlet life and who remained a friend until his death in 2017. This was the 
second relationship that eased my entry to Maututu life.

A male outsider visiting a Maututu settlement in those days would normally 
go directly to the men’s house, where they would be offered food and a 
place to sleep. But they might also be offered a place with the baramana 
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(young men), which is where I first settled.20 I vividly remember waking 
one night to surreal wailings coming from the adjacent hamlet. I was alone 
and the hamlet around me was deathly quiet. I ventured to the adjacent 
hamlet to find it alive with villagers. The most prestigious man in the village 
had just died and everyone had gathered at the men’s house to mourn his 
passing. Looking back on this moment, it was a clear demonstration of 
the community voicing their oneness in the face of spiritual uncertainty. 
The ‘wild’ was dramatically present that night, in the death itself and in 
their piercing wailing.

After several weeks I was invited to join the household of Tauvere and 
Koma and their three young children, Makoa, Kautu and Siamate. Tauvere 
became my ‘father’, and Koma my ‘mother’, and I was recognised as a 
member of Koma’s clan, Kabuliala. Because Tauvere’s first wife had died, 
I also recognised his daughter by that marriage, Adi, as my sister, and her 
clan, Ugeuge, also became my adopted clan as I was a similar age to her. 
I remained in their home for the following 10 months and during a later 
visit of two months in 1972. Tauvere was regarded as senior man of the 
village and had a long association with the Department of Agriculture, 
Stock and Fisheries (DASF), first as a trainee and then as a village cocoa 
development worker travelling throughout West New Britain. He became 
my primary mentor. While I always remained an outsider, Maututu had 
thus extended to me a relationship built on exchange—of food, material 
items, stories, cooperation and, ultimately, they hoped, a better school 
experience for their children.

I spent the initial months learning Maututu language as I accompanied 
villagers wherever their daily activities took them. We cleared the forest and 
worked the gardens, hunted ‘up’ into the mountains, fished out on the reefs, 
gathered shell in the sea grass, and participated in festivals and inter-village 
congregations. I resisted using either English or Tok Pisin in the village in 
order that my Maututu language fluency improve. As it improved, I was able 
to hold more in-depth interviews and search out the senior men and women 
who were to guide me in preparing school materials. These were not only 
living in Baikakea but throughout the Maututu area, so I walked around 
the villages, often staying for several nights with village hosts. Situated close 
to Bialla Plantation, where a trade store was located, were the Maututu 
villages of Uase (Ewasse) in the south and Gomu in the north. Further 

20	 Baramana is a Kuanua term, introduced to Maututu by the early Tolai missionaries. The Maututu 
baramana typically did not cook at their house but were fed by their female kin elsewhere in the hamlet.
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south of Uase were Matililiu and Mataruru, and to the north of Gomu the 
villages of Apupulu, Baikakea and Bubuu. Inland of Gomu was the hamlet 
of Urumaili, that was later recognised as a separate village. The inland (oilo) 
people of Mataruru, Urumaili and Baikakea were generally recognised as 
having more familiarity with Maututu ‘traditions’ and the forest domain, 
while the coastal people of Mataliliu, Uase, Gomu, Apupulu and Bubuu 
were thought to depend more on the marine environment.

My own ontological training began with the narration of myths that different 
village elders insisted I record for later use in the school. Many men and 
women entertained me with stories, but I particularly relied on senior men 
and women for their versions of Maututu myths. There was something in 
the language, dramatic turn of phrase and song lines that instilled authority 
to their telling of the myths, and Maututu recognised these senior narrators 
as producing the most authoritative versions. They directed me to particular 
elders: Ipa in Baikakea; Migu and, later, his son Kau in Gomu/Urumaili; 
Boea and Kiapa in Mataruru (Figures 1.6 and 1.7).

Figure 1.6: Migu, storyteller and hunter, 1969
Source: Author.
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Figure 1.7: Kau, son of Migu, at forest hunting lodge, 1974
Source: Author.

I recorded the narratives on audio tape and would play the recordings to 
enthusiastic audiences in whichever village I was spending the night. This 
would encourage others to share stories with me, including older women. 
These stories would vary immensely in length and depth of imagery. While 
men and women enjoyed narrating stories and everyday events, all recognised 
the wisdom and depth of the narration by these few elders. Others might tell 
the same myths, but their versions lacked the intensity of detail and imagery 
that the experts provided. When these experts narrated myths, adults and 
children sat entranced by the vitality of the story, however familiar it may 
have been to them. Strengthened and sacralised through the words and songs 
of the myth-tellers, these narratives had agency, working to shape the world of 
their audience.21 I matched these stories by observing and discussing everyday 
happenings with everyone in the villages. The relationships I gained from 
visiting all the villages allowed me to finally introduce lesson materials in the 
school, including written materials in Maututu language and craft and skill 
classes taught by senior men and women.22

21	 Myths about a particular ‘hero’ generally included his identifying song.
22	 Those initial 12 months living in Baikakea and working throughout the Maututu villages also 
enabled me to complete a master’s degree in anthropology at the University of Sydney. My thesis, 
submitted in 1973, focused on Maututu mythology (Guinness, 1973).
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I returned in 1973 for another 18 months in Baikakea during which 
time I was employed by the DASF as a field officer to strengthen cocoa 
production, pig breeding and marine fishing across Maututu and Meramera 
villages and to prepare Maututu villagers for the pending influx of oil palm 
settlers. I was employed on local wages and encouraged by DASF to work 
from my village base, with the provision of a motor bike to move around 
the area. Though an outsider, and with employment associated with an 
outside body, I felt accepted within the Maututu communities because of 
my kin relationships and my school contributions. The DASF financed the 
construction of a small house for me in Baikakea; when I left, that house 
became the home of my ‘brother’ Dome. In my DASF capacity, I held 
numerous village meetings, worked closely with the secretary and directors 
of the Maututu Cooperative Society and sought to bring local priorities to 
the attention of the few masta (white people) who lived in the area—the 
school principal, the kiap, the manager of Bialla Plantation and his wife, an 
Australian timber operator and family living near Bubuu, and the business 
development field officer who visited regularly from Hoskins.

I left PNG in 1975 as the nation achieved its independence, not to return 
for over 30 years.23 In 2009, Lydia Gah, who had married an Australian and 
settled in Queensland, surprised me with a phone call and encouraged me 
to return, as my ‘mother’ Koma was gravely sick, and my ‘family’ wanted 
me ‘home’. I was unable to get back before her death but arrived later to 
renew contacts with friends and family. Over the years since then I have 
visited Bialla six times, each time for about a month when I could find time 
away from university teaching. The changes I encountered were dramatic, 
as I recount in this book, but the village relationships I had experienced 
four decades before remained intact. I am forever grateful to my Maututu 
friends and family that I have been able to share deeply in their lives as 
I have tried to understand how they view the many radical changes they 
have experienced from colonialism to industrialisation.

My own ontological position needs scrutiny. It could be seen as 
presumptuous for an outsider to attempt to delineate Maututu ontological 
perspectives. As Robbins (2008) remarked, any interpretation can only 
be grasped as one of many possible accounts, and so I make no claim to 

23	 I did field work in Indonesia and Malaysia and taught in Indonesian and Australian universities. 
This fieldwork included studies of resettlement schemes (Transmigrasi in Indonesia, FELDA in 
Malaysia) where oil palm, among other crops, was being developed. I spent time with settlers and with 
administrators and company managers, understanding the very different expectations, experiences and 
aspirations they were investing in the development (Guinness, 1982; Suratman & Guinness, 1977).
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have mastered Maututu ontological perspectives. I merely suggest an 
interpretation that reflects my lived experience and training in their villages. 
In the tasks I performed for the AMS and DASF, I was constantly wrestling 
with ontological differences in interpreting the development mindset of the 
colonial and ‘self-government’ administrations, and, later, the industrial 
capitalism of Japanese and Belgian oil palm companies. I was constantly 
aware of the distinct, and diverse, aspirations and values of Maututu villagers. 
The expectation of government—my employer—was that the blueprint of 
the PNG administration’s development program needed translation, not 
interpretation, let alone consultation and debate. Olivier de Sardan (2005, 
pp. 168–69) commented that development agents play a role ‘as mediators 
between types of knowledge … between technical-scientific and popular 
knowledge’. However, he added that the development agent:

is not trained to mediate between different types of knowledge; 
instead, it is expected that he will assume various pedagogical 
roles, in order to cast light on those who are still in the dark … 
[he] is the person responsible for ‘grafting’ the technical message 
(originating in a cosmopolitan, scientific terminology) onto a system 
of significations that is peculiar to the rural population in question.

(Olivier de Sardan, 2005, pp. 168–69)

As both a development agent and an anthropologist with a strong desire 
to accurately record Maututu views and aspirations, I was constantly 
entangled in the disjunction of multiple ontologies (Roberts, 2013). I saw 
my task as not only interpreting government directions for villagers, but 
also understanding and communicating to wokakea the distinctive village 
perspectives. This was by no means straightforward, as outsiders were not 
always interested in hearing what villagers thought, and my own capacity to 
communicate Maututu viewpoints needed time to ‘mature’.

Olivier de Sardan (2005, p. 199) writes that:

the social scientist who sets himself the task of elucidating peasant 
logics or of opposing them to development logics is not a mere 
spectator: he himself is involved in logics that influence his scientific 
practice (logics of professional recognition, or power, of credit 
‘capturing’, etc) … According to Bachelard’s famous expression, 
which is still valid today, ‘scientific knowledge in particular is 
constructed through a continuous, unrelenting fight against error, by 
means of meticulous criticism, intellectual polemic, theoretical and 
methodological vigilance and of constant examination of acquired 
knowledge. Action on the other hand comprises arbitration, 
ambiguities, compromise, wagers, will and emergencies’.
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There is always the challenge for the ethnographer, as articulated by Marilyn 
Strathern (1987, p. 257), of ‘how to create an awareness of different social 
worlds when all at one’s disposal is terms which belong to one’s own’ (cited 
in Viveiros de Castro, 2015). Viveiros de Castro (2015, p. 14) concludes 
about the ethnographic exercise:

It means to be able to speak well to the people you study [and] … 
to speak about them to them in ways they do not find offensive or 
ridiculous. They do not need to agree with you completely—they 
will never do so anyway.

Paige West (2016, p. 112), who has been both an academic and activist 
in PNG, suggests that her role is ‘to understand the worlds that people 
are living, in the terms that they are living them’. I follow her advice in 
using stories told by villagers ‘to represent philosophical propositions or 
narratives of philosophy’—the study of the nature of reality or existence. 
She augments these with her own ‘ethnographic vignettes that illustrate 
philosophical principles’, and her aim is to allow ‘indigenous philosophical 
theory to have the same explanatory power as other forms of theoretical 
abstraction’ (West, 2016, p. 136).

Many people shared their experiences and perspectives with me; however, 
this book is my story about their lives, written in a style of narrative that 
is distinctively of my academic training rather than strategically theirs. 
Maututu constitute some of the critical audiences who will, I hope, engage 
with what I write here. While I attempt to see things ‘through their eyes’, 
I ultimately present only versions of what they see and have reported to me. 
Therefore, a key contribution an ethnographer can make is to remain aware 
and interested in the variable ways in which diverse peoples and societies 
interact with global changes and to point out the value of such adaptations. 
I try to provide as much ethnographic material as possible to allow readers 
to see through my depiction and come to their own understandings.

Conclusion
In this opening chapter I have demonstrated an ontological framework 
built on the tension between the wild and unpredictable outside and the 
home sustained through exchange relationships centred on la hulumu. 
Home in some contexts is epitomised in the single mautu ‘hamlet’, and at 
other times extended to neighbouring hamlets (maututu) oale, omuli, orae 
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and olau. Central to the Maututu ontology is the relationship of ‘home’ to 
the vastness of the ‘wild’. The unpredictability of the wild was experienced 
in the storms and volcanic eruptions and, on a daily basis, the actions of 
strangers, sorcerers and spirits. It was also recognised in the encounters with 
colonial regimes, and Japanese and Allied military forces.

The ontological framing through this juxtaposition of the two domains 
is identified in this chapter with an indigenous consideration of a range 
of important issues, such as relations with the spirit world, the forging of 
the ideal personality, the nurturing of community relations, partnerships 
between men and women, and dealing with unpredictable outsiders. 
In all such issues, Maututu recognise the tension between wild and home 
counterparts and attempt engagement. Strangers are brought into the men’s 
house, spirits and sorcerers are confronted, outside women are incorporated 
into the home of their husband, and ‘wild’ personalities are tempered by 
community action. Maututu ontological engagement with such issues 
recognises the potential inspiration and enrichment that may come from 
such wild counterparts, just as they depend on harnessing the richness of 
the forest for their gardens. I return to this engagement in the next chapter.

I have contrasted the Maututu perspective with that of the colonial regimes 
intent on the commercial development of the land and the subjugation of 
‘stone-age’ peoples. The ‘natives’ were of little value to expatriates unless they 
could be employed in colonial undertakings. Control rather than exchange 
dominated this perspective.

However, Maututu recognised in some encounters with expatriate outsiders 
the potential for exchange relationships and a tempering of the wild for the 
enrichment of home. They welcomed mission pastors, forged friendships 
with Black American soldiers and cooperated in establishing the AMS. 
As an outsider, I was a beneficiary of their intent to engage positively 
with outsiders.

In the chapters that follow I examine whether Maututu ontological 
preference for creative engagement with the wild explains something of how 
Maututu have responded to the immense changes they have experienced 
since the beginning of the twentieth century. I present this history as 
struggles across multiple ontological worlds as Maututu ‘pursue their 
own priorities and understandings in tandem with their engagement with 
outsiders’ (Escobar, 2016, p. 20).
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