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Partners

In the previous chapter I introduced the distinction Maututu make 
between the domestic world and the outside forest, and the importance 
they attach to the wild domain and its elements as both a locus of danger 
and unpredictability and source of inspiration and energy. It is clear from 
Maututu stories that they see themselves as always entangled with ‘wild’ 
elements beyond their hamlet and home and recognise the benefits that can 
emerge from engaging with these outside forces. These outside agents are wild 
in the sense of being outside village control, unsupervised, unpredictable, 
chaotic and encountered in a zone of extreme danger. The myths explore 
engagement and entanglement with these agents. Men penetrate deep into 
the forest or beyond the coastal reefs, where they encounter such dangers. 
Women, more commonly associated with ‘home’, also engage with wild 
forces, but these are generally closer to home in the gardens or at the bounds 
of the village space. The home realm is always under threat from the wild 
and, if not defended, will revert back to wild, just like abandoned gardens 
and hamlet sites. On the other hand, the wild offers benefits to the village, 
as in the fertility that the forest brings to the soil. Gardens cannot be worked 
to advantage for more than three years, after which the exhausted soil is 
allowed to revert to forest, often interspersed with some cultivated plants 
such as coconut and betel nut palms planted in the old garden. The wild 
is thus a source of both richness and destructive forces, and that provides the 
dynamic of Maututu life. As I will explore in myths and Maututu response 
to outside ‘development’ programs, villagers focus on establishing a balance 
or partnership with the wild, not by destroying it (which they admit is 
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inconceivable) but entangling with it, absorbing its energies and ideas to 
enrich village life. Figuratively, the garden is the site where the entanglement 
of domestic and wild is most keenly negotiated.

Never in their stories nor in their historical recollections did Maututu 
entertain the idea of isolating themselves from the wild. The outside was 
a constant presence even at ‘home’. Trading exchanges with outsiders 
had existed for generations. For example, obsidian had spread along the 
coast through exchange from its source in the Talasea Peninsular, and 
was exchanged by the Maututu and Meramera to the mountain Maenge, 
together with stone tools (Lattas, 2011). In exchange Maututu acquired 
bark cloth and woven baskets from the Maenge/Mengen. From at least 
the late nineteenth century when more seaworthy vessels were built, Tolai 
from the Gazelle area visited the Bialla area to trade gold-lip shells from 
the Duke of York Islands for nassa shells (tambu, la tubeli) collected by 
Maututu from the seagrasses offshore from their hamlets (Simet, 1991). 
Chowning (1978) dates such Tolai sea journeys to the Nakanai area with 
the introduction to the Gazelle of plank boats in about 1899. The tambu 
that Tolai acquired from the Maututu became a prestige good and currency 
for the Tolai, while the gold-lip shells became the key prestige good for 
Maututu. They decorated these shells with bead-like nuts and woven 
fibres, named individual shell valuables and traced their passage through 
subsequent exchanges. The richness of the outside was also recognised in 
the words of their sacred songs and their dances, which were said to derive 
from the language of the bush Mengen (Maenge). This long historical 
engagement with outside peoples presented to Maututu the opportunity to 
compare their own lifeways and perspectives with outsiders, and to adopt 
materials and ideas from beyond ‘home’.

Partners in myth
I begin the exploration of this ontological frame of ‘partnership’ by 
considering the most important/sacred myth told to me. Unlike many of 
the narratives, this one, whether narrated by Migu or Boea or Kiapa, had no 
accompanying song.



37

2. Partners

Origin myth of Kalakala and Koi

In the long-ago, an old woman Bulaso was sweeping the hamlet of rubbish. 
She was the only inhabitant left in this hamlet because a giant buata (wild spirit 
being) called Vulutaola who lived in a large tree just outside the hamlet had 
snatched up and devoured all its other residents. She swept to the edge of the 
settlement two betel nuts, one a domestic betel nut (kalakala) and the other 
a wild betel nut (koi), but both rolled back to her feet. She swept them away 
but when they again returned she picked them up and put them in an empty 
half coconut shell in her cooking house. On resuming her sweeping she was 
shocked to hear voices from inside the house. Rushing in she found two young 
men, Kalakala and Koi, sitting on the bench where she had left the coconut 
shell. ‘Quiet’, she whispered, ‘Vulutaola will hear you and devour us all’. 
The young men quickly gained an account of how the buata had terrorised the 
hamlet, and they vowed to take revenge. They found a mosquito in the stream 
nearby in the forest and sent it up into the koimo (Octomeles sumatrana) tree 
where Vulutaola was settling in for the night. The mosquito buzzed in his ear 
but he brushed it away. Twice more the mosquito buzzed in his ear, until finally 
there was no response. Vulutaola was fast asleep. Informed by the mosquito 
that the buata was asleep, the young men stuck spears in the ground, point 
up, at the base of the tree and climbed into the tree. They attacked Vulutaola 
with their many spears and then tipped him onto the spears below where he 
hung dead.

They returned with triumphant shouts to the hamlet but Bulaso warned them: 
‘Don’t get too excited, another buata called Kitumagola lives just beyond the 
hamlet boundary in a fenced enclosure. Her facial hair is straggly and her tusk 
teeth curl upwards over her cheek. She is very dangerous’. The young men 
hurried off to find a mouse to help them. The mouse dug under the fence 
of the buata’s enclosure and emerged in the kitchen where Kitumagola was 
sitting. ‘Grandmother’, the mouse said to the buata, ‘let me give you a shave’.1 
As the mouse began the shave it said: ‘Grandmother, your tusk teeth are in the 
way. Loosen your teeth so I do not cut myself ’. Kitumagola loosened her teeth 
and put them on the ground, and mouse furtively swept them into the tunnel 
it had dug on entry, and scurried away to Kalakala and Koi to inform them it 
had disarmed Kitumagola. They rushed into the compound and speared the 
buata to death. Finally they could celebrate the freedom of the hamlet and 
Bulaso joined them this time, even claiming that she had killed the buata. Koi, 
who came from the wild betel nut, was angry with Bulaso for claiming all the 
credit and impetuously killed her.

1	 Pupu (grandmother) may designate a specific kin relationship but is a term also used to address any 
elder or being of respect.
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Kalakala and Koi had a sister who married into a hamlet high in the caldera 
of the volcano Mount Ivi. But she was mistreated by her husband who fed her 
rotten sago grubs. Kalakala and Koi heard about this and asked advice of their 
grandparent the frog at the forest stream.2 ‘Grandparent’, they said, ‘what shall 
we do?’ ‘Take two large wild taro leaves and use them to catch the spray when 
I jump into the stream’. They wrapped up the spray in the leaves and hurried 
up to the mountain hamlet. Koi could scarcely contain his curiosity and let 
some of the spray escape where it cascaded down the slopes as new streams. 
The brothers called their sister out of the hamlet and placed her in a tall banana 
palm with their dogs. Then they released the spray onto the hamlet, and it 
swelled and swelled, flooding the hamlet and drowning its residents. When the 
waters threatened the sister’s position in the banana clump, the dogs lapped 
it down again. The waters rushed out of the huge lake created in the crater of 
Mount Ivi, and cascaded down the mountain, a river now called Lovo ‘flying’ 
river. The brothers ran each side of it, trying to contain it, but it rushed on. 
Where Koi on the north bank outran Kalakala, the river turned southward, 
and was finally slowed in the Obu lagoon on the coast before entering the 
sea. Thus Kalakala and Koi were responsible for many of the physical features 
of the landscape and for bringing peace to the people.

The myth juxtaposes the two realms of wild forest and hamlet home. 
‘At home’ is a solitary old woman in a small hamlet that she preserves by 
sweeping forest refuse to the domestic boundary. She lives in terror of the 
overshadowing forest and its buata Vulutaola, who had eaten all the other 
residents. The wild is swallowing the hamlet. She is unable to engage with 
the forest. It is a dramatic portrayal of a past when the ancestors carved tiny 
settlements in the vast jungle. The old woman Bulaso has no freedom and 
lives in constant terror. She cannot access her gardens nor does she enjoy the 
company of kin and neighbours. There is no partnership possible between 
the wild and home.

However, the potential of partnership emerges from the rubbish Bulaso 
desperately sweeps away. The partnership of the two brothers, Kalakala, 
emerging from a domestic betel nut, and Koi, from a wild betel nut, 
is captured by the old woman as she places them together in the coconut 
shell. For Maututu, the betel nut is a prime agent of sociality, harvested from 
multiple palms scattered throughout the hamlet and gardens. It is distributed 
in bunches to guests, particularly at feast exchanges, and is carried constantly 
in men’s and women’s baskets to be shared with whomever they fall into 

2	 Maututu language does not nominate gender in the grandparent and grandchild generations.
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conversation. The wild betel nut, however, is treated more cautiously for 
its violent ‘kick’. It can induce anger and unpredictable behaviour. It is the 
partnership of Kalakala and Koi that frees the old woman and reconstitutes 
the hamlet. To slay the two buata, the brothers build partnerships with 
forest agents, the mosquito, the mouse and the ‘grandparent’ frog. These 
partnerships are constituted as kin relationships, between humans and 
non-humans. Maututu clans and lineages recognise particular species of 
plant, fish and animal as clan/lineage totems and therefore kin, and certain 
locations in the wild are sacred clan sites because of their association with 
such ancestral kin. Such partnerships of human and non-human actors are 
central to many ontologies. ‘Animism is an ontology which postulates the 
social character of relations between human and non humans’ (Viveiros de 
Castro, 2012, p. 86). Referencing Ingold (1994), Viveiros de Castro (2012, 
p. 88) argues that animism is ‘founded on the immediate interagentive 
engagement between humans and animals’. Of another Papua New Guinea 
(PNG) people, the Biangai (upper Bulolo, Morobe), Halvacsz (2020, p. 50) 
notes that ‘worlds are layered with human and non-human agencies … that 
are related to one another through kinship’.

Figure 2.1: Lamo Auru lake, 1974
Source: Author.
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The wild buata, on the other hand, can never be recruited into such a 
partnership because their wildness cannot be appeased, so they must be 
opposed. Some wild agents, like the sorcerers threatening Maututu lives, 
can never be trusted to form a partnership. But the partnership of the 
brothers allows the hamlet to engage with the outside world, eventuating 
in the magnificent lake of Lamo Auru (Lake Hargy) and the mighty river 
Lovo on which a hydro-electricity station now stands. The partnership of 
home and wild creates a revivifying force that rescues Bulaso and, later, the 
brothers’ sister (Figure 2.1).

The following story further attests to the dangers of encountering spirits 
of the wild but shows how an openness to partnership brings rewards.

Sailogo was hunting when his dogs barked at an object on the ground, mistaking 
it for a pig. They bit it and shook it. It was a coconut but Sailogo had never 
seen one before. He thought it might be food, so he climbed the palm above 
to pick one, open it up and eat the flesh. At that moment Laveutu, the taua 
spirit that owned the palm emerged, sending the cockatoos screeching away. 
He accosted Sailogo: ‘Who do you think you are? Is this your palm? What is 
your clan?’ ‘I am a Mapa man’, said Sailogo. ‘That is alright then, climb down 
over me.’ Sailogo did not want to descend, as the spirit’s skin was very cold and 
he thought he would die. ‘Are you afraid of me? Are you really a Mapa man?’ 
Sailogo braced his ankles with a vine ready to descend. ‘You don’t need that, 
just hold onto me.’ Sailogo climbed onto his folded arms, then down onto 
his thighs. Laveutu was standing on his tail wound around the palm. Sailogo 
reached the ground and moved slowly away. ‘Where are you?’ said Laveutu 
but Sailogo had fled. The next day another man, Silegalua, went hunting and 
his dogs barked at the coconut. He climbed the palm only to be surprised 
by Laveutu. ‘What clan are you?’ ‘I am a Kabulu man’, Silegalua answered. 
Laveutu swallowed him. After that Laveutu moved away, his head like a human 
head resting at the source of the Aliai stream, and his body like that of an eel 
with his tail reaching the shore. Sailogo took the coconuts and planted them at 
home, and today they still stand, much higher than the coconuts we got from 
the Tolai in Rabaul. This is the origin of the mountain coconut.

Another story tells of fire and ginger-based medication as gifts from the 
spirits of the sky, once again negotiated by an older woman abandoned with 
her grandchild at ‘home’. The stories embolden villagers to remain open to 
outside surprises. Maututu would have sympathy for the views of the Kubo 
people in the inner lowlands of PNG, as:
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Kubo attend closely to the subtleties of what the environment is 
doing … there is always the possibility that the environment, or 
unseen forces that lurk within it, may withhold what is desired.

(Minnegal & Dwyer, 2017, pp. 233–34)

For the Maututu, however, the outside environment can also be a source 
of great value.

The balanced personality of prominent 
dividuals
Valentine (1963, p. 448), in his analysis of personality types among the 
Bileki Nakanai, described:

leading personalities who may combine, for example, a tendency 
to angry responses, verbal expressiveness, physical mobility and 
uninhibited sexuality with care in observing customary proprieties, 
a high degree of concentrated attention and achievement in certain 
traditional skills.

Such leaders had a balance of the personality characteristics of ‘men of anger’ 
and ‘men of shame’.

In the 1960s, Maututu told me that they saw their ancestors as vogari te la 
igogolu (hardworkers) who would, therefore, spear a lazy man. The most 
prominent men might be known as la tahalo la vuluti (men of wealth), 
la vuluti referring foremost to the holding of exchange items, such as gold-
lip shell and pigs, and possession of powerful armbands. Very few leading 
residents had worn the suara3 wristband that signified they were respected 
over a wide area, not just for their supernatural knowledge but also for 
their ability to accumulate and distribute wealth and to bring peace between 
hamlets. I was told of two such suara, Soa Ubia, who lived in the Central 
Nakanai/Loso/Ouka village of Uasilau, and Boas Kule, who lived in the 
Bileki village of Galilo on the Hoskins Peninsular, both outside the Maututu 
homeland, but recognised by Maututu for their outstanding character.

3	 All village men and women wore wristbands as ceremonial regalia. Certain men wore particular 
wristbands, such as the suara, as the repositories of spirit power that bolstered the authority of the wearer.
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I was told of only one suara among the Maututu, Dome, who had fled 
from Kapore in Hoskins when Pago erupted and gained the respect of all 
Maututu until his death in 1942. Dome was marked initially as an assertive 
and unpredictable ‘man of anger’ who would readily spear a man who 
annoyed him, but he became a more balanced personality, culminating in 
his acquisition of the suara wristband whose resident spirit (savei) became 
his partner.4 The value of the wristband was reflected in the 10 tuali (gold-
lip shells) with which he acquired it from its previous owner in Hoskins. 
He then established himself as a pre-eminent ‘big man’, respected across 
many hamlets. If he approached a couple to arrange the marriage of their 
daughter they could not refuse, but he would guarantee all the necessary 
marriage payments. When he held a feast, he himself would contribute up 
to 20 pigs and all in the village would work in his gardens and be fed by him 
at the end of each day of work, the feast enrichening their whole community. 
Dome’s transformation to a wise and productive leader was thus portrayed 
in these accounts as built on a partnership with the spirit of the wristband, 
community cooperation and his generosity in exchange relations. He also 
won respect by moderating the ‘wild’ elements of his personality—his 
anger and impetuosity—and by developing wisdom (la mari), compassion 
(la gilogo) and respect (la tilogo) that attracted partnership with others. The 
wild in his persona was not extinguished but balanced by other ‘home’ 
attributes cultivated through relationships. Yet he remained dangerous, even 
to his closest associates. If someone trod in the buai (betel juice) he had spat 
on the ground they would fall sick, even die, unless he healed them with 
the ginger he always carried with him. If someone took a betel nut from 
his basket, that person would die. In the men’s house, no-one would walk 
behind him or make a noise. A snake, another ‘wild’ companion, slept in 
the doorway of his men’s house, and anyone except his wife who stepped 
over it would die. When he visited another’s house, they would present him 
with a tuali to ensure the savei of the suara did not become angry and bili 
(overwhelm, kill) them. In the event of such a ‘wild’ occurrence, wealth 
items were presented to the suara who then revived his host. Dome died 
in 1942 of pneumonia before he could introduce another to the wristband 
savei, and so it was regarded as too dangerous for anyone else to wear and 
was buried with him.

4	 The significance of this close partnership between human and spirit will be explored later.
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The suara were exceptional among big men for their relationship with spirit 
agents that gave them powers. There were other men who were not suara 
but performed healing services in their own and other hamlets. Healers in 
the 1960s were in high demand and were said to complement the modern 
medicine that the colonial administrators were introducing. Their ‘patients’ 
would bring the healer a ginger root grown in their house garden, which 
the healer placed under his pillow when he slept. The ginger was of the 
wild—hot, angry—though grown in the gardens. As he slept, the healer’s 
kalulu (spirit) journeyed to distant abodes of the spirits where he identified 
and countered the spiritual source of the patient’s distress. On waking he 
sent the ginger root back to the owner with instructions to chew and spit 
the ginger over the affected part of the body. Such healers were familiar 
with the  ‘wild’ outside and able to challenge the spirits they encountered 
there. The healer in sleep would lovo (fly) to the hideout of the buata spirit 
who held the halulu (shadow) of the sick person. These buata inhabited 
specific sites, such as Olea near Gomu or Eriga near Baikakea. The healer 
would cut his way with a knife through the forest as he flew, and villagers, 
on observing the cut fronds of coconut falling to the ground, would say 
‘there goes Siloe’ or ‘there goes Galewa’, the healers. Knife in hand, they 
would fight the buata and win back the halulu by cutting the skin of the 
buata. Siloe was also said to travel in his sleep to his son who was at school 
in Lae and to deliver to him portions of pork and taro from the mage feast, 
some clean clothing or money. He would even recruit a savei bush spirit to 
impersonate him in the village while he travelled elsewhere. Villagers, in 
answer to my queries, suggested he could even carry me to Australia if I had 
forgotten anything, and return with me the next morning.

Most healers had a personality tending more to the tao la pou makovula 
(introvert, man of shame) and took a low profile in village politics, but 
their alter-image portrayed them contesting wild spirits and traversing the 
outside in order to restore social relations in the village. Many were respected 
myth-tellers and renowned hunters who roamed the forest alone in search 
of game. Although generally not the patrons of large feasts or known for 
their assertive social presence, they nonetheless embodied a balance of both 
assertive and reclusive personality traits that was highly respected.
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Home community and its partners
The Maututu big man (tahalo auru), by the force of his personality and 
strength of his exchange relationships, drew kin and exchange partners to 
share a men’s house (la hulumu) and hamlet (mautu). In the early years 
of the Australian administration, such hamlets were scattered through 
the forested coastline and slopes of Mount Ivi. The survey of the Bialla 
Plantation area by Barry (1933) gives a good indication of the early dispersal 
of the population in hamlets.5 In 1933, the hamlet populations were listed 
as Kapei, 98; Papaha, 25; Uawa, 60; Kaiamamo, 57; Wilelo, 79; Suvia, 17; 
Loimo, 34; Baikakea, 30; Morosiros, 21; Malamake, 49; and Maga, 33. 
These figures indicate that the scattered hamlets ranged from about 5 to 
20 households.

Karakara refers to the group of people who settle together in the hamlet, 
who converse together.6 Vai-karakara means ‘speaking together’, the prefix 
vai referring to the act of making or causing mutuality. The karakara was 
centred on the lineage of the big man and his siblings and at least one other 
lineage linked by affinal ties, such as that of the big man’s wife. The big 
man could have more than one wife, adding considerably to the size of the 
karakara. The karakara might also be augmented by single men or couples 
attracted by the energy and charisma of the big man. Goodenough referred 
to the karakara of the Bileki Nakanai as ‘nodal kindred’, a grouping that 
included a core sibling set, or a pairing of sibling sets, sons and wards of 
these founders, clan mates and phratry mates, who were tied together by kin 
ties to each other. Goodenough (1962, p. 9) called it ‘the most important 
single unit of cooperative action in Lakalai’.7 Maututu elders named for 
me the paired lineages associated with each former hamlet site: Tobaobao 
was home to Vorega and Kabulu Vauvahu lineages; Tobiso was home to 
Vorega and Giloiloli lineages; Baikakea Kabili was home to Biso and Uge 
lineages; and Kahe, where the village of Baikakea is now situated, was home 
to three lineages—Kabulu, Uge and Biso. Hamlet membership was and is 
significant in the way Maututu form partnerships.

5	 The survey listed the hectares occupied by each hamlet, ranging from 9 to 556 hectares, presumably 
noting the garden areas, but the largest figures are hard to explain for such small populations.
6	 One villager translated this word as ‘mob’ and referenced the Australian use of that word.
7	 Among the neighbouring Maenge (Mengen), the galiau is comparable to such a nodal kindred, an 
instrument of cooperative action, preparing festivals or cultivating ceremonial gardens, whose core is 
made of a local descent matrilineal group but included in-marrying males and females and descendants 
in the patriline of core members, who ‘usually live adjacent to one another in the same hamlet’ (Panoff, 
1976, p. 186).
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The men’s house (hulumu) was central to hamlet activities when I first 
lived there in 1968–75. In clearing the soil, the karakara men would work 
together, felling and burning the dense foliage, led by their ‘big man’ 
(Figures 2.2 and 2.3). Their wives or, in the case of single men, their sisters or 
mothers would then join in the clearing and burning of the cut vegetation, 
the weeding and the planting. Each couple would be assigned a section of 
the cleared soil, demarcated with felled timber laid along the plot boundary. 
That couple would enjoy exclusive access to the produce of that section. 
Frequently, a large garden clearing would be pioneered by a ‘big man’ when 
he planned to hold a mage feast to commemorate an important lineage 
event, such as the rituals of a firstborn, or the commemoration of the death 
of a lineage elder. In these cases, the taro and sweet potato from the various 
contiguous gardens were harvested at the same time by a large group of 
village women and men, not just the couple who had tended the gardens, in 
preparation for the feast at which prominent outsiders were presented with 
baskets of food—fish, pork, betel nut, etc. Such events carried the name 
of the ‘big man’ and his karakara who sponsored them. Notwithstanding 
these ceremonial demands, other produce on each couple’s garden, such as 
bananas, cassava, beans, chillies, tomatoes, eggplant and pumpkin, could be 
used for the individual household’s personal consumption, and they could 
plant coconut and betel palms to which they had exclusive access.

Figure 2.2: Children play in a half-completed canoe while their parents 
burn off newly cleared gardens, 1969
Source: Author.
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Figure 2.3: Father caring for infant during garden work, 1969
Source: Author.

The karakara was also identified with the big man’s galamo (slit-gong) 
that was stored in the men’s house. On ceremonial occasions, the hamlet 
group of men and women sang around that slit-gong and danced before 
it. The hamlet, at larger mage ceremonies, was represented by these same 
dancers or singers gathered at the slit-gong. The host of the mage invited 
other big men and their karakara to attend and to perform their dances, 
though the performers risked being flayed with rattan by the women of 
the host hamlet. The host distributed pigs, other foodstuffs and betel 
nut to the invited karakara, while not hesitating to criticise the quality of 
their performance at the slit-gong. Their standing as ‘outsiders’ was thus 
reiterated. Interchange between karakara was frequently very competitive, 
drawing attention not just to the talents of its men and women but to the 
strengths of their ancestors. This centrality of the hamlet and karakara in 
Maututu affairs continued despite the Australian administration’s 1930s 
amalgamation of hamlets into villages (Figures 2.4 and 2.5).
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Figure 2.4: Dismantling of food display and its distribution at a mage 
feast, 1969
Source: Author.

Figure 2.5: Dismantling the stands of food baskets at a mage feast, 1974
Source: Author.
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In 1972, Mapulo Gaa, a big man of Gomu, challenged the young men of 
his hamlet who were spending their money on alcohol and lazing about to 
support him in holding a mage for his first child’s initiation. He explained 
to me that preparing for the mage festival—organising its food distributions 
and dance performances—would test their resolve and their strength. ‘The 
ways of the ancestors are difficult (vogari)’, he said. ‘To hold a mage allows 
key events of recent times to be commemorated, but more importantly 
galvanises the community to renew their pride and re-engage with other 
karakara.’ His challenge was most immediately directed at those of his 
karakara, and, indirectly, at the youth of other karakara. He announced 
that at the feast he would present a large portion of food to particular 
‘big men’ from outside karakara, and such gifts would impose on them 
the obligation to hold an exchange feast at a later time. When Mapulo, 
several days before the mage, brought out the slit-gong, announcing nights 
of singing and dancing, he made a presentation of baskets of young taro to 
a renowned hunter, Liulai from Baikakea, to hunt for pigs. Toruga, big man 
of the Baikakea Kabulu clan and clansman of Liulai, was annoyed that Liulai 
chose to hunt for Mapulo rather than work on his local karakara garden, 
and angrily cursed Liulai, who subsequently failed to spear any pigs. Liulai 
reported what had happened to Mapulo, who then made a formal challenge 
to Toruga by presenting him with baskets of young taro. Toruga and his 
karakara were thus put under obligation to return the feast in due time.

Mapulo Gaa identified with the hamlet of Urumaili higher up the slopes 
from other Gomu hamlets. Urumaili had been decimated by sorcery and 
feuding in the past. His challenge to the young men led to an incident later 
that year when they dissociated themselves from the slit-gong of the coastal 
hamlet (la galamo olau) to renew their identity with their origin karakara. 
They brought out their ‘inland slit-gong’ (la galamo orai) with the claim 
that they sang real Maututu songs (known as la suluko), not the songs of the 
Uasilau-Silanga Uasi/Pelevavu people, known as la masegi, that were being 
sung by the coastal group. This challenge, fuelled by alcohol, led to fighting 
between the two groups of youths, during which the slit-gong of the coastal 
hamlet was destroyed. The village leader (kansil) ordered the two groups 
to sing off to the remaining slit-gong until morning. The inland group 
invoked the spirits of their ancestors to join them to boost the strength of 
their singing and they outlasted their rivals. Their performance at the slit-
gong led to the reinvigoration of their inland karakara and their return to 
that site.
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Among the Maututu, the karakara has continued to be important in village 
affairs, even acquiring new functions. For example, in 2018, the church 
leadership in Baikakea instituted a novel way to raise funds for church 
buildings and pastor support, identifying 10 former male leaders and listing 
their descendants as 10 groups responsible for raising funds. This was an 
innovation of the karakara system, as these groups referred not to lineages 
but to those kin who would have supported that particular leader and who 
were mostly resident in a specific hamlet.

Matrilineages as linking home and outside
Strathern (1988) argued that personhood in PNG societies is embodied in the 
relationships that exist through acts of exchange. As distinct from ‘modern’ 
perspectives that stress the ‘individual’, she proffered the term ‘dividual’ 
to indicate the personhood in PNG that is tied to social relationships. 
Paige West (2021, p. 114), in her work in the Eastern Highlands of PNG, 
reflected similarly that ‘the body is composed of relations’. Relationships are 
vital to Maututu, consolidating karakara cooperation and support for the 
‘big man’. The core of that solidarity rests on lineage membership and on 
marriage exchanges between lineages. ‘Dividuals’ are known as ‘father of …’ 
or ‘mother of …’ rather than by their personal name, or are referred to by 
their relationship with the speaker, such as tailagu (my cross-cousin), isagu 
(my aunt), pupu (my grandparent), etc. Each relationship is constituted 
through continuous food exchanges or cooperation in gardening and other 
activities. Rather than use personal names, Maututu refer to each other as 
taogu (my namesake), tabu (my in-law), tabaragu (my brother) and kadere 
(my friend, Tok Pisin), terms that stress the nature of their relationship.

Maututu trace their spiritual and social identity through their mother and, 
through their mother, claim membership in her matrilineage. Through her 
and her siblings, particularly her brothers, children become acquainted with 
lineage ancestors; sacred locations (olu), such as a reef, mountain or stream; 
and natural species, such as wallabies, cassowaries or turtles, that they 
recognise as ancestral ruvu (totems) and of especial value to their lineage 
and clan mates. They may not consume their ruvu because these share a 
matrilineal bond and may, in some contexts, be regarded as ancestors of the 
lineage. Lineages acknowledge a sacred association with their olu, a feature 
on the landscape such as a mountain or a waterway from where ancestors are 
thought to have originated or where they now gather. For example, Kabulu 
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Buleha lineage recognises a cassowary that lives on the reef off Bialla where 
it walks on the sea floor and also wanders up into the mountains that source 
the Tiauru River.8 Members of other Kabulu lineages recognise the same 
ruvu, but may trace their origin to different sites scattered over Nakanai 
territory from Hoskins to Lolobau. Members of the extended maratatila 
(clan) recognise each other as kin because they share these common ruvu 
and olu.9 They may also recognise other maratatila who acknowledge the 
same ruvu or sacred site olu as being closely related to them, though not of 
the same maratatila. The maratatila may also include a number of people 
adopted into the group.10 For example, when a child’s mother dies in 
childbirth or during the child’s infancy, the child is brought up by another 
woman and may be adopted into that woman’s maratatila—but not always, 
as those adults most concerned for the child will make a decision about the 
lineage of the child, which is partly dependent on how conscious the child 
has become of their birth mother’s group.

Maututu are definite about the maratatila identity of each other—that is, one 
belongs to only one maratatila. It is within the localised lineages, rather than 
the more extensive clans, that genealogical ties are likely to be rehearsed. For 
example, the Kabuliala clan at Gomu has three lineages: Kabuliala Laulalu, 
whose ancestor came from Urumaili and who claim affiliation with soil in 
Urumaili; Kabuliala Kairokaroka, whose ancestors and soil are in Gomu; 
and Kabuliala Latoto, whose soil and specific olu are at Lolobau Island 
among the Meramera people. They all have common clan membership 
with Kabuliala people in Baikakea village, who nevertheless constitute 
another lineage. The Kabulu clan in Baikakea listed nine lineages—Buleha, 
Vavaa, Maugegete, Bolu, Sarukuruku, Guvilogo, Matamuli, Matalogo and 
Bamusi—and each of these had specific origins, taboos and totems as well as 
sharing in a common totemic affiliation with the turtle, cassowary, hornbill 
and white cockatoo. Two of these Kabulu lineages were specifically listed 
by my informants as kaluvuti (finished, died out). In Mataruru, Kabulu 
and Kabulu-mosi clans were said to have been one clan in the past. They 
divided when fighting broke out between clan members and they became 

8	 Kabulu is the wider clan; Kabulu Buleha the lineage.
9	 Mara-tatlla is derived from tatila (mothers) and mara (meaning ‘bunch’ in some compounds).
10	 My sense of the Maututu term maratatila (clan, lineage) is that, in the past, and to a lesser extent 
today, it primarily designates a link between the living and dead, defined partly by totemic associations—
that is, the living and dead of a maratatila share respect for particular totemic animals, fish, plants or 
sites. Second, one’s maratatila determines how one engages with others—members of one’s maratatila 
are related to as siblings, mothers, mother’s brothers, etc, while non-members may be defined by in-law 
designations indicating various avoidance relations, or as one’s father’s kin.
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mosi (strangers) to the other. But they continued to share the olu (sacred 
sites) of Buleha and Paialo and the ruvu of the cassowary, white cockatoo 
and hornbill.

In this way, Nakanai all along the coast from Hoskins to Barema 
recognise common clan membership and can extend those memberships 
to neighbouring Meramera people and even Tolai people—that is, those 
neighbouring groups who share the matrilineal principle. In more recent 
times, when persons from further afield have married into Maututu families, 
lineage membership has been expanded to recognise them on the basis of 
shared totemic species or even a historic association. In these ways, lineage 
and clan identity is affirmed and strengthened through spiritual associations 
as much as through blood ties, providing ways in which lineages can be 
rejuvenated through incorporating others into exchange relations. Thus, 
kinship through lineage is constantly reconstructed in context yet remains 
the core of identity. Lineages link those at ‘home’ with outsiders, not only in 
other hamlets but also ancestral spirits, totemic species and sacred sites in the 
forest who together constitute the unity and cooperation vital in everyday 
and ritual occasions. More dramatically, the maratatila can recognise ‘blood 
ties’ with potentially a wide range of strangers moimosi.

Although the Maututu maratatila is founded on the birth ties between a 
mother and her children, the group is constantly finding expression through 
the sharing of food and hospitality, and through adoption and support. 
This becomes clear in bridewealth considerations. Bridewealth is collected 
by the father(s) and mother(s) and mother’s brother and lineage of the 
prospective husband to present to the kin and lineage of the prospective 
wife, but Maututu see it not as marking exclusive lineage membership but as 
recognising the groups who have cared (gogo) for the prospective husband or 
wife. Those of the same lineage name who have not rendered care may not be 
recognised as kin in the activation of such exchanges. For example, in 1968, 
Adi, an Uge lineage woman from Baikakea, married a Kabulu lineage man 
from Apupulu village, and his Apupulu kin made a bridewealth payment 
to Adi’s father and her mother’s lineage. Adi’s mother had died soon after 
childbirth and Adi, as an infant, was cared for by women of the Giloilouli 
lineage, who also were recognised in distribution of the bridewealth. Later, 
an Uge clan brother returned from Rabaul and demanded seven tins of 
tubeli shell from Apupulu as his share of bridewealth. Apupulu kin were 
indignant because they had already paid a large bridewealth, but Adi’s father 
was also indignant because this kinsman had never looked after his lineage 
sister, though he shared her parents’ house when they ‘adopted’ him.
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When Adi and her husband later moved to live in Bubuu with Kabulu 
lineage kin, Apupulu kin demanded the bridewealth be returned to them by 
the Kabulu lineage in Bubuu. The Apupulu kin declared that the couple had 
deserted the husband’s lineage in Apupulu, including the husband’s younger 
brother, and their plantings of cocoa and coconuts in that settlement, but, 
most importantly, that their children would no longer grow up in Apupulu 
to contribute to the strength of their father’s hamlet.

Almost inevitably, because hamlet populations are small, marriages bring 
together a man and a woman of different hamlets, the partnerships with 
outsiders forming the ‘dividual’ husband and wife. If the couple are in a 
sexual relationship prior to marriage, their kin see this relationship with an 
outsider as highly dangerous. However, once an exchange of valuables and 
food is arranged to seal the marriage, the outsider becomes ‘at home’. The 
bride moves to the hamlet of her husband, and the lineages of husband 
and wife become closely aligned in the many exchanges throughout the 
life of the couple. Parents aim to celebrate a number of occasions in the 
life of their child, especially in the life of the first child (posolagu), and each 
occasion constitutes another moment to make presentations between the 
lineages and kin of the mother and father. The mother’s brother is expected 
to pass onto his sisters’ children his knowledge and some of his property, 
such as betel nut palms, slit-gongs, canoes, spears and the like, and they may 
spend some years in their adolescence living with him. In former days, but 
to a less extent today, the mother’s brothers or mother’s mother’s brothers 
were responsible for the ear-piercing, nose-piercing and hair decoration 
ceremonies that marked a child’s growing up. A man therefore has to 
balance his relationship with his own children and his sister’s children in 
another hamlet, and he shares knowledge and valuables with them all. This 
link between lineages is, in principle, consolidated through later generation 
marriages. In the case of divorce, young children normally stay with the 
father in his hamlet, and if he has other wives are cared for by them. The 
bridewealth is not returned because the marriage has resulted in children for 
the man and his hamlet. On the other hand, if a childless woman refuses to 
stay with her husband her kin return the bridewealth.11

11	 Some suggested that, in the past, her brothers might kill her for burdening them with the return of 
the valuables.
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Such flexible mechanisms of constituting kin through social action were 
put under pressure by the intrusions of the colonial administration, 
church missions and even ethnographers who had the effect of rigidifying 
kinship membership. The Australian administration sought to define clans 
and lineages by formally listing their membership, just as they sought to 
formally define clan territories, in a dogmatic, exclusive and permanent 
way that did not correspond with the more fluid indigenous notions of 
recognising others through kinship. It led, as we shall see later, to more 
recent attempts by outside bodies to rectify local indigenous ‘error’ in 
determining clan membership, another example of ontological friction. 
Martin (2006, p. 30), in his study of the matrilineal Tolai society of East 
New Britain, suggests that names of matrilineal descent groups (vunatarai) 
should not be interpreted as designating a delimited social group, as they 
can refer to a range of different levels of descent group identity, from moiety 
to lineage sections. He indicates that outside pressures such as government 
policies or mining royalty negotiations can create these social identities in 
new and exclusive forms, but that these emerging social groups must be 
seen as contextual. Bolyanatz (2000, p. 16), ethnographer of the matrilineal 
Sursurunga of New Ireland, referred to ‘activated matriliny, or conspicuous 
social relations’, thus rejecting the rigidity of clan and lineage formulations 
that assign membership according to strict principles of descent. Maututu 
constantly identify maratatila as meaningful groups in social action, 
but these clans and lineages are constantly being reconstituted as people 
contribute to, or withdraw from, activities of the group, and outsiders are 
incorporated into maratatila as adopted members. In that sense, what is 
evident from practice and context is far more important than the ideology 
of genealogical rights through birth.

Gender balance
The relationship between men and women, as husband and wife, brother 
and sister, or as garden partners, suggests that ‘dividuals’ mature through 
the forging of relations perceived in terms of wild–home partnerships. 
In myths, women are more typically of the ‘home’, their husbands of the 
‘wild’. A woman marrying into a hamlet is of the ‘outside’ and her children 
are encouraged to keep associating with their mother’s brother ‘outside’. 
The lineage, in its membership, links dividuals of two or more hamlets, and 
these links are constantly invigorated through the exchange of valuables 
and food, particularly at mage feasts.
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Women’s agency in contributing to hamlet vitality is celebrated in many 
of the myths. They negotiate with spirits, summon sexual partners, and 
abandon tyrannical husbands. One myth, that of Gavemo, ends with 
the phrase ‘That day was the women’s day’. This story uses the familiar 
mythemes of the arrogant big man Wallaby and his sister’s son Orphan.

The men in Wallaby’s karakara went hunting pigs in preparation for a big feast; 
Orphan was expected to marry Wallaby’s daughter but he did not join the hunt. 
Instead Orphan was tasked with carrying the game back to the wife of Wallaby 
and her daughter who roasted the pork for the feast. One day as he carried the 
pigs into the hamlet Orphan caught sight of the sexual organs of Wallaby’s wife 
and innocently asked her about them, because he had no knowledge of how 
sexual relations were conducted. Wallaby’s wife explained sex to Orphan. This 
happened repeatedly over several days and Wallaby, suspicious of how long 
Orphan was taking to deliver the pigs, tailed him home and from his hiding 
spot heard their conversation. Wallaby exploded in anger, shaming Orphan.

Next day the shamed Gavemo dressed in his finery, climbed on the roof ridge 
of the house, and set fire to the house, singing his name as he burnt to death. 
But a spit of his fat lodged in a banana bunch growing nearby and Wallaby’s 
wife noticed it and stored the bunch in the house rafters. In the subsequent 
days Gavemo came back to life in that banana bunch and was discovered there 
by the two women. Wallaby’s wife and daughter then secretly redirected their 
feast preparations, no longer to Gavemo’s funeral but to a celebration of his 
rebirth. It became a feast for Gavemo, and Wallaby was ignored. Gavemo was 
brought out by the two women, and he and the two women distributed the 
food. That day became the women’s day.

In this myth, it is the strength of the mother–daughter relationship (and 
through them the matrilineage) that nurtures Gavemo to manhood. 
He is not of their lineage but his role as future procreator of their lineage is 
instilled in him by his future mother-in-law as vital to the wellbeing of the 
community. Orphan transforms from a maligned loner to a mature man 
ready for marriage.

The following story of Samsam captures the initiative of women in marital 
relationships.
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A young ‘strong-eyed’ woman had rejected all men’s advances until a young 
man from up in the mountains decided to woo her. He threw two charmed 
coconut leaf midribs provided by his grandparent from the crown of a tree near 
his compound directly into her house far away near the coast. She was curious 
as to who would approach her in this way and her thoughts became restless. 
Finally, Samsam appeared, singing his song searching for his charmed midribs, 
going from house to house to enquire after them. When he reached her house, 
she enticed him in and, blocking the door, had sex with him. The villagers 
objected to her relationship with this mountain ‘wild’ man, but she insisted on 
her choice and returned with Samsam to the village of his grandparent.

Samsam is the ‘wild’, spirit-aided hunter from the mountain region, but 
his sights and spears are set on his future wife at ‘home’. She is not only 
the pioneer of this new affinal relationship with the outsider but also is the 
origin of her lineage in his remote community.

In another myth, young women actually venture into the wild to collect 
galip almond nuts (la uele).

It was the season of galip harvest when two young women went far into 
the forest in search of the nuts. They came to a tree where Litu was shaking the 
nuts to the ground. The women collected the nuts. They viewed his legbands 
and armbands lying at the base of the tree and desired him, and when he 
descended they invited him to have sex with them. They then carried the nuts 
home. The girls were smitten in their love for Litu. They refused their father’s 
best food and had no interest in the young men he called each night as their 
suitors to sing to the slit-gong. Their thoughts were only for Litu. So their 
father sent kingfisher to scour the mountain slopes for the remote village of 
the man who was distracting the girls. When kingfisher came to Litu’s hamlet, 
he recognised the subject of the women’s infatuation and invited Litu to sing to 
the slit-gong in the women’s village. Litu protested that he had no kin to join 
him, as he and his mother lived alone. However, kingfisher insisted he accept 
the invitation. After kingfisher departed, Litu spat ginger towards the wild 
betel palm and men, women and children dropped from its branches. As his 
new-found karakara journeyed to the coast in their finery, a great wind tore 
down trees along their path. As he entered the village, the two young women 
husked the galip nuts they had collected from him and fed him. When big 
man Wallaby challenged his right to marry the women, Litu speared him in the 
buttocks and departed with the young women.



WILD PARTNERS

56

Like Samsam, Litu is associated with the wild. He lives in the mountains 
and has spirit partners and powerful ginger magic. The girls as active agents 
respond to this wildness. The forging of productive and intimate relations 
between the wild man and the village girls exemplifies the richness Maututu 
envisage in partnerships between the domestic world and what the wider 
environment outside has to offer them. It is a relationship in which both 
parties have agency and respect.

Negotiating partnerships with outsiders
There is, thus, in the Maututu ontological frame, a focus on a partnership 
of home with the wild, whether humans with spirits, female with male, 
or home kin with those in outside hamlets. Villagers saw the forest world 
outside their hamlet as suffused in unbounded richness and spiritual energy 
that could be dangerous but could also be harnessed to benefit the dividual 
and the community. This was an ontological perspective that was vastly 
different to that of the colonial outsiders who were disposed to suppress the 
Maututu ‘home’ by imposing the ‘wild’ on them. I focus on two innovations 
by outsiders to ‘develop’ native society, through local government and local 
schooling, to illustrate how Maututu negotiated these innovations.

Local government

In the prewar years, Australian patrol officers (kiap) periodically visited 
Maututu from their headquarters in Hoskins. They appointed local leaders 
(luluai, tultul) to administer regulations and collect taxes, but this did not 
result in the ‘free, close and permanent’ association that the Australian 
administration envisaged (Mortimer, 1979, p. 184). Further administration 
reforms led to the establishment of local government councils. These were 
established throughout PNG after the passage of the Village Councils 
Ordinance in 1950 as a means of cultivating a closer association of 
expatriate kiap with ‘natives’. The Tolai of the Gazelle Peninsular led the 
way by rapidly establishing five councils in the 1950s (Salisbury, 1970), 
but it was not until 1967 that the Nakanai Council was set up, bringing 
together under one local government body the Meramera people north of 
Maututu, the Maututu people at Bialla and the Central Nakanai around the 
resettlement sites of Uasilau-Silanga. Maututu were daunted by the prospect 
of cooperating with the larger Uasilau-Silanga population from the interior 
of the island, but they were encouraged when the new patrol post was 
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established at Ewasse (beside Uase village) and an expatriate kiap appointed 
to live there and to advise the council. The challenge for the Maututu, as for 
their council neighbours, was to build respect and cooperation beyond their 
own linguistic and political communities.

The first elected president (Figure 2.6) of the council was the former luluai 
of Gomu/Apupulu and chairman of the Maututu Cooperative Society, 
Mapulo Gaa. Born about 1930, he had only received a year or so of primary 
education. Through his earlier time as luluai, Gaa had won the respect of 
kiap, didiman (agricultural field officers) and the Bialla Plantation manager, 
and his leadership led to the council receiving early strong support from 
these expatriates. A kiap’s patrol report at the time opined that he was 
the ‘only influential leader among the Maututu’ (Department of External 
Territories, 1968). Gaa suggested to me that, at the time, he was the only 
one who could ‘follow white man’s thinking quickly enough’ and that others 
could not express themselves in front of the masta kiap. He was thus able to 
cultivate partnerships with both expatriates and the mountain communities, 
bridging the ontological divides. The council’s population was about 6,300 
at the time (Post Courier, 1970), of whom about a thousand were Maututu 
(see Table A.1).

Figure 2.6: Mapulo Gaa, 1969
Source: Author.
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The council comprised 18 councillors (kansil, replacing the luluai), each 
with oversight over two or three villages. They had the task of articulating 
the demands of the administration with their own community priorities. 
Councils were intended to take responsibility for the maintenance of law 
and order and ‘good government’ and to facilitate the provision of public 
services out of local peoples’ resources (AL Epstein, 1969, pp. 264–65). 
Council meetings were run according to a set agenda presided over by the 
kiap but chaired by the president, with a regular finance report. In each 
village, the kansil member was assisted by a komiti (committee man), who 
organised collective labour, called meetings and liaised with government. 
The komiti collected the head tax of K10 for men and K5 for women, 
which they sent to the executive officer of the council. From the head tax 
fund, the council financed building improvements, such as community 
halls built by residents in each village, a water tank in Gomu and a health 
clinic in Gigipuna. Each kansil member received an honorarium of K20 for 
attendance at council meetings, but otherwise kansil and komiti were unpaid.

Expatriate expectations were in tension with native viewpoints. For example, 
in 1970, the Nakanai Council, under pressure from the kiap, passed a pig 
law, requiring owners to fence village pigs on the edge of the village in order 
to improve family health. However, this ignored Maututu preference that 
pigs forage for food around the houses and kitchens, cleaning up waste, 
and that they sleep underneath the house where owners could watch over 
them. The kiap patrol report following the application of the council ruling 
observed ‘the devastating effect on traditional village life’ of this rule, as 
owners preferred to sell their pigs rather than fence them and be forced to 
feed them’ (Department of External Territories, 1968). The decline in pig 
numbers threatened local capacity to hold customary rituals and ceremonies, 
and the council at a subsequent meeting rescinded the law.

While the administration sought to create a stable leadership with whom 
they could negotiate, Maututu preferred the position of kansil to be rotated 
among prominent dividuals. In Baikakea, Tauvere, highly respected in 
Baikakea and Bubuu because of his leadership in cocoa planting, was elected 
the first kansil representing the two Maututu villages and the Mengen 
village of Gigipuna. In subsequent years, he was replaced by Kasivalo from 
Bubuu, then Vaisisi from Baikakea and then Lapou from Bubuu, reflecting 
local preference to alternate the role between these two villages. Similarly, 
the kansil position for Ewasse, Matililiu and Mataruru, and that for Gomu 
(including Urumaili) and Apupulu, was rotated among the constituent 
villages. These kansil were expected by villagers to have the personalities 
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of ‘true big men’—men of compassion and balanced temperaments, who 
earned respect not through their abrasive behaviour but through careful 
consideration of local concerns. The komiti, on the other hand, although 
nominated by villagers were seen as enacting the demands of the kiap, 
and were often characterised as aggressive, impetuous and with angry 
temperaments (la tahalo la igototolola). They were expected to intervene 
in village disputes but it was more often the kansil who reconciled the 
disputants. The komiti ensured that the villagers fulfilled the orders of 
the kiap. On ‘government day’ (each Monday), the komiti would assign 
someone to draw water for the school, or collect and sew roof thatch for 
the Cocoa Society fermentery, or collect tubeli shell to pay their tax, or to 
maintain roads. A few would be sent to council ‘headquarters’ at Ewasse 
to cut grass or perform other tasks there. It was common in village meetings 
for komiti to call out ‘laggards’ who were not contributing enough labour 
to the various activities, and senior men would criticise young men for not 
turning up to clean the council headquarters.

Engagement with these outside forces was, wherever possible, on Maututu 
terms. The authority of kansil and komiti, formally with the backing 
of council and kiap, was largely based on their acceptance within the 
community. When, at rare times, the komiti appealed to the kiap—usually 
when instructions from the kiap were being ignored by the community—
fellow villagers would become indignant with him. The kiap’s authority, 
stemming from the colonial administration, had little traction in the village, 
and was only tolerated by villagers in those spheres managed by expatriates, 
such as around the council headquarters, school and Bialla Plantation. 
In village affairs, the kansil and komiti were expected to keep the kiap at a 
distance rather than draw him and police into community matters. Their 
leadership was built on consultation in the community.

A frequent accusation aired at the village meetings before the komiti was 
adultery. The council formally designated a fine of A$1,000 for adultery 
and when such a matter was sent to the kiap he would impose the full fine, 
in a literal reading of the council’s intent. Villagers, on the other hand, saw 
the nominated amount simply as reflecting expatriate priorities. In 1969, 
the kansil in Baikakea-Bubuu presided over a case of a villager who had 
sexual relations with a married woman. After witnesses were called and the 
man admitted the liaison, the kansil threatened a fine of A$100 but finally 
determined a fine of A$10. He added that if the woman had been unmarried 
no wrong would have been done, thus ignoring formal church teaching 
about sexual relations before marriage. This same kansil also heard the case 
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of a married man who had propositioned a single woman and sought to 
work love magic on her. She complained to her male kin of this behaviour 
and the married man was fined A$2.

Villagers did not hesitate to resist council demands when these were seen 
as undermining community. For example, the opening of the council 
headquarters in April 1969 required the levelling and clearing of an airstrip 
at Ewasse for the arrival of dignitaries. Maututu were conscripted over 
several weeks to get this work done, supervised by the kiap. At one point, 
a worker let out a yell of exhaustion as he struck his spade into the ground, 
something villagers regularly did as they worked their own gardens, but the 
kiap interpreted this as insolence and, with clenched fists, advanced on the 
man. The villager grabbed the kiap’s wrists to prevent him striking out and 
in the ensuing scuffle the kiap fell into the ditch. At this point, the kiap told 
the village komiti to summon a policeman, which he did, and in the following 
days 13 of the workers were tried for insubordination before a court run by 
the kiap at Hoskins patrol post. Found guilty, they were sentenced to jail in 
Hoskins for periods varying from two to five months. In later discussions 
villagers strongly condemned the komiti who had done the kiap’s bidding 
to fetch the police. In retelling the incident, these villagers judged the kiap 
as not worthy of their respect, and, decades later, were still telling the story 
with great pride. The Ewasse kiap himself misinterpreted what had occurred 
when he remarked later to me ‘these villagers do not realise that it is for the 
good of their own Council that they are doing this work’.

Though they struggled to engage this kiap in partnership, they were 
enthusiastic in using the council through the kansil and komiti to bring 
in changes in ‘home’ arrangements that reflected community concerns. 
For example, the ‘government day’ instituted by council led to the adoption 
of other days of the week for ‘home’ concerns. Tuesday was youth (baramana) 
day, reserved for the youth group to work on their cocoa blocks or other 
activities; Wednesday was set aside for working at the church or in the 
pastor’s garden; Thursday was for the Women’s Fellowship; and Friday was 
for work on family cocoa blocks. Villagers sought to adopt new ‘modern’ 
patterns when these articulated with their ‘home’ priorities.

Local schooling

These accommodations of ‘home’ with outsider demands were also evident 
in Maututu willingness to engage with schooling developments. Up to 
1964, all local schooling was conducted by Methodist pastors in individual 
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villages. Pastors who had little or no teacher training generally taught to 
Grades 2–3, focusing on literacy. The one or two children who went further 
in education had to board at schools in Hoskins and Rabaul. When plans for 
the Airmen’s Memorial School (AMS) were announced in 1963, Maututu 
villagers eagerly supported the scheme as it offered full primary schooling 
without the necessity of leaving home. A Parents and Citizens Association 
(P&C) was formed to support the school, and in the next few years village 
carpenters helped to build permanent material classrooms and teachers’ 
houses. The Nakanai Council also took a keen interest in the school. Mapulo 
Gaa, as council president, persuaded the Airmen’s Memorial Foundation 
(AMF) to purchase a block of land in the planned resettlement scheme 
and to plant it with coconuts as a way of supporting the school financially. 
In his thinking, if funding ceased from the AMF, the school would have this 
reserve source of funds.12

The AMS opened in 1964 with an Australian headmaster, four native 
teachers, four classrooms and around 100 children, mostly from the nearby 
pastor schools of Matililiu and Uase, enrolled in Grades 1–4.13 In 1966, 
children from the northern Maututu villages joined the school in large 
numbers after the pastor school at Apupulu was closed. By 1968, Preparatory 
and Grades 5 and 6 classes had been added, so that local children could 
complete their primary schooling in the Bialla area while living at home 
(Table A.2). In 1969, it was still rare for children to go beyond primary 
school, and many did not complete Grade 6. At the time, I counted 
only 13 Maututu youth across all villages who had attended one or more 
years at high school in Rabaul.14 However, by 1972, a third of the Grade 
6 graduates from AMS continued to high school, opening opportunities 
to gain employment as teachers and medical workers or as ‘missionaries’ 
(church pastors and lay preachers).15

The school thus bridged expatriate and local aspirations, with parents 
keen to adopt outside ways if they could be brought into line with local 
priorities. One concern of the P&C in those early years was that the school 

12	 A few years later, this block was planted in oil palm managed by Hargy Oil Palm in the interests of 
the school.
13	 In the first intake in 1964, the average age of those admitted to Preparatory was 6 years old, 
Standard 1 was 8.5 years, Standard 2 was 11.5 years, and Standard 3 was 14 years, thus indicating the 
serious lack of consistent schooling in the pastor schools up to that time.
14	 Girls were just as likely as boys to attend school at AMS, although, in the 1960s, it was still unusual 
for girls to leave the area for secondary school.
15	 Moramora Technical College, Vunerima Technological College, Vunapope High School, Teacher 
Training College and Salelubu Agricultural College.
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was exclusively focusing on education in the expatriate language (English) 
and culture (educational syllabus) and marginalising local kastom (culture). 
Children were penalised for speaking in local language in the classroom and 
playground. The parents pointed out that their children were often absent 
from home from dawn to dusk due to the distance they had to walk and 
could not therefore be grounded in local cultural priorities. The AMF agreed 
to employ an ethnographer who would study local language and kastom and 
introduce these into the school program. This led to my recruitment to 
introduce local cultural practices to the classroom by using village elders 
as instructors, and to initiate a literacy program in the Maututu language 
for school children. Parents repeatedly expressed to me their concern that 
abandoning local ways would not only disorientate the children from local 
ontological perspectives but also undermine Maututu political and cultural 
identity as the area began to open up.16 There was a sense even in these 
early years that the AMS was a Maututu school and needed to be closely 
watched to ensure that local interests were served. At one P&C meeting, 
this included berating the expatriate headmaster for being absent from the 
school in class time.

Conclusion
This chapter has explored the Maututu understanding of the partnership 
between home and the wild outside. Not only are dividuals formed through 
relationships, as has been demonstrated elsewhere in PNG, but also, 
importantly, through partnerships with the wild: indeed, this is how the 
most creative relationships are formed. The analysis has shown that relations 
between humans and spirits, villagers and forest species, women and men, 
karakara and outside lineages, and docile and explosive personality traits all 
illustrate this principle of articulating home and wild elements.

This set the pattern for Maututu responses to colonial and church 
developments. While the colonial administration sought to impose 
radical change on hamlet communities, in line with expatriate ontological 
perspectives, local residents sought to ameliorate these demands by moulding 
them to local interests. Appointed leaders largely supported community 

16	 The colonial objection to indigenous language and culture was overturned after independence. 
In 2014, village schools under village teachers taught reading and writing up to Grade 2 in the local 
language before students went onto the government primary school in Grade 3, where English became 
the language of instruction.
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rather than kiap concerns, the local school promoted ‘home’ concerns, 
hamlets retained their prominence despite village amalgamation, and the 
weekly allocation of tasks balanced gavman (government) duties with 
community priorities. In welcoming the ‘modern’ changes that outsiders 
brought, local communities prided themselves on material transformations 
of their ‘home’ settlement—for example, the health posts and water tanks, 
the ‘modern’ church buildings (corrugated iron, cement floor and fibro 
sheeting) in Matililiu and Gomu, and the school and council headquarters 
near Uase. These symbols of outside ‘development’ became the focus of 
‘home’ identity. The following chapters will explore this process more 
specifically in agricultural developments that brought into stark contrast 
the tension arising between outside and local ontologies.
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