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3
Foreign crops and 

home initiatives

When German planters acquired 2,000 hectares of land at Bialla in 1912, 
none of the hamlet residents who received their gifts as payment would 
have been aware that this extensive area, so casually acquired by the visiting 
seamen, had been delineated by boundaries on colonial maps. Maututu 
villagers would not have understood the concept of ‘purchase of freehold 
title’. As we shall see below, Maututu perceptions of ‘soil’ contrasted with 
the European notion of ‘freehold title’ over land. Was there any notification 
at the time that hamlet populations residing in the Bialla area would be 
required to vacate the delineated land or that valuable wild forest was destined 
to be felled for a coconut plantation? For Maututu, exchange was a valuable 
complement to local production, but it never included landed resources 
such as trees or the land itself. Rather than representing a ‘sale’ of land, the 
exchange of goods probably signified to Maututu that the German visitors 
acknowledged Maututu affiliation with the area.

In 1933, the Australian administration conducted a survey of the Bialla 
Plantation area through Mr Barry of the Native Affairs Department. Barry 
concluded that the Neu Guinea Compagnie had ‘illegally’ acquired much 
of the Bialla Plantation in 1912, as it was not ‘waste and ownerless’ land. 
The survey documented 15 Maututu hamlets occupying 1,679 hectares 
within the area acquired by the company—that is, 84 per cent of the total 
area—and Barry (1933) concluded that the residents should be compensated 
for these lands.1 In the legal settlement, Barry determined that 800 hectares 

1	 Gomu residents in 1969 suggested that the Bialla land adjacent to their village ‘belonged’ to two 
clans, Kabuliala on the seaward half and Kabulu on the inland half.
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of coastal land acquired but not planted by the Neu Guinea Compagnie be 
returned to the Maututu, to be replaced by another 800 hectares further 
inland of Bialla to reinstate the Bialla freehold title to 2,000 hectares. The 
ruling thus recognised Maututu sovereignty over soil from Gomu to Bubuu 
to the north of Bialla that was originally included in the Neu Guinea 
Compagnie land. The administration paid Maututu a price per hectare for 
the replacement area, and, in doing so, perhaps for the first time, alerted 
Maututu to this strange colonial custom of measuring and valuing soil as 
a material commodity that could be traded. In indigenous terms, the cash 
paid was more likely to have been seen as an exchange for the use of the soil. 
Fifty years later, Maututu from Urumaili, Gomu and Uase asserted their 
right to reclaim these soils on the basis that their ancestors could not have 
understood the colonial concept of ‘purchase’.

The newly acquired 800 hectares were identified by Barry as ‘wasted’ area 
that the plantation could ‘improve’ through agricultural development. 
But Maututu would have seen such ‘wasted’ areas in a quite different way. 
For them, secondary and primary forest represented future sites of gardens 
and settlement. They recognised that soils could only be used for three or 
so years before their fertility was exhausted and they were returned to the 
wild for regeneration. Home production needed to build on wild fertility. 
The abundance of former hamlet and garden sites throughout the forest, 
even on the acquired block, was testimony to this pattern of regeneration.

In 1969, I was told by Council Chairman Mapulo:

in our grandparents’ time the law was not strong in reference to 
land ownership, and it was only when the government sat down 
with us to delineate land rights that people themselves marked their 
land. Before that it was simply a matter of saying that such and such 
a lineage was the original clearer of a site.

Mapulo had recently returned from an official tour, undertaken by Papua 
New Guinea (PNG) council presidents, to Australia that included a meeting 
with the ‘Demarcation Committee’ in Canberra. On his return, he reported 
to a village meeting that councils in Australia controlled land and could 
commandeer it if owners did not pay their taxes. When questioned, Mapulo 
offered his view that the colonial administration had bought land in West 
New Britain to protect it from Chinese traders and masta (white Australians), 
who would otherwise gris (bribe) clan leaders to steal their soil. The term 
he used for the government acquisition was lotorobo (protect by purchase), 
seemingly acknowledging a continued association of Maututu with such soils.
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Victoria Stead (2013, p. 26), an observer of change on the Oro coast 
of mainland PNG, explains that ‘ontologically distinct ways of being in 
the world are entangled with one another and the ambivalences of this 
multiplicity engender the possibility of creativity as well as of insecurity’. 
In her analysis, ‘modern and customary forms of social relations can exist 
coterminously’ (Stead, 2013, p. 19). Stead prefers the term entanglement 
for such analyses, where local forms are not absorbed into a new hybrid 
modernity but rather local and global configurations jostle for meaning 
in their entanglement. There is an ‘articulation’ between customary and 
modern ways of being and seeing, they overlap and generate friction as 
people negotiate the way forward. The 1968–69 discussions with me of 
‘land’ demarcation and purchase indicated that local ontological perceptions 
of la magasa (soil) differed from, yet existed alongside, the colonial 
administration’s formulation of ‘land’ as an alienable property.

In his studies of PNG societies, Rumsey (2006) differentiates three models 
for thinking about articulations between indigenous and expatriate 
viewpoints. As an exemplar of the first of these, he cites Sahlins’s model 
of ‘develop-man’ that envisages people ‘devising on their own heritage, 
acting according to their own categories, logics, understandings’. In this 
model, Sahlins (1992) proposed a radical disjunction between tradition 
and modernity. He described Pacific peoples as yearning to retain kastom 
(traditional culture) even as they grappled with the pressures and aspirations 
of development and modernity. For his second model, Rumsey cites Robbins 
who proposed that, in certain circumstances, people ‘take on an entirely 
new culture on its own terms’, such as through the Christian charismatic 
movement. The third model is exemplified by what Clifford (2001) 
calls ‘processing the new through dynamic traditional structures’. In this 
model, indigenous peoples ‘reconfigure themselves, drawing selectively 
on remembered past[s]’ in affirming their autonomy to both insiders 
and outsiders. Rumsey (2006, p. 61) refers to this process as ‘contingent 
juxtaposition, the bringing together of previously isolated entities or 
categories in a way that reveals something theretofore concealed or latent 
in each’.

In this chapter I examine this juxtaposition of diverse ontological 
understandings of soil and ‘agricultural development’, and how Maututu 
attempted to articulate their home ontological framework with outsiders’ 
demands.
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On home soil (la magasa)
Maututu use the term la magasa when talking of land areas significant 
to them. I shall use the term ‘soil’ rather than ‘land’ to distinguish their 
ontological understanding from that reflected in the administration’s 
registration of ‘land’ as a bounded and transactable asset. For a variety 
of reasons, such as seeking fertile garden sites or escaping friction within 
karakara and lineage groups, individual households within Maututu 
hamlets regularly dispersed and cleared new gardens. This ‘soil’ then became 
permanently associated with the pioneers and their grouping of karakara 
and maratatila. The original clearer was said to have vaipalahia la magasa 
(revealed/brought into existence the soil from the past) and his karakara 
egite tomi tahaloa vamuli (kin all affiliated with it after that).2 Individual 
men, on their hunting trips through the forest, would discover fruit trees, 
wild betel nut or sago palms and mark those as affiliated with them, but 
such claims did not extend to the soil on which the tree stood unless they 
also cleared that soil for gardens. Once the soil was abandoned to forest 
regrowth, another dividual could clear it, but only with the approval of the 
lineage who had pioneer association with it. Thus, throughout the forest, 
la magasa marked an affiliation between karakara or lineage and that site. 
In addition, while lineages recognised exclusive association with sacred 
ruvu sites (la olu), those sites did not constitute claims to the wider areas 
around them. La magasa and la olu were identified by the site centre, not 
its boundaries. In 1968–69, the extent of village, hamlet or lineage territory 
was not demarcated. Farmers marked the boundaries of their individual 
garden plots, but, beyond those, the only boundary was one imagined by 
the colonial administration.

In the days before extensive commercialisation of agriculture in the area, 
lineages and karakara rarely objected to individuals clearing primary or 
secondary forest. Utilisation of that soil was temporary and served to reflect 
or create strong links among kin and neighbours. Indeed, lineages might 
allow others to farm the soil because the ‘name’ of the pioneer lineage would 
be enhanced by the later lineage’s activity, while the soil always remained 
affiliated with the pioneering lineage. Tauvere commented to me in 1969:

2	 Vai-palahia has the sense of bringing into existence or into the present. Palaha refers to the past, 
always associated with ancestors, so there is a sense here also of bringing the ancestors into the affairs of 
the present through the clearing of land that they inhabited in the past. Tahalo refers to ‘man’, so tahaloa 
is an action that links a human with the soil.
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In the past we planted our coconuts, betel nuts, pepper vines, 
breadfruit and galip trees wherever we liked, on the soil of any 
lineage, and these plantings could be passed onto our children, 
sister’s children or other kin. In the same way we planted our gardens 
on any soil, and when they became overgrown and reforested anyone 
could open them up again.

Maututu ontological understandings of soil were far removed from colonial 
aspirations for the development of PNG land. In 1958, Minister for 
Territories Paul Hasluck stated:

Government’s land policy is to respect native ownership of land and 
to ensure that enough land is reserved to native inhabitants to meet 
their present and prospective needs. Land can only be acquired from 
native owners … if [they] are willing to sell.

(National Archives of Australia [NAA], 1947–63)

A letter dated 24 August 1961 from Administrator Cleland to Department 
Secretary Lambert in Canberra noted that:

suitable land is bought provided a) owners are unanimously willing 
to sell, b) land is surplus to their present requirements and those of 
foreseeable future, c) it is generally suited to agricultural/ pastoral use.

(NAA, 1947–63)

Hasluck noted in 1962 that the major problem for government in the coming 
years would be finding land for native settlers who had no land of their own. 
In October 1962, the departmental record added: ‘The Minister believes 
that sooner or later consideration will have to be given to some degree of 
coercion or compulsion in obtaining native owned land to satisfy demand 
[by land-poor indigenes]’ (NAA, 1947–63). An Australian External Affairs 
special issue on land tenure in PNG (Sack, 1971) noted that the European 
concept of alienability of land was foreign to traditional systems of land 
tenure, but that this was rarely acknowledged. The author noted that:

1.	 natives still believe their land is not really alienated
2.	 that to be paid for the land acknowledged the person’s rights 

to the land
3.	 natives do not seem to be sure whether a ‘big man’ was entitled 

to dispose of land.

Victoria Stead, citing Filer (2014), suggested that a PNG national ideology 
of land ownership arose during this time, stimulated by both colonial and 
post-colonial land policies:
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The national ideology of landownership declares all indigenous 
citizens to be customary landowners, it denies the possibility of 
waste or vacant land, it identifies clans as the foundational social 
unit of the nation, and it establishes rent or resource compensation 
(paid to ‘customary landowners’ whose land or natural resources are 
subject to commercial exploitation) as a principal mode of income 
and the predominant means of accessing ‘development’.

(Stead, 2017b, p. 358)

Significant here is the ideology’s assumption that the clan is both the 
foundational social unit and landholding unit, and that arrangements can 
therefore be made to purchase surplus land from clans for the purposes 
of national economic growth. Stead concluded:

The introduction of practices of land formalisation brings into being 
a whole new system and structure of knowing and governing land. 
Abstracted from the intimate and particular relations of belonging—
defined through new practices of boundary making—land is 
stripped of its own agentive capacity and potential, and customary 
communities’ autonomy over their own land similarly diminishes.

(Stead, 2017b, p. 374)

Soil for the Maututu was not a commodity to be bought and sold. Rather, 
as Stead remarks, land/soil has ‘agentive capacity’—it carries and expresses 
the affiliations that generations of Maututu have with it; they have tahaloa 
(personed) it. For generations, Maututu had built relations with the soil and 
its wild residents, and had welcomed outsiders to settle with their karakara 
and use their soil. As Curry and Koczberski (2009, p. 99) note:

the social relationships from which land rights are derived and 
accorded their moral legitimacy are not pre-given, nor unchanging; 
rather they must be constructed and carefully maintained and from 
their presence, resources rights flow.

Maututu neighbours from a wide kin base frequently cooperated to clear 
gardens, there being no sense of lineage exclusivity when it came to cultivation 
of the soil; rather, soil worked to create kinship links. For example, in the 
1970s in Baikakea, an elder in the Kabulu clan gave permission for his wife’s 
brother (who had no children) from the Uge clan to plant coconuts on soil 
associated with Kabulu ancestors, and these palms were later inherited by 
his Uge sister’s children. At both stages, when the Uge man first planted 
and then when the palms were inherited, the Kabulu lineage members 
were consulted and the soil remained affiliated with their lineage, although 
utilised by Uge members. The coconuts did not determine ownership of the 
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soil, but the use of the soil reinforced the close links between Kabulu and 
Uge lineages. Vegter (2005, pp. 553–54) explains that common property 
regimes in PNG mean that:

property is not necessarily defined as the right of persons over things, 
but as obligations owed between persons with respect to things … Such 
ownership provides an incentive structure that enhances coordination, 
cooperation and investment among resource-using groups.

Alex Golub (2007, p. 41) adds: ‘land tenure in Papua New Guinea is 
characterized less by routine implementation of an established order and 
more by a generative ambiguity’. Such flexibility was at odds with a colonial 
administration anxious to demarcate ‘land’ and list its clan ‘owners’. 
In administrative and business discourses, natives were increasingly defined 
in  terms of the ‘land’ they purportedly owned and the administrative 
villages in which they resettled. But ideas of ‘landholding’ and ‘village’ 
reflected a very different ontology espoused by global investors and 
colonial governments, at odds with how Maututu affiliated with sites and 
accessed soil for gardening and gathering. There was, and remains, a strong 
distinction between the ‘land’ envisaged by expatriates, government and 
developers, and the soil (la magasa) that Maututu cultivate, and between the 
‘village’ defined by its administrative boundaries, and the specific sites, such 
as la olu (sacred location, mountain) or la mautu (hamlet), that Maututu 
share with the spirits of ancestral kinsfolk. For the Maututu, such sites are 
integral to their sense of wellbeing and identity; however, for successive 
administrations intent on ‘opening up the land’, people can be resettled 
in new sites and their identity defined in terms of formalised village and 
clan. It is the tension between such different ontologies of being that most 
threatened Maututu engagement with outside forces of modernity.

This ontological friction in regard to soil/land was not easily resolved. 
In August 1960, Native Lands Commissioner Read, in determining clan 
ownership of the land in the Nakanai area, assigned much of the land to 
pairs of clans (External Territories, 1968, p. 57). But while hamlet leaders 
may have indicated to the commissioner that particular lineages were linked 
in a particular hamlet, there was no formal pairing of clans across Maututu 
society, unlike in neighbouring Silanga.3 What Maututu did recognise was 

3	 In the population of Silanga, where Nakanai and non-Nakanai were jointly resettled, van Rijswijck 
(1966, p. 7) reports that ‘the traditional kinship system is based on the principle of dual organization. Every 
individual belongs to one of two main exogamous clans whose membership is determined matrilineally.’ 
She adds that on Chowning’s authority this is different to the coastal Nakanai (van Rijswijck 1966) The 
Tolai term vunatarai refers not just to ‘clans/lineages’ but to two moieties into which all lineages are located 
(Martin, 2006, p. 30).



WILD PARTNERS

72

the grouping of lineage members organised by each ‘big man’ and focused on 
his karakara and hulumu and the mage that he sponsored. Under the Land 
Titles Commission Act passed in 1962, Land Demarcation Committees were 
set up in each area, including a representative from each village,4 with the 
aim of making ‘land’ available for ‘development’. The committees worked 
on the colonial assumption that land could be divided into clan domains 
that were owned according to Western notions of property. In addition, 
the committees focused only on current settlements and demarcated more 
remote areas as ‘empty’. The colonial administration insisted at the time 
that these vast swathes of jungle inland from the Maututu villages were extra 
to ‘native’ needs and should be purchased for economic expansion, despite 
the history of Maututu ancestors occupying those sites.

Home plantings and foreign plantations
A Maututu myth recounts the arrival of coconuts in the area as the outcome 
of a violent struggle at sea between the ‘home’ hero and a monster fish.

Ture, his brother-in-law and other youth canoed to the island to shoot birds. 
Late in the afternoon only Ture had not returned to the canoes, so the men 
paddled home. Ture finally reached the beach but there was no canoe for him. 
He constructed a raft and paddled out with all the pigeons he had shot. It was 
slow and exhausting by raft. Suddenly a large fish broke the surface beside 
him and threatened to capsize the raft. Ture threw the pigeons, one by one, to 
the fish until there was none left. The fish consumed the logs of the raft one 
by one until only one log remained, as Ture sang his mournful song. Ture cut 
off his own leg and threw it to the fish, then the other leg, then other parts of 
his body, and still the fish menaced him. Finally only Ture’s head remained, 
floating on the ocean. Ture’s sister, informed by her husband, waited anxiously 
on the beach. Her brother’s head floated to her on the tide, and she buried it 
carefully inside her house. Days later the head sprouted and over time bore 
coconut fruit. She fed the fruit to her child who was crying from hunger 
and the child grew fat. Some time later another sister noticed how chubby 
the child had become and asked for the coconut. Now the coconut has been 
planted throughout the villages.

4	 Among Maututu these were the recognised big men of each village (Mataimi, Valu, Peni, Mapulo 
Gaa, Ubi and Kiapa).
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The dead Ture, at risk of becoming a wild spirit, is incorporated back ‘home’ 
as a coconut by his sister, his lineage partner, another example of the riches 
that emerge in the myths from such encounters of home and wild. Several 
other myths narrated the discovery of wild coconuts and their subsequent 
cultivation at home.

Coconuts were also introduced into New Britain by the colonial outsiders. 
The Gazelle Peninsular was the centre for expatriate coconut plantations 
from the 1880s. In the early 1900s, Maututu coconut growers may have 
sold their coconuts to the German plantations or Chinese traders opening 
up on the Gazelle, and, once Bialla Plantation began production, they were 
able to sell their coconuts and copra there.5 In time, both the administration, 
intent on collecting cash taxes, and the plantation managers, interested in 
expanding the copra exports, encouraged Maututu to plant coconut palms 
more extensively. The villagers did this—not in the ordered line of palms 
typical of expatriate plantations, but in clusters near their hamlets, allowing 
men and women to pick coconuts daily for household consumption.

Prior to Barry’s 1933 survey of Bialla, the Rabaul Times, on 21 October 
1927, announced the sale of approximately 2,000 hectares in Bialla, 
described as ‘expropriated property that had not been surveyed nor entered 
in the “ground book”, but when entered it was expected the title would be 
freehold’. This implies that little work had been done by the Neu Guinea 
Compagnie to transform the Bialla area into a plantation and that the area 
had been ignored by the Australian postwar administration until 1927. Four 
people tendered to purchase the property, three of whom were returned 
Australian soldiers. An Australian-born, German-ancestry settler Frederick 
Werner tendered by far the highest bid at £800, which was accepted and 
the sale completed in February 1928, with a loan recorded of £130 from 
the shipping and plantation company Burns Philp (BP).6 Werner, born 
at Newelton (or Nevilton?) in Queensland in 1902, had arrived with 
his parents in New Guinea in 1903 at a time when Governor Hahl was 
recruiting specifically German farmers from Queensland to open plantations 
in German New Guinea (Filer & Lowe, 2011). Werner’s tender application 
listed his residence as Baining on the Gazelle Peninsular; however, it noted 
that he had also resided at Talasea and Rabaul, both centres of early century 
German plantations. It is not clear that Werner took up residence at Bialla 

5	 Bolyanatz (2000) indicates that people on New Ireland, adjacent to Rabaul, from the 1920s sold 
copra for cash to Chinese traders but that the price they received for their wet or dry coconut from the 
traders discouraged their effort.
6	 In 1927, the land of Bialla was valued at 5 shillings a hectare, valuing the Bialla plantation at £500.
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immediately, but records indicate that in 1931 BP controlled Bialla’s 
agricultural production as mortgager. All produce had to be delivered to 
BP and all labour engaged through BP. All transport of goods and persons 
was also done through BP. Such contractual commerce was far distant from 
hamlet patterns of growing coconuts cooperatively for food.

By 1937, Werner had fully paid off his debt to BP and had the property 
ownership conveyed to him. Perhaps its success to that point was due more 
to BP’s oversight than Werner’s management, for soon afterwards Werner 
sought another mortgager. A Plantation Inspection Report in March 1948 
indicated that a Japanese plantation owner, Nagahama, had acquired a 
controlling interest in Bialla, appointing a fellow Japanese called Mori to 
run the plantation. However, at the beginning of the Pacific War, both Bialla 
and Nagahama’s other plantation property were seized by the controller of 
enemy property.7 The controller’s subsequent report indicated that, of the 
5,000 acres (2,024 hectares) in Bialla, only a fifth of the area, or 1,012 
acres, was under coconuts, with an annual prewar production of 175 tons. 
The report mentioned that another area of Bialla, cleared around 1937, was 
choked with vines and apparently not yet planted.

Bialla Plantation, and its occupant Werner, must have been viewed by 
Maututu as unpredictably ‘wild’. JK McCarthy, assistant district officer at 
Talasea, reported that the prewar Bialla Plantation had been badly managed 
and was suffering from ‘gross negligence’: buildings were ‘decayed’ and 
Frederik Werner operated without any vehicles and with only a small dinghy.8 
According to McCarthy, Werner ‘led a life of dissipation and was frequently 
intoxicated’ and the condition of Bialla did not improve under the Japanese 
manager, Mori. Maututu memories of ‘Masta Fred’ recorded that one of his 
sisters had married a Japanese man, possibly Mori, and that they would hike 
inland to the Lamo Auru Lake on Sundays for recreation. Werner would 
get so drunk on these trips that he had to be carried home, presumably by 
his plantation labourers. There was even a story told by a later manager 
that, on one occasion, Masta Fred had allowed himself to be beaten up for 
his ‘past sins’ (perhaps his drunken orgies?). Werner apparently remained 
a German patriot, the Australian administration describing him as a Nazi 
supporter. He had a German passport, had applied for membership of the 
Nazi Party and spoke positively of the mistreatment of Jews and Poles by 

7	 The controller noted that Nagahama held a mortgage over Bialla, but the colonial government 
could find no record of the value of that mortgage, estimating it to be substantial, between £4,700 and 
£8,000.
8	 McCarthy, postwar, became district administrator in Madang (HN Nelson, 2000).
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the Nazis, as reported by the Commonwealth Investigation Board (NAA, 
1946–48). As a result, he was forced to leave New Guinea in August 1940 
to enter internment at Tatura, Victoria, Australia, for six and half years. 
Bialla Plantation was abandoned for the rest of the war.

In 1947, following his release from internment, Werner applied to return 
to Bialla to resume ownership of the plantation. Despite objections from 
the Department of External Affairs that he had been a Nazi sympathiser, 
the Commonwealth Investigative Unit reported in September 1948 that 
he had been living quietly in Sydney for the previous 18 months and 
raised no objection to his return (NAA, 1946–48). The Bialla Plantation 
suffered little damage during the war, despite its occupation by both 
Japanese and  Allied forces (Figure 3.1). The 1948 Plantation Inspection 
Report noted that its rehabilitation would require 80 labourers. The report 
also noted that the ‘rich deep basaltic chocolate loam’ of Bialla would make 
it ideal for cocoa. Indeed, William Mossman, inspector of agriculture since 
1931, had submitted his own tender application to the custodian of enemy 
property in July 1947 to lease Bialla for the cultivation of cocoa. Werner’s 
application was preferred and he arrived in September 1948 to resume his 
occupancy of Bialla. In the early 1950s, Werner began to plant cocoa by 
logging uncleared areas.

Figure 3.1: Bialla Plantation, 1969
Source: Author.
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Werner and his managers exemplified a plantation economy established on 
what to the Maututu were strange practices. Native labour was employed on 
minimal wages and conditions to cultivate the crop and were accommodated 
in male barracks within the plantation. The plantation owner had total 
authority over his labour force, including the ability to use harsh penalties 
and firearms if the labour force rebelled. According to Maututu villagers, 
the initial labour force consisted mainly of Bileki Nakanai from Hoskins, 
recruited on 18-month contracts for £1 10s a month, with a severance pay 
of £25. Later, the workforce was recruited from the Simbu people of the 
Eastern Highlands.9 Labourers started work at 6  am and spent the day 
cutting grass and extracting the white flesh from coconuts. Local Maututu 
despised working for the plantation, calling it ‘work fit only for Simbu’.10 
These highland labourers were not welcome in Maututu villages, wary as 
Maututu were of potential sorcery, the rape of women and other violence.

Maututu remained wary of the plantation despite increased interaction 
between them and subsequent plantation managers. Local villagers performed 
short-term work on the plantation, when the meagre pay was attractively 
complemented with handouts of rice and tobacco. One or two took on specified 
longer-term roles at Bialla. Joseph was the cook at the Bialla manager’s house 
for 14 years from 1954. He also scaled rations and was allowed to use the 
manager’s shotgun and motorboat. With Joseph’s help, the manager, through 
the plantation store, sold basic goods to plantation labourers and to villagers, 
stocking machetes, axes and tobacco, as well as foods such as rice, sugar and 
tinned meats and even shotguns and cartridges for hunting. However, in 
general, Werner and his managers did not encourage close relations with the 
villagers. They could be abusive to Maututu shoppers in the plantation store 
and were seen as stingy in the low prices they paid for Maututu produce. The 
manager I observed in 1968–69 treated Maututu with disdain, accusing them 
of laziness, poor care of their coconuts and cocoa, and promiscuity. In time, 
the plantation store became the supplier of cartons of beer to Maututu. The 
village men who shared these cartons of beer invariably became intoxicated, 
leading to raucous and sometimes violent behaviour at home in the hamlets, 
further antagonising ‘home’ residents against the plantation. The Bialla 
Plantation, through its outside labour force and its sale of alcohol through the 
store, thus posed serious threats to Maututu ‘home’ populations.

9	 Silanga was a major initiative of the Catholic Mission to bring inland peoples (Ouka-Loso Nakanai, Sa 
Mamusi and Uase) closer to the coast and introduce them to cash cropping. In 1954, the ‘lessee’ of Bialla 
plantation agreed to buy 10 bags of sweet potatoes a week from settlers at Silanga in order to feed the labour 
force and to pick up those bags with its ‘crashboat’ at Lasibu on the coast (van Rijswijck, 1966).
10	 Throughout the Gazelle plantation, managers generally found local natives reluctant to enter their 
labour force if these locals had access to their own gardens.
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Village cocoa
Cocoa was introduced on the Gazelle Peninsular in 1949 through the 
establishment by the Australian administration of an agricultural extension 
station at Keravat and extension facilities at Taliligap and the Tolai Cocoa 
Project (Kean, 2000). From there, in the 1950s, cocoa spread throughout 
PNG. By 1962, Werner was reported to have planted 368 hectares of 
the 2,000 hectare Bialla estate with 30,000 cocoa trees interspersed with 
coconut palms as shade trees.

Maututu engaged with this new crop as positively as they had earlier 
planted coconut palms.11 But there was an important difference. Coconuts 
were desired as domestic food. The coconut flesh could be processed by the 
household to add to their meals of taro, sweet potato, cassava and other 
vegetables. However, cocoa had no domestic use and, unlike coconut, never 
featured in the mythology. The only Maututu use for cocoa was as a cash 
crop, sold initially as wet beans and later processed as dried beans.

The adoption of cocoa demonstrated Maututu willingness to work together 
with outside agents to achieve something of value for the home society. 
Department of Agriculture field officers (didiman) were based in Salelubu, 
a half-day’s journey away in the Nakanai Mountains, where their primary 
focus was on the Uasilau-Silanga resettlement scheme where cocoa was 
being promoted. In 1954–55, several Maututu were sent by the didiman 
to Taliligap agricultural college in Rabaul to undertake training in cocoa 
production. One of these, Tauvere, journeyed from Baikakea to Salelubu in 
perhaps 1955 to ask agricultural officers for assistance in bringing cocoa to 
the Maututu villagers.12 At that time, Bialla Plantation was trialling cocoa 
and the first village cocoa had been planted between Apupulu and Gomu 

11	 While the administration encouraged villagers to grow coconuts, they discouraged indigenous 
processing of copra, preferring that they sold the nuts to the expatriate plantations. Jack McCarthy 
was removed from his position as assistant district officer in Kavieng in 1932 after he antagonised 
expatriate plantation owners by encouraging the people to process their own copra in hot air driers 
(HN Nelson, 2000).
12	 In 1953, the Bialla plantation supplied 8,000 coconut seedlings to the Central Nakanai resettlement 
site of Silanga in exchange for labour from Central Nakanai to work at Bialla. In 1959, government 
established large cocoa plantings in the resettlement of mountain peoples at Uasilau and Silanga in the 
Central Nakanai mountains, although individuals had brought cocoa seeds there from as early as 1953 
(van Rijswijck, 1966, p. 13). The agricultural station of Salelubu was established there to guide cocoa 
developments, including agricultural projects among Maututu. Maututu also attended Salelubu in the 
1960s for up to 12 months to receive training in cocoa development. The development of cocoa in 
Maututu villages appears then to have been driven and managed largely as a village initiative.
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by Tolai visitors. The expatriate didiman insisted that the Tolai plantings be 
rooted out because the blocks had not been properly marked out. He then 
encouraged the agricultural trainees to begin village plantings. From 
1956 the trainees, including Tauvere, marked out and planted the first 
block near the coastal village of Apupulu. The main reason Tauvere gave 
me for selecting Apupulu for the community block was its proximity to 
coastal vessels that moored off the beach at Apupulu. He and other leaders 
had confidence that they could build cooperation across hamlets, lineages 
and villages to ensure the success of the new crop. Villagers from all four 
northern villages, Bubuu, Baikakea, Apupulu and Gomu, took part in the 
first block and referred to the cocoa as the kampani (company, communal 
plot). Unlike household food gardens, coconut or betel nut palms, cocoa 
was seen as an inter-village cooperative farming venture.

However, this ‘native’ kampani model did not convince either didiman or 
kiap, both of whom predicted that disputes would arise due to multiple 
clans and villages sharing the one plantation of cocoa. They demanded that 
the kampani ‘land’ be formalised under the ownership of clan and village. 
The expatriate assumption was that cocoa cultivation locked land away 
from other uses, and that unless ownership of the land was formalised and 
plantings restricted to those owners, serious conflicts would arise. While the 
administration officers focused on ownership of land and village exclusivity 
as essential to the future of the cash crop, the Maututu regarded cooperative 
labour among lineages as determining who should benefit from the crop. 
Land boundaries were irrelevant to their agricultural concerns. The friction 
between outside and home views led to an impasse; in the end, outside 
villagers abandoned the Apupulu block.

Tauvere marked out another kampani block in Baikakea, exclusively for 
Baikakea residents. Kampani became inclusive of all those who invested 
energy in the new crop. There appears to have been no sense that a 
particular lineage had exclusive claim to the cocoa planted there. Although 
this second plot appears to have accommodated the didiman’s insistence 
on village proprietorship, the block’s cocoa was still a group concern, 
with trustees appointed in the village to use the cash from cocoa sales for 
community concerns. This pattern was followed elsewhere. In Uase, a 
kampani block of cocoa was jointly planted by baramana (youth) from Uase 
and Matililiu, although it was increasingly worked only by the Uase youth. 
These kampani blocks were planted to financially support village groups, 
such as the church, the women’s group or the youth group, and it was these 
groups who planted and harvested the cocoa. A decade later, in 1968, when 
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I lived there, kampani continued to cultivate cocoa blocks in Baikakea and 
Apupulu, and the respective trustees used the two accrued funds to help 
needy families with cash expenses, such as school fees and clothing, or to 
hold kapti to further build the account.13 The kampani processed the wet 
beans through a fermenting and drying process in the village but depended 
on the Bialla Plantation to alert them to the arrival of coastal shipping for 
transport of the beans to Rabaul. Banking was done through the plantation 
store, with the Rabaul merchants crediting the kampani account on delivery. 
Trustees then withdrew the funds at the store. Few villagers had bank 
accounts at the time and kampani participants were not always confident 
of the trustees’ skills in managing the account. Some of their distrust was 
fuelled by allegations made publicly by the expatriate store manager that the 
trustees were misappropriating the funds.14

Eventually, with the success of the kampani blocks, cocoa plantings were 
expanded through household plots. Maututu began to plant cocoa on their 
abandoned garden sites. Many planted cocoa interspersed with their coconut 
and betel nut palms, and regarded all such cash crops grown on soil the family 
had cleared as the property of the household who planted them. The soil, on 
the other hand, continued to be identified with the hamlet group and with 
lineage ancestors who had pioneered farming in that space. Indeed, in those 
years, the Maututu agricultural trainees encouraged villagers to plant cocoa 
wherever it was convenient with no thought of which lineage was associated 
with the soil. Some of the plantings of cocoa were even made in neighbouring 
villages, where lineage links could be claimed. Apupulu and Bubuu residents, 
for example, planted blocks in Baikakea, closer to the fermentary and drier 
that began to operate there. However, this did not raise concerns among 
Baikakea residents about loss of their ‘land’, as feared by administration 
officers, because all soil was seen as borrowed for the period of planting, rather 
than alienated.15 The expansion of cocoa blocks was a source of pride for the 
whole village and village leaders determined that every Friday villagers would 
labour collectively on group cocoa blocks, such as those of the youth group 
(baramana) or the women’s association or the church.

13	 Kapti, a Tok Pisin term, refers to a publicised event in the village where a group raised money by 
selling cooked food and beverages, sometimes including alcohol.
14	 As a didiman myself, in 1973–75 I took over as the business development officer to train villagers 
in managing bank accounts.
15	 Van Rijswijck (1966) refers to a similar view in Silanga where Wulai, the Nakanai head of clan and 
luluai, invited other villages to occupy his clan land but refused to sell the land to them. Instead luluai 
from these mountain villages gave him traditional valuables and Wulai retained his status as ‘father’ of the 
resettlement scheme.
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In 1968–69, Maututu pointed out to me that the Bileki of the Hoskins 
Peninsular had reacted very differently to cocoa development. The Kivung 
millenarian movement among the Bileki rejected cash cropping, preferring 
to look to spirit agents to bring them prosperity; they had also rejected the 
establishment of a local council (Jebens, 2004, 2010). On his return from 
Australia in 1969, Nakanai Council President Mapulo Gaa passed through 
Hoskins and confronted the leader of the Kivung movement. He said to him:

I witnessed in Sydney how the white men make trade goods in 
factories. It is wrong to suggest that they stole these goods from 
the ancestors. That is why we Maututu are embracing the local 
government council rather than the Kivung movement.

The Maututu claimed to have never engaged in millenarian practices that 
rejected cash crops.16 On the contrary, Maututu cocoa trainees took cocoa to 
the Mengen village of Gigipuna, where the Kivung movement was strong. 
Two Gigipuna men, Wawage and his brother, refused to join the movement 
and instead approached Tauvere to introduce cocoa to the village. They 
proceeded to demonstrate to Gigipuna neighbours that they could earn cash 
through cocoa and through the holding of kapti (food fairs). In this way 
they persuaded others to plant cocoa. Gigipuna became a major producer 
of cocoa, at first on the kampani basis, aided by Maututu trainees. This 
then spread to household plots, as had happened among Maututu, with 
the Gigipuna growers incorporated into the Maututu Cooperative Society 
(see below). In the first years of harvesting, Gigipuna men, women and 
children carried the wet cocoa beans on their backs (women) and shoulders 
(men) 20 kilometres to Baikakea, where they sold them at the fermentary. 
Maututu, for their part, welcomed this partnership with the ‘wild’ 
mountain people.

As cocoa planting expanded on former food gardens around the settlement, 
new food gardens had to be located further away from the hamlet, 
requiring more work for those carrying the heavy tubers home. Over 
time, Maututu became more concerned with planting cocoa where their 
clan and lineage had claims to soil, indicating their awareness of tensions 
arising from the growing shortage of accessible soil. Among the Tolai on 
the Gazelle Peninsular, where cocoa was first planted, management of the 
crop increasingly demanded exclusivist claims to land and revenue, both by 

16	 Jebens (2004) quotes one Bileki big man as suggesting the Kivung movement did exist at Bialla, 
perhaps referring to practices at Gigipuna.
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individual farmers and by individual lineages (Martin, 2006). Some Maututu 
began to plant specifically on soils formally affiliated with their father or 
with their mother’s brother, and planned blocks for both their children and 
sister’s children on soil affiliated with their lineage.17 For example, Rausi, 
who had no children of his own, planted his cocoa on Kabulu soil because 
his father was Kabulu, even though he and his mother were of the Biso clan 
(Figure 3.2). As he put it, the Kabulu lineage had vaipalahia (brought him 
into existence) and, in recognition of that fact, he planned to pass on those 
trees on Kabulu soil to Kabulu men whom he addressed as ‘sons’, ‘because 
the semen of my older brother impregnated their Kabulu mothers’. One 
block of his cocoa, however, was planted on Biso soil to be passed on to 
his sister’s son. Another senior man informed me that his cocoa would be 
inherited by his son, but not by his daughter, because her husband had 
‘exchanged valuables’ for her. If his son did not survive him, the trees would 
go to his sister’s daughter’s children and to his daughter’s daughter.

Figure 3.2: Rausi and ‘grandson’ Taba in front of Rausi’s kitchen and 
elevated sleep house; Taba was the posolagu of a Kabulu man, 1969
Source: Author.

17	 I am suggesting here that ‘clan land’ demarcated by the administration ignored the important 
village distinction between lineage proprietors of the soil and the wider clan who recognised common 
affiliation with ruvu species and sites.
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There was thus a variety of ways in which Maututu reconciled rights to 
soil with kinship. As Curry and Koczberski (2009, p. 101) observed, in 
reference to Nakanai, the social relationships on which the moral legitimacy 
of access to soil/land are accorded ‘are not pre-given, nor unchanging: rather, 
they must be constructed and carefully maintained and from their presence, 
resource rights flow’.18 In 2013, for example, I recorded those who had 
planted cocoa or coconuts on a large strip of soil stretching from Baikakea 
village inland—soil that was identified at that time with the Biso lineage. 
The Biso lineage had been more prominent in the 1960s when a group of 
three Biso brothers were leading men in the community, among them Kansil 
Vaisisi who had two wives of different lineages. Of 22 persons who had 
perennial crops on the land in 2013, only four were from the Biso lineage 
that ‘owned’ the soil. Of the remainder, eight were the children of Biso 
fathers, seven were sponsored by Biso as friends or adopted family, two had 
claims through their mother’s fathers and one only seemed to have a claim 
because he had randomly planted the land with coconuts when it was not 
tightly monitored. Thus, while it was clear that people were justifying their 
claims in terms of the pioneer maratatila of the soil, their claims were varied 
and by no means limited to membership of a strictly defined genealogical 
lineage or clan. The soil was recognised by all as being affiliated to the Biso 
lineage, clearly distinguished from soil affiliated to other lineages, the result 
of the historical opening of the soil by the three Biso brothers.

There were occasional disputes when the right to plant cocoa in a certain 
location was questioned. Koasiro, for example, abandoned one of his cocoa 
blocks in Bubuu because another lineage was protesting his occupation 
of the soil. But for the majority, even those who harvested their cocoa 
on soil not associated with their lineage, production of cocoa continued 
without dispute, and might only be challenged when they sought to replace 
ageing cocoa. That is, their rights to use the soil extended for the life of 
the crop they planted. This represented application to cocoa farming of the 
understanding of gardens as ‘soil’ for the temporary use of whomever puts 
in the energy to fell and clear the forest. Such use did not supplant the claim 
of the lineage group to have prior and deeper connection with the soil by 
virtue of what their ancestors had done.

18	 Martin (2006) discusses the relation of the Tolai vunatarai (clans) to land in the Matupi area of 
Gazelle, indicating that this relationship changed as land pressures built up with cash cropping. There 
was a ‘tendency to attempt to constitute the vunatarai as a local land-based descent group, as a discrete 
owner of land and to minimise claims made on the basis of reciprocal interdependence that threaten 
that identity’ (Martin, 2006, p. 40). It would appear that such ‘landholding’ groups among the Maututu 
emerged only later in the oil palm era, as access to soil became competitive.
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According to the East Nakanai Crop Census (16 villages) of 1969, 
the 7 Maututu villages had planted over 50,000 of the almost 70,000 
cocoa trees (71 per cent) despite comprising less than 50 per cent of the 
population. In almost all villages in 1969, immature, non-fruit-bearing 
cocoa trees represented one-quarter or more of plantings, indicating the 
rapid expansion of the crop, fuelled by the access the crop gave villagers to 
the cash they required for school costs, government tax and the purchase of 
store commodities (see Table 3.1).

Table 3.1: Cash crop census 1969–70

Population
1973

Village Cocoa
1969

Coconuts
1969

% 
mature 
cocoa

% 
mature 
coconut

Cocoa 
1970

Coconut
1970

144 Apupulu 3,996 5,850 90 60 4,256 4,698

141 Baikakea 11,462 16,575 70 70 31,158 15,856

132 Bubuu 5,500 2,000 80 80 2,119 1,374

228 Uase 8,755 2,348 75 75 2,750 7,910

220 Gomu 7,832 3,000 50 90 9,178 5,692

186 Matililiu 6,754 6,820 75 60 5,272 5,246

52 Mataruru 6,500 4,000 70 75 5,600 1,182

1170 Total 
Maututu

50,799 40,593 – – 60,333 41,958

73 Gigipuna 4,822 1,500 75 90 6,965 625

– Baia 1,000 3,500 50 – –

– Baobao 1,500 2,643 50 70 – –

– Nantambu 1,500 1,000 60 75 – –

– Noau – 1,500 – 50 – –

– Ubili 6,500 16,919 80 70 – –

– Potou – 1,000 – 90 – –

– Piapia 500 650 90 80 – –

– Total 69,347 70,805 72.7 72.8 – –

Note: Maututu villages in italics. The figures for 1970 are taken from patrol officers’ 
reports, which, on their admission, required further checking. The 1973 population 
numbers are also from patrol reports but are much more likely to be accurate. The patrol 
reports noted a Maututu population of 1,071 in 1970, and a Meramera population (Baia, 
Nantambu, Noau, Ubili) of 1,092. The total Maututu crop figures are roughly consistent, 
indicating additional planting, particularly of cocoa in Baikakea, during 1969–70. Not 
too much more should be drawn from comparing these rough figures village by village 
over the two years, as trees may have been counted in one village one year and in its 
neighbour the next.
Source: Author’s research.
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Despite the enthusiasm for cocoa among Maututu, neither the administration 
nor the villagers promoted it as replacing food gardens. Rather, cocoa became 
the main source of disposable income, principally to buy commodities from 
the plantation store and, later, village stores. Packaged foods, cigarettes, 
clothes, lamps and torches, and beer were procured. On the week of 7 April 
1969, for example, I calculated that the average sale of cocoa by 50 growers 
was A$2.90 per grower; on 28 April, the average for 50 growers was A$2.40; 
on 9 May, among 43 growers, the average was A$3.80.19 This cash remained 
fluid, rather than banked. It seldom covered the purchase of larger items. 
Only the occasional villager owned a sewing machine, a guitar, a bicycle or a 
watch, as this would have required the banking of cocoa income over weeks 
and months. School fees, clothes, lamps and other household necessities 
were far more likely to exhaust such funds. Few Maututu children attended 
high school, which would have demanded some of this cash for fees, books 
or uniforms. Village organisations, such as the church, women’s group or 
youth group took advantage of this influx of cash by holding kapti at which 
they sold cooked food and sometimes alcohol in order to raise funds for 
their activities. Cash was also used, like customary valuables, to request 
cooperation. For example, in November 1969, two Kabulu clan elders sent 
A$2 to Gomu village as a request to residents there to come to Baikakea 
to clear a large garden and plant it with taro for a feast. Thirty men and 
30 women arrived the next day and, with Baikakea residents, planted the 
garden and were rewarded with a large meal at the end of the afternoon. 
For daily requirements, food gardens, rather than cocoa earnings, were 
essential to sustain each household.

Maututu Cooperative Society as an 
extension of ‘home’
In the early years of the twentieth century, Maututu were scattered in small 
hamlets that, despite inter-hamlet marriages, remained suspicious of, even 
hostile to, each other. Maututu came to recognise their shared interests with the 
introduction from the outside of the Methodist Diocese, Airmen’s Memorial 
School (AMS) and Nakanai Council. Through these, they extended notions 

19	 In the mid-1960s, villagers could sell tambu shell to Tolai for between 5s and £1 per small tin. Some 
Maututu employed hill people on their cocoa blocks for 5s a day. Decimal currency was introduced in 
PNG in February 1966 and replaced with PNG’s own decimal currency of kina and toea in 1975. The 
Catholic sawmill in Ulamona in 1969 paid wages of A$17 a month for a new worker and A$30 a month 
for a carpenter.
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of ‘home’ to include the wider Maututu community. The same was true of 
the initial plantings of cocoa on multi-hamlet kampani blocks. The Maututu 
Cooperative Society became remarkable in fostering cooperation beyond 
kampani blocks with all Maututu villages, and even with the Mengen 
mountain people of Gigipuna. Like the kampani blocks, it represented a new 
type of ‘home’ enterprise. Tauvere and other trainees had pioneered the 
planting of cocoa in all these villages, but they were wary of their growing 
dependence on the expatriate plantation manager to whom they sold the wet 
beans. They identified this outsider as hostile to local interests.

In 1956, Mapulo Gaa from Gomu-Urumaili, who would later become 
president of both the Nakanai Council and AMS Board, formed the 
Maututu Cooperative Society. He was then luluai in Gomu and recognised, 
even by adjacent villages, as a ‘big man’. His reputation and the enthusiasm 
of trainees like Tauvere brought the proposal to fruition. Mapulo invited 
fellow villagers to canoe five days down the coast to Talasea to consult 
administration officers about setting up their own cooperative society.20 
The initial aim was to process coconuts into copra and market this directly 
to Rabaul with the help of coastal vessels. The kiap supported their venture, 
advising them to collect £5 from each farmer, many of whom had spare 
cash due to working in Rabaul on plantations and through selling tambu 
shell to Tolai. Mapulo invited all Maututu to join the proposed cooperative 
and over 100 joined in its first months in 1956. He asked each village to 
nominate one ‘big man’ as a director of the Maututu Cooperative Board, 
and it was on the basis of their participation that the society gained the 
backing of all Maututu.

These initial years of the Maututu Cooperative Society were, thus, a time 
of great enthusiasm because it symbolised their consolidation of ‘home’ in 
partnership with, but not dependent on, outside administration officers, 
and freed them from dependence on the more hostile plantation manager. 
Each settlement was keen to be seen as cultivating modern ways (tavulovulo 
halaba/fresh ways). The first copra drier for the Maututu Cooperative was 
built in Apupulu, followed by driers in Gomu and Uase. To reduce their 
reliance on the Bialla store, the society built its own trade store in Bubuu, 
where cargo vessels could moor in the deep water inside the coral reef to 
offload the goods the society ordered from Rabaul merchants. When the seas 
at Bubuu proved too rough to land the cargo, the society directors moved 

20	 In the 1960s, the Cooperatives Section was part of the Department of District Services and Native 
Affairs.
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the trade store to Apupulu. The first delivery there of cargo in 1962 was so 
plentiful that some had to be stacked outside the store shed. An Apupulu 
youth with secondary education was appointed as manager of the store and 
as financial secretary for the society, responsible for all purchases of coconuts 
and copra from villagers.

Maututu were driven by priorities that differed from the administration’s 
goals of developing business enterprise. Trade stores and copra and 
cocoa processing facilities were seen as prestige goods more than capital 
enterprises. Curry and Koczberski (2013) suggest that village trade stores 
(and other ventures such as cooperatives) in PNG should not be evaluated 
in terms of their profitability, but rather in terms of the enterprise’s capacity 
to supply and distribute valuables. Curry (1999) observed that most trade 
stores in PNG drew on a wide network of kin to pool capital and labour, 
serving to promote that group’s identity and status. ‘Trade stores are vehicles 
for gift exchange’ and become ‘the physical representation of modernity 
in the heart of the village, thus reflecting the group’s success in engaging in 
the modern world’ (Curry, 1999, p. 295). These authors documented how 
business capital was often spent not in building up stock and profit but in 
distribution as gifts by the storekeeper. The Apupulu storekeeper allowed 
customers to have goods on credit that was never paid back. Although 
business development officers considered such loss of capital a failure, the 
group that sponsored the trade store saw redistribution as key to its success 
and were willing to raise new capital through kapti or sales of copra to 
restock the trade store when its goods were exhausted.

However, the extension of these ‘home’ enterprises to serve all Maututu 
was fraught. Those in other villages were disillusioned when the Apupul 
storekeeper favoured only his own kin and hamlet neighbours. The society 
directors did not have the accounting acumen to challenge his management 
and when the secretary indulged himself with new clothes or shared alcohol 
with friends, directors could not determine if he did this with his wages 
or with society funds. One of the two storekeepers from Apupulu allegedly 
embezzled A$1,200 of trade store funds in the mid-1960s, for which he 
was jailed by the colonial administration after they conducted an audit. 
On his release from jail, he was reinstated as secretary by the directors 
because there were no others in Apupulu with the necessary skills. Because 
the store was located in Apupulu it needed to be managed by someone from 
there. However, his handling of the store continued to rankle the wider 
Maututu community.
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Meanwhile, administration officers were keen to develop the processing 
of cocoa under ‘native’ management. In 1963, according to Tauvere, the 
agricultural officer (didiman) based at Salelubu suggested a village fermentary 
and drier be constructed at Malasi near Kiava, half-way between Maututu 
territory and the Central Nakanai area of Silanga. But such a proposal, 
while no doubt more convenient for didiman supervision and seemingly 
meeting the needs of a much larger population of growers, did not appear 
to acknowledge that Malasi was in the Ata language territory, would have to 
be under Ata control and would only raise the profile of this group to the 
detriment of Maututu. After protest from Maututu, the didiman proposed 
that the fermentary and drier should be in Apupulu close to where the copra 
drier was operating and where the dry beans could be loaded onto visiting 
trading vessels. It is not clear whether any consultation with Maututu was 
undertaken in coming to this solution. Finally, Tauvere made the trip to 
Salelubu by canoe and foot to successfully convince the agricultural officers 
that Baikakea was a better location, as, by that time, Baikakea had by far the 
largest area of cocoa plantings.

As with the earlier consultations in establishing the Maututu Cooperative 
Society, Tauvere demonstrated the benefits of negotiating with expatriate 
officials to construct beneficial partnerships, despite their differing 
ontological priorities. The didiman in their decisions prioritised technical 
efficiency and market access. Apupulu was more accessible by boat for the 
loading of the dry beans, and at that time more men in Apupulu had gained 
secondary education and employment outside, making them more familiar 
with outsider demands. Baikakea, on the other hand, had always been more 
isolated inland, was seen as more ‘traditional’ and was also more distant from 
the anchorages at Apupulu or Bialla. However, for Baikakea growers, their 
proposal was based not just on the area of their cocoa plantings but also on 
their desire for a symbol of modernity in the village. Apupulu, Gomu and 
Uase had their copra driers, and Apupulu, and for a while Bubuu, their trade 
store, and Baikakea pushed for their own ‘modern’ enterprise. The didiman 
was swayed by Tauvere’s dedication to cocoa planting, despite the decision 
attracting the derision of the Bialla Plantation manager, who declared that 
the native enterprise would never produce quality cocoa beans.

The Baikakea enterprise had many challenges. The poor condition of drier 
and storage shed meant that beans from the Maututu Cooperative Society 
were often of poorer quality, earning the growers lower prices. The first 
palm-thatched drier in Baikakea fell into disrepair in the late 1960s. The 
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society was forced to seek assistance from the Bialla manager when cargo 
ships abandoned the Apupulu loading port and only stopped at Bialla 
wharf. Under administration pressure, he allowed them access to the wharf 
but did not allow society produce to be stored at the port nor did he alert 
them to the arrival of the coastal ships. More often a villager passing by 
the wharf would carry the news of a ship’s arrival, at which point men and 
women on foot rushed the dry beans the 4 kilometres to the wharf, hoping 
the ship was still there for loading.

As these challenges escalated in 1968, expatriate officers from the 
Cooperatives Section conducted a financial review of the Maututu 
Cooperative Society (see Table A.3). This showed that the trade store in 
Apupulu had suffered large losses in 1966–68, as had their marketing of 
copra. However, after an initial loss from production in 1964–65, cocoa 
showed a profit up to 1966–67, when its contribution far exceeded that 
of copra and the trade store. The next year, cocoa processing operated at a 
loss, with the deterioration of the fermentary and drier in Baikakea, forcing 
members to sell their produce to Bialla Plantation.21 In response to these 
ongoing challenges, the cooperatives officer persuaded the society directors 
to relocate the society trade store from Apupulu to Baikakea so that the 
chairman could directly monitor it. The Apupulu store manager/society 
secretary was replaced by a younger (high school–educated) man from 
Baikakea.22 The cooperatives officer was focused on society finances, but 
the directors needed to satisfy the demands of multiple communities for a 
share of the ‘modernity’ that the cooperative represented. At one point, the 
chairman of the society, Toruga from Baikakea, offered loans of A$1,000 to 
assist any society member to start up trade stores, purchase pig wire, or erect 
permanent material houses or copra driers. This was his acknowledgement 
of the importance of distributing prestige to the wider Maututu population. 
Only when benefits were widely shared would the Maututu Cooperative 
Society be truly embraced as ‘home’.

21	 At the time of the 1968 audit, A$90 in cash for dry beans was owed to Gigipuna growers and there 
were outstanding debts at the trade store of A$180. See Table A.3.
22	 The patrol reports of 1970 noted that the situation of the society store was made even more dire by 
the fact that the nearest cooperative department office was in Talasea ‘eighty miles away’.
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Engaging with outsiders—antagonism 
and partnership

During my stay in 1968–69, Baikakea began work on a new fermentary 
and drier using permanent materials, under direction from the expatriate 
didiman. In his visit in January 1969, the didiman challenged Maututu 
to produce 50 bags every two months to pay off society debts and thus 
open the way to purchasing a tractor to ease transportation to the wharf. 
Baikakea and Bubuu villagers responded in multiple ways to his challenge. 
In addition to raising money through harvesting their cash crops of cocoa 
and coconuts, the baramana group held a large kapti, at which they marketed 
local produce of tubeli shell, sago and sisi shellfish. Two bags of rice were 
purchased for the preparation of cooked dishes of coconut rice with garnish 
complemented by sweet tea.

This merely increased the hostility of the Bialla manager who had benefited 
from the purchase of Maututu cocoa at minimal prices when their drier 
collapsed. He closed the wharf at Bialla to all society shipments in February 
1969 and later claimed to me that he had made a profit of A$2,000 for 
an outlay of A$1,500 on Maututu cocoa sold to him. He worked to foster 
distrust among Maututu visiting his store, alerting them to what he claimed 
was mishandling of the society enterprise. He continued to accuse Baikakea 
farmers of pigheadedness and stupidity for not selling all their cocoa 
crop to him. His reasoning was that individual farmers could make more 
money by selling to him. In stressing individual profit as the motivation 
for development he failed to understand the importance of the society as 
a statement of Maututu partnership with the outside, and their resistance 
to falling once again into submission to his often-unpredictable ways that 
undermined any relationship or partnership with villagers. The villagers 
responded to him, saying that it was their cocoa produce and their spending 
in his trade store that had clearly contributed to his success, including the 
investments he had made in extensions to his house. In their view, he was 
obliged to redistribute some of this bounty to villagers and to partner with 
them to further their development.

Despite the plantation manager’s hostility, partnership with other outsiders 
proved beneficial. The cooperatives officer provided ongoing support 
and I helped to keep communication open with other expatriates.23 

23	 In 1970, the Cooperatives Section was absorbed into the Department of Trade and Industry with a 
brief to encourage all business development in villages.
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Fred Hargesheimer, founder of the AMS at Ewasse, was teaching at the school 
that year and offered the society the use of the AMS tractor to transport 
bags of cocoa beans to the port (Figure 3.3). Society members contrasted 
his generosity with the ‘greediness’ of the Bialla manager. By 1973, when 
I returned to Bialla, the new fermentary and drier were in operation with a 
warehouse constructed of bush materials nearby. With the aid of the AMS 
tractor, produce was reaching the market promptly and society revenue 
was improving. The society was able, in 1973, to purchase the tractor from 
AMS and, in 1974, directors added a Toyota Land Cruiser bought from a 
Rabaul dealer. These two vehicles allowed them to rush their dry beans to 
port whenever a ship called in, as well as provide transport of wet beans 
from other villages to the fermentary, saving growers considerable time and 
energy. The vehicles were also used by the society ‘firemen’ to transport 
firewood and could be hired by members to carry timber or wild pigs. They 
were not only an economic asset but also a source of prestige, particularly for 
Baikakea and Bubuu villages where they were located. In 1976, the society 
acquired a blue Isuzu truck as the volume of cocoa beans continued to grow 
and, for a time, they even used Mapulo’s fermentary in Gomu as additional 
facilities for processing product (Figures 3.4 and 3.5).

Figure 3.3: Fred Hargesheimer used his tractor to aid the Maututu 
Cooperative Society, 1973
Source: Author.
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Figure 3.4: Saole, driver of the Maututu Cooperative Society utility, 1974
Source: Author.

Figure 3.5: Society workers rest beside the cocoa drier and fermenting 
boxes, 1974
Source: Author.
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As another outsider, I worked for the Department of Agriculture, Stock 
and Fisheries to support Maututu enterprise over the years 1973–75 when 
I was resident in Baikakea. My major contribution was helping the secretary 
manage society accounts and ensuring that the dry beans were promptly 
delivered to the wharf. My presence in a supporting role for the society 
also built some confidence in its operation in neighbouring villages. For 
example, when I first arrived, the secretary had not revised the purchase 
price for wet beans for several years, even though the global price had 
improved considerably. I explained to him that he could monitor the global 
prices through the radio and the directors agreed to adjust the purchase 
price accordingly. The rise in price attracted more to harvest their crop and 
sell to the society, including many from more distant villages. In addition, 
the improved finances allowed the society to distribute dividends annually.

This account of cocoa development demonstrates the prime value of 
partnership between home communities and outsiders. Maututu were 
drawn to the cocoa enterprise in terms of its prestige of ‘modernity’. Cash 
crop income enabled villagers to expand their consumption of trade store 
goods and to meet schooling and other immediate needs, but the key benefits 
lay in how cocoa enhanced the community. The kampani and the Maututu 
Cooperative Society represented their interest in strengthening the ‘home’ 
group. They did that by recognising the need for collaboration with outsiders 
but not to the point of subordinating their priorities to those of the expatriates. 
They became skilled at processing quality cocoa bean but the distribution of 
benefits among members remained more important than capital investment. 
Soil remained affiliated with lineages rather than delineated as household 
ownership. Directors sought to be big men in their exchange relations rather 
than ‘big shots’ like the plantation manager (Martin, 2006).

Transformations in gender relations 
brought by cash cropping
The Australian administration, in its dealings with villages through expatriate 
kiap, didiman, cooperatives and business development officers, tended to 
focus on local men and neglect engagement with local women. This ignored 
the formidable role women played in ‘home’ activities, such as food gardens, 
rearing of pigs and chickens, lineage affairs and education of children. 
The village planting of coconuts was closely associated with women’s agency, 
as in the myth cited earlier, and was seen as independent of outside agency. 
Expatriate assumptions around growing cocoa promoted men as trainees 
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and planters, as well as managers of the fermentary and drier. Despite that, 
women assumed an equal share in growing and harvesting both coconuts and 
cocoa. While the family’s cocoa block was cleared, marked and planted by 
men, the ongoing work of pruning, maintenance and harvesting was done 
by husband and wife, with either of them delivering the wet beans to the 
fermentary and collecting the payment. If the woman delivered the wet beans, 
then she received the cash directly from the society secretary. An unmarried 
woman or wife could also plant her own plot of cocoa with the help of a 
kinsman when needed. Women regularly condemned their husbands for 
spending agricultural income on alcohol rather than the upkeep of the family, 
and, for that reason, many wives preferred to be there when the cocoa was 
scaled and payments made. Thus, cocoa production, like garden production, 
allowed many women to meet their own cash needs as well as the cash needs 
of the family. Koczberski (2007) suggests that men in PNG insist on control 
over cash income in order to meet ceremonial and customary needs and to 
maintain male prestige and power. This was less the case in the matrilineal 
society of Maututu because women had equivalent access to cocoa income 
and were not averse to using it for their ceremonial and customary purposes. 
Women saw cocoa as a solution to the cash burdens they tended to carry, such 
as paying school expenses, buying clothes and imported foods such as rice, 
sugar and tinned fish. Cash was also used to meet kin obligations, such as 
payments of bridewealth and contributions to Women’s Club activities. While 
male access to cash could result in drunken ‘wild’ behaviour that disrupted 
family and community life, both men and women used cash to improve their 
home life. There was some heated exchange at a village meeting in Baikakea in 
1969 when one woman accused the men of not helping with cocoa and copra 
production on the Women’s Club block. The men present strongly rejected 
her accusation and she was forced to qualify her statement to ‘some of our 
husbands do not help us’. The men particularly stressed how they had marked 
out and sometimes cleaned the Women’s Club block. However, perhaps 
chastened, they promised to provide more help each Thursday, the Women’s 
Club day. Several women commented to me: ‘the men are full of talk’.

Land transactions under agricultural 
development
In her book Land’s End about Lauje cocoa smallholders in Indonesia, Li 
(2016) comes to the conclusion that cocoa, as a perennial crop, transformed 
land into private property, inevitably leading to the accumulation of land 
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by some and landlessness for others. Such was not the Maututu experience. 
The planting of cocoa did not result in soil becoming private landed 
property. Unlike the Lauje, the Maututu did not incur debt in obtaining 
seedlings from the administration because they quickly propagated their 
own seedlings. For Maututu, la magasa (the soil) on which the cocoa was 
grown remained subject to the oversight of hamlet and lineage groups, 
rather than the ownership right of children or sisters’ children. Throughout 
all these years, food production remained central to the livelihood of all 
Maututu families, and there remained enough soil for them to retain both 
garden and cocoa production.

However, a process similar to that noted by Li occurred among the Tolai of 
East New Britain. Particularly on Matupit Island where land was in short 
supply, cocoa was planted so extensively that there was a shortage of garden 
areas and some people were no longer able to access land. And yet the Tolai 
concept of the soil as subject to communal claims resembled that among 
the Maututu. AL Epstein (1969, p. 110) wrote at the height of the cocoa 
boom in the 1960s:

In the Tolai vernacular there is indeed no term which corresponds to 
or otherwise adequately translates our own concepts of property and 
ownership … Thus whereas we speak of property in the abstract, 
to the Tolai property always appears as a concrete and particular 
relationship … kaugu pia go, this is my land … may refer to a range 
of different interests in the land, and how it should be interpreted 
may depend not only on the context but also the personal knowledge 
and the speaker and his circumstances.

A later observer of Tolai cash cropping, Keir Martin (2006, p. 64), asserted that 
the non-alienability of links to the ‘land’ is the key difference distinguishing 
Tolai customary land from Western land as property. Such non-alienability 
is not primarily about a block of real estate but about a site where people 
trace their origin and their identity and construct their social relations. 
However, Martin indicated that control of land became much tighter as 
cocoa expanded. Under these mounting population pressures, Matupit land 
began to be bought and sold. But even when a father purchased land that 
he could pass onto his children without fear of lineage counter claims, such 
land became ‘customary’ in the next generation in that this land, following 
the death of the children, would revert to their lineage—that is, it could 
not be inherited by the sons’ own children (Martin, 2006). Martin (2007, 
p. 56) observed that ‘custom is as much a position taken on the morality of 
certain transactions as it is an empirical description of a juridical process to 
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be preserved or reformed’, and that, ‘as land holding units, clan identities 
have perhaps become more unitary and fixed over the years’ (Martin 2006, 
pp. 96–97). As the perennial cocoa crop locked away the soil from cycles 
of garden and forest interchange, local values were transformed without 
being abandoned. Among Maututu this transformation under cocoa did 
not involve the trading of ‘soil’ as landed property.

In the same decade, the Australian administration was embarking on a very 
different program of alienating and commodifying land in preparation 
for the resettlement of land-poor households from throughout PNG. 
The process that had begun with the 1933 land survey and subsequent 
purchase of village soils for restoring the full extent of the Bialla Plantation 
became a much starker reality in the 1960s as the administration 
negotiated the acquisition of vast areas of West New Britain for agricultural 
development. The administration faced a huge challenge of landlessness in 
the PNG Highlands and the Gazelle Peninsular, partly caused by expatriate 
plantations there acquiring the best land for their cash crops of coffee and 
cocoa, respectively (Rowley, 1972). At the time, the government presumed 
they had several decades in which to establish their targets of economic 
development prior to PNG attaining independence. In 1962, the Australian 
administration began negotiation with the owner of Bialla Plantation, 
Werner, who, in 1963, agreed to sell 1,700 hectares (4,201 acres) of Bialla 
to the government, followed by a later sale of 250 hectares.24 The Land 
(Tenure Conversion) Act of 1963 permitted the transfer of customary land 
to individual freehold title, particularly to stimulate coffee cultivation in the 
PNG Highlands and oil palm in West New Britain and Popondetta.25 In the 
Silanga-Uasilau area, the administration acquired native land for indigenous 
cultivation of cocoa in 1964.26

24	 These sales appear to have seen the exit of Werner from Bialla. By the late 1960s, Burns Philp had 
taken full ownership of the Bialla plantation, which was managed by resident manager Merv King until 
1976, even though, in 1970, the plantation was sold to Alois Akun and Co., a company based, from at least 
1950, in Rabaul and with another office in Hong Kong. The patrol reports of August 1970 indicate that 
the plantation of 1,350 acres was fully planted in coconuts and, within two years, would be fully planted in 
cocoa, mostly interplanted with the coconuts. The figure of 1,350 acres acknowledged the large area of the 
original Bialla Plantation already sold off to the administration for oil palm and town developments.
25	 But, in the end, few of the Land Tenure Conversion blocks were converted to freehold title 
(Koczberski, Curry & Anjen, 2012, p. 185).
26	 In 1964, Father Wagner from the Catholic Mission in Silanga recorded the official purchase of the 
Silanga resettlement land from the Central Nakanai villagers: ‘Today a milestone in Silanga’s history: 
£13, 764 paid out for 6,882 acres of the Silanga section of the Central Nakanai Settlement Scheme’, an 
average price of £2 per acre/£4.10 per hectare (van Rijswijck, 1966). The land was immediately divided 
into blocks of 15 acres that were leased at a nominal sum to those households already settled there. Five 
acres on each block were marked for cash crops (van Rijswijck 1966).
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The administration’s 1962 plan for the Bialla area was to create 900 six-hectare 
smallholder plots, totalling 5,400 hectares, suitable for oil palm, alongside a 
nuclear plantation under a corporate producer with provision for road access 
to all blocks. Inclusive of other services, the program was estimated to cost 
£43,000, but this cost appears to have been considerably exceeded in the 
years that followed. In 1964, the administration obtained the thumbprints of 
Maututu villagers on documents for access to their soil stretching between the 
Tiauru and Barema rivers—that is, the entire inland territory above Maututu 
villages as far as the edge of the volcanic crater of Ivi. The acquired land 
was divided into two mega-blocks either side of Bialla. The Wilelo block, 
stretching from Bialla to the Barema River, consisted of 30,272 acres (12,256 
hectares) and the Tiauru block, stretching from Bialla south to the Tiauru 
River, consisted of 10,689 acres (4,327 hectares). At this early stage, the 
administration had already tripled its original target for land acquisition, with 
seeming disregard for any potential expansion of oil palm to village holdings.

Not only was the administration’s ‘purchase’ of land alien to Maututu 
understandings of soil, but also the payment of funds to Maututu was 
made according to expatriate determinations of who ‘owned’ the land 
(see Table 3.2). The Wilelo block payment of A$73,000, for example, was 
divided equally among four villages, Bubuu, Baikakea, Apupulu and Gomu.27 
This was not in accord with Maututu understandings that the entire Wilelo 
territory was affiliated primarily with the hamlet groups (karakara) of just the 
two villages of Bubuu and Baikakea, and the karakara of Urumaili. Maututu 
would have expected that an exchange of valuables for access to soil would 
have been delivered to ‘big men’ of lineages in Bubuu, Baikakea and Urumaili, 
and that they would have shared that with kin and affiliates mainly in their 
own karakara, but including kin in the other two villages of Gomu and 
Apupulu. The colonial government instead assumed that villages—a colonial 
construction—had pre-eminent control of land, and left it to village luluai 
in all four villages to determine the distribution of monies to the customary 
owners.28 The seeming acceptance of these ‘wild’ arrangements by Maututu 

27	 Several villagers in 2008 claimed that the total payment in 1966 was A$272,000. Ilisi, former LLG 
chairman, reported that A$82,000 was paid for timber on Tiauru and Wilelo. Jackson Taba, a Maututu 
lawyer, claimed that a payment was made in 1964 of A$68,000 for purchase of timber. Tomarum who was 
national land commissioner until 2004, claims that oil palm land was not purchased, but only timber rights.
28	 For the Tiauru block, Mataruru villagers reported receiving A$10,000 as la mapa la magasa (price of 
soil), receiving A$47 a person. Further up the coast beyond the Barema River, 40,000 acres of forested 
land on the designated Soe block were acquired by the Australian administration in 1967, with part 
of the A$160,000 cash paid to Bubuu villagers. However, this territory was also affiliated with the 
Meramera people and the Land Division records that the people of Nuau village received A$70,000 for 
the Soe block, with payments of A$4,200 to each resident. In the Meramera area, two further blocks 
were acquired through a payment of A$73,000 for the Madudua block, with payments of A$300 each 
individual and A$55,000 for the Ibana block with payments of A$2,240 each.
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was reflected in December 1968 when Gomu, Bubuu, Apupulu and Baikakea 
villagers again put their marks on a document for the ‘sale’ of 14,000 acres of 
soil in Wilelo, a total distribution of A$40,000.29 Similarly, the Tiauru soils, 
including their timber, were acquired (10,689 acres in 1964 and 5,848 acres 
in 1968) from the three villages of Uase, Matililiu and Mataruru.

Table 3.2: Purchase of land and timber by Australian administration

Year Name Purpose Acres Price (A$) Owners

1962 Bialla 
Plantation

Town/industrial 3,500 – Plantation

1964 Silanga Cocoa 6,882 £13,674 Uasilau-
Silanga

1964 Tiauru and 
Wilelo

Timber – $64,000 
or 

$82,000

Maututu

1964 Wilelo Timber/oil palm? 30,272 $73,000 Bubuu-Gomu

1964 Tiauru Timber/oil palm? 10,689 ($10,000) (Mataruru), 
Matililiu, Uase

1966 Hargy Timber – $272,000 Maututu

1967 Soe Timber/oil palm? – $160,000 Bubuu

1967 Madudua Timber/palm oil? – $73,000 Meramera

1967 Ibana Timber/oil palm? – $55,000 Meramera

1968 Wilelo Timber/oil palm? 14,000 $40,000 Bubuu-Gomu

1968 Tiauru Timber/oil palm? 5,848 – Mataruru-Uase

1968 Tiauru–Wilelo 
coast strip

Timber – ($76,000) Maututu

Note: Decimal currency was introduced in 1966. The 1964 Tiauru payment to Mataruru 
was for a portion only of the block, possibly about 4,150 acres, with other claimants from 
Matililiu and Uase, the total price being around A$26,000. Grieve (1986) reports that more 
than 42,000 hectares of land in West New Britain were alienated from native control by 
the administration for oil palm and timber development in Bialla and Hoskins/Kimba. 
The incomplete list above already details almost 30,000 hectares in the Bialla area.
Source: Author’s research.

The administration interpreted these payments as the purchase of timber 
and/or land based on an ontological understanding of timber and land as 
material assets. Maututu, on the other hand, did not conceive of their soil 
as a material asset that could be put on the market and saw these payments 
as granting access to soils that remained permanently in the keeping of 

29	 At same time, a local man working as cook and storekeeper at the Bialla Plantation was earning 
A$40 a month and a driver there was earning A$12 a month.
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past, present and future generations of Maututu. Soil represented a living 
environment in which humans negotiated with forest inhabitants and 
ancestral spirits to allow them to grow food and to hunt for game. This 
tension between these two ontological positions was not always obvious 
to the two parties, because they did not consult with each other as to what 
they each understood they were doing. The colonial administration often 
acted as though natives would readily accept the ways of ‘development’ and, 
in doing so, accept the ‘primitiveness’ of their own native understandings. 
Their assumptions of native ignorance were only confirmed when most 
villagers were unable to read the contracts presented to them and signed 
with a cross or thumbprint rather than a signature.

A patrol report dated November 1968 documents negotiations with 
Maututu villagers over the second Wilelo block of 14,000 acres.30 The 
surveyor took four and a half days to discuss and survey the relevant block 
and remarked that the people were familiar with this work, having been 
involved in several land investigations before. He commented:

When the ‘Declaration of Custom’ was being completed the writer 
noticed that several people were listed several times in different clans 
with the same or different names and approximately one dozen were 
listed in the one clan twice under different names. On investigating 
this matter it was discovered that each of these villagers had rights to 
the land in one clan only.

(Department of External Territories, 1968, p. 46)

Apparently, the surveyor—the powerful outsider—objected to individuals 
being listed several times, as though they were cheating the administration 
or their fellow villagers. His expectation appears to have been that land was 
divided exclusively among clans and that only clan members could have a 
right to any financial rewards from parting with that land. I was resident in 
the village at the time and observed the negotiation. The expatriate masta 
mak (surveyor) was ‘abrupt, impatient, lacking any understanding of native 
custom, scarcely smiling, and generally looking as though he wanted to get 
out as quickly as possible’ (see author’s field notes, 10 December 1968). 
He cursed anyone who claimed access to soil from two clans in the one 

30	 Matililiu villagers in 1969 reported to me they had received A$8,000 as la mapa la magasa (value 
of soil), a sum they divided to four clans, who distributed the cash more widely through other clans. 
Individuals received A$20–40 from this payment.
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village, or the one clan in two villages, and there was no acknowledgement 
that one clan (or lineage) might have claims over more soil than another. I 
noted at the time:

It is no wonder that bad race relations develop when whites let blacks 
know they have no time for them, that they suspect them of cheating 
and theft, and that they despise their culture.

(Field notes, 10 December 1968)

Faced with this colonial arrogance, each villager then listed themself in only 
one clan. But their initial naming of people associated with each area of soil 
recognised many beyond the clan who had an interest in that soil, not only 
those whose lineage ancestors had initially opened the soil, but also their 
kin from other lineages who had shared gardens or otherwise had close links 
with the core line.

The administration’s handling of these payments provides vivid evidence 
of the distinction between administration and Maututu ontological 
assumptions. In the administration’s wisdom, the government representative 
in the village, the luluai, was in the best position to distribute the cash 
and would give equal amounts to everyone. The luluai, however, acted on 
indigenous assumptions and passed the cash onto lineage heads for them 
to distribute in whatever way they decided to a wider network of kin and 
affiliates. In Baikakea, for example, Ove, as senior of the Vorega lineage, 
distributed A$4,600 to 14 members of his own lineage (7 of whom lived in 
the far village of Mataruru), as well as 4 in his nuclear family, 7 of his wife’s 
lineage, 3 kin of his lineage mates, 11 of the dominant Kabulu lineage in the 
hamlet, 4 of whom had fathered Vorega members, 4 leaders of other lineages, 
4 outsiders to the village and 15 other village residents. The payments varied 
from A$10 to A$200, with Ove taking a large share of A$400 for himself. 
The redistribution from this one lineage ‘head’ thus included lineage and 
non-lineage in the village and members of the clan living outside the 
village. The range of this distribution demonstrates how Maututu at the 
time were more concerned with consolidating a wide network of kin than 
asserting the exclusivity of a particular lineage in its affiliation with soil. 
These payments may have been even more widely distributed. Malalia in 
Baikakea reported to me that he had received A$100 each from different 
lineage heads, demonstrating that the payment for soil or timber was not 
seen by Maututu as ‘purchase’ of property but more, like bridewealth, as an 
acknowledgement of the wide network of kin who had contributed to the 
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lineage’s affairs or who were strongly associated with the lineage.31 In their 
distribution of la mapa, lineage heads recognised wide ties of affiliation with 
lineage and clan members and with fellow residents.32

This sudden injection of large amounts of cash in the space of only a few 
years from timber and land purchases led to Maututu purchasing items such 
as aluminium boats with outboard motors (A$1,000), radios (A$30–40), 
bicycles (A$30–40), watches (A$10–60), shotguns (A$40–50), cameras 
(A$60), tape recorders and guitars. Some surplus cash was put into bank 
accounts, but this was quickly spent on purchases of clothes and food. It was 
a blaze of ‘individual’ consumption. However, when I arrived in 1968, there 
was little to show for this vast injection of cash. The boat motors had fallen 
into disrepair and rusted, and the boats were useless without them. On the 
other hand, contributions to bridewealth increased from A$2–10 to A$300 
and even higher. In 1967, for example, bridewealth payments as large as 
A$1,800 were exchanged, and in 1968 the standard bridewealth was A$600–
900, denominated in cash rather than in valuables such as tuali shells, pigs 
or cloth. The extraordinary influx of cash had no doubt encouraged the 
individual consumption promoted by the administration; however, over the 
longer period, villagers promoted increased distribution through exchanges. 
This period of cash bonanza did not last, after which most could only access 
further cash through their cocoa harvests. Five years later, with ready cash 
dwindling, the Nakanai Council regretted the inflation in bridewealth 
payments and established a limit of A$100 for future bridewealth.

Maututu were later to recognise that they had little sense of what the 
administration was doing, because it cut across their ontological sense that 
soil was inalienable, instilled with the spirits of ancestral and wild spirits, 
and renewed through cycles of forest regrowth. Administration surveys 
drew lines on maps to mark village and clan ownerships, whereas my own 
investigations in 1969 revealed that people prioritised not boundaries but 
ancestral sites. They would identify a section of forest by the site of a past 

31	 Martin (2006, p. 118) refers to Tolai bridewealth in the past as part of a cycle of reciprocal gift 
exchange constituted through exchange marriage between lineage sections, contrasting it to the ‘bride 
price’ inflation among Tolai in recent years that reflects the greed of some parents who treat their 
daughters as a commodity in the market. A similar tendency has emerged among Maututu where the 
marriage is contracted with distant families outside of the regular exchanges, for example, with those 
from another language/culture group who may demand inflated cash sums to finalise the marriage.
32	 La mapa referred to a sum of valuables as the payment or value of something. La tahalo/tavile la 
mapa referred to someone of great value, such as a wife who brought great value to her husband and his 
kin, or a big man who brought value to all his karakara.
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hamlet, a fruit tree or coconut or betel palm, naming the ancestors who 
inhabited the site. They had no understanding of my questions about the 
boundaries of such sites.

Conclusion
The history of cocoa development in West New Britain reveals the friction 
between the worldviews of the expatriate exponents of economic growth 
and the Maututu growers. Cocoa for the colonial agricultural officers and 
for the Bialla Plantation manager was a means to build financial resources, 
both for the individual growers and for the national economy. Together 
with other agricultural exports from PNG, it was seen as a key measure 
of ‘development’ and a step towards eventual independence for PNG. 
The government focus on export income drove the expansion of cocoa 
plantings and the careful application of fermenting and drying procedures 
to ensure the high quality of beans. For the village growers, on the other 
hand, cocoa was not the primary source of livelihood, which continued to 
be the food gardens, their domestic pig herds and their harvest of forest and 
marine resources. Cocoa provided them with disposable income to cover 
periodic needs, such as school uniforms and fees, government taxes and the 
purchase of exchange goods for ceremonial occasions. Just as importantly, 
it represented the prized goal of ‘modernity’.

The Maututu adoption of cocoa must, therefore, be seen in contrast to both 
Lauje and Tolai processes. Cocoa plantings did not consume all Maututu 
soil and the soil on which cocoa was planted was not reconstituted as 
individual property. There was no pauperisation driven by cocoa plantings 
or cycles of debt, but, instead, cocoa became another cash crop alongside 
copra and betel nut, allowing villagers to enjoy some cash revenue secondary 
to their main subsistence crops. Koczberski, Curry and Anjen (2012, p.184) 
observed in PNG that, despite the cultivation of long-term perennials such 
as cocoa, ‘land continues to be fundamental for household food production, 
and for sustaining spiritual beliefs, social and ritual activities, individual and 
group social identities, and for underpinning social organization’—that is, it 
is rarely commodified, even where it has been ‘purchased’ under German or 
Australian administrations. In Maututu terms, it still remains ‘soil’.

The Maututu Cooperative Society was an example of home engagement 
with the unpredictable outside world. Villagers negotiated with these 
outside agents to bring benefits to the community in ways that they saw 



WILD PARTNERS

102

as strengthening the ‘home’. The outside remained a force to be reckoned 
with, not only in the antagonism of the plantation manager or the 
remoteness of administration officers, but also in the opportunities the 
new cash provided. In confronting these unpredictable forces, Maututu 
strove to engage in beneficial ways. Cocoa—a strange non-food—became 
domesticated as a crop that allowed them to identify with the ‘modernity’ 
offered by the outside world. Their responses indicated that they were not 
blindly adopting the ways of expatriate strangers but fashioning these new 
opportunities to their own priorities. Cocoa financed ‘modern’ symbols such 
as permanent material buildings and vehicles within the village and became 
a favoured way for Maututu to financially support the village institutions 
that represented modernity to them. The Women’s Club, the Youth Club 
and the village church had cocoa blocks and residents designated days each 
week when they allocated their labour to extract from these the means to 
finance the club or church. Their adoption of cocoa became a means by 
which communities could raise their status and meet communal priorities.

Maututu aspirations at the time were to benefit cash-wise from their 
relationships with expatriates and, at the same time, to consolidate their 
cultural identities within hamlet, lineage and village, while continuing to 
live in symbiosis with the forest from which they sustained their lifeways. 
Maututu expressed their progress in contrast to their ‘backward’ neighbours, 
the Mengen and Ata, or their cargo cultist West Nakanai (Bileki) kin. 
In his discussion of West Nakanai cargo discourses in the 1990s, Jebens 
(2004, p. 131) pointed to the ambivalence with which the West Nakanai 
considered Europeans:

With their goods and their Christianity, Europeans do possess what 
the Nakanai lack. At the same time, however, people willingly point 
out that Europeans in turn have no knowledge of shame or respect, 
of hospitality or generosity, that is, of the very values that are seen as 
particularly characteristic of Nakanai culture.

West Nakanai saw the outsider Europeans as situated in a very different 
ontological space, with no value set on relationship. They also saw the Tolai 
of the Gazelle as ‘greedy and selfish, that is “just like Europeans”’ (Jebens 
2004, p. 131). The Maututu had similar views of the ‘greedy’ European and 
‘big shot’ Tolai and, like the West Nakanai Kivung movement, rejected those 
values. Their adoption of cocoa as a cash crop did not set out to mimic the 
outsider’s vision of unilinear development but to engage with cocoa in terms 
of ‘home’ values. The Maututu Cooperative Society pioneered a relationality 
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that became extended to all Maututu, even to a Mengen village, despite such 
hamlets and villages being viewed with distrust as outsiders in other contexts. 
As Curry and Koczberski (2013, p. 346) remarked: ‘cocoa fermentaries, 
like cash crops, lend themselves to communal production practices through 
sharing of the asset of the gifting of labor’. This was feasible because running 
costs for the fermentary were kept low by Baikakea locals carrying out what 
maintenance was required.

However, society members from other villages rarely contributed labour 
at the drier and fermentary, signalling future tension over the standing of 
the society. Tension between communities grew around the distribution 
of society benefits. While the society enhanced the home community of 
Baikakea, where the assets and leadership were located, other villages looked 
for similar benefits for their home community. The success of the society 
led to demands from partner villages for their own driers, fermentaries and 
vehicles. This had the potential to devastate the society, as had happened with 
the earlier trade store. In terms of the outside logics of capitalist development, 
as espoused by the administration, it may have made sense to further 
consolidate the society’s operations before expanding their assets elsewhere; 
however, in indigenous terms, these demands were difficult to counter. 
Every village wanted to boost its own ‘modernity’. Aware of the difficulties 
that had closed the trade store, the society chairman resisted investment 
in other villages fearing that not enough funds would remain for critical 
maintenance when the rusting pipes allowed smoke to affect bean quality, 
or when vehicles became unroadworthy. But this only raised suspicion that 
the society chairman was being greedy (like his expatriate advisors) and was 
unduly advantaging his lineage and hamlet. The partnership between home 
and outsiders thus required mutual respect displayed through redistribution. 
The most enduring ‘modern’ enterprises were those that allowed exchange 
relations to flourish. Like a ‘big man’ planning an important mage feast, the 
success of the enterprise lay not in the stock of wealth he had laid aside but 
in the network of exchange partners willing to back the enterprise and, as a 
consequence, benefit from distribution.

Cocoa allowed dividual persons and lineages to contribute to such 
partnerships, but leaders of the Maututu Cooperative Society, for their part, 
needed to acknowledge partnership with outside groups by redistributing 
benefits to them. In Sustainable Communities, Sustainable Development, 
James et al. (2012, p. 23) call for ‘a lived reconciliation—with all the 
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continuing discomfort and tension that such a process entails—between 
ontologically different ways of doing things: tribal, traditional and modern’. 
Robbins (2010, p. 639) cites Badiou (2003), who argues that:

Events that challenge societal norms need to recruit subjects who 
will be faithful to them, who will work to realize their consequences 
by radically transforming the state that preexists them.

Robbins (2010, p. 639) goes on to argue that such post-evental persons are 
‘divided’ subjects—that is, they need to ‘work constantly to overcome the 
particular life they have led in light of the newfound fidelity to the event and 
its universal implications’. This was the case for the society directors who 
sought to satisfy the market demands of cocoa production while remaining 
faithful to local exchange relations. Gewertz and Errington (2016, p. 376), 
writing of the Suabi of the PNG Sepik, refer to ‘ontological bricolage’ as 
an expression of ‘shifting, situational, melded, often self-conscious, and 
sometimes critically appraised ways of being and acting in the world’ as 
people ‘slide in and out of multiple frames of reference’. Minnegal and 
Dwyer (2017, p. 8) write of the Kubo in PNG: ‘They sought ways to draw 
the outside world into their own and, thereby, to gain access to and control 
over what they perceived as its future possibilities.’ That was the dilemma 
that society leaders faced as they expanded the cooperative, building their 
relations with outsider communities through distribution while enhancing 
the modernity of the home. For the chairman, distribution was largely 
through the purchase of wet beans and the annual dividend to members, 
while, for other communities, distribution of ‘modernity’ was sought 
through investment in their own ‘modern’ structures.

By the end of the decade, the Maututu Cooperative Society had collapsed 
because these partnerships could not be sustained. In 1978, Apisai, after 
eight years as the society secretary/bookkeeper in Baikakea, was sent to 
Rabaul for accountancy training, encouraged by the independent PNG 
government’s push to build local skills. This provided the opportunity for 
Gomu-Apupulu members of the society to demand that leadership pass to 
them. The positions of secretary/bookkeeper and chairman were assumed 
by Gomu-Apupulu men. The new secretary/bookkeeper was actually the 
former secretary at Apupulu who had been jailed for embezzlement. The 
new chairman was, at the same time, establishing his own fermentary and 
drier in Gomu, where another fermentary owned by the prominent leader 
Mapulo Gaa was already operating. The Toyota Land Cruiser and Isuzu were 
relocated to Gomu, away from the Baikakea fermentary. These arrangements 
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undermined the Baikakea operations, as transport of both wet beans to the 
fermentary and dry beans to the port was disrupted. Growers in Gomu 
began to prefer fermentaries in their own village. The Land Cruiser began 
to be used to deliver wet beans to private fermentaries, further undermining 
the Baikakea operations. Eventually, society funds were squandered to the 
point that the Baikakea fermentary could not be maintained. Without a 
healthy bank balance, it was not long before the tractor and Land Cruiser 
were also inoperable, left to rust in the village.

The demise of the society reflected the challenges the directors had 
always had in satisfying the demands of multiple hamlets, and in office 
holders balancing their obligations to kin and neighbours with the market 
requirements of cocoa production. But, more significantly, it occurred 
in a period of violent challenge to Maututu framing of their world. The 
emerging industrialisation of West New Britain through logging and oil 
palm posed a critical challenge to the survival of relational ways of knowing 
the world and partnering with the wild outside.



This text is taken from Wild Partners: Indigenous Worlds and Industrial Giants 
in Papua New Guinea, by Patrick Guinness, published 2026 by ANU Press, 

The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/WP.2025.03

http://doi.org/10.22459/WP.2025.03

