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Accommodating the wild and
transforming the domestic

In negotiating with the industrial forces of oil palm production, population
expansion and commercial enterprise, Maututu transformed their own home
life and relations, ensuring that community and identity was sustained.
This chapter focuses on those elements central to Maututu worldviews,
the transformations in their kinship relations and residential patterns.

Matrilineal principles and access to soil

A key quandary that faces a Maututu man today is the tension between
his responsibilities towards his children and his responsibilities towards his
sister’s children, to whom he is elder in the maratatila. A man has always
retained close links with his sisters” children as lineage mates, passing onto
them his knowledge and some of his property. But this is balanced by his
relationship with his own children to whom he also divides his knowledge
and property. Maututu elders may also pass on knowledge and property to
‘adopted’ kin. Among the Maututu in the 1960s, such tension was minimal.
Men would suggest to me that they cared for both their own and their sisters’
children: they contributed to the bridewealth of sons and sisters’ sons and
received portions of bridewealth of daughters and sisters’ daughters. They
would pass on their personal possessions, such as betel nut and coconut
palms, spears, shields, wristbands and the like to both sets of offspring.
In recent times, material possessions such as cash crops have acquired greater
significance and, with that, their inheritance poses a greater dilemma.
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Martin (2006, p. 124) suggests the same for the Tolai:

The situation faced by Tolai today is one in which they have
competing moral obligations ... to balance the needs of his children,
who are of another clan, with those of his clan.

It is useful to raise again the comparison with the Tolai people of East New
Britain, because they too are a matrilineal society and have had a long
association with Maututu through exchange, schooling and mission activity.
Many Maututu are fluent in the Tolai language, Kuanua. The Tolai preceded
the Maututu in experiencing the colonial incursions on their land and
subsequent land shortages brought about by expatriate cocoa plantations.
Under these pressures, the Tolai, since the 1950s, have debated whether
they should replace their system of landholdings vested in the matrilineage
with one based on the patrilineage or on individuated holdings, so as to
accommodate the desire of men to pass on their holdings to their children
(TS Epstein, 1968; Martin, 2006, p. 31, citing AL Epstein [1969]). Tolai
children were able to stake a claim to their father’s land by aiding his
lineage in amassing and distributing large amounts of zmbu shell valuables
at mortuary feasts. More recently Martin (2006, p. 36-37) describes the
‘increasing tendency for Tolai men to buy land in order to secure the rights
of their children to inheritland’; he suggests that Tolai ‘increasingly prioritise
claims made on the basis of exclusive individual ownership over inclusive
overlapping claims’.! On the Gazelle Peninsula, the pressure on land came
with the expansion, not of oil palm, but of cocoa.

It is interesting, therefore, to see how the large number of Tolai settlers in
West New Britain on oil palm blocks visualise the future for their children.
Curry and Koczberski (2007, p. 15) observed that, among both Tolai and
Nakanai smallholders in Hoskins, ‘alienation of land for cash cropping is
leading people to claim exclusive rights of access to, and inheritance of,
these resources of their fathers’. Tolai settler smallholders recognised that
sisters’ sons of the leaseholder had a claim to the Land Settlement Scheme
block but that the blockholder could pay compensation to his sisters” sons
to validate inheritance rights for his own children (Curry & Koczberski,
2007, p. 9). Tolai thus recognised the tension in matrilineal society between
the rights of their own and of sister’s children, and attempted to resolve
it through financial compensation. Yet, even then, they accepted the

1 Here, Martin (2006, p. 37) refers to the characterisation made by Lea (1997, p. 12) of Melanesian
land tenure systems as emphasising inclusive rights ‘where one does not inherit land (and hence cannot
be disinherited), but one “acquires rights on recruitment to a descent line”.
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likelihood that once settler blocks were inherited by the son they would be
subject to the claims of the son’s lineage—that is, the matrilineal principle
would prevail in the next generation.

Unlike the Tolai, there was no suggestion among Maututu that matrilineal
principles were at risk of replacement by patrilineal principles, despite the
preference of Maututu parents to pass their block to their children. As with
cocoa, there was generally no objection to them doing that; however, if the
village oil palm (VOP) block was at the end of its productive life, there
tended to be greater scrutiny of its status, as replacement of the palms
incurred new debts and locked the tenancy of the block for another 20 or
so years. The inheritance of cocoa in the 1970s was not about soil, but
about stands of trees from which heirs could derive revenue and sustenance.
Oil palm challenged these patterns because it required much larger areas of
cultivation and represented greater financial and labour investment. Given
the tendency of outsiders—both company and government—to assume
that the block smallholder also ‘owned’ the block as ‘land’, Maututu became
very wary when the smallholder was not of the lineage affiliated with the
soil. Particularly where the mother was from another village, the block was
likely to be on the father’s lineage soil or on the soil of a lineage to which
he was closely affiliated. In these cases, there was incipient tension, because,
by the father passing on his block to his children, tenancy was passing into
the hands of a person of another lineage—that is, of the mother. Fathers,
therefore, sought a secure way to allow at least one of their children to
inherit the oil palm smallholding.

This tension led to a unique solution among the Maututu, the posolagn
arrangement. A man’s first child, either son or daughter, /a posolagu (lagu
meaning forward/in front), was allowed privileges within his/her father’s
lineage, becoming in a sense the child of both lineages. Maututu say
la posolagu te tamala (the firstborn follows their father), as distinct from
the other children who follow their mother. This does not mean that the
posolagu is not of their mother’s lineage, but the firstborn is acknowledged
by their father’s lineage as also of their group. The gift to the posolagu of
access to the father’s lineage soil is seen as mapa la vuluti—that is, another
instalment of bridewealth passed from the husband’s group to the wife’s
group. This special relationship of father with posolagu is also celebrated in
the father bestowing various property, such as betel or coconut palms, ritual
shields or even forest knowledge, on the firstborn. The posolagu revered the
ruvu and olu of both their mother’s and father’s lineages. As a child of both
lineages, the posolagu avoided marriage with a cross-cousin who was seen as
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a clan mate. Indeed, the elaborate rituals that marked the life crisis events of
the posolagu increased their attractiveness to partners beyond close kin, and
so new exchange relations resulted. Thus, in principle, the posolagu would in
marriage extend home relations to more remote, ‘wild’ kin.

I was told by elders that, in the past, they had celebrated their posolagu in
distinct ways throughout their lives: when the child was born; when he
or she was about seven years old and their ears were pierced and the lobes
extended (until, ideally, they hung to the shoulders and were decorated
with dogs’ teeth);* when the mother’s brother or parents were invited to
pierce the child’s nose; in their early teens or younger, when the child was
celebrated tagu la ivula (adorn their hair) with a headdress of bird feathers
placed on their head (#bi la sapepe/vuo te masegi®), and a large mage teast was
presented to the mother’s lineage and her origin karakara. Some ceremonies
were only carried out for the posolagu, and other ceremonies were celebrated
in more elaborate ways depending on whether the posolagn was male or
female (Figure 7.1).* The father’s reputation was enhanced through such
ceremonies in which he consolidated important exchange relations with his
wife’s kin, the same group to whom he made bridewealth payments.

Thekey ritual in the posolagi’s life was ubi la sapepe; however, in my 40-month
stay during 1968-75, I only witnessed one such ritual, sponsored by the
most prestigious leader in the area, Mapulo. Following the advent of oil
palm, there have been many such rituals, as parents have been able to access
cash through oil palm to purchase the required pigs and have persuaded
their kin to plant the gardens necessary for the food distribution. Chris
Gregory (1982) pointed out how ceremonial exchange can be exaggerated
in the context of market expansion. Among the Maututu, access to more
cash allowed the ritual presentation to include store-bought goods, such as
bags of rice and tinned fish.

2 Elders were describing an immediate past, as some in 1968-69 still had these extended lobes.

3 The sapepe was reserved for the male posolagu. A female posolagu had a similar ceremony called
vuo te masegi, when a vine was tied across the girl’s forehead to the back of her head, a line of lime
powder painted down the middle of her head front to back, and white cockatoo feathers were stuck
in the hair.

4 These included the emergence of the baby and mother from the 30 days of confinement within
the house; the first acquaintance of the child with lineage sites or prominent village sites; the initiation
ceremony of later childhood; and, for girls, their first menstruation, when the headdress was placed on

the youth’s head and pigs and food exchanged (zagu la-ivula, decorate the hair with headdress).
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Figure 7.1: llisi, posolagu of Mapulo, being prepared for coming out
ceremony, 1974

Source: Author.

In contemporary Maututu society, this ritual efflorescence reflects the desire
of parents to celebrate their firstborn in this public way and to consolidate
the posolagi’s claims as a future leader of a karakara. The father announces
ritually that the posolagu (firstborn) has claims on his father’s lineage and
karakara, including access to soil. The ritual primarily states the right of the
firstborn to identify with their father’s group. This recognition of the posolagn
in both mother’s and father’s lineage is another challenge to government
prescriptions of exclusive lineage membership, as in the incorporated land
group (ILG) model. In contradistinction, Maututu see it as a consolidation
of exchange relations between lineage groups, particularly those represented
within the same karakara. As an instalment of the marriage exchange, the
offer to the posolagu of access to soil is a further recognition of relations
between the karakara of the father where the family probably reside and
the origin karakara of the mother, to whom her other children look for
support. Later-born children can only access soil from their lineage elders,
such as their mother’s brothers, and so, for this reason, particularly in the
past, spent time in their mother’s brother’s karakara.
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This allocation to the posolagu of a man’s plantings on his own lineage soil
does not raise objections from the father’s lineage group. Villagers generally
accept the allocation of cash crops in this way as a way for a father to pass on
the product of his industry to his posolagu son or daughter.’ The arrangement
posolagu te tamala does not prevent the posolagu also planting on the soil of
their own lineage, —that is, of their mother, but it is likely that they leave
that to their siblings who have no access to soil through their father.

However, there were various views as to whether this was a permanent
alienation of these soils from the father’s lineage to the mother’s lineage
through the posolagu, and whether the posolagu could then pass these
plantings onto their first-born, which would further obscure the affiliation
of the original lineage with that block. Some assured me that the first born
could not dispose of the block without agreement of the lineage of their
father and that such permission was unlikely to be granted when soil was
scarce. There was a case before the District Court in 2018 of a man who
arranged for his posolagu, his son, to plant oil palm on soil affiliated with the
father’s lineage. The son then attempted to register the block in the name of
his posolagu, his daughter. His father’s lineage took the case to court asserting
their continued custodianship of the soil. In another case, a non-Maututu
(Tolai) pastor paid the Biso lineage in Baikakea for access to soil on which
he built his home. His posolagu son then married a Maututu woman, not
of the Biso lineage, and planted oil palm on the soil and he intended to
pass that oil palm on to his first born. I was told by other Maututu that the
posolagu of neither generation had a claim on the soil itself. They explained
that, in this case, the posolagu were inheriting crops and that the soil could
still be resumed by the Biso lineage when the crop was replaced.

Due to the growing shortage of soil, Maututu have had to strategise long-
term access to oil palm blocks. Men whose best access to soil is through
their own lineage rather than their wife’s thus endeavour to use that soil for
oil palm for their posolagu, while other fathers whose lineage is short of soil
look after their children through plantings on the mother’s lineage soil. In
the current times, all villagers know that claims of the posolagu to long-term
use of the soil are likely to be contested in later years by lineage members
who respect the posolagu continuing to farm that soil, but plan to take back
custodianship once the posolagu dies. It is access for cultivation that they
allow—not ownership of the soil.

5  The father may be referred to publicly not by his own name but as the ‘father of ..." (name of posolagu).
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This transformation of inheritance principles is by no means complete,
nor is the direction of change necessarily consistent. Social relations and
group membership are always under negotiation. While there are the
outside pressures to determine exclusive membership of the social group
‘owning’ the soil and to see the soil as individuated ‘land” when planted in
oil palm, there is an equally strong tendency among Maututu to extend the
relationships that are deemed to constitute the karakara and lineage through
a range of other means. Lineage membership remains porous. For example,
in contemporary Maututu villages, more and more ‘stranger’ (ologala)
women from outside Maututu have married Maututu men. When such
women come from matrilineal societies they are quickly integrated into
the matrilineal system of the Maututu by recognising their home lineage’s
affinity to a local lineage.® In contrast, women from patrilineal societies
on the mainland have not been accepted into a Maututu lineage, which
means that their children also have no lineage affiliation. In such marriages,
it becomes critical for the Maututu father to insist on his posolagi’s claims
to his lineage soil.

Realignment of residential patterns

As lineage exclusivity has increased residential patterns have changed.
Most oil palm blocks today belong to farming couples planting on soil
associated with their lineage, that of the wife or the husband, and this has
affected residence choices. In Gomu, for example, oil palm cultivation
on what was seen as lineage soil led to the re-siting of hamlets close to
where the lineage had their oil palm blocks. In all villages, settlement has
become more differentiated into distinct hamlets, each with clear lineage
identification. In these cases, other lineages and kin co-resident there are
seen as more marginal. A woman in Gomu, for example, was in a dispute
with her husband stemming from his inability to contribute to household
livelihood. She blamed her parents for marrying her to a man for whom she
had no feelings and who had failed to contribute to the household economy.
She was of the Kabulu Buleha lineage based in Bubuu but had followed
her divorced father to Gomu where she married. She planted oil palm on
Kabulu clan land in Gomu but the lineage there was Kabulu Balogo and
she was informed that she would lose the land when it came time to replace

6 These include women from Meramera, Bileki and Tolai language groups. Affinity may be claimed
because of common totems or historical partnerships.
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the palms. Although they had poles and corrugated iron prepared for a new
house, she was not willing to rebuild where they were currently living, on
her husband’s lineage land, because, in the event of divorce, she would no
longer be permitted by the lineage to live there. In the past, residents relied
on their affiliation to the big man rather than the lineage for their house
site. More recently, hamlet soil is more pointedly under the lineage, who
may insist on their right to determine what is done on that soil.

With access to oil palm revenue, Maututu have resumed holding large mage,
but whereas in the past these were occasions to invite ‘strangers’ from outside
villages, in more recent times participation has been limited to separate
hamlets from the one village, the feasts presented by one lineage group or
hamlet to another lineage or hamlet group in the same village. Persons from
other villages attend not as members of a village or karakara but as kin of
the hosts.” This reflects not just the larger populations now found in each
village but also the sharper delineation of lineages within separate hamlets.
For example, in 2010, the karakara centred on the lineage Kabuliala in
Baikakea celebrated the initiation of seven posolagu, all but one the children
of men or women of the Kabuliala lineage (the one exception was the son’s
son of Kabuliala). These youths were, then, not all members of Kabuliala,
but it was their Kabuliala parents who organised the planting of gardens and
procuring of pigs. The feast was presented to the children of two brothers
in Baikakea, Taloloku and Ulupita of the Vauvatu lineage and the lineages
of their wives, both Kabulu, who comprised another karakara within the
village. These Kabulu lineages and their karakara partners returned this
presentation in late 2018 when seven male and three female descendants
of Ulupita and Tololoku were crowned with the sazpepe headdress and three
younger boys had white feathers stuck in their hair as a preliminary to their
sapepe. The feast that accompanied this ceremony was termed the ‘feast of
Mololoa, the posolagu daughter of Ulupitaand member of the Kabulu lineage.
It was she who invited kin from other villages to contribute store-bought
cloth and rice to the presentations. The feast therefore enhanced the lineage
and hamlet of the hosts by strengthening their exchange relationship with
other significant lineages and karakara within the village (Figure 7.2).

7 Villagers challenged my recollection of former times as holding very few of such mage, saying that
they had always carried out such initiations, but they did agree that mage feasts where other villages
attend as distinct karakara and dance ¢ rae are no longer held.
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Figure 7.2: Dismantling a display of betel nut at a mage feast, 2017
Source: Author.
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Negotiating commercial enterprise in the
outside world

The establishment of ‘outsider’ oil palm thus led to major transformations
in ‘home’ relations in regard to soil, lineage and karakara. Despite the
focus of industrialisation on ‘individuals’, Maututu farmers remained as
‘dividuals’, building networks of relations through lineage and karakara.
This also marked commercial enterprises in the village. While most directed
oil palm revenue into communal activities, such as the holding of life crisis
ceremonies or church celebrations, a few focused on the establishment of
small enterprises, such as pig breeding, trade stores, cocoa fermentaries or
trucking. Many of these new enterprises envisaged their market to extend
beyond fellow Maututu to the stranger world of settlers and town residents.

Some came to rely on these stranger relations to the point of neglecting
their relations with kin and karakara, the so-called big shot pattern, but
many others strengthened their home relations in order to succeed in the
outside world. As their enterprises required substantial financial investment,
they built on networks within their karakara and lineage, inviting affiliates
to contribute cash towards the venture. In general, they did not see these
enterprises as primarily financial investments. The material assets could
prove to be ephemeral, but the name of the lineage or karakara who made
the investment would continue despite deterioration in the assets. The cars
that lie in every village, abandoned and rusting due to the expense of
keeping them on the road or the lack of local mechanical skills and spare
parts, nevertheless bear witness to the success of the group in originally
acquiring the asset.

In Baikakea and Bubuu, a family grouping of Kabulu-Kabuliala-Uge
lineages, calling themselves Baibu, aggregated their oil palm income to
purchase a Toyota utility in the early 2000s for use as a public transport
vehicle taking people to the town for market, hospital, high school and
trade stores.® They gained a contract from Hargy Oil Palm Ltd (HOPL) to
bring children from the uphill settler community of Area 8 into Baikakea
Primary School each day, and they hired the vehicle out to settlers and other
villages when needed. They were supported by one of the family who was

8  Baibu included the hamlet karakara focused on the Kabuliala lineage in Baikakea, plus the half-
sister through their common father and her husband and married children in Bubuu. She and children
were of the Uge lineage and her husband from the Kabulu clan.
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a vehicle mechanic at the New Britain Palm Oil (NBPOL) nuclear estate.
He advised the Toyota driver, his mother’s brother, in conducting periodic
repairs, and would himself carry out regular maintenance. In 2009, Baibu
purchased a flat-tray truck to replace the Toyota utility. The Isuzu truck
had a price tag of K109,000. With a deposit of K21,000 accumulated
from their Toyota business, they negotiated a bank loan, repaid at K5,000
a month over 36 months—a total repayment of K180,000. The huge cost
of the investment demonstrated the commitment of the families to working
together. To run this business, diesel fuel had to be fetched in 44-gallon
drums from Kimbe over 100 kilometres away, where spare parts also had to
be sourced. The truck operated with one licensed driver and a conductor
who sat at the back and collected fares.” In 2009, diesel for the truck was
costing them K550 a week, and wages K700 a week, and on any day of a six-
day week they would take in between K180 and K500 in fares. Clearly this
put an onus on the group to invest in the truck from their other revenue,
principally oil palm, in order to continue the truck operations. This meant
that when they needed extra cash for the monthly loan repayments the
family had to harvest oil palm on all their blocks and put the revenue
towards the truck. They also recognised the need to grow their investment
savings account to cover the replacement of the truck after the loan was paid
off, and it required firm financial management on the part of the group
leaders to ensure that earnings were put away into savings rather than shared
out among kin who had contributed to the original purchase.

It was thus a major achievement when the group purchased a second Isuzu
truck in 2017, with a deposit of K44,000 and a loan of K75,000, which they
paid back at K3,537 a month over 24 months (total cost K128,888). They
resolved to pay off the loan more quickly by using their oil palm earnings
and by seeking contract work for the trucks to augment the regular services.
At the time of my visit in 2017, both trucks were hired out in Kimbe to
transport people to the Kimbe Games, enabling the group to increase their
debt repayments. They later expanded their business by buying a house
in Bialla town, which they rented out for K600 a fortnight. They also
ran a village trade store. The Baibu group in 2017 was discussing further
investments, such as procuring a loan from the National Development Bank
to purchase a 30-foot motorised boat that could be used for fishing beyond
the reefs and for passenger transport to Rabaul, and establishing a fuel

9 With few exceptions, all passengers paid their fares, though many were kin and village mates of the
truck crew.
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station on the district road. Like the other enterprises, these were envisaged
as promoting the lineage grouping. Baibu members put their labour and oil
palm revenue into an enterprise that raised their group’s reputation across
Maututu villages. Their enterprise demonstrates the importance of kin
groupings resembling the big man’s karakara of former times rather than
the ILG of industrial arrangements. Such contemporary kin alliances are
not limited to a single lineage but to a grouping built through inter-lineage
marriages.

The indigenous principle of business investment exemplified here is not
based on capital profitability but on social sustainability. The business
is important to the group, not primarily as a profit-making venture but
as a symbol of the group’s socio-political standing and ‘to achieve social
objectives’ (Curry & Koczberski, 2013, p. 345), particularly building on
exchange among kin and neighbours that brings prestige to the whole
karakara and lineage. It extends their political influence within and
beyond the village and consolidates the social exchange relations that
constitute their lives. For example, from a capital investment perspective,
trade stores are not a good business proposition as the stock can become
depleted when the store managers provide goods free to kin or on credit
to others. Every Maututu trade store faces enormous challenges in limiting
the amount of credit allowed to its customers, most of whom are kin or
village mates. I described in a previous chapter how the operation of the
Maututu Cooperative Society’s trade store was frequently undermined
by what business development officers called ‘mismanagement’. When
the credit is not repaid, the trade store languishes. But the affiliated kin
group or karakara then invest more revenue from elsewhere to restock it.
Curry (1999) concluded that village trade stores and village-based transport
businesses are unsustainable due to the difficulties of preserving enough
revenue to maintain the asset. It is therefore noteworthy that the Baibu
trade store and transport business continued to operate because of the
willingness of Baibu members to contribute labour and resources towards
the enterprise. The qualified mechanic volunteered his time to maintain the
vehicles. Senior members of the group kept a close check on the drivers and
conductors to ensure they continued to provide good service throughout
the day and to hand over all takings to the Baibu treasurer. This encouraged
them to continue to plan further ventures.

It was also a karakara of linked lineages that purchased the Lucas mobile
sawmill in Baikakea. The Lamo Auru Development Corporation (LADC)
was established in 2006 by Ben Masori, formerly a teacher and then personnel
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manager at HOPL. He was advised by FORCERT (Forests for Certain,
Forests for Life), a non-government organisation based in Kimbe focused
on working with remote communities, ‘to take the lead in their change,
balancing their environmental, economic, social and cultural interest’.'
LADC represented three different lineages within the village. Some villagers
even claimed that the project belonged to the whole village of Baikakea.
By 2008, the project had erected a steel frame to accommodate a small office
building in Ben’s hamlet. In 2012, they obtained a bank loan to purchase
a second-hand utility truck, a Lucas mobile sawmill, and a buffalo and
jinker trailer to drag logs from the forest. Initially the plan had been to drag
whole logs to the beach at Gomu (Baikakea was located behind mangrove
forest), where they could export either whole logs or sawn timber. But the
venture ran into difficulties. No-one had experience in handling buffalo and
they were never able to persuade the animal to drag the trailer. Ironically,
for villagers and outsider alike, the ‘wild’ buffalo never left the settlement,
spending its days grazing by the stream. The jinker proved not sturdy enough
for the transportation of whole logs and was also abandoned, and Gomu
villagers opposed the shipment of harvested logs from their beach. In 2013,
the sawmill was cutting planks in the hills high above Baikakea to fulfill
a contract for an Apupulu client when Gomu villagers raided the camp and
took all the planks, claiming the soil and timber as that of their ancestors
who had originated in Baikakea. The local-level government (LLG) backed
these claims, imposed a fine on the sawmill operators and, until the fine
was paid, embargoed the sawmill. Without a source of revenue to repay the
loan the bank threatened to repossess the sawmill. Their enterprise faced
collapse as a consequence of inter-village hostility (Figures 7.3 and 7.4).
At this time, HOPL was seeking timber for its own house construction
program and the company paid the fine, enabling the return of the Lucas
sawmill to the LADC so that it could provide the company with timber.
After this initial help, LADC was able to rebuild the enterprise. In 2017,
the mobile saw was again in full use, under the control of the Lamo Auru
Community Conservation Authority (the renamed LADC), with its small
group of operators paid on a fortnightly basis. After fulfilling the HOPL
contract, the sawmill was transported around the village gardens to process
felled trees into planks for local housing in the villages and settlements. The
success of this enterprise was built not only on the LADC members but
also on the partnerships they developed with outsiders, both company and
householders.

10 See FORCERT, [Homepage], forcertpng.org.
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Figure 7.3: Planks sawn for village use from tree within poisoned village
oil palm block, 2017

Source: Author.

Previous chapters demonstrated the opportunism of ILG leaders to gain
benefit from oil palm expansion by exploiting lineage relations as ‘big
shots’. But as the discussion on posolagu, hamlet consolidation and karakara
investments has demonstrated, lineages and karakara have also worked
together to take advantage of new opportunities, in the process ignoring
the ontological premises of capitalist industry to remodel ‘home’ priorities.
Curry and Koczberski (2013, p. 345) observed of the oil palm area that:

initiatives that are most likely to be sustainable on a long-term basis
are those able to accommodate a high proportion of the revenue
generated being redirected to the indigenous exchange economy
without causing the enterprise to become insolvent.
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Figure 7.4: Mobile saw in operation in village garden, 2017
Source: Author.
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Holznecht (1997, p. 46) drew attention to this ‘dynamism of local
organization ... that aims to be adaptive rather than maladaptive’ to new
opportunities, and concluded that ‘the identities of landowners must be
refined and transformed—on their own terms and in their own ways’. Such
business ventures may become insolvent in a capitalist sense, but they are far
from insolvent in a social sense because the supporting lineage and karakara
are prepared repeatedly to reinvest in the business. In doing so, they
recognise the risk of their big man assuming ‘ownership’ of the enterprise.
The tension between the priorities of relational and industrial worlds was
the reality in which they built their enterprises.

The company as partner?

As described in a Chapter 4, industrialisation enabled the company to
become the dominant influence in the affairs of the Bialla LLG region,
bringing alternate viewpoints to bear on both settler and village populations.
Maututu activists like Boas Malilige, who was LLG staff, pointed out that
its increased community role enabled the company to grow its own business
rather than distributing opportunities to local businesses or promoting local
enterprises. For example, in its maintenance of roads and other community
assets, the company preferred to employ its own labour force and equipment
rather than contract the work to local businesses that might have enhanced
community benefits from the projects. Similarly, the company promoted
individual entrepreneurs with whom managers had a long relationship,
but this only encouraged these individuals to act as ‘big shots’ with disdain
for customary patterns of partnership. The company managers preferred
local leaders who advocated for change or controls desired by the company
and, in consequence, local politicians and administrators and local elites
became dependent on their partnership with the company. Maututu
working in the company were also able to use that position to gain personal
advantage. For example, one man from Gomu who had worked for the
lands department and then joined HOPL intervened over soil claimed by
Bubuu lineages at the Barema River. Claiming expertise as a former lands
department staff member, he determined that the soil lay within the area
acquired by government. This allowed HOPL to lease the land for their
Nova mill.

My village interlocutors pointed out that the quasi-governmental role
played by company managers undermined local Maututu interests. Several
Maututu who had become lawyers practising outside the area were willing to
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lead challenges to the company when they perceived it to be acting against
community concerns. In 2017, a recently formed Lands Committee in
Baikakea took HOPL to court for extending their nuclear estate plantings
onto lineage soil. To do this they had to employ two land surveyors to
mark the boundaries to the disputed site and faced the challenge of raising
K20,000 for legal fees. But they succeeded in having the company pay
compensation and respect indigenous soil. In the 2010 legal challenge
(described in Chapter 6), Uase village took HOPL to court for polluting
local seas with factory effluent, demanding K1 million in compensation.
In this case, HOPL managers referred the case to their lawyers at the
national level, and ultimately protested that only the Belgian head office
could be answerable to such a large claim.

Villagers asserted that the company often misled them (visigolo, tells lies).
When such cases were heard at Bialla, villagers became perturbed because the
judges sent from Port Moresby or Kimbe were accommodated at the HOPL
guesthouse, under the influence of the HOPL managers. Conversely, if the
cases were heard in Port Moresby, villagers incurred large costs in travel
and accommodation to attend. Tension between Maututu and the company
could lead to threats of violence. Villagers boasted to me that when the son
of the SIPEF managing director visited Bialla, they threatened him and the
next day he fled the area by plane. On another occasion, I accompanied a
delegation of villagers demanding a meeting with the company’s Community
Development Branch. We were received by the branch staff and a useful
discussion took place, but I was directly accused, mistakenly, by HOPL staff
of inciting the dispute. They apparently did not think it conceivable that
Maututu could take such action on their own.

In November 2018, John Ilisi, ex-president of the LLG and a resident of
Urumaili, claimed that the road that accessed the company senior managers’
quarters at Likiliki was built on village soil. Urumaili villagers demanded the
company construct a new access road on government land and compensate
villagers for the use of village soil over the previous four decades. To promote
their cause they attempted to close the road with boulders and banana
trunks. At this point the HOPL general manager called Maututu leaders,
including John Ilisi, to a meeting at company headquarters. Ilisi declined to
attend the meeting because it was convened on company premises. Thus,
many villagers were critical of the claims the company made of ‘community
development, seeing it as largely in accord with an agenda driven by
company priorities.

187



188

WILD PARTNERS

All these incidents demonstrated a willingness to form larger groups to take
action when they faced the might of the company. In Uase, such action was
organised through a village committee representing 12 lineages (Houghton,
2017). Baikakea villagers formed the Baikakea Lands Committee, and, in
Urumaili, the former LLG president united his hamlet in defiant action over
the Likiliki access road. Maututu challenged the power of the company in
order to negotiate more beneficial outcomes for home communities. Those
Maututu who had gained experience among outsiders as lawyers, public
servants or entrepreneurs brought that experience to bear in negotiating with
the company. Together with many of the village elders, they insisted that
Maututu priorities be given prominence in these negotiations, thus resisting
the attempts by the company to base negotiations on outsider ontological
principles. In these cases the disputants were unable to establish mutual
respect under which partnership could be attained. However, the LADC-
HOPL arrangement detailed above describes a more positive relationship in
which the interests of both parties were met.

In contrast to their normal dealings with the company, Baikakea leaders
told of their partnership with a large construction company, Nivani Ltd.
Its general manager, David Stein, an Australian expatriate, had hired
Maututu for local operations ever since he founded the company in 1988.
He respected their diligence and trustworthiness, a far cry from the common
expatriate view at the time. He even asked Maututu friends to negotiate his
marriage to a woman from Ulamona when he was constructing the HOPL
Sova mill there in the 1990s. Maututu proudly claimed that they had stood
by him in establishing his company, even when he did not pay good wages,
and, in reciprocation, Nivani constructed a road direct to Baikakea from
the upland highway, and laid the concrete floor for the village church and
an adjacent meeting hall. According to them, their relationship with his
company had not been built on financial incentives but on the reciprocal
relationship between them. As one village elder recalled, when he suggested
that David provide the concrete to the church for free, despite knowing
David was not a churchgoer, he added ‘God will bless your company if you
help us’, and David did help them.

Such a partnership for Maututu relied on building mutual respect. Villagers
sought a semblance of kinship or affiliation with government or company
staff with whom they engaged, but, instead, HOPL expatriate staff would
restrict their involvement to ‘business-like’ conduct. That made trust
difficult and cooperation superficial. In the Maututu myths, the hunter’s
survival is only possible by creating or recognising a kinship bond with the
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powers of the outside world. The #zua turns out to be an ancestral spirit
who invites the hunter into a partnership that releases creative energies
and transforms community life. Maututu, through their partnership with
Nivani, realised benefits that enhanced their agency and their priorities:

Being cast in the realm of indigenous exchange means that the
relationship with landowners has social value and implies respect for
the host group—respect for their authority as landowner ... respect
for their culture, and respect for their behavioural mores.

(Koczberski et al., 2017, p. 160)

Maututu sought similar outcomes from their dealing with HOPL, but
with little success. The priorities of the company, demanded by the remote
SIPEE, saw local concerns and wellbeing as merely a road to company
prosperity. Their worlds, though bound materially through oil palm, could

not be woven into a creative partnership.

The reassertion of rights in soil, not land

As the oil palm plantings expanded and ‘wild’ outsiders flooded into the
area, Maututu realised the gravity of government’s assertion that the ‘land’
had been purchased, and they began to voice their disagreement. As more
local men and women have gained qualifications and standing nationally
as lawyers, health professionals, teachers, academics and administrators,
they have increasingly questioned the validity of the original acquisition
of ‘land’ by the Australian administration, asserting that their forebears
had no comprehension of the contents of the written documents. In 2008,
Maututu recounted to me how their leaders had, in about the year 2000,
visited Port Moresby to view the original documents of land acquisition.
The Department of Lands had no documents to show them and sent them
to the forestry department who produced a timber agreement signed in 1966
to pay A$272,000 for timber rights over the whole Hargy area. In 20009,
a Maututu lawyer pursuing the case asserted to me that the A$64,000 paid
to villagers in 1964 was also for timber rights, because no documents existed
that indicated that it was for the sale of the soil. In 2017, the former LLG
president also insisted that these moneys paid in the 1960s were for timber
rights. Maututu lawyers mounted cases against the Department of Lands,
challenging it to produce relevant documents. Their counterclaim stated
that government should distribute to villagers the lease money paid over
many years by the company for use of the soil and commit to returning the
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area eventually to the rightful lineages. These disputes vividly contrasted
the frechold land principles pursued by government and the company,
and the customary understanding of soil central to Maututu ontology
(Cooter, 1991). Koczberski et al. (2017, p. 158) concluded that, ‘under
customary land tenure regimes, relational concepts of land tenure are
therefore dominant’; however, for an administration focused on frechold
title (and the growth of capital-intensive industry), exclusive and permanent
property rights are guaranteed by the payment of a ‘purchase’ price.

The actions of these ‘educated’ and ‘qualified’ (in outsider terms) leaders to
challenge the foundation of the oil palm industry represented a new dynamic
in the ongoing relations of Maututu to outsiders. They were not demanding
to control the oil palm revenues but to have the soil acknowledged as theirs,
and to be able to determine the long-term use of the soil. Villagers have
become aware of how industrial developments are affecting communal
life and exchange relations; they know that their resilience as a home
community depends on their capacity to organise politically—that is, to
take their concerns outside the village arena into negotiations and, hopefully,
partnerships with outside forces.

This increased agitation among Maututu for return of their soils also turned
to the Bialla Plantation itself, which after years as a cocoa plantation became
Ambusa, headquarters for the logging company Amplex. On the demise
of Amplex, its plantation was ceded to the Meramera Ulevun Association,
as detailed in Chapter 4. Because of the assertion among Maututu of
their affiliation with Bialla soil, the Ulevun directors made no attempt to
develop the plantation. With no-one harvesting the cocoa or the ‘wild’
self-propagating stands of oil palm in the disused plantation, villagers
from Gomu, Urumaili and Uase felled some of the cocoa and coconut and
planted vegetable gardens. They were responding to shortage of garden area
within their villages but were also laying claim to affiliation with the soil.
In 2018, Ilisi applied for the Bialla Plantation to be registered in the names
of the three villages, Gomu, Urumaili and Uase, on the basis that their
ancestors had built their hamlets and worked their food gardens there at
the time the Germans acquired the plantation. Ilisi also proposed that the
government compensate the Ulevun Association for the plantation. That
this was even contemplated seems to indicate the growing boldness and
influence of key leaders.
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HOPL managers were not sympathetic to these local demands, as the area
lay immediately adjacent to the mill. The company had already persuaded
the chairman of the Maututu Resources Owners’ Association in Uase to
allow them to occupy 26 hectares of the plantation to construct housing
for mill workers. This was in an area of the plantation adjacent to Uase
that, according to local consensus, Uase ancestors had originally occupied.
A Gomu man derided the Uase lineages: ‘what will they eat if they continue
to pursue money? Can they eat their oil palm? They have no gardening land
left.” Indeed, when Uase villagers became aware of the HOPL arrangement,
they forced the chairman of the Maututu Resource Owners’ Association
to resign.

HOPL then approached Ulevun with a proposal to plant the former
plantation in oil palm under a contract between Ulevun and the company,
resembling those already negotiated in Meramera villages. But in Bialla, the
Ulevun directors knew they had been ceded soils of Maututu lineages and
that an acknowledgement of this was needed. This galvanised leaders in the
three Maututu villages to form a special committee to further their claim for
the return of the soil. Finally, in 2021, government compensated the Ulevun
Association and returned the Bialla Plantation to the three villages. The
village communities saw this as a significant recognition of their ongoing
affiliation with ancestral soils, and welcomed the partnership with the
Ulevun Association and the government that had made it possible. It further
distanced the company in their reckoning. The recovery of Ambusa by the
descendants of the original kzrakara lineages restored an area that had been
under outsider control for a century. The lineages had never accepted that
the German purchase, nor the later transfer of the plantation to the Ulevun
Association, negated their affiliation with the soils. They were not for sale.

The airport between Uase and Matililiu became another alienated tract
of soil over which Maututu asserted their rights. The airstrip was created
originally by the Nakanai Council to coincide with the opening of the
council headquarters in 1968. From 1973, commercial flights from Hoskins
and Rabaul provided weekly services. Initially, the council maintained the
airstrip by requiring village workers on Mondays, the council workday, to
cut the grass with sarib knives. However, council maintenance deteriorated
in the 1980s and the weekly service was discontinued, replaced in part
by regular bus services between Bialla and Kimbe when the road was
constructed. HOPL took over maintenance of the airstrip, using a tractor
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to mow the grass.! The airstrip allowed the Department of Education to fly
in schoolbooks once or twice a year and HOPL executives and managers to
charter flights to Bialla. Eventually even HOPL stopped their maintenance
of the strip and reverted to driving to the Hoskins airport. This led, in
2008, to Uase and Matililiu villagers seeking to reclaim the airstrip soil and
convert it to cultivation. They placed obstacles on the airstrip to insist on
its closure and demanded that the land be returned to them. Faced with
growing shortage of soil on which to garden, villagers activated their claims
to ancestral affiliation with an area that the Nakanai Council and then LLG
had long controlled. At the time of writing, the claim had not been resolved.

Conclusion

The last four chapters have examined the establishment of the oil palm
industry on Maututu soils and the impact that industry had on village
communities. Logging, then oil palm, like the forest buata of the myths,
threatened Maututu ways of life, confining communities to their isolated
hamlets. Maututu challenged these restrictions, electing to take up settler
blocks and then planting VOP blocks. They explored relations with
incoming settlers, even extending to marriage and the loan of soil for
gardens. A few families were able to send their children through high school
and then onto tertiary education. Throughout these decades they continued
to assume the essential terms of their existence, based in dividualism through
exchange networks, lineage and kin affiliations, distinct language and rites
of passage, karakara communities, and ancestral affiliations to forest and
marine resources, especially soil and fishing grounds.

Most Maututu have benefited from oil palm income. Improved homes in
permanent materials, cars and trucks for transportation, specialist items such
as football boots and sporting clothes, mobile phones, and greater mobility
by mini-bus to Kimbe and by plane further afield. Some have achieved
esteemed positions in the outside world, as lawyers, teachers, administrators,
etc. Some of these benefits would no doubt have emerged without oil palm
but oil palm blocks have provided the means for those resident in the village
to access larger amounts of cash. Locally owned sawmills process timber for
the improvement of village houses and village churches have been rebuilt in

11 In 2002, Mount Pago in Hoskins erupted, closing the Hoskins airport, and Ewasse became essential
for air travel into West New Britain, with daily commercial flights to Rabaul for two months.
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permanent materials. Lineage groups have sustained commercial enterprises
in which they express pride. In these respects, the Maututu ‘home’ has been
strengthened through its engagement with outside forces.

However, Maututu existence has remained perilous in the face of an
unresponsive company and an expanding settler population. The LLG
presidency passed to an outsider. Maututu children struggled to compete
against settler children in winning places to senior high school and, from
there, to tertiary education and training. Some Maututu, more comfortable
in their dealings with outsiders, were tempted into becoming ‘big shots’
rather than ‘big men’. Overshadowing all this was the shrinking of the
Maututu domain as outsiders occupied surrounding soil and forest areas
receded. More radical responses, partnerships with outside forces, such as
those with Nivani or the Ulevun Association, were required if Maututu
were to retain their ‘sense of being’ in this rapidly changing world.
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