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During a survey of the Arafundi area of East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea (2005), information was 

gathered about a group of people known to outsiders as the Mongolo. They are reported to be a nomadic group 

living to the east of the Arafundi River, with a population of 50-60. Due to time restrictions the team (Alison 

Kassell, Bonnie MacKenzie and Margaret Potter) were unable to visit this group. Information in this report is 

therefore gathered from other residents of the Arafundi area, and Anton Lutz who visited the Mongolo people in 

1996. The Mongolo people appear to speak a speech variety separate from, but possibly related to, the other 

languages of the Arafundi Area. 

All of the data presented in this paper is reported; no ‘hard’ data was collected.  Conclusions made from 

this data must be considered tentative. 

                                                           
1 Edited for publication by Dan Richardson 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The data presented in this report is limited in many ways. Most significantly it is based on outsiders’ perspectives. Unable to 

visit the Mongolo people during a trip to the area, the survey team collected information from residents of neighbouring villages.2 

The most extensive information was given by residents of Kaiyam and Imboin villages, who have some contact with the Mongolo 

people.  Information was also supplied by people in Yamandim, Awim and Imanmeri villages. Further information was given by 

Anton Lutz
3
, who visited the Mongolo area in 1996 and 2004. Subsequent to the completion of this report, more information was 

gained from Nancy Sullivan, an anthropologist (see section 1.1). 

This information is presented in the hope that it might be useful until further, more accurate, information can be obtained. 

1.1 Language Name 

The Mongolo language is not currently listed in the Ethnologue (Gordon 2005). 

‘Mongolo’ is the name used to refer to these peoples by residents of villages along the Arafundi River and in villages on the 

mountains near the Mongolo area. 

‘Meakambut’ is the name of one of the Mongolo peoples’ former villages, which according to a map from 1975
4
 was located to 

the south-east of present day Andambit, towards Mount MacGregor, The name Meakambut is sometimes used to refer to the 

Mongolo people. This can cause confusion since sometimes the name Meakambut has been used to refer to the people living in 

villages on the mountains, such as Namata, Kupini, Kaiyam and Andambit (as in previous research, see below). These villages are 

part of the Andai language (Refer Kassell, MacKenzie and Potter 2005). 

‘Penale’ is an area rather than language name, covering the villages along the Arafundi River from Wambrumas to Kupini as 

well as the area where the Mongolo people live. 

Sullivan (personal communication 2008) gave this information: ‘The Mongolo appear to be the Meakambut, who call 

themselves members of the Penali tribe, along with the Awim, Imboin, Wombrumus and Yamandim villages. I can confirm that 

there are 52 of them at present, by a count we made in October [2008].’ From this information, it seems that ‘Penale’ is also the 

name of a tribe which includes the Mongolo and others in the Arafundi area. 

1.2 Previous research 

There is no specific reference to the Mongolo people in any previously published research. There are, however, several 

mentions of Meakambut by Laycock (1973:39), which he includes as part of the Arafundi Stock. 

The first literature on the Arafundi Stock is a paper by Haberland (1966) cited by Laycock (1973:39) containing five wordlists 

from the Arafundi area (from Imanmeri, Wambrumas, Awim, Imboin and Angarat
5
). Haberland treated Arafundi and Meakambut as 

one language (Laycock 1973:39). Laycock, however, claims that whilst Arafundi and Meakambut are closely related, they are 

separate languages and there is a stock boundary between them and other members of the Ramu sub-phylum. 

It appears in all these published works that when ‘Meakambut’ is mentioned, the authors are generally referring to the mountain 

villages of Andai (rather than the Mongolo people). Laycock (1975:106) does list Meakambut as a village which is part of the 

Meakambut language. However, in the main text, when listing the villages under the language name Meakambut, he (1973:40) only 

mentions ‘Avieme, Isangan?, Pundugum, Tungum and uncensored villages at the head of the Arafundi River.’ In 2005, people in 

Imboin reported that several of these village names are no longer used.
6
 In Laycock’s map showing linguistic relations (1975:733), 

the Meakambut area covers both the current location of Andai and Mongolo villages. 

Given the use of the name ‘Meakambut’ to refer to the Andai area in previous literature, the lack of reference to the Mongolo as 

a separate group, and the relatively close location of the Mongolo people to the Andai, it is possible that the Mongolo speak a 

speech variety similar to the Andai. On the other hand, they could be a separate language group whose existence has been 

overlooked. 

                                                           
2 The team had originally planned to visit the Mongolo area as part of the Arafundi area survey (Kassell, MacKenzie and Potter 2005). However, 

problems with flooding meant that visiting the mountain villages was difficult, and time restrictions meant that the team had to forgo visiting 

Mongolo in order to complete the main part of the survey:compare the speech of the lower Arafundi River villages with those in the mountains 

in order to determine if these are dialects or separate languages. 
3 Anton Lutz is currently a Development Volunteer with Concordia Mission Services, which works with both the Gutnius Lutheran Church of 

PNG and the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (USA). He visited the Mongolo area on a medical patrol in 1996 and, in 2004, during another 

medical patrol to the Penale area (covering Andai but not Mongolo), he gained some more information about them from surrounding people 

groups. 
4 Sheet 7688 Edition 1 T683 Australian Survey Corps 1975. 
5 This village name does not appear elsewhere in the literature and was not mentioned on the 2005 survey trip. 
6 Avieme = an old village of current Andambit. Pundungum split to form Andambit and Kaiyam. Tungum was an old village of current Namata. 
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1.3 Location 

Map 1 The Mongolo Area in Papua New Guinea 

 
 

Map 2 The Mongolo Area 
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Map 3 Languages Surrounding Mongolo
7
 

 
 

The Mongolo people are a semi-nomadic people (moving every year or so) who live in the East Sepik Province of Papua New 

Guinea, near the border with Enga Province. Lutz reported there to be two groups, one of which lives closer to the village of Imboin 

and the other which is further away. At the time of writing, the group living closer to Imboin were thought to be living at the head of 

the Mambungam River, to the east of Namata and Andambit. (When the survey team was travelling south from Imboin, people 

pointed to the mountains visible down the Mambungam River and said that is where the Mongolo people were living. They reported 

being able to walk there in one day.) It seems possible that the other group is as far south as the next ridge of mountains, towards the 

watershed for the Maramuni River. 

In 1996, Lutz estimated the Mongolo people to be living at approximately S4.87033- E143.66667. Based on his 2004 visit to 

the Penale area (but not to Mongolo) he estimated them to be living between S4.88333 and S4.83333, E143.72250. Information 

from Lutz’ visit to the Penale area in 2004, combined with current reports during the 2005 survey indicate that the Mongolo are 

most likely living somewhere in the region shown on map 2. The hamlets named as Meakambut on the 1975 Australian Survey 

Corps Map
8
 are marked as ‘Meakambut 1975’. 

 

1.4 Population 

The Mongolo people are not included in any government censuses of the area.  However, residents in Imboin estimate there to 

be approximately 30 Mongolo people and those in Kaiyam reported there to be about 40-50. Lutz estimated about 50-60 for the 

                                                           
7
 From the data collected it seems that Imboin is a mixed village, with residents from Awim, Namata and Karamba. ‘The Karamba 
people came from near Kansomai, which is near Konmei Creek. These people have since intermarried with Awim and Namata people in Imboin, 
such that there are only a few men left who speak Karamba. Karamba is a separate language. People in Imboin more readily associated themselves 

with Awim and the Andai villages than with the Nanubae villages. There were reported to be more Namata people than Awim people in Imboin.’ 

Kassell, MacKenzie and Potter (2005) 
8 See note 5. 
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group in, and, as cited in section 1.1, Sullivan made a count in October 2008 that confirmed there are 52 Mongolo. On the 2005 

survey, interviewees reported that they do not intermarry with other groups. 

2. LINGUISTIC SIMILARITY WITH OTHER GROUPS
9
 

People in neighbouring villages to the Mongolo area (Nanubae, Andai and Tapei languages, of the Arafundi language family) 

gave varying reports about how much they could understand of the speech of the Mongolo people. It was hard to determine how 

different it is from their own varieties. 

According to Kaiyam residents 

When asked to list the places covered by the name ‘Penale’, residents of Kaiyam village included Mongolo in a list of seven 

villages. They then said that the Penale villages (Kupini, Namata, Kaiyam, Andambit, Imboin, Mongolo and Awarem) speak the 

Andai language. However, after this statement they kept referring to ‘the six Andai villages.’ When asked specifically about the 

speech of Mongolo, they appeared to change their minds and reported that it isn’t really part of Andai, just as Awim village also 

isn’t part of Andai10. They said that the speech of people from Awim and Mongolo was different from Andai and that although it is 

understandable, they tainim liklik (‘turn things a little’). They did not appear to be saying that Awim and Mongolo are the same, 

rather that they are both different from Andai to a similar extent. 

As more questions were asked, the people from Kaiyam went on to say that the words in Mongolo are completely different, as 

is the accent, and really only a few people are able to understand it. This information appears to be contradictory to their initial 

inclusion of Mongolo as part of the Andai language. 

Probably the initial inclusion of Mongolo was due to the surveyor having first asked which villages were included in Penale. 

Once the interviewees had grouped the Penale villages, it was easy for them to use the same grouping when asked about the Andai 

language. Also, the Kaivam residents seemed to find communication in Tok Pisin fairly difficult; this may have contributed to some 

of the confusion. 

The Kaiyam people did say that people in all six Andai villages speak the same. From this information it does not appear that 

they consider Mongolo part of, or a dialect of, Andai. Also, when Kaivam residents were tested for comprehension of Awim, they 

could not understand it, scoring, on average 28% which is well below comprehension levels.
11
 If it is true that the speech of people 

from Mongolo is different from Andai to the same extent that the speech from Awim is different, one could tentatively conclude that 

the Kaiyam people cannot understand Mongolo.  

According to Imboin residents 

In Imboin, the Arafundi village that probably has most (although still minimal) contact with the Mongolo people, interviewees 

reported that there is just one language from Wambrumas village to Kupini (see map 2). They called it ‘Mem’, and said that it 

includes Mongolo. 

However, it is not clear how much of the Mongolo speech variety they understand. When interviewed, they described the 

speech varieties in this area as part of one language, but added that ‘the words just change.’ However, when asked which of the 

varieties they understand, they reported that only some men can understand the speech of the Mongolo people, adding that their 

language really was quite different. They use Namata village’s speech variety to talk to the Mongolo people, and said that the men 

use the same variety back to them. 

According to other Arafundi residents 

Interviewees in Yamandim said it is very hard to understand the speech of the Mongolo people, and they use Tok Pisin to talk 

with them. People in Awim said that the Mongolo people had their own language which is separate from Tapei (spoken in Awim) 

but that the Mongolo people could also speak Tapei. The only village they reported to speak exactly like them was Imboin, and even 

then it seems likely they were only including the Awim people who live there. 

People in the other villages in the Arafundi area agreed that children are not able to understand Mongolo. 

According to Lutz 

When Lutz visited the area in 1996, he had the impression that Mongolo was a separate language from Andai. There was an 

evangelist working among them who was said to be the only person who could translate between Penale and Mongolo.  It appeared 

that a few of the men spoke Penale (Andai) and Tok Pisin, but the women and children seemed unable to speak Penale. However, in 

                                                           
9 This section includes information about the relationship of interviewees’ speech varieties to Mongolo. For more details on how all the varieties 

relate to each other see Kassell, MacKenzie and Potter (2005). 
10 Bringing the number of Andai villages down to five. 
11 For example, between 70-85%, some communication is deemed satisfactory and some is not (Grimes 1995:22). The method used for 
testing intelligibility was the Recorded Text Testing (RTT) method. See Blair (1990) for more information on the RTT method; see Kassell, 

MacKenzie and Potter (2005) for details of how this was applied on the 2005 Arafundi survey.  
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Lutz’ more recent visit to the Penale area (December 2004), he asked extensively about the Mongolo people and said that everyone 

insisted that they were just a different dialect, with some words that were similar but different. The Penale people Lutz spoke to said 

they could understand the Mongolo people and vice versa. 

Conclusion 

This data, at least on the surface, is contradictory.  Some interviewees’ responses indicate that Mongolo may be related in some 

way to the other Arafundi languages.  However, when other statements about comprehension and communication are considered, it 

also seems highly possibly that Mongolo is a separate language. Without any lexical data, comprehension testing, or information 

from the Mongolo people themselves, we cannot say whether Mongolo should be classed as a distinct language. 

When the reader considers the data collected, they should take into account that in the Arafundi area interviewees do generally 

tend to group themselves as one language even when the varieties are quite divergent (see Kassell, MacKenzie and Potter 2005). 

Therefore even if Mongolo is not a closely related variety, it is not surprising that some people in the area included Mongolo as part 

of their language group due to its geographically proximity. 

3. OUTSIDE CONTACT 
The Mongolo people do not have extensive contact with the Arafundi groups.  In the past there was fighting between the 

Mongolo people and the residents of Imboin. However, now there are peaceful relations and occasionally they travel to Imboin, or 

to Andambit, although no Mongolo people had been to Imboin in the year previous to the survey. People at Kaiyam thought the 

Mongolo people might come and help work on the airstrip which is being constructed in Kaiyam. Mongolo people do not intermarry 

with other Arafundi groups. 

It was reported to the survey team that some of the older men in Awim, Imboin and Kaiyam know how to speak some Mongolo 

and so communicate with the Mongolo speakers using this. In addition, it was reported that some of the Mongolo men know some 

of the speech of Imboin and so use that when speaking with people from Imboin. The Mongolo women were reported to speak only 

Mongolo. 

People from Awim, which is further away from the Mongolo area than Imboin is, said that even the Mongolo women and 

children know their language (Tapei). It would seem surprising that people from Mongolo would know more Tapei than Andai, 

since Awim is further away. It could potentially be that at some point the nomadic Mongolo lived nearer Awim, though neither 

previous research nor Lutz’ information makes this seem likely. 

4. RELIGION 
It was reported in Imboin village that at one point the Lutheran church went to build a church in the Mongolo area. When Lutz 

visited the area in 1996 there was a Christian evangelist working with the group. 

5. OTHER INFORMATION 
When Lutz (personal communication 2005) first visited the Mongolo area in 1996, the Mongolo appeared to be ‘an 

extraordinarily detached and separate group.’ Lutz also commented that the health situation of the Mongolo people was very bad, 

with many children having lost one or both parents (perhaps as much as 60%) and mothers who had lost more than half the children 

they had given birth to. 

Lutz suggested that the Mongolo people may be adopting the Penale language and abandoning their own since the Penale are 

the larger, more prestigious group. This could potentially explain his impression in 1996 that they were a different language, and 

then during his 2004 visit to Penale people saying that they could understand the Mongolo and vice versa.  However, with a lack of 

more in-depth studies it is difficult to come to any conclusion regarding language shift. 

6. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
From the limited and often contradictory data we have, it is difficult to say how closely related the Mongolo speech variety is to 

the other Arafundi languages.  Further investigation is needed. 

Given the small size of their population, and lack of intermarriage, bad health conditions and high infant mortality, it seems that 

linguistic vitality, and even vitality of the group itself is extremely questionable. 
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