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Preface 
For more than twenty years, 1965–1985, my wife and I and our two children had the privilege of being 

associated with the Rotokas people of Bougainville Island. For seven of those years we lived with them in the 
village of Togarao. This monograph presents a record that includes facts about their history and way of life, 
some gleaned from elder Rotokas men and women, some from literature, and much from personal experiences. 
We recognize that our own judgments color our observations, but we accept this risk in order that some record 
may be passed on. 

In describing behavior, beliefs, value systems, art and music, etc., no attempt has been made to analyze the 
material in terms of cultural themes, patterns, or variations. We leave such analysis to those more qualified. 

Our purpose is two-fold. At a time when Rotokas culture is undergoing rapid change, it is our concern that 
the younger generation have a written record of an era that is passing and that they and others recognize some 
of the stabilizing factors in their culture: Good leadership, strong family life, the people’s appreciation for their 
good health, lasting spiritual values, etc. The second purpose is to make this information available to others 
who also may be observers of cultures in dynamic tension. We would hope that insights might be gained 
through comparison. 

To serve this purpose we have included statements from literature about the Pacific region, drawing 
especially upon Douglas Oliver’s excellent work, Bougainville. We very much appreciate these helpful 
materials and trust that they will make the Rotokas information more meaningful. 

Our deepest appreciation is for the men, women and children who made our stay in the Rotokas area an 
enriching experience. We especially thank David Akoitai with whom we worked most closely and who was the 
source of much of this material, for his friendship, patience, and eagerness to teach us about his people. It is 
hoped that what is passed on in this work is faithful to the Rotokas culture and its own observers. 

 

 Skip Firchow 

 
Editor’s note: [Irwin B. “Skip” Firchow originally completed this manuscript in April of 1985, but due to 

his subsequent death in 1992 in southern California, it has only recently been prepared as an electronic 
monograph. Minimal editing insures individual privacy and/or deletion of information which would be 
irrelevant or superfluous without updating. Of course, when the author uses such terms as “currently,” “now,” 
or “present day,” he refers to the era in which he was writing.] 
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Abstract 

In the changing world of Bougainville Island of Papua New Guinea, this work seeks to describe some of 
the history and life patterns of the Rotokas people there, as well as giving a glimpse of the geography, geology, 
bird and animal life, and the demographics of the area. It serves as a window into clan culture and leadership, 
taboos and social expectations, and also reveals local belief and value systems with the incorporation of 
modern medicine and education into the cultural world view. Traditional art, crafts, celebrations, and food 
sources are shown to have fit neatly alongside various development projects, national governing styles, and a 
variety of business and economic opportunities through the years. Preservation of such a record encourages 
appreciation for the flexibility, as well as the tenacity, of a culture and language in flux. 
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1 

General Historical Events 

1.1 National Background of Papua New Guinea 

People first settled New Guinea and Australia about 50,000 years ago when they formed 
one land mass. The earliest settlers to New Guinea probably came from the eastern 
Indonesian islands. They have originated from South-East Asia and crossed land bridges to 
Indonesia several hundred thousand years ago. 

The first New Guineans were hunters and gatherers. They practised an economy similar 
to that still used by Australian aborigines today. 

The first settlers arrived in New Guinea during the glacial period. At that time many of 
the mountains of New Guinea and other parts of the world were covered with snow and ice. 
Grassland areas were also wider and contained many animals, providing important hunting 
grounds for the early settlers. 

World climates grew warmer between 17,000 and 10,000 years ago, causing the melting 
of ice sheets. As a result sea levels began to rise and the land connection between Australia 
and New Guinea gradually came under water. The last link in Torres Strait disappeared about 
8000 years ago (Office of Information 1980:16). 

The settlers of New Guinea belonged to the two broad language groups present today, i.e., the Melanesian 
subfamily, whose speakers are found mainly in coastal and lowland regions, and the Non-Austronesian 
(Papuan) group who live mainly in the inland and highland areas. One theory of the population’s distribution 
states that the Non-Austronesian speakers were driven inland by immigrations of Melanesian speakers possibly 
5000 years ago. 

It is suggested that the early food crops were taro, bananas, sugar cane, yams, and Pueraria (which has 
edible roots). The introduction and adoption of the sweet potato no more than 350 years ago following Spanish 
colonization in the Pacific, has made possible profound changes in the supportable numbers of people in the 
Highlands. A second theory of population distribution infers that the sweet potato is the primary factor in a 
chain of events leading to the settling of the Highland area. 

The first recorded visitors to Papua New Guinea (PNG) were the Indonesians in the eighth century A.D. 
Records show that nearly a thousand slaves from mainland Papua were used as labor in the building of a 
temple in Java. The island was also well known to Chinese traders and travelers before Europeans 
“discovered” it. 

Portuguese navigators were the first Europeans to sight and land on the island early in the sixteenth 
century. A few years later Spanish navigators came; the name of Torres is familiar to all in PNG. Early in the 
seventeenth century the Dutch and British also reached the island from their bases in Southeast Asia. The 
Dutch became the first to annex the territory of the western half in 1828. 

The German colony, Kaiser Wilhelmsland, was at first settled by the Neu Guinea Kompagnie under 
charter from the German government, but in 1889 the German government took over full responsibility for the 
colony and maintained it until 1914 when Australian troops occupied the land. In 1920, a mandate for the 
administration of the Territory was given to Australia by the League of Nations. This part of New Guinea 
remained a Mandated Territory until the Japanese invasion in 1942. In 1946, the original German colony 
became a United Nations Trust Territory, and until 1973 both it and Papua were administered jointly by 
Australia (Howlett 1967:4). 

In 1964, the House of Assembly was formed following recommendations of the United 
Nations Visiting Mission (1962). Successive elections in 1968 and 1972 increased Papua 
New Guinea representation in the House to 90 percent. 

In 1973, the House of Assembly successfully won self-government from the Australian 
Administration. Not all powers were transferred initially. But in the succeeding two years 
virtually all responsibility for the administration of the territories was transferred to the 
House of Assembly. 
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Papua New Guinea won its independence in the political arena. There was no violence, 
often predicted by the sceptics, like that which had preceded the birth of many other Third 
World Nations. 

The Nation’s first Governor-General, Sir John Guise…announced to the world that a 
new nation had been born…at the Independence celebrations as the Australian Flag was 
lowered for the last time at sunset on September 15, 1975. 

Prince Charles represented Queen Elizabeth II, Head of State. He officially opened the 
First National Parliament and took part in the Independence celebrations. 

In May 1977, the people went to the polls for the first time as an independent nation and 
elected members of the Second National Parliament. The Right Honourable Michael Somare 
emerged again as the Prime Minister at the head of a coalition government (Office of 
Information 1980:44–45). 

1.2 Provincial Background of Bougainville-Buka 

The first Europeans known to have sighted these islands were those aboard the British 
ship, Swallow, commanded by Philip Carteret. The Swallow passed within sight of Buka 
Island on 25 August 1767, but did not approach its shores. 

Bougainville itself was first sighted on 4 July 1768, when the French ships La Boudeuse 
and L’Etoile sailed along the eastern coasts of both islands and anchored briefly off Buka. 
[The expedition’s commander was Louis de Bougainville.] 

During the quarter century after Bougainville’s brief visit, other European vessels sailed 
within sight of these islands, but the next known shore visit did not take place until 1792, 
when d’Entrecasteaux’s vessels lay off the west coast of Buka for a few hours and carried on 
a lively trade with the indigenes who came to meet them in their canoes. According to one 
account of this voyage the islanders were more eager to obtain red cloth than iron. They are 
described as having been gay and friendly, and astute in bargaining… 

[Until the end of the eighteenth century Bougainville and Buka were visited by 
Europeans for four different purposes: by whalers in search of provisions and fresh crews, by 
traders in search mainly of coconuts and copra, by labor recruiters, and by explorers, English 
and German.] 

Between 1820 and 1860, British, French, and American vessels hunted sperm whales in 
the waters of the northern Solomon Islands, and through them Bougainvillians acquired 
quantities of weapons, metal tools, cloth and tobacco. During this period some 
Bougainvillians accompanied the vessels as crew members, sometimes as far as to Australia. 
As a by-product of these contacts foreign diseases and a liking for liquor were also 
introduced. 

…After about 1870, Bougainvillians were recruited in large numbers for plantations in 
Queensland, Fiji, Samoa, and New Britain. Those of Buka were in especially heavy demand 
because of their reputation for trustworthiness and industry. Some of the indigenes went 
voluntarily, evidently eager for the European goods to be earned, or to escape from 
dangerous situations at home. But others went under duress, as in the case of those 
kidnapped by the Melbourne vessel Carl for work on Fiji… 

The recruiters concentrated their efforts on the filling of their ships. From place to place 
they went, searching the coast up and down with their boats, and, whether or not, came into 
conflict with the natives who could not make themselves understood and who knew from 
experience and hearsay the methods of recruiting labourers, which they regarded as pure 
kidnapping. 

No wonder, then, that the Bougainvillians of that era earned reputations for hostility 
against whites, all whites. As Parkinson recorded: murders of white men were recorded 
every year, murders that were brought about by the victims’ own fault, or, as was often 
unfortunately the case, done to avenge the misdeeds of other recruiters. Every white person 
was regarded as an enemy, recruiter, trader, or missionary; the crime of another has often 
caused the death of a perfectly harmless and peaceful man (Oliver 1973:18–33). 
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Evidence of this misdirected hostility is documented in the diary of the Reverend Dr. George Brown who 
wrote in his autobiography about an incident in the Rotokas area near NumaNuma. During one of his trips 
aboard the vessel, the Ripple, his great personal friend, Captain Alexander McKenzie Ferguson, was attacked 
and killed. Of that incident on the 9th of August, 1880 Brown wrote: 

The natives fought hard, and when driven off the ship’s deck, kept up the fight from 
their canoes (about 300 of them) discharging arrows from a comparatively short distance. 
The engineer “Barney” was shot through the cheek with an arrow, but succeeded in 
extracting it and fought very bravely indeed… 

After three days the Ripple arrived back at the Methodist station on the Duke of York Islands. Mr. Brown 
wrote again: 

I saw many traces of the severe struggle which they had passed through. I picked up 
several broken and bloodstained arrows, and found many others lodged in the sails and other 
parts of the vessel. It will give some idea of the tremendous force with which these wooden-
headed arrows were shot, when I mention that one, which had been fired from a canoe at 
some considerable distance away from the vessel, had come with such force as to pass 
through both sides of the galley funnel… 

Later a group from the Shortland and Treasury Islands organized a war party of reprisal 
against the Rotokas people from NumaNuma for the murder of their friend Ferguson. The 
group travelled up the east coast of Bougainville in their war canoes and killed most of the 
Rotokas responsible. As they returned back down the east coast, many of them remained and 
settled at Roruana, where they lived to practice their carving art in quite a remarkable way. 
(Voyce 1973:2–3). 

For another account of this same incident we read from the book, Queen Emma: 

In August, the Europeans of the Duke of Yorks had been more than ordinarily shocked 
by the murder of Captain A. M. Ferguson, a kindly, honourable Australian who had been 
trading around New Britain, New Ireland and the Western Solomons for years. 

(On August 8, Ferguson had made his first call at NumaNuma, on the northeast coast of 
Bougainville, in his little steamer Ripple. There was no copra there, but the trader bought 
beche-de-mer and green-snail shell from the apparently friendly natives.  

Next morning, a few more canoes came alongside the Ripple with things to sell but 
when many non-trading canoes began to gather the alarmed mate pointed out that there were 
at least 300 savages around, and many on the ship. Captain Ferguson, however, did not take 
the warning seriously. 

Suddenly, at about 9 a.m., there was a prolonged howl from one of the canoes, obviously 
a pre-arranged signal; immediately, a big native felled Ferguson, who was at his cabin door, 
with a tomahawk. As he fell, the captain gave the alarm, and some of the crew had time to 
grab their revolvers. But other natives tomahawked the mate, who was at the main hatch—
but, as he fell, a native sailor leaped to his aid, and, from the deck, the wounded mate shot 
down his assailants. 

The Japanese steward was in the after hatchway, sending up stores, and received a 
terrible wound in the head from a tomahawk. However, he used his revolver to kill both his 
own assailant and the captain’s murderer, and he then joined the engineer, who was firing 
from behind a boat. 

They eventually cleared the savages off the deck, but flights of arrows continued to 
come in from the nearby canoes until they were dispersed by rifle fire. 

Captain Ferguson and three others had been killed and eight others had been wounded, 
some very badly. The Ripple left at once for Port Hunter where all the wounded men were 
eventually nursed back to health by the missionaries (Robson 1979:111). 

 
Until 1884, Bougainville-Buka continued to remain outside the administrative domain of 

any European power, although British subjects (including some Australians) were most in 
evidence there, as visiting traders and labour recruiters. This situation began to change in 
1884 when Germany annexed north-east New Guinea (Kaiser-Wilhelmsland) and the 



 12

Bismarck Archipelago. Bougainville-Buka was not officially added to this colony until 1899, 
but by an exchange of notes between Great Britain and Germany these islands—along with 
Shortland, Choiseul, and Isabel—were declared to be within the German sphere of influence. 
In fact, German influence began to extend to these islands some years earlier in the persons 
of traders, explorers and recruiters of labour for German plantations, including those of 
Samoa and the Bismarck Archipelago. The best known of these German visitors was Richard 
Parkinson, who made several voyages to Bougainville-Buka.… In summarizing his findings, 
Parkinson reported that by the turn of the century the coastal inhabitants had become fairly 
familiar with Europeans, through trading with them, or serving on their plantations on New 
Britain and elsewhere, but that the interior of the larger island remained “virtually closed-
off.” [The Rotokas people are for the most part from the interior of the island.] 

…In 1902, the Roman Catholic Society of Mary extended its missionary endeavours in 
the Solomon Islands by setting up a station on Bougainville’s eastern coast, near Kieta. Then, 
in 1905 the German Colonial Administration at Rabaul established a post at Kieta and at 
about the same time a few European planters and traders began to settle along the eastern and 
northern coasts of Bougainville and along Buka’s western and southern coasts. Between 
1899 (when the islands were officially annexed) and 1905, German political control—such 
as it was—was administered by means of occasional visits of officials from Rabaul (Oliver 
1973:31–33). 

In the Rotokas area (while digging for potsherds in an old abandoned village site below Ibu village), two 
of the men and I came across turquoise-blue beads, which they said had been used by the German 
administration as items of trade. These beads have been the only tangible evidence of German administration 
found, except for a rather gruesome account of disciplinary measures taken by German officials among the 
coastal Rotokas speakers [see chapter 11]. 

Declaration of war between Germany and the British Empire in 1914 promptly led to the 
occupation of Bougainville by an Australian military force. Following the war, the former 
German Colony of New Guinea became a League of Nations mandate under the care of 
Australia. Extensive coconut and cocoa plantations were developed in the 1930’s, and 
several small gold fields were discovered on the island’s mountain backbone (Bougainville 
Copper 1981:2). 

 
Beginning in 1921, when German New Guinea was transferred to Australia as a 

Mandated Territory, the colonial administration attempted to change the traditional pattern of 
residential distribution by grouping the thinly scattered settlements into larger administrative 
units. In addition, the system introduced by the Germans of appointing a head chief and 
several assistants to represent the government and to supervise the affairs of the unit was 
encouraged. These measures effectively removed the traditional bases for intertribal hostility 
while facilitating administration; but while in some places the importance of the traditional 
village chief was reduced, in other places the older forms of organization persisted and even 
strengthened, especially when the new structure corresponded closely with traditional lines 
of authority. More commonly, however, the two systems remained distinct, thus ensuring a 
great deal of discord among members of the administrative unit (Mamak et al. 1974:5). 

Moving on from the history of expatriate influence on the people of Bougainville-Buka, we look at the 
early history of the people themselves. The Rotokas have a story that states that long ago, when no one lived 
on Bougainville Island, people from Australia who were afflicted with leprosy came to the island. Some did 
not survive, but others did and began to populate the land. For a long time, no other sick people came, but the 
first settlers were beginning to increase in greater numbers and inhabit the island. They had no tools with 
which to work the land. Then after a period of time, foreigners came and the local islanders attacked them and 
gained their stone axes. They began to use these as tools. For a time, no other people came to the islands and 
the islanders used only these axes which they had taken from the foreigners. 

Later, one of the women told her husband that she was going to the garden to work. While there, she had a 
desire for sugar cane. In getting the cane to chew, she mistakenly chose betel nut. When her husband saw that 
she had been chewing betel nut, he accused her of sharing it with another man while being untrue to him. He 
killed her, which caused fighting to break out among the relatives (clansmen). Because of the fighting, the 
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population spread throughout the entire island. Over the years, they have separated into the groups recognized 
today by their linguistic differences. 

The earliest effort to enumerate the indigenous populations of Buka and Bougainville 
was made by German officials, but the figures arrived at pertained only to people dwelling 
along or near the coasts—i.e., to those in areas under more or less continuous police 
control—and are of little value even for the areas in question… 

Census taking is a difficult and more or less inaccurate undertaking under the best of 
conditions, and under the kinds of conditions that prevailed there, even as recently as 1939, 
the figures are not very dependable. But they are the best available and, for better or worse, 
will have to serve as a basis for calculations of population trends… 

Generally speaking, the populations [in the better known Pacific Islands] that were met 
with earlier were the ones to suffer most in the early decades of contact, and in this respect 
the indigenes of Bougainville-Buka were perhaps more fortunate than those of, say, Australia 
and eastern Polynesia. This kind of reasoning is straw-clutching at best but the population 
figure it leads to, c. 45,000 is better perhaps than an outright guess. 

Guesses about where these 45,000 or so indigenous people lived prior to European 
contact are no better founded. According to Parkinson, the German planter referred to earlier, 
the coasts were only sparsely populated in his day (1882–1906), but he noted that such had 
not always been the case. Coastal settlements had become depleted by warfare or 
kidnapping, or whole communities had moved inland to escape European labour recruiters, 
or other islanders. On the other hand, the types of lands well suited to indigenous gardening 
are mostly far enough inland to discourage their owners from living directly on the coasts. 
Some day archaeologists may provide better answers to this question of where people lived 
in pre-European times, but until then we must rest content with indications such as these… 

The most striking physical characteristic of Bougainvillians is the pigmentation of their 
skin: they, along with the inhabitants of some nearby islands, are the blackest of all Pacific 
peoples. Biologically, this is an interesting phenomenon. Socially, their black skins have set 
them apart from lighter-skinned islanders and this…has come to have political 
ramifications… 

They all fit into the large and somewhat vague ethnic category ‘Melanesian’ (i.e., black 
islander), but except for their uniformly black skin colour, they exhibit wide differences in 
size and shape of body, head, and of facial features, etc.; and some of these differences 
appear to be characteristic of whole “populations” (a population, in the biological sense of 
the term, being an inbreeding isolate). In fact, on the basis of measurements of some 1400 
adult males from all parts of Bougainville Island, it is possible to distinguish three extreme 
regional types: 

  1. A tall-statured north-central mountain type 
  2. A short-statured southern mountain type 
  3. A tall-statured and mainly eastern coastal type 

The other populations on Bougainville itself appear to be intermediate with regard to 
their physical characteristics, and hence may be intermixtures of the extreme regional 
types… 

[What accounts for these marked regional differences in physical characteristics? They 
are not differences in geography and not differences in living habits.] 

From this, it must be concluded that such differences are genetic: they come about as a 
result of differences in gene composition of these various populations and not as a result of 
geographic or cultural factors now operating upon individuals after their birth. These genetic 
differences could have come about in either of two ways: the ancestors of the three 
populations in question might have migrated to these islands in three distinct movements, or 
series of movements, from different places and from different genetic stocks; or they might 
all have been more closely interrelated to begin with, and have developed their differences 
through slow evolutionary processes as a consequence of a very long period of mutual 
isolation on the islands. Which of these explanations is the more accurate cannot be decided 
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on the basis of body measurements alone; linguistic and other cultural evidence may help 
provide an answer… 

Why are Bougainvillians and their closer neighbors so much darker in skin colour than 
other Melanesians? Two kinds of explanation may be offered for the occurrence of this 
enclave of black skins in a part of the Pacific where skins most commonly are various shades 
of brown. One possibility is that the remote ancestors of all present-day blackskins were a 
distinct racial stock, related only distantly (if at all) to the ancestors of the present-day 
brownskins. This is the simpler explanation, but it is far too simple. It fails to consider the 
many other physical traits which blackskins share with their brownskin neighbours, 
similarities too profound and too numerous to explain away as chance. The other and more 
credible explanation is that the combination of genetic traits producing darker skin 
pigmentation developed in situ in these northern Solomon Islands through the widespread 
transmission, reproductively, of chance mutations. In other words, at some remote point in 
the past some inhabitants of these islands were born with darker than usual skin, and their 
descendants came in time to outnumber those of their lighter-skinned contemporaries. Why 
they did so can only be guessed at. Perhaps the people with darker skins lived longer than 
others (e.g., heavier pigmentation does protect somewhat against skin cancers) and hence 
reproduced more offspring. Or perhaps darker skin was considered more aesthetically 
attractive, more sexually desirable, than light skin—as appears to be the situation among 
Bougainvillians today. In any case, whatever initial advantage black pigmentation may have 
had, the trait is now genetically established, firmly and universally, and present-day social 
and political sentiments are likely to keep it so for many years to come (Oliver 1973:34–37). 

1.2.1 Influence of World War II on Bougainville-Buka 

No discussion of events which have directly impacted the lives of Bougainvillians would be complete 
without including some details of World War II. 

The datable events of the war era that had the most far-reaching local consequences 
were the following: 

December, 1941. Japan attacks Pearl Harbor and moves towards Australia and the South 
 Pacific. 
January, 1942. The Japanese occupy Rabaul and attack Buka.  
March, 1942. The Japanese occupy Buka Passage and Shortland Island and begin control  of 
all Buka and of Bougainville’s coastline.  
May, 1942. The Japanese occupy Tulagi, British Solomon Islands. 
August, 1942. The United States forces land on Guadalcanal.  
November, 1942. Japanese counter-attacks against United States forces in the central 
 Solomon Islands terminate in failure.  
November, 1943. United States and New Zealand forces establish beachhead at Torokina  and 
consolidate the isolation of the Japanese forces on Bougainville-Buka.  
October–December, 1944. Australia takes over occupation of Torokina from the United 
 States, and begins a campaign to destroy or capture all Japanese forces on  Bougainville-
Buka. 
August, 1945. The Japanese forces surrender.  
March, 1946. Australian civil administration is re-established on Bougainville-Buka. 

At the beginning of the occupation, the Japanese forces adopted friendly, even fraternal, 
attitudes towards the Bougainvillians, presenting themselves as their deliverers from 
European oppression and as ethnic cousins and partners in the glorious new Co-prosperity 
Sphere. On Buka where contact was earliest and closest, schools were set up to teach 
Japanese language, customs, and songs. Indigenous officials were presented with Japanese 
titles and impressive new insignia and were frequently consulted. And the populace was 
encouraged to revive the ceremonial veneration of their ancestors. There and elsewhere the 
invaders were at first scrupulous in their bartering for food and payment for labour, and the 
molesting of indigenous women was firmly and effectively forbidden. Also, on Buka at least, 
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the Japanese deliberately sought to win over the affections of the population at large by a 
show of friendly egalitarianism. Visitors were hospitably welcomed at the military camps 
and friendship between soldiers and indigenes was encouraged. 

Elsewhere on Bougainville Island during the first half of 1942, the indigenes had only 
sporadic contact with the Japanese, or no contact at all, and their attitudes towards Europeans 
and Japanese seemed to have varied according to their own individual pre-war relations with 
the former. Some of them gave heroic proof of their loyalties to a specific missionary pastor 
or former employer, while others evidently delighted in the discomfiture of some or all 
Europeans. And even those without commitment to one side or the other were realist enough 
to accept the new order, since it appeared destined to remain (Oliver 1973:124–129). 

 
Like many other Papua New Guineans during this time of conflict, Bougainvilleans 

suffered. Subsistence living was made extremely difficult due to the large number of troops 
in the Bougainville Islands. At one stage, there were 65,000 Japanese troops at a time when 
the Bougainvillean population was estimated at only 45,000 (Bougainville Copper 1981:2). 

 
During the early months of 1943, as the position of the Japanese forces on Bougainville-

Buka worsened through shortages and increasing threats from the Allies, the lot of the 
remaining Europeans and Chinese became correspondingly strained and more perilous. The 
Japanese became increasingly punitive towards them, and more and more indigenes turned 
from friendliness to indifference, or from indifference to hostility (Oliver 1973:130). 

 
A very important factor in the war was the Allied Intelligence Bureau (A.I.B.). Several 

of the men known as the Coast Watchers were from plantations on Bougainville. Two of 
them from plantations located in the Rotokas area were Paul Mason, owner of Inus 
Plantation, and N.C. “Sandy” Sandford, manager of NumaNuma Plantation. 
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Map 1 – Solomon Islands during World War II 

In his book about the Coast Watchers, Eric A. Feldt, R.A.N., writes of Mr. Sandford: 

Sandford was a new comer to A.I.B., but an old Bougainville hand and soon proved 
himself an adept at guerrilla fighting. His two best actions were at Teopasino [north of the 
Rotokas area], where he ambushed a party of Japs doing physical training, killing 53, his 
own casualties being 3 wounded, and near Inus [at the northern border of the Rotokas area] 
where a party of Japs had been bombed out of their camp. They stacked their arms in a hut 
while they gathered materials for a new camp. Sandford covered the hut with machine guns 
and his guerrillas attacked, killing 195 of them (Feldt 1979:66). 

About Paul Mason, he writes that Mr. Mason had been appointed a Coast Watcher some years earlier in 
1939 and had made up his mind to stay on Bougainville if war came to the island. During his years in the 
A.I.B., he made many significant sightings and radio reports of Japanese planes and ships from his primary 
outpost near Buin. Also, he gave Tulagi warning of its first bombing. 

At one stage, General Douglas MacArthur awarded the U.S. Distinguished Service Cross to him. Later, 
Admiral “Bull” Halsey said that the intelligence signalled from Bougainville had saved Guadalcanal, and 
Guadalcanal had saved the South Pacific (Feldt 1979:107–266). 
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Former Coast Watcher Paul Mason and Dovai 
(Picture taken ANZAC Day – 1972) 

The covert activities of the Coast Watchers took place, for the most part, outside of the Rotokas area of 
Bougainville-Buka. There was, however, another group of Allied soldiers who were assigned to observe and 
harass the enemy located on the east coast of the Rotokas area. Their story is told in a rare book purchased in 
Honiara entitled Among Those Present: 

At the end of December [1943], the American Commanding General asked Colonel 
Upton [a Cambridge-educated New Zealander] to submit plans for carrying out a 
reconnaissance along the east coast of Bougainville, where the Japanese were thought to be 
assembled in some strength. Upton suggested that a patrol should be sent up the Numa-Numa 
trail to establish an outpost at the abandoned mission station at Ibu [central to the Rotokas 
area see Map 2] 35 miles from the perimeter. From Ibu it would be possible to reach out with 
patrols right into the coastal area occupied by the Japanese. 

Upton’s plan was approved and on December 29 the patrol, commanded by Major Dick 
Freeman, set out along the Laruma river towards Ibu. The little force reached Ibu after four 
and a half days of foot-slogging through what Freeman declared was the roughest country he 
had ever seen. [The original Army trail along the Laruma river is known and used yet today.] 

There was plenty of native food in the Ibu area and, with the additional support of “C” 
rations, dropped regularly by Army transport planes, the outpost lived well. In a series of 
patrols, almost all of which ended in contact with the enemy, 27 Japs were killed. Fijian 
casualties were one other rank killed and one officer and one other rank wounded. 

Corps Headquarters were so pleased with this performance that they decided to maintain 
the outpost as long as possible, despite its precarious position at the outer edge of a vast belt 
of rugged no-man’s land. Accordingly, on January 8, Colonel Upton, with two high-ranking 
American officers, set out with a relief company, to determine on the spot exactly what the 
future of the outpost was to be. 

The walk to Ibu was uncomfortable enough to convince them that the outpost would 
have to be abandoned unless a site could be found for an airstrip which would accommodate 
single-engined planes, as the evacuation of sick and wounded would otherwise be 
impracticable. 

As Ibu is situated on a shelf 1700 feet high on the slopes of the Crown Prince Range [sic 
Emperor Range], the prospects of finding a site did not seem bright. But a brief 
reconnaissance resulted in the discovery of an admirably flat piece of land well inside the 
camp perimeter. The work of clearing the undergrowth, felling trees and leveling a runway 
was begun forthwith and went with such speed that on the afternoon of the third day a Piper 
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Cub plane from Torokina was able to land and take off. The evacuation problem was solved; 
and Corps Headquarters issued instructions that the “Ibu outpost is to be maintained, 
reconnaissance work is to continue, and the enemy is to be harassed where possible.” 

Airstrip at Ibu Outpost 

Rotokas people supplying vegetables to Ibu Outpost 
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The Japanese by this time were taking a keen interest in the activities of the “negro 
troops” at Ibu, but although they gradually built up their strength in the near-by coastal area, 
they showed no inclination to go over to the offensive. Left with the initiative, the Fijians 
used it to excellent advantage. An enemy post at the village of Pipipaia was attacked by a 
platoon patrol, forty-seven of the enemy being killed. The platoon got back to Ibu elated and 
intact. Another patrol penetrated a bivouac area at the village of Vivei and tossed a shower of 
grenades among the sixteen card-playing Japs. The tally of enemy victims mounted steadily. 

Throughout the month of January the Japanese gradually built up their forces to the west 
and north of Ibu until their total strength in the area was many times greater than that of the 
Ibu garrison, even after Colonel Upton had obtained permission to send out reinforcements 
and set up an advanced Battalion Headquarters at the old mission station. 

Late in January Major-General Sir Philip Mitchell paid one of his periodic visits to the 
1st Battalion. He was a little worried about those men stuck out in the blue at Ibu. But 
Colonel Upton was reassuring. He showed him a rough map of the area around Ibu and 
explained how all the trails leading from the villages where the Japanese were known to be 
concentrating ran across hilly country, broken by steep gorges. The trail to Sisivie [Sisivi], 
where the Fijians had prepared a strong-point to guard their right flank, was knife-edged, 
with a drop of hundreds of feet on either side. Whichever way the enemy came, he could be 
forced to give battle in circumstances unfavourable to himself. He would be on the low 
ground, with the Fijians overlooking him. In the event of the chosen path of withdrawal 
(along the Laruma river) being blocked by the enemy, there were a number of other trails 
which led to the coast; and temporarily attached to the Fijians was one of their own 
countrymen, Sergeant Usaia Sotutu, who had been a missionary on Bougainville for twenty-
four years and knew every inch of the ground. 

On the morning of February 13, Colonel Upton made a last tour of Ibu’s outer defences. 
His plan, stated in very simple terms, was this. If Ibu itself was attacked, the main force 
would withdraw southwards to link up with the smaller force at Sisivie and from there would 
make its way back to the American lines by the route which the two companies had used for 
their outward journey. If the Japanese blow was struck in the direction of Sisivie, the 
defences there could almost certainly hold out long enough for the main force to get through 
from Ibu to effect junction. If the trail from Sisivie to the Laruma river—in other words, the 
selected path of withdrawal—was cut, or if Sisivie itself had to be given up before the main 
force could reach it, the point of junction would be Ruruvu, a village roughly a mile and a 
half west of Sisivie. It seemed to Upton that, no matter what the Japs did, he held the trump 
cards. Within twenty-four hours his plan was put to the test and, as he himself said 
afterwards, it worked like a combination of a dream and a fairy-tale. 

Just after midday on February 14, Japanese forces closing in on Sisivie from the 
direction of Vivei [Beteriopaia?] attacked a 1st Battalion road-block on the trail just outside 
of Tokuo, a village little more than one and a half kilometers from Sisivie. The block was 
under the command of Sergeant Osea Vunabere, with one section. At the time of the attack 
the Sergeant and three men were on reconnaissance, but Corporal Malakai Mo, who had been 
left behind with three Bren gunners to guard the trail, proved equal to the occasion. The 
block had been established at a point where the trail climbed steeply, and Malakai’s 
beautifully controlled Bren gun fire mowed down wave after wave of Japanese charging 
grimly up the slope with fixed bayonets. The Japanese who made the last attack had to 
clamber over their own dead to launch their futile charge. Finally, the enemy withdrew, 
leaving 30 corpses on the trail. 

At 2 p.m., the Japanese again attacked the block, which had now been reinforced by a 
platoon moved up from Sisivie under Sergeant Akuila Saukusu. This time, the enemy’s 
tactics were more cautious and he tried to support his frontal assault by outflanking 
movements through the dense jungle that covered the hill slopes on either side of the trail. In 
sporadic fighting fifteen more Japs were killed and the attack again fizzled out. 

At 4:30 p.m., Sergeant Akuila and Sergeant Osea, having ascertained that they now had 
a force at least a company strong to deal with, decided to withdraw to prepared positions just 
beyond Tokuo. Before withdrawing the Fijians fired twenty-two 2-inch mortar bombs into 
the enemy positions and the Japanese were busy clearing up the mess until six o’clock, when 
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they moved into Tokuo unopposed. By this time, the outpost at Ibu had been warned and 
ambushes were in readiness for any Japs who might move down from the north to support 
the enemy column driving against Sisivie. At 8:15 p.m. a message from Corps brought the 
significant news that the Japs were across the Laruma river trail in strength. This meant that 
the only avenue of escape was now through Ruruvu. Colonel Upton at once decided that Ibu 
would have to be evacuated. He told Corps he would pull out next morning, after destroying 
all stores. The outpost had been held for six weeks and had proved a very profitable 
investment. The number of enemy killed by the Ibu garrison, even before the attack on 
Tokuo began, had run well into three figures and, if one yielded to the temptation to count 
“probables” (which Colonel Upton did not), the score was nearer 300 than 200. In addition, 
an immense amount of useful information had been gained. 

Early on the 15th, Colonel Upton led his main force out of Ibu and along the trail to 
Sisivie. He had 130 Solomon Islands carriers at his disposal and so managed to bring away 
all equipment that was of value. By noon, the Ibu mission station was again deserted. 

At 2 p.m., the Japs began their expected push down the trail from Tokuo to Sisivie. The 
first obstacle they met was a forward ambush under the command of Corporal Manoa Roko, 
who had one solitary Bren gun and a few riflemen. He used his limited resources with quite 
remarkable judgement. The scout at the head of the attacking force came to within five yards 
of the waiting Bren gunner, and then stopped to examine footprints on the trail. Corporal 
Manoa motioned to the gunner to hold his fire. The scout called up two of his companions, 
who in turn called up an N.C.O. who in turn called up an officer. At length there were eleven 
Japanese standing together on the trail earnestly discussing the footprints. Deciding that the 
group of prospective victims was unlikely to be further swollen, Manoa gave the signal to 
fire, and the entire Jap party was wiped out. The enemy, then reverting to his tactics of the 
day before, began charging wildly up the trail with the bayonet. The gunner killed another 
nineteen Japs before his ammunition ran out. Then on orders from Manoa, he fell back with 
the riflemen to join those at the next road-block. The tireless Corporal stayed behind to 
polish off a few more Japanese with his tommy-gun and, as a final gesture, turned back two 
small-scale assaults with hand grenades alone. By this time he was surrounded and had to 
“go bush.” Nothing more was heard of him until he rejoined the main Fijian column the next 
morning. (It has been said that you should never post a Fijian “missing”; the correct phrase is 
“not yet arrived.”) 

There was one more block to be dealt with before the enemy reached Sisivie. It was held 
by two sections under Corporal Malakai Mo, who had done so well in the previous day’s 
fighting. The enemy began his attack on it at 3:30 p.m., a few minutes before Colonel Upton 
and the main Fijian force entered Sisivie. At the same time rifle shots from the jungle on 
each side of the trail showed that this time the Japs were attempting outflanking manoeuvers 
on an ambitious scale. Malakai Mo and his Bren gunners again wrought fearful slaughter on 
the trail itself, while grenades and mortar fire sent the Japs reeling down the slopes on either 
side of it. 

But things were now getting hot. The enemy was attacking in battalion strength and had 
reserves moving up from Vivei. Colonel Upton decided with regret that, in view of the 
danger that Sisivie might be surrounded, his duty was to call off his Fijians at once, much as 
they were enjoying the fun, and to make the best of his way back to Ruruvu and from there 
down the trail to the friendly side of the island. 

The Japanese broke off their attack on Sisivie after an hour’s fighting. They spent 
another night burying the dead, retrieving the wounded and, presumably, trying to think up 
something more intelligent to do the next day. But when the next day came it was too late to 
do anything. A force of more than 500 men, with all its equipment, had melted away into thin 
air. 

To be more accurate, it had melted into thick jungle, camouflaging the path of its 
withdrawal so successfully that the Japanese completely failed to pick up the scent. But if the 
Fijians could deceive the enemy they could not deceive each other. During the fighting three 
Fijian sections had been cut off and Colonel Upton, always a stickler for accuracy, duly 
informed Corps by wireless that his casualties were one man slightly wounded and 22 
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missing. Those figures compared reasonably well with the enemy casualty list of 120 
certainly killed, 30 probably killed and, at the lowest estimate, 50 seriously wounded. 

But, of course, the missing Fijians turned up. They knew no more about the trail than the 
Japanese did, but they had no difficulty in finding it. One section caught up with the main 
column at 5:45 p.m. on the 16th. The other two made rather worse time, but may perhaps be 
excused, as they had a certain amount of fighting to do on the way. They marched into the 
battalion bivouac area at 7 p.m. on the 17th. 

The trail led through precipitous country; but, guided by Sergeant Usaia, the Fijians 
moved along at a good pace and by 7 a.m. on the 19th, they reached the coast. Four hours 
later they embarked in a little fleet of Higgins boats and at 12:15 p.m., they were back inside 
the Allied perimeter. 

There was one pleasant sequel. On the 20th, Colonel Upton was summoned to Corps 
Headquarters to give an account of the action to an audience of senior American officers. He 
began with the apologetic statement, “I don’t expect you to believe this, but it happens to be 
true.” When his talk was over the Allied Commander, General Griswold, got to his feet and 
said, “Gentlemen, you have been listening to a description of an action which I think will go 
into the records as a minor tactical classic” (Central Office 1946:65–75). 

1.2.2 Influence of copper mining on Bougainville-Buka 

Miners first came to Bougainville searching for gold in the wake of the New Guinea 
gold rush after the First World War. Prospectors Jack Comb and Bob Palmer discovered gold 
in the dense rain forest of the Crown Prince Range at Kupei. A small mine was established 
there as well as others nearby at Moroni and Panguna and along the Kawerong River. But the 
gold was difficult to win from the copper ore and mining tapered off in the early 1950’s 
(Bougainville Copper Ltd. 1981:4). 

 
…post-war mineral discoveries in Australia stimulated exploration for minerals in the 

nearby islands, and when new technologies demonstrated the profitability of mining low-
grade copper ores, provided these occurred in sufficiently large quantities, two companies 
formed a joint enterprise in 1964 to test the feasibility of mining the Bougainville deposits. 
These were Conzinc Riotinto of Australia Ltd (CRA) and New Broken Hill Consolidated 
Ltd, the former contributing two-thirds of the venture capital, the latter one-third (Oliver 
1973:157). 

 
The CRA geologist, Ken Phillips, who was in charge of the exploration team working in 

Papua New Guinea, walked into Panguna Valley on 1st April, 1964. Light drills were 
manhandled across the 1,100 metres high divide by the exploration crew in November 1964 
to do the initial drilling. In mid-1965 heavier drills were flown in by helicopter (Bougainville 
Copper Ltd. 1981:4). 

 
While testing was underway, a mining agreement was negotiated with the 

administration. According to its terms, if and when the company decided to go ahead with 
actual mining the administration would be offered 20 per cent of the enterprise’s equity 
capital—an option which the administration subsequently exercised by acquiring 20 per cent 
of the shares issued by the company—plus a royalty at the rate of 1.25 per cent on the free on 
board value of its revenues from sales of copper concentrates during the 42-year term of the 
initial mining lease. In addition, after three years of commercial operation the company was 
obliged to pay territorial taxes on its profits beginning at the rate of about 25 per cent per 
annum and increasing over the years to a maximum rate of 66 per cent (Oliver 1973:157). 

 
Initial samples were promising, but it took five years of drilling, tunneling and 

metallurgical test work to define the ore body and establish engineering feasibility. As the 
deposit was low grade, very large ore reserves were needed to feed a plant which would give 
the required economies of scale… 
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Economic feasibility of the Bougainville operation was established in July 1969 and was 
finalised in October of the same year when financing arrangements involving the raising of 
some K130 million in equity capital and K260 million in loan capital, were completed 
(Bougainville Copper Ltd. 1981:4). 

 
Astounding rates of change as a consequence of the mining operations are clearly visible 

at the Sub-district level. By way of example: the number of persons licensed at Kieta to drive 
a motor vehicle increased from 45 in 1966 to 3953 in 1970; cargo tonnages at the port of 
Kieta increased from 35,000 in 1968 to 460,000 in 1971; and the urban population increased 
from around 750 in 1966 to over 14,000 in 1971—the peak of the construction phase. Most 
of the new inhabitants were ‘outsiders’ drawn to the mining complex and housed in the two 
new towns of Panguna and Arawa, and surrounding areas on a temporary basis (Mamak et al. 
1974:3). 

Ore truck and shovel in the pit 

The decision to go ahead with mining was made in 1969, after an expenditure of over 
$A21 million in testing. By this time the ore body had been found to contain over 1000 
million tonnes of variable quality; for economic reasons it was decided to mine only those 
locations containing about 900 million tonnes which had an average content of 0.48 per cent 
of copper and 4389 milligrams of gold per tonne. The open-pit mine will eventually become 
one of the largest man-made holes in the world; 2 kilometers wide, 2.4 kilometers long, and a 
minimum of 300 meters deep. Mountainous terrain along one side of the pit will produce 
benched terraces reaching in places as much as 800 meters in height. To reach the mineral-
bearing ore, it will be necessary to remove, initially by hydraulic lifting and by truck haulage, 
about 42 million tonnes of waste overburden. The ore itself will initially be processed at the 
mine site by crushing and concentration, and then moved by pipe line, in the form of a slurry, 
to Loloho, the company’s port some 26 kilometers away. When in full operation the 
concentrators throughput will reach 90,000 short tons of ore a day (Oliver 1973:158). 

 
Milling and flotation require a water supply of around 200,000 cubic meters per day. 

This is the equivalent to more than two tonnes of water per second. Securing of this water 
supply has involved construction of pump stations on the Jaba and Kawerong rivers 
(Bougainville Copper 1981:15). 

 
In 1981, the Company [Bougainville Copper Limited formed to operate the mine] mined 

77.6 million tonnes of material. Of this, 37.5 million tonnes of ore were treated to produce 
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576,000 tonnes of concentrate. This concentrate contained 165,000 tonnes of copper, 16.8 
tonnes of gold and 42.4 tonnes of silver and had a gross value of K360 million (of which 
copper contributed 54% and gold 44%). 

The mine commenced production in April, 1972, and thus this Annual Report [1981] 
marks the end of a decade of operations. Throughout this period the Company’s development 
and performances have been closely linked with those of Papua New Guinea. In particular 
the mine’s impact upon the country’s economy has been considerable. 

Since startup total production from the mine has been 1.7 million tonnes of copper, 188 
tonnes of gold and 433 tonnes of silver. This production has a value of K2.4 billion which 
represents 48% of the country’s exports. Over the same period payments to the Government 
in the form of dividends, taxes, etc. amounted to K540 million which represents 22% of the 
Government’s internally generated revenue. Further, the presence of the Company on 
Bougainville Island has encouraged the development of local business enterprises providing 
goods and services required for the mine’s operations and for the island’s residents. 

Bougainville Copper is the country’s largest industrial employer with a workforce of 
over 4000; of these 80% are Papua New Guinea nationals. In the ten years to 1981, a total of 
600 Papua New Guinea citizens have completed their apprenticeships with the Company and 
an even greater number have attended other training and development courses. The 
Company’s training programme has resulted in considerable progress in the localisation of 
the Company’s employees and has made a sizeable contribution of skilled workers to the 
Papua New Guinea workforce. 

Exploration and development of Panguna prospect was undertaken by CRA Limited 
which now holds 53.6% of the share capital of Bougainville Copper Limited. The Papua 
New Guinea Government and its nominee The Investment Corporation of Papua New 
Guinea own 20.2% while the remaining 26.2% is in the hands of public shareholders 
(Bougainville Copper Ltd. 1981:1). 

 
Less tangible, but in the long run, of perhaps equal importance to the Territory’s [PNG] 

economy, will be the opportunities which the project will provide to numerous indigenes to 
acquire new skills; company policy from the beginning has been to give preference in 
employment to PNG’s indigenes in both technical and staff positions. This policy has been 
reinforced by means of large-scale on-the-job training, by liberal donations of tertiary school 
scholarships (with no requirement for eventual company employment), and by deliberately 
rapid replacement of expatriate employees. 

At the peak of the construction period, there were some 10,189 employees on the 
payrolls of the copper company and its associated contractors—3861 expatriates and 6328 
indigenes [many of these being young men from the Rotokas area]. It is expected that this 
number will drop to about 3000–3500 in normal post-construction times, and that the 
replacement (of expatriates by indigenes) will proceed at the following rate: 

Percentage of indigenes by job category 

 1972 1975 1980 
Managerial and professional 1% 7% 30% 
Sub-professional 4 25 70 
Supervisory and skilled 36 75 95 
Semi-skilled 95 100 100 
Unskilled 100 100 100 
 ___ ___ ___ 
Total 70% 87% 94% 

Internally as well, the company has sought to narrow the economic gap between 
indigenous and expatriate employees by paying the former with the highest wages deemed 
practicable; but wages present a different kind of problem, with political overtones. For even 
if the company would like and were able to pay indigenous and expatriate employees the 
same rates for the same jobs—and there is no evidence that this is not the case—it is 
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constrained from doing so by its view of the economic realities of Papua New Guinea as a 
whole and its wider responsibilities as a leading employer there… 

The company’s official social policies have been suffused with the same principles of 
ethnic equality—or indeed, pro-indigenous bias—as exemplified in its effort to promote 
‘integrated’ messing, housing, and recreation, and in its stern sanctions (i.e., immediate 
dismissal) against inter-ethnic brawling. 

…Unfortunately from the company’s standpoint, and despite its relatively enlightened 
policies, several factors have intervened during its first few years of operations to create 
dissatisfaction and even hostility among some of its indigenous neighbours. Some of this ill-
will was brought on by ignorance on the part of company personnel or ineptness on the part 
of administration officials during the early stages of exploration and land resumption. Some 
has been aroused by changes made from time to time in company plans and operations when 
at several stages in the exploration and testing the scope of the project has had to be 
expanded. Still other frictions have been engendered by the mine’s mode of financing, by 
management’s need to commence revenue-earning production as rapidly as possible in order 
to retire heavy-interest loans. And still others stem, probably inevitably, from the very nature 
of the enterprise and of its geographic and cultural setting: a privately owned and managed 
profit-seeking business with large manpower and land requirements situated among a remote, 
and commercially underdeveloped and, by European standards, culturally archaic populace 
(Oliver 1973:159–160). 

1.2.3 Influences behind and within the nationalism movement in the North Solomons Province 

In the November 19, 1973 issue of Newsweek and the December 17, 1973 issue of Time, the threat of 
secession by Bougainville was linked to the emerging prospects of vast earnings from the copper mine on the 
island. 

There is no doubt that benefits accruing from the operations placed Bougainville in a 
more advantageous bargaining position vis-a-vis the central government, but the relationship 
between the company and Bougainville nationalism is a complex one. Also, a host of social 
problems associated with the project, such as the influx of ‘outsiders’, and other social 
changes had encouraged nationalistic sentiments. 

At the Siwai Combined Council Conference of July 1972, Father John Momis informed 
councillors of the work of Mungkas [which means “black” in the Terei language of Buin], an 
association with which the PMA [Panguna Mungkas Association] is affiliated, founded by 
Bougainvillean tertiary students in Port Moresby. The students could sense the tempo of 
political change in Bougainville and were anxious to participate in it, perhaps even direct it. 
They announced through their special adviser Momis, that they intended organizing a 
seminar in Bougainville during the Christmas vacation. All councillors were invited to 
attend. The seminar was held in Kieta just before Christmas. Participants discussed the socio-
economic and political future of the Province and, when it was over, the organizers were 
confident that the meeting had at last established a link between the ‘educated’ and the 
village elders. 

On Christmas Eve, two Bougainvillean senior public servants—Dr. Luke Rovin, 32 and 
Peter Moini, 30—drove through a village in the Eastern Highlands and accidentally knocked 
down and killed a six-year-old girl. They were seized and killed by a group of villagers who 
were present at the scene of the accident. The incident aroused the anger of Bougainvilleans 
everywhere. Many Bougainvilleans employed in the Highlands Districts [Provinces] returned 
home. Locally, the presence of a large population of mainland Niuginians in the copper 
project served to remind Bougainvilleans of the tragedy. Talk of secession reached new 
heights. 

By a strange quirk of fate, the Chief Minister had previously decided to tour the District 
[Province] to encourage unity with Papua New Guinea. The tour could not be cancelled 
despite the likelihood of demonstrations. In Kieta, the Local Government Council and Navitu 
had decided to hold a public meeting between the Chief Minister and the people. [Leo] 
Hannett, who was on leave of absence from the University of Hawaii, was selected to chair 
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the meeting. He and several other Bougainvillean speakers reviewed the history of 
grievances in the District [Province]. They not only demanded absolute control over the 
collection and distribution of tax revenues, but also localization of the District 
Commissioner’s post, an end to ‘economic imperialism’, repatriation of mainland 
Niuginians, and the return of all Bougainvillean public servants stationed outside the District 
[Province]. They told the Chief Minister that these requests could probably only be met if 
Bougainville became an independent nation… 

Towards the end of 1972, Father Momis had warned the Chief Minister of mounting 
political pressure on Bougainville. He proposed the setting up of a political committee to 
look into the situation, perhaps even to find an alternative to secession through establishment 
of a mutually acceptable relationship between the central government and the District 
[Province]. He suggested that Hannett be in charge of such a committee. The Chief Minister 
liked the idea and Hannett was summoned to Port Moresby and made the Chief Minister’s 
special advisor on Bougainville. Hannett’s appointment helped the people to recover from 
the feeling of hopelessness which had followed from the deaths of Rovin and Moini, and it 
encouraged them to look at the central government with greater favour. However, Hannett’s 
progress with the Chief Minister’s department was, and would continue to be, uphill. He 
refused to sit on the fence, or to act as a government-directed puppet. On the draft page of his 
job description he scribbled the following: ‘I don’t want to be anyone’s messenger boy. 
Enough buggarizing around the problems. The central issues must be spelt out—I must be 
authorized to seek the views of the people, the leaders of Bougainville, and the four MHAs 
[Member of the House of Assembly], in the interests of working out solutions to our political 
problems.’ And in the end he was. 

To initiate and ready themselves for political change, Hannett met with the MHAs, 
several Bougainvillean public servants, and Mungkas members while in Port Moresby. After 
much discussion, the group made the following major decisions: 

1) establish a District [Provincial] Government with power to collect and distribute 
tax revenues; 

2) keep the people continuously informed of plans as it was essential to obtain their 
approval and support; 

3) Bougainvillean leaders and all educated Bougainvilleans must work together in 
a concerted way so as to preclude further distrust; 

4) suspend the government’s political liaison programme as it is not considering 
their problems with any sense of urgency; 

5) staff the following decision-making positions with Bougainvilleans—District 
Commissioner, Superintendent of Police, Business Advisers, and Regional 
Medical Officer; 

6) ensure that at least two selected Bougainvilleans are appointed to the Board of 
Directors of Bougainville Copper; 

7) ensure that a clause be inserted in the proposed constitution guaranteeing the 
rights of Bougainvilleans and other recognized minorities to secede or enter into 
an alternative form of relationship with the central government should they wish 
to do so…  

[A statement by the President of Wakunai Local Government Council at this time 
represented the feelings in general of the Rotokas people for whom he spoke: “A State 
Government can unite us. If we want to secede later, where is the foundation for it? We need 
some experience in governing ourselves. Later, we may decide to secede.”] 
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Wakunai local government council – 1972 

In any history of the evolution and course of Bougainvillean nationalism, the special 
significance of events during the year 1973 will undoubtedly be recognized. Formation of the 
Bougainville Special Political Committee [formally announced on the final day of the 
Combined Local Government Council Conference in Wakunai], organization of conferences 
to debate and determine the direction of Bougainvillean political development, and a major 
confrontation with the central government over the nature and timing of an ‘interim’ 
administrative arrangement, have all generated a very strong sense of unity of purpose on 
Bougainville. The issue of District [Provincial] Government had played a major role in 
breaking down the long-standing north-south polarization which has bedevilled other 
attempts to generate a common basis for nationalism. Although there were many different 
views on what District [Provincial] Government would mean for Bougainville, the 
atmosphere prevailing throughout the District in December 1973, was one of renewed 
optimism and confidence. Not only had their leaders outlined an administrative structure 
which seemed well-suited to a Bougainvillean cultural heritage, but increasing numbers of 
Bougainvilleans were recognizing the very important roles their proposals were playing on 
the national scene as well. [A Bill for the immediate introduction of Provincial Government 
in Bougainville was passed in the House of Assembly on July 5, 1974.] (Mamak et al. 
1974:11, 17–20, 46, 62.) 
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2 

Geography of Bougainville and Buka Islands 

2.1 General Orientation 

The Solomon Islands lie on the southwestern margin of the Pacific Ocean and come within the circum-
Pacific volcanic belt. They are made up mostly of Tertiary and Quaternary volcanic rocks and derived 
sedimentary rocks, but also include some organic limestones. 

Bougainville and Buka Islands form a single land mass separated from one another by 
only a shallow, half-mile strait. Together, they are about 240 kilometers long and about 64 
kilometers across at their widest point. They are located along a north-west-south-east 
axis.… The total land area is approximately 9000 square kilometers minus some 13 square 
kilometers of lakes and some other expanses of permanent freshwater swamps (Oliver 
1973:7). 

 
Bougainville Island, on which the Rotokas people live, has a mountainous interior 

consisting of the Emperor, Crown Prince, and Deuro Ranges, the active Bagana volcano 
(1747 meters), the dormant Balbi (2593 meters) and Loloru volcanoes, and a number of 
extinct volcanoes, including Billy Mitchell, Takuan (2245 meters), and Taroka (2201 
meters); crater lakes occur in the centers of Loloru and Billy Mitchell volcanoes (Blake and 
Miezitis 1967:1). 

 
The climate is of the wet-tropical or tropical-rainfall type, and it is remarkably equable 

the year round. The mean annual temperature at sea level is about 26.7 degrees C; monthly 
sea-level means vary only a degree or so above or below that mark, and the average diurnal 
range at sea level is only about 10.6 degrees C. Temperatures are lower at higher elevations 
(according to records from comparable places, mean temperature undergoes a drop of 1.35 
degrees C with every 300 meters), but here also they change within quite narrow monthly 
and diurnal ranges, and nowhere reach conditions of frost. 

The alternating wind systems that affect these islands consist of a variable set from the 
northwest, which occurs between December and April, and a stronger more continual set 
from the southeast, which prevails from May to December. These changes in wind have little 
discernible effect on (sea level) temperatures but they do exert some influence on patterns of 
rainfall, particularly in the north… 

[An observation made by a Rotokas man was that the west wind is a “cleaning wind” 
which clears off rain, while a wind from the east (blowing from the Pipipaia area towards 
Togarao) brings rain. This only confirms the general pattern of rain and wind during the very 
wet season when winds coming up the Wakunai Valley from the east bring heavy rainfall.] 

Average rainfall at sea level is higher in the south (about 3353 millimeters per annum) 
than in the north (about 2667 millimeters per annum), and regional topographic factors serve 
to extend these differences somewhat. (Rainfall also tends to increase with elevation but 
there are too few records available to indicate how much.) The north-westerly winds 
(December–April) distribute about the same amount of rainfall over all parts of both islands. 
During the south-east season (May–December), however, the moisture laden winds deposit 
more of their water on the southern slopes of Bougainville’s mountains, thereby accounting 
for the higher average annual rainfall in the south. As a result of this circumstance, Buka and 
north Bougainville undergo a ‘dry season’ during this part of the year. But it is only 
relatively dry—or rather, relatively less wet; the longest recorded period without rain 
anywhere in these islands is only sixteen days, and the mean duration of rainless days for 
both islands is three days and under a month for all months of the year. 

Finally, the equability of the climate is further indicated by figures for relative humidity. 
On the basis of observations at sea level stations, the mean monthly recordings range 



 28

between only 75 and 86 per cent, and diurnal variations for any one station are even less 
(Oliver 1973:9–10]. 

 

 

Map  2 – Rotokas area of Bougainville Island 
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2.2 Physical Characteristics of the Rotokas Area 

The “Rotokas area,” as used in this writeup, is located within the Kieta Sub-District (Aita Census Division 
and Rotokas Census Division) from Inus Plantation at the northern boundary to Tenekau Bay and Plantation at 
the southern boundary. From the west coast of the island to the east coast in this central area of the island, 
Rotokas speakers are found. On the west coast, the area is included in the Keriaka Census Division of Buka 
Passage Sub-District. 

2.2.1 Volcanic formations 

Mt. Balbi 

The Balbi Volcanics occupy an area of over 200 square miles and consist of 
agglomerate, tuff, ash, andesite lava, and derived fan deposits. The volcanic rocks were 
erupted from the dormant Balbi volcano, a complex stratovolcano rising to a height of 8502 
feet [2593 meters] at the southeastern end of the Emperor Range, northwest 
Bougainville…The maximum thickness of the formation is probably greater than 6000 feet 
[1830 meters]. 

The Balbi Volcanics are considered to range in age from late Pleistocene to 
Recent…The last eruption from Balbi volcano is reputed to have occurred some time 
between 1800 and 1850 and is said to have killed a number of people. The present activity of 
the volcano is confined to solfataras in the summit area and in the northeastern amphitheatre, 
and to hot springs on the flanks. The volcano is considered potentially active, and nuees 
ardentes are likely to be emitted during its next eruption… 

Plate 6. 

 
(a) Vertical air-photograph mosaic of Balbi volcano. R.A.F. photograph; 

sortie 543A/418. Nos. 11 & 12. 24 June 1963. 
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(b) Interpretation of mosaic. 

Map 3 – Balbi Volcanics 

[There is a story told by the Rotokas that could very well be related to the last eruption 
of Balbi Volcano. The skies were darkened for three days while the people sacrificed black 
pigs. Finally, after the third day, a white pig was sacrificed and the skies cleared. No one 
remembers now if there were many deaths or much destruction.] 

 



 

 

Map 4 – Fold-out sketch of Balbi Panorama 

Balbi Volcano is made up of a number of coalescing volcanic cones aligned roughly north-west. The flanks of the volcano are covered by 
dense tropical rain forest up to 4000 feet [1220 meters], bamboo and moss forest between 4000 feet [1220 meters] and 7500 feet [2290 meters], 
and alpine rush above 7500 feet (Blake, et al. 1967:21, 24). 

 

 



 32

In May of 1974, during one of four trips to the top of Balbi volcano from Togarao village, I logged the 
following approximate travel times: 

Departure Togarao Village 10:15 a.m. [May 11] 
Arrival Rest Camp 3:15 p.m. 
Departure Rest Camp 6 a.m. [May 12] 
Pass Alpine rush (flag) 8 a.m. 
Arrival rim of Crater B 9 a.m. 
Departure area of Crater B and C 10:30 a.m.  
Pass Alpine rush (flag) 11 a.m. 
Arrival Rest Camp 12:30 p.m. 
Departure Rest Camp 1:40 p.m. 
Arrival Togarao Village 4:40 p.m. 

A significant Rotokas story is told of a Keriaka man climbing the west flanks of Mt. Balbi (called Viasiito 
in Keriaka) at the same time a Rotokas man was climbing from the eastern, Rotokas side, where the mountain 
is called Tutue. The two men met at the top and established a meeting place. They decided to exchange articles 
produced by their respective places at a later date. 

On the designated day, the Rotokas man climbed to the spot marked for the return meeting. (This place 
can be identified to this day at the top of the volcanic complex). He had with him the bows and arrows which 
were to be exchanged. He then proceeded to wait for an unusually long period of time. Finally, looking 
towards the Keriaka side, he spotted smoke coming from the area from which he knew the man was to come. 
He concluded that something was amiss and that the man’s spirit was angry. He imagined that the spirit was 
chasing him, so he hastily left the spot and came crashing down the mountain back to the safety of a Rotokas 
village. 

To this day, the trails of the two men are sometimes used by both Rotokas and Keriaka people as a route 
when traveling between the western and eastern sides of the island. 

Mt. Bagana 

The Bagana Volcanics crop out over about 40 square miles in central Bougainville and 
are the products of Bagana, an active stratovolcano which rises 5730 feet [1747 meters] 
above sea level, 12 miles [19 kilometers] north-east of Torokina. The formation consists of 
dark grey andesite lava flows, subordinate tuff and agglomerate, and derived alluvial fan 
deposits. 

Bagana is [was] the most active volcano in the [Papua] New Guinea area [at least when 
Fisher described it in 1954 and 1957]. It may well have been entirely built up since the end 
of the Pleistocene. Its activity was recorded by Guppy (1887), who visited the Solomon 
Islands in 1882, and it has probably been more or less continuously active since. The most 
recent manifestations of activity include powerful explosive eruptions [accompanied by 
numerous nuees ardentes descending the flanks of the volcano and the emission of lava 
flows]. When examined in June 1965, the youngest lava flow was still moving down the 
south-west side of the volcano. Half way down the volcano this flow had split into four arms, 
two flowing west and two south. Their fronts had reached the base of the cone and were 
advancing at the rate of 1 foot or less a day…Several hot springs issue from the base of the 
cone (Blake, et al. 1967:27–28). 
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Plate 11. 

Fig. 1. The active Bagana Volcano, 23 May 1960, from the northeast. One of the 
1946–7 lava flows is shown on the extreme left of the photograph. (Photo G. A. 

Taylor). 

Fig. 2. Bagana Volcano, 7 October 1964, from the south. The 1964/5 lava flow, 
darker in colour than the older flows, is shown descending the western flank of the 
volcano. About half way down the flank this flow has divided into four main arms, 
two of which flow to the west and two to the south (see Plate 10). (Photo C. D. 
Branch). 

Two views of Mt. Bagana 

The following is an account of the eruption of Bagana Volcano (called Tooki in Rotokas), which took 
place on April 19, 1975. Up to the time of the eruption, the activity of the volcano had increased noticeably. 
For several months, the lava had been flowing down a trough on the northern flank. The top of the cone 
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glowed red and was visible for miles at night. During the evening of the 18th, we could hear deep sounds from 
within the earth, as if it were groaning. 

At about 4:35 a.m. on the 19th, Mt. Bagana erupted with a very powerful report. However, it was heard 
neither in Kieta, nor even as close as Asitavi, near Wakunai. Within minutes the smoke and ash climbed to a 
height of between 10,600 and 12,200 meters (as estimated by a visiting Bougainville Air Services’ pilot). 
Throughout the column of smoke and ash, lightning flashed. Various people of Togarao village said that they 
had never seen anything like it before. The top of the cloud drifted to the east while the middle section drifted 
west out over the sea. There was light rain with ash which fell about one and a half hours later. This resulted in 
a light coat of ash on the vegetation. Within three hours of the explosion, the sky had cleared and the volcano 

had quieted again. A pilot flying near the cone later in the day said that there was no great noticeable difference 
in the shape of the cone nor in the subsequent emission of steam and smoke. 

Map 5 – Bagana Volcanics 

A secondary cloud of smoke and ash went up on Sunday, April 27, at 1 p.m. It was preceded by a few 
rumbling noises the night before. The cloud did not go as high (possibly about 4,500 to 6,000 meters) and 
quickly dissipated over the Solomon Sea to the west. 

NumaNuma Volcanics 

The NumaNuma Volcanics are the products of a previously unnamed extinct volcano, 
here called the NumaNuma volcano, which is situated south-east of Mount Balbi. The 
formation covers an area of about 175 square miles and is named after NumaNuma river, 
which flows down the north flank of the volcano to NumaNuma plantation, on the north-east 
coast of Bougainville. 

Most of the NumaNuma Volcanics are probably Pleistocene…[The volcano] is a densely 
forested complex stratovolcano…The summit area consists of an erosion caldera, a dome, 
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and a deeply eroded volcanic cone. The erosion caldera is more than 1000 feet deep and 2 
miles wide…On the gently sloping flanks of the volcano deep gullies separated by sharp 
ridges extend radially outwards from the summit area…The highest part of the complex is on 
the southern rim of the caldera [5035 feet/1535 meters]. 

Billy Mitchell Volcanics 

The Billy Mitchell Volcanics comprise both the rocks which were erupted from the 
extinct Billy Mitchell Volcano and the fan deposits derived by erosion of the eruptive rocks. 
The formation covers an area of about 80 square miles in central Bougainville and consists of 
pumice, tuff, agglomerate, and sand… 

The Billy Mitchell Volcanics have a maximum thickness of about 5000 feet…The 
highest and steepest parts of the volcano are covered with kunai grass and scattered trees, 
while tropical rain forest covers the lower flanks. In the centre of the volcano Lake Billy 
Mitchell occupies a well formed crater 1.5 miles in diameter. A small island occurs near the 
southern shore of the lake. The highest point on the rim of the crater is 5028 feet [1533 
meters], and the water level of the lake is at about 3500 feet [1067 meters]: the maximum 
depth of water in the lake is not known. The eastern flank of the volcano descends smoothly 
for 14 miles to the sea, but the other sides have rough irregular surfaces and are much less 
extensive (Blake, et al. 1967: 25–26]. 

In 1973, during the PNG Defense Force’s presence in the Rotokas area, an exercise was planned which 
would take the men near Lake Billy Mitchell and on to Panguna along the top of the Crown Prince range. 
Guides were chosen from Lesiopaia and Beteriopaia to help the troops over the first part of the trail. 

As the men neared the lake, the guides started to desert and eventually, the men were left to themselves to 
find their way through this very dense forested area. A senior officer, who observed the men from his plane 
each day, told us that at times they were unable to make even four kilometers a day. The men eventually 
finished the exercise at Panguna, but without the help of the guides. It turned out later that the guides had been 
worried about spirit beings believed to be present in the area of Lake Billy Mitchell. 

2.2.2 Rivers and waterfalls 

There are three major river systems within the Rotokas language area: Wakunai river (Rotokas Proper 
dialect area), Red river (Pipipaia dialect area), and Aita river (Aita dialect area). [For dialect differences see 
section 10.4.1.] 

Aita River 

Of the three rivers named above, the Aita river is most well known for its powerful, swift current, 
especially where it crosses the main road on the coast. It is not uncommon for cars and/or trucks to be caught 
in its current at the ford and swept downstream. One particularly large truck, owned by a Teop business man, 
was overturned when the driver attempted to cross the Aita river while it was at flood stage. It was reported 
that K3000 along with tradestore goods were lost. The driver and owner were both fortunate to escape alive. 

Red River 

The Red River, which originates high on the eastern flank of Mt. Balbi, is known for its rust-like color 
which stains the rocks in the river’s bed. The river water is known for being corrosive and the people report 
that metal cooking pots washed in the water are quick to erode. 

Wakunai River 

The Wakunai river valley is the largest of the three. The construction of the twenty-four kilometer road 
from the coast inland has stimulated interest in planting cocoa and has resulted in villagers resettling near the 
road. Timber was being logged commercially for export overseas a few kilometers inland from the coastal 
road, but it was discontinued because of a land dispute. At one time, the government was considering building 
a large hydroelectric generator several kilometers inland from the coastal road, but this was not followed 
through for various reasons. 
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The Uruavi River and other tributaries join the Wakunai River from both sides of this valley, the largest 
coming from the southern slopes of Mt. Balbi, Mt. Bagana, Billy Mitchell and NumaNuma Volcanics. All 
provide the runoff which maintains this clear, swift flowing river. 

 
The following are descriptions of waterfalls located in the area populated by the speakers of the Rotokas 

Proper dialect. Unfortunately, I am not familiar with the many waterfalls to be found in the other two dialect 
areas: 

Ivaru Vagapa (waterfall) 

The first three waterfalls are ephemeral in that they are seen flowing only after very heavy rains. The Ivaru 
waterfall is very high and descends in two parts. It appears on the eastern slope of Mt. Balbi, on the southern-
most dome which looms above Togarao village. If observed in the evening, the waterfall will have disappeared 
by the next morning. 

Urivaritete Vagapa (waterfall) 

This is another ephemeral fall and is located parallel to the Ivaru waterfall as seen in the illustration below. 
It also flows only briefly after a period of heavy rainfall. The name means “limbum roller.” 

Sesevi Vagapa (waterfall) 

This is the third of the three ephemeral waterfalls located on the southeastern slope of Mt. Balbi. It is a 
long waterfall which can be seen flowing between the twin peaks of the dome mentioned above. Once again, it 
is dependent upon very heavy rainfall and lasts only briefly. 

(In the past, the Rotokas would hunt in this general area, high on the slopes of Mt. Balbi, for pig and 
opossum. The hunting for special feasts is normally done lower down at this time.) 

Eastern slope of southernmost dome – Mt. Balbi 

Ivitu Vagapa (waterfall) 

This high waterfall, located behind the village of Togarao, falls through a narrow gap in the cliff face and 
hits a ledge about five to seven meters from the top. Shooting out from that point, it falls free to a large pool 
below. The total height of the fall is 68.7 meters. At one time, the Provincial Government was seriously 
considering installing a hydroelectric generator at the base of the fall. The equipment was reportedly ordered 
from Japan, but the project was discontinued for lack of funds. 
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In the same gorge, a short distance downstream from the base of the taller waterfall is another fall about 
four to five meters in height. Its source is a small stream which has a hot spring located in its course, not far 
from the head of the waterfall. Evidence of mineral springs can be seen around the perimeter of the pool into 
which the water falls. 

Rovuvi Vagapa (waterfall) 

This slight waterfall is very high, measuring approximately fifty-five to sixty meters in length. It is located 
at the head of a small gorge to the west of Ruruvu village (about an hour and forty minutes’ walk from Togarao 
village). The source is small and during drier weather very little water comes over the top of the rock ledge. 
However, after a good rain the water gushes over and falls unobstructed. The stream, which continues on from 
the base of this fall, is named Kiikii ovi. 

Ivitu Vagapa behind Togarao Village 

Taataavire Vagapa (waterfall) 

Widest of the falls described so far, the Taataavire Vagapa is located on the Uruavi river, one of the main 
rivers flowing into the Wakunai valley. The fall is located below the village of Ruruvu and is the terminal point 
for fish of any size coming upstream from the coast. The waterfall is approximately thirty minutes’ walking 
time from Ruruvu. While there, I saw several large fish speared in the pool below the fall. 

Pauovi Vagapa (waterfall) 

This beautiful waterfall is a combination of two consecutive falls and is located below the village of Sisivi 
to the east. They fall a total of one hundred meters. A young Rotokas woman, while collecting freshwater 
snails, was swept over the top and killed in the early 1980s. 

Many spectacular waterfalls can be seen from the air while flying over the Rotokas area. The preceding 
are only a sample of some which we have seen from the ground. 
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2.2.3 Caves 

Kovava Cave 

The following is a caver’s description of the cave called Kovaya by the Rotokas people. A group of us had 
explored this cave several years before, but had not taken any notes. The cave is located in a small area of 
coralline limestone that exists approximately fifteen kilometers south southwest of Wakunai. The closest 
village is Ibu, which is located within thirty minutes’ walk of the cave. 

Kovava Cave near Ibu Village 

The entrance is at the foot of a low cliff where a small stream emerges. The dimensions 
of the entrance are 2 meters wide and 3 meters high. About fifteen meters into the cave a 
point is reached where the stream emerges from a low passage on the right. Nearby, the cave 
also divides into a number of passages which recombine 20 meters further on… 

In this area, the main passage is 6 meters wide. At 2 meters from the floor, it abruptly 
narrows to 1.5 meters. A narrowing chimney rises vertically for at least another 10 
meters…The total length of the passages was calculated at 220 meters. The difference in 
height between the stream entrance and efflux was estimated at 20 meters. 

The cave is very easy going throughout. It is possible to walk practically all of its length. 
The floor consists of small boulders, gravel and sand with the odd spot of mud. The flow in 
the small stream was guessed at 50 litre/sec. (0.05 cumecs). This flow would increase 
considerably during times of heavy rain, but it is not expected to present any danger to 
cavers… 

Eels and many small bats live within the cave. Three kinds of bats can be found. They 
are found throughout the cave but are more numerous in parts of the side passages (Meier 
1973:128). 
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Utoko Mountain Caves 

Other caves located in the Rotokas area behind Sisivi village were described by Hans Meier. They are 
located in an area called Utoko mountain by the local people. The area is difficult to walk through and required 
nearly five hours of hard work with a bush knife to get to the river below the caves. The river originates from a 
lake that is located between the Keriaka Plateau and Mt. Balbi. The lake occurs in some of the Rotokas stories. 

A small tributary of the main river runs through a valley which ends in an amphitheatre with cliffs rising 
vertically for one hundred meters on three sides. The river emerges from a cave eighty meters up the cliff and 
tumbles to the valley floor in a magnificent waterfall. A second small river falls as a curtain of individual 
droplets. 

A considerable detour would be necessary to reach the top, due to the vertical cliffs. A number of quite 
large bats were seen near a cliff about one hundred fifty meters downstream from the waterfall. 

Three other caves are located on the south side of this same river. At the foot of the cliffs in which the 
caves are located an efflux flows about one cumec. It sumps after thirty meters. The other two caves are 
reached after climbing a muddy, slippery cliff. The upper cave contains a very small stream that flows toward 
the entrance near where it sinks into the middle of the cave. Progressing into the cave, the floor consists first of 
rock and then of mud and bat guano. Height is up to fifteen meters in places with width generally four meters. 
Exploration was abandoned approximately seventy meters in at a small hole (passable) which leads to a 
continuation of the passage. The continuation is approximately three meters high and three to six meters wide 
with much mud. No draught was felt. Some bats and a small crab were collected. Some larger crabs were also 
caught, but they were of cooking size. 

Cave in area behind Sisivi Village1 

Another cave in this area was located and entered. The cave passage is completely filled by the river 
flowing through it. The river passage is approximately six meters high and four meters wide. There is a three 
meter vertical pitch into the river. This river sumps approximately thirty meters downstream. The passage can 
be followed upstream for approximately seventy meters, where a sump is reached. 

                                                           
1Cave photos taken by Hans Meier. 
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The caves, although not very large, show that the area has good potential. Some other caves were also 
mentioned by the guides (Meier 1980:3–4). 

2.2.4 Mineral springs 

In addition to the hot springs mentioned in section 2.2.1 as part of the Balbi and Bagana volcanics 
description, there are two significant mineral springs which are described here. 

Rasiva Springs 

First are the Rasiva springs, also known as Roto, from which the name Rotokas comes. These warm-to-hot 
ferrous-hydroxide springs, which are found in gulleys behind Togarao village and in the nearby vicinity, are 
easily recognized by the red to rust-colored sediment around the spring area. Immediately behind Togarao in a 
narrow ravine is the main location in which these springs are found. The reddish sediment is nearly a meter 
deep in an area about two to three meters across and several meters in length. From this area, the sediment 
flows downstream ten to fifteen meters and over a waterfall about eight to ten meters in height. The face of the 
fall is covered with the roto sediment. It was in this general area that the sediment was collected for 
processing—a process called roto kasi. The description of this process is found in section 14.6 on earth paints 
and dyes. Small ferrous hydroxide springs may be seen along the banks of the streams above Togarao. They 
most certainly occur throughout this general area. 

Rasiva (Roto) Spring located behind Togarao Village 

Pioto Spring 

The second mineral spring is a single source of warm water in which a high concentration of a sulfur 
compound is in solution. Upon contact with air, the compound oxidizes and precipitates out of solution. The 
resulting sediment is a grayish-white (with sulfur-yellow tint) compound which is found in the stream bed 
several centimeters thick. The spring, called Pioto, is located in a small amphitheatre just above and to the west 
of Togarao village. The distance to the spring source is approximately thirty minutes by trail from the village. 
At times, the odor of sulfur coming from the amphitheatre can be smelled immediately above Togarao. 

The stream coming from the Pioto spring is obviously very toxic, as evidenced by dead insects and ducks 
along the banks. The sediment is used by the Rotokas people, as will be seen in latter chapters. It is interesting 
to note that very large trees in this amphitheatre are said to be extremely old. Even some dead trunks still 
standing are very well preserved. 
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3 

The Rotokas: Demographic Information 

3.1 Population Facts and Figures 

In all government records and maps, the name Rotokas is used to designate the area, the people, and their 
language. The name was originated by coastal people to the north, who traded with the mountain people to 
obtain paint for their canoes, cosmetics, etc. Because the Rotokas people made the paint by super-heating red 
mud from hot springs, the coastals called them “paint cookers.” The equivalent in the language of the mountain 
people themselves was rotokas. 

It was not until the early 1980’s that we were told about an earlier name that the Rotokas people used as 
their own: Asigoao. Today this name is rarely heard. There is no evidence of it being incorporated in present-
day government documents or records. Some older men would like to see the name Rotokas replaced by 
Asigoao, however. 

The earliest census figures for the Rotokas area available at the time of writing this report are from the 
government census taken in 1963. No effort was made to go back further, although the information would not 
be difficult to obtain from government offices on Bougainville. 

It will be remembered from the text that in the past, the colonial government encouraged the population 
living in scattered hamlets to group together in larger village units, in order to facilitate administration. 
Following both Independence and increased cocoa plantings, there was a significant shift of population back to 
the more isolated hamlets. These often included the extended family only. 

Although the first set of population figures reflects the period of time when the population was located in 
larger villages, the last set of figures, unfortunately, is only very general. The fact that the people preferred 
living in hamlets is not reflected in the figures in the following chart: 

 

Comparison of census figures by village and year 

Village/Dialect 1963 1965 1981 
 
Togarao/Rotokas 216 247 388 
Ruruvu/Rotokas 129 136 214 
Sisivi/Rotokas 190 222 367 
Ibu/Rotokas 104 122 194 
 
Mapiaro/Rotokas 132 165 299 
Sirioripaia/Rotokas 194 198 238 
Beteriopaia/Rotokas 131 137 NA 
 
Pipipaia/Pipipaia 264 284 NA 
Kakaropaia/Pipipaia 190 217 NA 
Bulistoro/Pipipaia 149 156 205 
 
Pokoia/Aita 217 189 NA 
Nupatoro/Aita 164 173 NA 
Tsubiai/Aita 120 127 NA 
Osiwaipa/Aita 146 178 NA 

 
In 1981, the total population of the North Solomons Province was 97,291. The population of the area 

represented by the Tearaka-Aita Community Government was 3,116, and that of the Rotokas-Ewara 
Community Government was 3,006. By comparison, the population in 1963 of roughly the same areas 
combined was 3,520. 

Complete census figures were gathered at the government office in Wakunai at the time two Rotokas men 
and I visited most of the Rotokas area villages (1966). Those figures are listed in Appendix A. A sample from 
Togarao village is shown in the following chart: 
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Togarao Village—Annual census figures taken August 26, 1965 

–1  yr  1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ children adults 
 M  F M  F M  F  M  F  M  F   M  F   M  F  M  F 

 2   5 15 14  8  8  6  15 33  43   8   7  58  64 64  61 

Deaths:   one (between eleven and fifteen years of age), one (between forty-six and fifty-five+ years of age)  
Births:    three males, ten females  
Migrations:    two in, three out 

Average size of family:     2.90 persons 

Although the above population figures indicate a relatively large village, this may not have been the case. 
A government officer, who did malaria research in the area shortly after the census, collected different figures. 
His count of blood slides taken supposedly of the entire village, showed only eighty-seven adults present in 
Togarao. At that time, many of the men worked on the coast and returned to the higher villages only at the 
weekends or for special occasions. Some were working at the copper mine site several hours away during the 
exploration and construction period. 

3.2 Village Sites 

In 1963, there were fifteen villages (1,640 population) reported in the Rotokas Proper dialect area, four 
villages (765 population) in the Pipipaia dialect, eight villages (1,003 population) in the Aita dialect, and one 
village of 112 speakers of the Atsilima sublanguage on the west coast. 

Several villages were “created” as a result of World War II operations in this area. In one of many stories 
about the “fight days,” a Rotokas man describes how as Allied troops advanced into Japanese territory, villages 
were built to house indigenous help and to hold supplies. Willy, a 60-year-old Rotokas man, remembers fleeing 
from the NumaNuma area carrying David Akoitai on his back to the new village site of Sirioripaia. Other 
villages established about this time are: Beteriopaia (now moved from its original location), Tokuo, Ture, 
Pikiepa, and the large central camp for soldiers, Viateripaia. The latter four do not appear on government maps 
and we have no knowledge of where they were located. 

Some of the villages were moved after the war, as in the case of Togarao (formerly known as Uriiko 
tuikou or “to preserve taro”). Government officers instructed the men to move the village closer to the Patrol 
Post of Wakunai. It was subsequently moved down from a higher ridge to the present site, about twenty 
minutes’ walking time. On government maps, the village retained the name Togarao. The people themselves, 
however, called the new site Sureko and continue to do so today. The local name for the relocated village of 
Ruruvu is Reesotoaro, and for Mapiaro, Kaareva. 

When our family first moved to Togarao in 1965, most houses were arranged as a typical “line village,” 
with the buildings in two parallel lines facing each other. The Methodist church stood at one end and the 
Catholic church at the other. The Patrol Officer’s house (haus kiap) and police quarters were off to one side. 
Outhouses were located a short distance behind the two rows of houses. 

Togarao village included a well-kept and landscaped cemetery at this time. The common grave of World 
War II Allied forces is said to be located nearby. Villagers’ interest in their cemetery fluctuated over the years 
and it was nearly overgrown the last time we saw it in 1982. 

The village saw two significant changes during the seventeen-year period that we were acquainted with it. 
The first diagram below shows its arrangement as of 1965. The second diagram reflects the period 1970–1975 
when an airstrip occupied the center of the village. The final diagram shows the village after the Wakunai 
valley road was completed and the airstrip came into disuse.2 

                                                           
2All village names in this ethnography are spelled according to the government census records of 1963, unless subsequently 
officially changed. Pronunciations of the village names by Rotokas speakers are at variance with several of the spellings. 
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Diagram of Togarao village as it appeared in 1965 

Diagram of Togarao village as it appeared in the late 1970s 

Diagram of Togarao village as it appeared in 1982 
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4 

Social Grouping, Marriage, Family, Youth, and Kinship 

4.1 General Groups Defined 

The following paragraphs briefly describe the social groupings of the Rotokas people in the order of 
largest to smallest membership. 

Language group 

The Rotokas language group includes the speakers of all three dialects of Rotokas. They make up most of 
the number of persons recorded in the census figures for the Tearaka-Aita and Rotokas-Ewara Community 
Governments. They function as a group in matters of government and as recently as 1984 were represented as a 
single entity in the North Solomons Provincial Government’s House of Assembly by Mr. Gordon Bure of the 
Aita dialect area. 

Clan groups 

Among the Rotokas, clans are necessary for at least two main reasons: marriage and land ownership. The 
main clans will be listed and discussed in chapter 6. 

Some clans extend beyond the language boundaries. In general, most clan groups on Bougainville have a 
totem consisting of an animal or, most often, a particular species of bird. The totem has an accompanying myth 
which usually recounts the adventures of the clan’s mythical ancestress, including how she gave birth to the 
first human members, how she acquired matrilineage land, and how she became associated with the group’s 
totem (Oliver 1973:70). 

Sub-clans 

Subdivisions of clans may be even more important than major clan groupings in terms of the eligibility of 
marriage partners. This will be seen later in the chapter. Marriage is nearly always between members of two 
subclans within a primary clan group. The subclan also functions to provide hospitality for visiting members. 

Villages 

The population figures listed in section 3.1 indicate that the average Rotokas village has between two 
hundred and four hundred inhabitants. Once again, it should be noted that these numbers represent official 
village association, but not necessarily actual residence. Many people live mostly in hamlets and return to the 
villages only for special feasts and celebrations. More recently, young people associate with a particular village 
in order to participate in that village’s sports teams, such as soccer (for men) and basketball (for women). 

In the past, there was strength and protection within the village group. Men were organized to protect 
women and children under the direction of a fight leader. Today’s leader is chosen by the people to promote 
the common good. He represents the village in area meetings, organizes community work projects, and 
delegates work to the people. This work schedule is usually discussed at the village meetings attended by both 
men and women. 

Hamlets 

In the past, as already mentioned, the people of this region preferred to live in hamlets on their own land. 
Immediately following World War II, however, the government urged the people to live in village centers. 
Today living in the hamlet is again very popular because of proximity to coconut and cocoa plantings, or to 
inland roadways. 

A hamlet may be home to a single nuclear family or an extended family. During the week, residents of the 
hamlet may include the property owner and others employed to work his crops with him. 

Extended family 

The extended family may inhabit a single hamlet, or may be part of a large village complex. It normally 
consists of two or more nuclear families linked together by blood (consanguineal) ties. Normally, a main house 
is built with a large adjacent cookhouse. The cookhouse serves to house extra members of this unit from time 
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to time. When a husband is absent for work or other reasons, his wife and children are often cared for in the 
home of his relatives. Members of extended family groups tend to be quite closely associated. 

Nuclear family 

The Rotokas nuclear family includes father, mother, their subadult children, and often one or more 
grandparents. They are closely united for the most part, although changing social patterns are bringing much 
more independence to the young people than they had in the past. 

The family works in the garden together, goes on long hunts together, attends church together (although 
men, women, and children sit separately), and some families have prayer and reading of Scripture together in 
the home. 

Rotokas family at the river 

The husband’s primary responsibilities are to bring in the money for store-bought food, taxes, school fees, 
and clothing [see section 11.5], build the house, and clear garden areas. The wife’s primary responsibilities are 
to care for the children, supply most of the family’s food through her gardens, bring in firewood and water, and 
prepare the meals. Grandparents living with the younger family share the work until they are no longer able. 

The father and mother are responsible, in many cases, for the choice of an offspring’s marriage partner 
[see section 4.3]. Property is passed from mother to children as discussed in chapter 6. The relationship of 
parents to an Upe initiate is unusual and is described in chapter 5. 

Church membership 

Allegiance to a particular church may be shown by an entire village, a section of a village, or by only one 
family. Among the inhabitants of Togarao, about half of them hold to the Catholic Church and half to the 
United Church. One extended family followed the Seventh Day Adventist Church (SDA). This was the result 
of the marriage of three daughters to SDA men. 

The church is one of the most cohesive and functional groups in many of the Rotokas villages. In some 
locations, the church administers the local elementary school. More will be said about this in chapter 9. 

4.2 The Whole Person 

The basic unit of any social grouping, of course, is man himself. To the Rotokas, man is made up of body 
(varaua), soul (sopaua), and spirit (uraura). The visible body is made up of flesh (sope), blood (revasiva), and 
bone (kerua). 

The invisible parts of the body are: a) the soul, where thinking takes place and which functions as a 
discerner of right and wrong; and b) the spirit, which gives life to the body. The spirit of the Rotokas person is 
believed to live on after death. Stories about men contacting the spirits of dead persons are given in section 
8.2.5. 



 46

The term uraura (spirit) has a physical aspect to it, as well. The term also means shadow, reflection, or 
photograph. There is usually no hesitancy to have a photo taken of oneself. We are not aware of any fear that 
the photographed person’s spirit is being captured, even though the terms for photograph and spirit are one and 
the same. 

4.3 Marriage Customs 

Although in the past polygyny was common, today, the man with more than one wife is the exception. We 
were told of an important leader living in Ibu around the early part of this century who had eight or nine wives. 
Having many wives, in part gave evidence of a man’s power and sometimes established alliances with other 
influential families. 

Marriage between Rotokas speakers and Keriaka speakers living on the west coast has been going on for 
some time. Frequent trips to the west coast were made by Rotokas people to visit their relatives there. Keriaka 
speakers were sometimes seen visiting in the villages of Togarao, Ruruvu, and Sisivi. 

Except for some polygyny still practiced and marriages across language borders, Rotokas marriage 
customs are quite standard for the more rural island populations. It is probably true throughout the island (as it 
is in Rotokas) that one of the main purposes for marriage, besides propagation and inheritance, was to build an 
interrelated clan system which helped keep fighting to a minimum. The descriptive term used for this is ora 
koetaova, “achieve a one bow relationship.” 

Married couples in the Rotokas area appeared to us to have a close and meaningful relationship. The 
following are some illustrations of this: couples can be seen walking together with their children in a relaxed 
atmosphere or standing with their arms around each other’s waists; a man may play a musical instrument for 
his wife’s enjoyment, keep her company when she is ill, or try to relieve her discomfort with a massage. They 
read Scripture, sing, and pray together. They work together, gather food together, bathe in nearby areas in the 
streams or at the beach, and attend celebrations, such as singsings, together. Marriages are long lasting, despite 
the usual disagreements. One couple, close friends of ours, had compatibility problems, but they remained true 
to each other until the recent death of the husband. 

4.3.1 Courtship 

The choice of a mate can be made in at least four different ways: a) by parents choosing a mate from an 
appropriate clan relationship; b) by two sets of parents agreeing to designate their children to marry each other; 
c) by mothers agreeing to match their yet unborn children, providing they are of opposite sex; and d) by an 
independent choice made by either the boy or the girl. Examples of each of these options have been observed. 

It is normally the responsibility of the parents to judge the worth of a potential marriage partner for their 
offspring. There are at least two ways of making the judgment. The first involves observing the marriage 
prospect by having him or her live in the home. If the prospect is not suitable in the opinion of the host parents, 
a sum of money (tevurako vori) is paid by the prospect to the hosts. 

An example of tevurako vori in Togarao was the proposal of an Ibu family that their daughter marry a 
village leader’s son living in Togarao. Before the end of the observation period, however, the girl’s family took 
her back to Ibu and paid the costs of her keep to the son’s father. 

A couple may also ask for the daughter of another family to be their son’s bride. In this case, the son’s 
family is responsible for the proposal and they pay the tevurako vori if they decide that the girl is unsuitable. 

A complication of this arrangement occurred in Togarao when one family proposed that the daughter of a 
properly clan-related family be considered for marriage to the first family’s son. The two young people were 
both attending Hutjena High School on Buka Island. After her first year, the girl dropped out of school and 
went to live in the Keriaka area with relatives. Whether or not the son actually got word of the girl’s 
immorality or not, the father was not sure; however, partly because the girl did not want to continue at Hutjena, 
the boy decided that he did not want to marry her. The boy’s father, who had proposed the relationship, then 
backed out of the arrangement. This was followed by the girl’s parents demanding that the boy’s family pay 
the tevurako vori. The boy’s father said that he was not, in fact, responsible to pay the fee because: a) it was the 
young people who decided not to go ahead with the marriage, not the father; and b) the young man’s father had 
told the girl not to run around on her own without his permission and she had disobeyed by going to Keriaka. 
The fact that she had done so raised suspicion that she was not staying true to the son and this was, in fact, the 
main reason why the parents of the son did not pay the fee. The boy later married a girl from a different 
language area altogether. 
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A second basis for choosing the potential husband for the daughter is related to the Upe initiation rites. 
More will be said about this in chapter 5 on the Upe. Suffice it to say that the outstanding appearance of an 
initiate during a ceremonial singsing influenced the mother and daughter, in particular, to choose the young 
man for the daughter’s husband. This is not a common method for choosing mates today, however. 

When a couple were fairly certain of marriage and when both parents saw evidence of this by the proper 
affection shown between them, the marriage decision was made by the approving parents. During this time, the 
couple was not allowed to walk too closely together. If they wanted to walk, a child was invited along to stay 
between them as they walked. 

We had opportunity to observe two young people who were promised to each other. In our home, they 
seemed to avoid each other. However, when the young man spent an extended time with us away from the 
village, he received letters from his girlfriend that expressed her strong emotional involvement. She had so 
much sorrow because of his absence, she said, that she cried and could not eat. The young man seemed amused 
by this. 

4.3.2 Bride price 

The price which a young man’s family pays for the daughter-to-be has varied over the years. Wise 
Rotokas parents have seen the effects of bride prices rising too high for young men to pay. In some areas of the 
island, such as Buin, it has been reported that the young men are looking for wives elsewhere. The Rotokas 
have kept a ceiling on bride prices and have not had to handle this problem. 

In the past, brides were bought using strings of opossum or flying fox teeth. Beads were also used 
(possibly such as the blue beads mentioned earlier, which were available during the German administration). 
One “fathom” (about two meters long, according to the Rotokas historian, David Akoitai) would be sufficient 
for a bride. The value of the beads was estimated at about K2.00 in today’s money. A feast was held when the 
exchange was made. It is most likely that other items were exchanged at the same time. 

In the late 1960s, the village council set the bride price. This figure, apparently approved by the 
government, was ten pounds or about K20.00. The money was kept by the young woman’s father or divided up 
among their clansmen. 

The latest figures available were given to the author in the late 1970s. The price for a local girl was 
K20.00. For a girl from outside of the Rotokas area, a limit was set at K40.00. A widow with children was 
worth a payment of between K2 and K4, depending upon the number of children and other circumstances. 

It was also reported that when there are joint marriages between families, i.e., when a brother and sister of 
one family marry a sister and brother of another family, there is no payment of bride price in either case. 

When a bride price is paid, the “contract” is sealed by the chewing of betel nut. Prior to this, the girl has 
the right to disagree with the choice of the parents. One young woman from Sisivi village disagreed with her 
parent’s choice, but to no avail. She ran away to another village to stay until the man “forgot her.” When she 
later returned to Sisivi, she chose another man, and subsequently the two were married. 

An example of a contemporary-style courtship and marriage occurred in the mid-1960s when the son of 
the author’s neighbors was attending an agricultural course on Buka Island. While there, he became friendly 
with a young woman from the Halia language group. In time, she asked him to marry her. He agreed to do so, 
after speaking with her parents. Apparently, he did not need the consent of his own parents, who were living in 
Togarao village at the time. A cousin, also a member of the young man’s clan, took money to Buka, in order to 
supplement the money which the young man had saved to pay the girl’s parents. The total amount given was 
thirty-eight pounds or about K80.00. 

The couple eventually came to Togarao village to live. About a year and a half after the marriage, the 
young woman’s mother came to live with the couple, after learning of the daughter’s pregnancy. One day, the 
mother left in anger, only to return with several other Halia-speaking relatives, who insisted that the girl be 
allowed to return to their area. The Rotokas family, however, stood firm in that they had paid for the woman 
and she was obliged to stay in the Rotokas area, which she did. In 1982, the family, including several children, 
were still living in Togarao. The woman was and is well accepted in the village. A relative of hers has since 
married the younger brother of the first man and they are now starting a family of their own. 

The story is told that in the old days, before law and order were enforced, another method of securing a 
girl for marriage was not uncommon. They would invite girls from a neighboring village to come and work 
outside of the girls’ own locality. The interested villagers would then surround the girls and carry them off as 
captives. This would result in a fight or in an exchange of girls between the two villages. 
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Finally, a Catholic priest observed that arm bands with charm bags (pakoto) attached are used in the 
Keriaka area to entice a girl who is desired for marriage or merely for a sexual relationship. The priest opened 
one of these bags and found betel nut, lime powder used with betel nut, and three red strings inside. 

4.3.3 Marriage 

In his book on Bougainville-Buka, Oliver writes: 

Certain aspects of life that seem not to have changed over much before World War II 
were the basic territorial forms of social grouping: households, hamlets and neighborhoods. 
Throughout most of Bougainville-Buka households were—and have remained up to the 
present—the most important kind of indigenous social grouping, socially and economically; 
people sleeping together under the same roof also spent most of their waking hours together 
and pooled most of their energies and goods for common consumption. Most households 
consisted of a single monogamous family, although some men had more than one wife, and 
either housed them together under the same roof or in closely adjoining houses. All the older 
males of a household usually worked together, as did their women folk, and all partook of the 
commonly prepared meals… 

Cutting across these territorial grouping were matrilineages, groups made up of persons 
related to one another through matrilineal ties: a woman, her offspring, her daughters’ 
offspring, the latter’s daughters’ offspring, etc. Each hamlet was usually composed in the 
main of several members of a single matrilineage, along with the husbands of its female 
members and the wives and offspring of its resident male members. In other words, although 
each matrilineage was usually localized in a hamlet it was not strictly speaking a territorial 
group, as some of its members (more usually some of its male members) would have been 
resident elsewhere (in their wives’ matrilineage hamlets). 

Another feature of matrilineage groupings was their exogamy, i.e., no person was 
permitted to marry a fellow member, the penalty for marrying within one’s matrilineage 
being both social (ostracism or even death) and supernatural (in the form of a curse). The 
explanation (or perhaps the rationalization) of this prohibition was that matrilineage mates 
were linked by the closest of all kin ties, much closer than those linking father and child or 
husband and wife (Oliver 1973:67–68). 

Regarding changing patterns of marriage on Bougainville-Buka, Oliver writes the following: 

Some changes in where a couple resides after marriage have taken place, but they have 
not been uniform. In some areas that were traditionally uxori-local (i.e., the husband moves 
to the place of the bride) the trend has been towards viri-locality (i.e., the wife moves to the 
place of the husband). This trend, which accords better with European practice and may have 
been reinforced somewhat by this circumstance, has come about mainly as a result of the 
larger liquid-capital resources now in the hands of the males. On the other hand, in at least 
one area, Nagovisi, the traditional uxori-local type of marital residence has become more 
rather than less common, even though accompanied by an increase of male-managed cocoa 
growing which produces cash-income. 

In those pre-European speech-communities about which such information is available, 
most households were of the nuclear-family-type—that is, they consisted of a single married 
couple and their offspring, plus perhaps an elderly relative or two—the exceptional cases 
having been the occasional polygynous-family households. With the widespread decrease in 
polygyny, the evident preference for dwelling in small, nuclear-family households is even 
more pronounced and this attitude has probably been reinforced by the example provided by 
the few European-family households the indigenes see, and possibly also by deliberate 
mission admonition (Oliver 1973:199–200). 

Preparation for marriage outside of traditional training is offered from time to time by the church. In the 
United Church, a four-lesson study takes place before marriage by the church. The lessons include: Study No. 
1—Man Na Man, Study No.2—Wanem Samting Marit, Study No. 3—Meri, and Study No. 4—Bai Mi Toktok 
Wantaim Meri Bilong Mi Olsem Wanem. 
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Marriage involves three steps for most Rotokas couples. The first step is the traditional washing (iruvato 
sisu), in the river by relatives. In the past and, to a certain extent, yet today, the washing of the couple followed 
the cutting of the Upe initiate’s hair in strict privacy by the responsible Upe leaders. In some parts of 
Bougainville, water scented by crushed flowers and leaves is used to cleanse the couple. We never observed 
this part of the marriage rites in person. 

The second part of the marriage arrangement is to legalize the marriage in the eyes of the government. 
This involves registration at the nearest government office. 

Combined marriage ceremonies in Ruruvu United Church 

The final stage may or may not be completed. This part of the arrangement is completed during a church 
service. One church service was observed in which six couples were married. It is not an individual couple’s 
aim to have an ostentatious occasion. The couples observed over the years, who were being married in church 
services, were usually extremely timid, with little or no emotions being shown. 

Both polygyny and marriage within clan lines are, for the most part, frowned upon by today’s generation. 
One man, who had had two wives, said that it was not worth the constant bickering between the wives. A 
neighbor, on the other hand, seemed to be able to handle his two wives well. They seemed to get along, despite 
their very different personalities. 

This satisfactory relationship between these two wives has not always been the case, however. An accident 
occurred in a school-yard in which a boy sustained a deep gash from a piece of bamboo. The cut went across 
his knee so that he was unable to walk. The local medical officer asked for four men to carry the boy to the 
coast the following day for stitches. However, when the time came to carry the boy, excuses were given, and 
no one wanted to do the job. 

A friend of ours later said that talk was going around that the bamboo itself was not the real cause of the 
deep cut. Instead, it was blamed on a conflict between the boy’s mother and his father’s other wife. Because of 
the unusual nature of the “reason” behind the cut, no volunteers to carry the boy were to be found. 

To marry within one’s own clan or set of clans is to commit incest (koou or googii). The Rotokas say, 
Oirato koouroi sarava ouoro. “The man commits incest marrying a clanswoman.” 

Several marriages between members of the same clan or subclan were observed over the years. In one 
case, the marriage was between a speaker of a neighboring language and a Rotokas girl. Both the husband and 
the wife were members of the Kakata clan, which extended across the language border. For years, the man 
served with his family as a United Church pastor in the Rotokas dialect area. He was accepted and respected. 
The wife’s father had died years before and she had been raised in the village by an uncle. 

Years later, the matter of the clan relationship came into focus. It was then decided by the Rotokas side 
that the marriage was not completely acceptable. The couple now live in his area to the north and visit Togarao 
village only occasionally. 

A stronger reaction against another couple has been seen over the years. A friend of ours married within 
his Orokui clan. It is said that he married his hap mama. This is disgraceful in the peoples’ eyes and the couple 
are said to live in “shame.” Their children are older now and together they live in a hamlet not far from a main 
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village (but also near their cocoa planting). Early in their marriage, they did not enter into village activities, but 
stayed to themselves. This was true, even though the husband was from an important family in the village and 
was known to be an excellent hunter. The fact that they have been ostracized has not kept the family from 
going ahead in business and education. 

The finality of the marriage depends more upon the behavior of the couple than upon the marriage contract 
(either government or church). If there is evidence of one of the partners being unfaithful to the other, then this 
is considered sufficient reason to break off the marriage relationship. It appears that this is the only real 
grounds for separation. 

When separation is desired, the spoken word of the offended partner is enough. There are no papers signed 
or other formalities carried out. From then on, each partner is free to marry another; however, it seems that the 
men prefer to stay single after a disappointing marriage. 

In the case of a parent’s death, often the deceased’s sibling will take on the responsibility of raising at least 
one of the surviving children. A young man from Sisivi lost both parents in an unusual show of very strong 
love and dependence between marriage partners: the father of the young man died quite suddenly; within a 
day, the grief-stricken mother, who had been perfectly well, died also. This left their young son to be raised by 
his father’s family. 

Finally, concerning the death of a marriage partner, the following caution was passed on to me. A man is 
careful not to marry another’s widow before the day (ruupa voki) of completing the mourning period. If the 
man were to marry the woman before her mourning was completed, it could be assumed that the man had 
worked sorcery on the former husband. This could lead to accusations by clan members and eventually a fight. 

4.4 Childbirth 

When a Rotokas child asks where a baby comes from, the answer may well be, “From the utuuko bird.” 
(This large owl-like bird hunts at night and includes opossum in its diet.) It is said that the bird flies to a 
coconut tree and then drops its bundle. 

The Rotokas adult believes that the man is the source of life in the process of procreation. The woman 
provides the container (or “box”) which the man fills with his “blood.” 

Regarding copulation, the story is told that long ago a man and woman were in the jungle attempting to 
mate but without success. They noticed a spider (akave) and watched its movements. This particular spider 
positions itself in the middle of its web and “shakes” or bounces back and forth to attract its prey (or possibly 
to threaten its foe). At any rate, the couple imitated the “shaking” motion, called raurau, and successfully 
copulated. 

I was told that if a couple should find intercourse difficult, an older woman trained for this purpose could 
enlarge the opening of the vagina by cutting and thus “fix” her. The woman performing this operation would in 
some way shield her eyes lest blood from the cut would “spoil” them. 

A similar operation was sometimes performed shortly after birth, if it was deemed necessary. A baby girl’s 
genitals were examined to see whether or not as an adult she would have difficulty giving birth. If the women 
felt she would, then they would cut the child at about 2 weeks of age. The mother was responsible to keep the 
incision from growing together again in the healing process. 

In the past, extracts of native plants were used for contraceptive purposes. Any woman who had given 
birth to abnormal children or who had had a very difficult time in childbearing was a candidate for the 
contraceptive called itakore (the meaning of the word indicates a very “bitter taste”). 

At the present time, contraceptive medicine and devices are available through government agencies. 
Instruction about contraceptives was given in Togarao village in the mid-1970s by medical staff of the United 
Church. This followed a statement of concern by one of the Rotokas men with a large family, that his wife was 
“losing her good blood” through having children. The man had heard about more effective modern devices. 

Tablets were first issued with instructions about taking them; however, the United Church medical staff 
felt that this was not a satisfactory solution. Contraceptive loops were then offered and a number of women in 
Togarao took advantage of this method. It is not known about the general response throughout the language 
area. In some cases, women were sterilized by having the tubes tied off, or in some cases, cut. Such methods of 
birth control were not acceptable among Catholic women. 

Sterility, in the case of either the man or the woman, is not considered to be caused by supernatural forces, 
such as a punishing spirit. It is looked upon as a natural effect. 

Abortion among the Rotokas is also practiced. If a pregnancy occurs outside of marriage (and especially if 
it results from a relationship between members of the same clan), the woman may attempt to destroy the fetus. 
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In the past, this was done by placing a heated stone on the stomach in such a way as to cause death to the 
unborn child. Today, an overdose of the anti-malarial Atabrin is one method reported. 

When an abortion is attempted, there is concern that it be done early enough in the pregnancy so that the 
unborn fetus is not allowed to “rot” in the womb before it is extricated. 

In the past, a special house was built for newlyweds [pictured in section 12.3]. Beginning a family was not 
considered seriously until after they moved into the permanent house. 

We were told that pregnant women ate the meat of a frog called gavura before the birth of a child. The 
flesh of the frog was mixed with special garden plants in order to assure that the child would be strong and 
healthy. We are unsure if this practice is continued to this day. 

When the wife was ready to deliver her first child (in particular), young children living in the immediate 
vicinity were removed. This was done so that they would not hear the cries of the mother in labor and so 
become afraid, possibly, of childbirth themselves. After the birth, a concoction of coconut scrapings, leaves of 
certain bushes and trees, etc. were steam-cooked in a pit and applied to the young children to remove the young 
mother’s “dirt.” 

When a young woman was ready to bear her first child, my wife attended the delivery, which occurred 
near our home. The birth took place at 2:30 in the morning. The mother was seated on a small log behind a 
neighboring house. The baby lay in front of her on a large leaf. A small fire burned near them, but it was not 
large enough to produce sufficient heat for the mother and child in the chill of the morning. The woman sat 
with her legs apart facing the child and still attached to the cord. Two women helping in the birth took turns 
attempting to expel the afterbirth. They stood behind the mother putting their arms around her waist and 
pressing in and out. This went on for about ten minutes before the placenta was finally released and fell to the 
ground in front of the log. Following this, the cord was tied off with a type of thin vine and then cut with a 
piece of sharpened bamboo about fifteen centimeters in length. 

About eight or ten women were present as onlookers. As soon as the afterbirth was expelled, some of them 
began to celebrate the birth by a little dance typical of their “singsing”—mostly a heavy stomping with one 
foot. No men were present. This dancing and stomping kept on at intervals for some time by different 
individuals within the group. 

The newborn child was given a preliminary cleansing with warm water poured over the body. Two women 
took the mother aside and poured warmed water on the birth area. A pot of water was placed on the fire and an 
aluminum basin brought out. The heated water was then poured into the basin and cooled to the proper 
temperature by the addition of cold water from capped bottles. The baby was then placed in the basin and 
sponged clean. A large cloth was then used to dry off the child’s body. One older woman appeared to be 
responsible for this part of the birth process. She held and attended to the baby during this entire time. The 
child was born healthy and today (1982) is a beautiful teenager living in Togarao with her family. 

Following the birth, the placenta and blood-soaked soil were removed with a shovel and buried just one to 
two meters away. When the cleaning process was completed, the young mother was helped into a house and 
put to bed. The new baby remained outside with the women who were seated around the fire. All of this took 
place within an hour. 

Another birth took place just before dawn on a trail leading to a garden area not far from Togarao. The 
mother had been working in the garden the day before and stayed the night when it was evident that the child 
was soon to be born. She had had several children already, so it was without much concern and assistance that 
she gave birth to the boy-child beside the trail. The grandmother brought the child into the village where I was 
allowed to take color photographs. The child’s skin was very light (almost white) and remained so for about a 
week before becoming its natural dark brown color. 

In the past, older men of the village would pick a spot on the river to wash the child. A potent concoction 
was made with which to wash the child. This was to assure a strong body. The father was also washed with 
water in order to get rid of the “child’s dirt” lest it cause harm to him. 

Also in the past, the afterbirth (vituova) was buried in the ground belonging to the mother’s clan. This was 
to establish the child’s “home area.” It marked the land to which he or she was entitled as an adult. 

Circumcision was not practiced in the past, nor is it today. 
As illustrated in the accounts above, a mother may have assistance from particularly qualified women at 

the time of the birth, or may handle it alone. Some are especially competent in handling difficult births. It is 
reported that some women have the ability to turn the fetus in the womb. Others can induce labor by the use of 
special plant leaves. 

At times, the child would not be free to exit from the birth canal. The “midwife” would be able to cut the 
web-like strands of the placenta holding the child with a bamboo blade so as to release the baby. The strands as 
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described by a Rotokas man are called pipisiara. The expression of the condition stated that the child was 
“stuck.” Paipaipareve kakaeto kare arapa, “The small male (child) would be stuck unable to arrive (home).” 

Nowadays, the women are encouraged by government health officers in the area (and by radio broadcasts) 
to have their children in government-provided maternity clinics. In the late 1960s, a maternity clinic was built 
near the village of Ruruvu with cement floor, woven bamboo walls, corrugated iron roof, and rain water tank. 
It was considered a very modern building. Eventually, however, it fell into disuse and was torn down. 

In 1982, a very nicely constructed building was erected in the same area to house a maternity ward, clinic, 
and office. It is situated about fifteen minutes walk from Togarao village [see section 10.3.1 for pictures of 
both buildings]. 

Finally, an illegitimate child is treated no differently than one born to a married couple. After the initial 
discussion surrounding the situation, possible compensation, responsibilities, etc., the child is raised in an 
otherwise normal fashion. One young woman living in Togarao had a child out of wedlock. The girl’s father 
was very angry and complained in public that the boys were taking advantage of her. The little child was well 
accepted and (it seemed to us) later turned out to be given more attention than other relatives its age. 

4.5 Childhood and Youth 

The naming of a child may occur soon after birth, or up to six months after its birth, depending upon the 
particular name given. Church-related names such as Peter, John Wesley, Cherubim, Rachel, etc. may be given 
soon after birth. The village name, such as Vavioviri, Akoitai, Pute, Verisievi, Porerireviera, etc. is usually 
given after a longer period of time has elapsed. Young initiates (as well as their parents) may be renamed at a 
certain time during the initiation rites in order to “hide” the village name. 

Some names are given in memory of deceased relatives. One girl was named after the mother’s sister who 
had died, Oriri. Some of the names are given in keeping with the clan lines, i.e., the mother’s side of the family 
brings influence on the giving of the name. The use of one’s father’s name as a surname is becoming more 
common, for example, Tasipie Aso. Aso was Tasipie’s father. In some cases, the name is without explanation, 
such as one given to a boy born to parents living in Sisivi—who was named John Kenedy. (The only 
explanation offered was that “John” was the actual name and “Kenedy” was the name of John’s village.) In 
some cases, three names or more are given. One man is Benley Caleb Karuruvate Vavioviri (Vavioviri being 
his father). Some names are acquired in dreams, as was the name of Karuruvate’s first daughter, Viuri. 

I am not sure of the implications of this, but a village pastor once came to us to get a list of Biblical names. 
Apparently, parents would use this list as a source of ideas for naming their children. 

There are three main stages in the development of a child’s diet. Stage one, of course, is when the child is 
completely dependent on the mother’s milk. Stage two is when the child begins to eat solid foods, other than 
meats, in addition to breast milk. Traditionally, the mother would prepare the food, usually taro, by 
premasticating it thoroughly. This paste was then placed in a clean coconut shell, covered with leaves and kept 
in a warm area above the cookhouse fire. When the child would cry for food, the mother would use this 
prepared food along with her milk. The food was fed to the child using a pig bone (sikeperu) as a spoon. The 
food (aio kataa) was normally prepared daily. If it began to ferment after a day or so, this was of no major 
concern. 

By contrast, some parents today use tinned baby foods. This is not uncommon, especially on the coast, 
where it is more readily available. 

The second stage is weaning, which might begin when the child is about two years of age. One way to 
facilitate weaning was to smear a bitter substance on the nipples. Another way was to use a “pacifier.” The 
shell of the freshwater snail (akoro) was fastened to the wrist of the child by means of a cord. This was 
intended to keep the child “busy” (pugu piesa). 

The third stage of development is when the child begins to eat solid meat. Up to this time, the mother has 
continued to chew the tougher foods before giving them to the child. Having his own teeth now, the child is no 
longer dependent upon the mother’s help. The child may still desire and receive his mother’s milk. A feast is 
held to celebrate the child’s advance to this stage [see section 15.2.1 ]. 

During childhood, a taboo is enforced that prohibits the eating of a type of sugar cane (kopakai). This type 
of cane, with brownish stripes and rather dark pith, is said to cause a child to mature more slowly if eaten. In 
explaining this, the Rotokas man said that this was only a “guess.” 

One of the major concerns of Bougainvillian parents observing their children growing up today is that the 
children are not showing respect as they should. Oliver makes the following observation: 
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Relationships among family members, particularly between parents and their offspring, 
have changed over the last few decades. In pre-European days, the authority of parents was 
probably decisive until their children were married and set up in households of their own. 
Property of some kind—land-use rights, planting stock, shell money, pigs, etc.—was needed 
by young people to marry and maintain households, and the only initial source of such 
property was close relatives, especially parents and the latters’ siblings. Thus, parents were 
able to back up their authority with a very powerful sanction. Later on, when youths left 
home to work on European plantations and other enterprises, not only did they escape direct 
parental control during the periods of their absence from home (in pre-European days there 
had been no wholly safe places to go beyond the frontiers of one’s own tribe, that is, beyond 
the control of one’s own relatives), but they also returned home with some cash and other 
goods of their own. And while many of these goods were bespoken by parents and other 
relatives, the returnees in many cases seem to have retained some measure of independence, 
due to their contributions to older relatives and to their personal acquaintance with the 
awesome new outside world, including their ability to communicate, in Pidgin, with the 
European masters of that world. Still later, widespread formal schooling served to remove 
even younger children from parental control and influence for at least a few hours a day. 
With the establishment of boarding schools, many boys and girls now remain away from 
home for months at a time. Moreover, when they eventually return home, which not all of 
them invariably do, they possess types of skills and knowledge that serve to render them 
even more independent of parental influence and control. In other words, Bougainville, like 
many other parts of the world, is experiencing a widening generation gap (Oliver 1973:200). 

The Rotokas area is no different from the rest of Bougainville, with the exception that the Upe rites still 
provide some emphasis on respect. More will be said about this in chapter 5. It is enough to say here that in the 
past, respect for the opposite sex was strictly observed, with violations punishable by death. Today initiates are 
instructed to stay in their own area of the village, away from women and girls. 

The severity of disciplining young children varies from family to family. It is everyone’s duty to placate a 
toddler who cries, and the burden often falls on his next older siblings. None of his wants are denied, except for 
things that could harm him, in which case the child’s interest is simply diverted to something else. The child 
loses this position of preeminence as soon as a new brother or sister comes along to take his place and he 
quickly learns what his new role in the family is. 

Striking or spanking children for disciplinary purposes is generally not as acceptable among Rotokas 
people as it is for westerners. “She is not a good mother—she hits her children.” Older children might be 
spanked, depending on the seriousness of the misdeed and the degree of the parent’s anger. 

A man of about thirty-two years of age made what we considered a sage observation. He said, “We 
Rotokas people can’t spank our children like white people do. That’s why we need our Upe practice and 
training to teach our young men respect and obedience.” 

An adult may discipline his much younger brother or sister. In an uncommon case, a man greatly respected 
in the community punished his nephew—an older teenager—for being disrespectful. The man struck the boy 
repeatedly until the boy shed tears and yelled in pain. 

Gestures and verbal threats are a common response to children’s misbehavior. A parent may threaten a 
child with a stick, or may throw objects at one who is out of reach, but real pain is seldom inflicted, and the 
result is seldom effective discipline. 

There are varying degrees of affection shown between Rotokas parents and their children. Small children 
are held and cuddled. Parents hold the hands of their young children as they walk. A grandmother was seen 
shaking hands with her grandchildren, aged four and six years, before leaving for a brief trip to the coast. 
Another visiting grandmother was kissing a grandchild repeatedly before she left by plane to return to her 
coastal home. It is interesting that fathers are as often seen hugging and kissing their children in public as the 
mothers. 

As far as the early religious training of the child goes, parents who are churchgoers together instruct their 
children in the teachings of Scripture and/or the church. Those boys who choose to undergo initiation training 
are put in the care of selected older men, who school them in the traditional beliefs and practices. This training 
may require up to two years. At this time, some parents are concerned because some traditional beliefs are in 
opposition to the teachings of the churches. 
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For recreation, the children have a number of games which seem to be common to children everywhere: 
tag, hunting with mock bows and arrows, rhythm games, etc. The following are descriptions of their toys and 
games. 

Coconut doll 

A doll (tuisi) was commonly made using an immature coconut. It was used by the children much in the 
same way as little girls play with dolls in the western world. The doll was dressed with a cloth laplap (skirt) 
and powdered. Some would place a make-believe charm belt on the doll. The doll was “fed” and would be 
carried about or “put to sleep.” In baby talk, the doll was called koko (after kakaeto “little boy”). 

Banana doll 

The banana doll is a variation of the one described above and is made from the immature fruit of the wild 
banana. The younger girls call the dolls kakae vure (children). I saw this kind of doll being used. (It was said 
that the coconut doll, however, hasn’t been used much by children in the last fifteen years.) 

Rhythm games 

Rhythm games are played with various types of sound boards and balls. The fruit of the sirivukoto (Areca 
palm) makes excellent balls for this purpose. The player places a piece of coconut shell in the palm of the hand 
as a sounding board and tosses two of the balls into the air, one at a time. The manner in which the balls are 
juggled about results in a rhythmic knocking and requires a good deal of skill to execute properly. 

Noisemakers 

Noisemakers are made by the children from split coconut leaves. The tip portion of the leaf, about twelve 
centimeters in length, is bent double and fastened to the midrib in the shape of a suspended loop. A portion of 
midrib, slightly longer than the length of the loop, is placed under tension between the two ends of the loop. 
The midrib with rigid loop is then whirled about the head to produce a roaring, whirring noise. The sound is 
produced by the two parallel sides of the loop vibrating against each other. 

Another noisemaker is made from tube-like grass stalks between thirty and forty-five centimeters in 
length. The stalk is cut so that the joint (or node) at one end is open and the opposite joint is left closed. The 
entire tube is split up one side. The mouth is placed over the open end and air is blown into the tube, causing 
the walls to vibrate and producing a rasping sound. 

Carved model airplanes 

Model airplanes and helicopters became especially popular after an airstrip was opened in Togarao village 
and light aircraft began flying overhead, landing and taking off becoming common sights. The wood used is 
almost as soft as balsa wood and easily carved. Wings are carved separately and attached to the fuselage by 
various means. One such plane was given to our son. The wings were loosely nailed in place and windows and 
the letter “H” were painted on with plant dye. There was a nicely carved tail, but without elevators. 

Leaf propellors 

Leaf propellors are sometimes placed on the noses of model aircraft described above. The toy is made by 
weaving together two coconut leaves in the shape of an “X.” The midrib of the leaf serves as the shaft on 
which the propellor spins in the wind. 

Models from citrus fruit 

With great imagination, Rotokas children fashion models from citrus fruit in all shapes and sizes. A 
neighbor boy made a model kerosene pressure lamp using a grapefruit and sago leaf midribs. The grapefruit 
was cut in half. One half was inverted to form a base. Four midrib sticks were stuck upright in the base to sup-
port the other half of the grapefruit, which became the top of the lamp. Three other sticks served as the “legs” 
of the lamp. There was also a “pump” made from a stick and a small immature lemon. The pump could be 
pushed in and out of the lamp with a pumping motion. The height of the model lamp was about thirty 
centimeters. 
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Models made by Rotokas children – lamp, helicopter, and wheels 

Another favorite toy made from lemon fruit is the model car. Four round lemons are connected in such a 
way as to make a four-wheeled “vehicle” that can be towed by attaching the long flexible midrib of the sago 
palm leaf. A model tractor is also made by using the pithy section of palm trees for wheels. “Treads” are cut 
into the pith in a criss-cross design (much like the treads on road equipment or heavy equipment at the mine 
site). 

Airplanes and helicopters are also fashioned from citrus fruits of various sizes. Again the parts are held 
together by midribs of the sago palm leaf. 
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Bows and arrows 

Bows and arrows are common items for play among the boys. The sago palm leaf is cut in such a way that 
the midrib provides the shaft for the arrow while the trimmed leaf provides the vanes. The arrow is called a 
kikisi kae and is strong enough to kill small game. 

The bow is made from a trimmed section of bamboo. Vine is used for the string, and depending upon the 
thickness and length of the bamboo portion, it can be quite lethal. 

Water sports 

Water games are varied. Playing tag in streams and up and down the banks is commonly seen. Making 
small boats, diving for fish, etc. are all part of having fun in the nearby streams. Some children have rubber 
inner tubes, which are used to float down the streams. Where the height of the banks permit, diving 
competitions are held. 

Fads among the young people 

For amusement, the young people will speak with a distinctive style (while the fad lasts). For a time, 
young girls between five and fifteen years of age enjoyed lengthening the final vowel of phrase-final words, 
creating a pronounced drawl. This turned out to be something of a teenage “fad.” 

Another fad among the young people is seen in some parts of the Province, especially on Buka Island. It 
involves the use of hydrogen peroxide for the purpose of bleaching the hair or parts of the hair. It was used in 
the Rotokas area in the past, but apparently the United Church taught against it. David A. said that the pastors 
would not specifically condemn an individual who used hydrogen peroxide, but would speak to the entire 
congregation on the matter. The individual would then think, “Ah, he is talking about me.” This nondirect 
verbal approach was sufficient to cause the young person to quit using it. 

Many other games are played in the area by the younger children. Older youth especially enjoy soccer and 
basketball. In the early 1980s, after the Togarao airstrip was no longer used for its original purpose, soccer 
teams from several nearby villages and hamlets began to gather each Friday to compete against each other. 
Teams were dressed in colorful sports uniforms purchased in town stores. Players were skillful, and winning 
teams would go on to area competitions where prize money was sometimes awarded. 

Aside from helping parents in the orchards and gardens, young people have a “good life” in the villages, 
for the most part, today. Transportation is available for trips to and from coastal centers, including Arawa, 
Kieta, Buka Passage, and inland to Panguna. Cash they receive from working in the cocoa or selling produce 
buys stereo casette players and music tapes. Acoustic guitars are common and powerful electric guitars and 
amplifiers are admired. Even homemade “amplified guitars” are heard. These are made by fastening the 
speaker of a broken radio to the sound box of an acoustic guitar and running the wire to the microphone input 
socket on a stereo-tape player. Times have certainly changed. Bougainville, too, “is experiencing a widening 
generation gap” (Oliver 1973:200). 

4.6 Kinship 

A basic building block of kinship in most systems is the nuclear family, that is, the parents and their 
subadult children. The organization of the family in another country may differ considerably from the 
American model—the couple may live in the household of the wife’s mother, the children may be disciplined 
by other than parents, or economic support may be provided by the wife. Although behavior differs widely, the 
structure of most kinship systems begins with the nuclear family. 

This family necessitates two kinds of kinship relations. The parents are tied by a marital bond which the 
anthropologists describe as affinal. In addition to his wife, the husband finds he is now also related to his 
wife’s parents, her brothers and sisters, and many others. Parents are related to their children in a different type 
of relation. It is commonly known as a blood relation, but the anthropologist refers to it as a consanguineal 
relation. In short, the nuclear family is composed of affinal (marital) and consanguineal (blood) kin. Generally, 
the affinal ties are of a contractual nature and can be broken. The consanguineal ties, on the other hand, are a 
matter of birth and are irrevocable (Schusky 1965:5). 

The following charts display these two basic types of relationships as they pertain to the Rotokas kinship 
system. It will be noted that cousin terms are of the Iroquois type, i.e., where sibling terms are extended to 
parallel cousins, while there are separate terms for cross-cousins. 
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Symbols used are: ▲ male, ● = female, é denotes consanguineal relationship and é é denotes affinal 
relationship. 
 

Rotokas Affinal Kinship Chart 
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Rotokas Consanguineal Kinship Chart 
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Kinship terms for second generation relatives (both ascending and descending) are as follows: aavuva 
(famo/dada); aavuto (mofa/daso); aaoto (fafa/soso); aaova (soda); taataiva (momo) [fa = father, mo = mother, 
so = son, and da = daughter]. 

Great uncle or grand nephew is termed teekoto, and great aunt or grand niece is termed teekova. Beyond 
these, there are no further kinship terms. The situation is described in Tok Pisin as pinis long bisnis or “the end 
of the family lines.” 

Many of the kinship terms may be used in such a way as to denote a relationship between ascending 
second generation and descending second generation, e.g., vegei teekoarei or “we two who are great uncle/aunt 
and grand nephew/niece.” (The neuter gender-dual number marker is suffixed to the kinship term.) 

The kinship term avue (in-law of same generation) is commonly used by both male and female speakers 
without being marked for gender. The term oaviri (sister-in-law of female), although not marked for gender, is 
restricted to that specific relationship. The term tutuara is also unmarked for gender and is used without 
restriction to name any grandparent. 

Among the Rotokas, it is taboo for in-laws to be named directly. Indirect reference to them, using the 
terms avue, aige, taato (with appropriate gender markers) and oaviri, resolves the matter. 

While working together on a story involving the language helper’s mother-in-law, the helper became very 
embarrassed when the name of this woman appeared in the text. He laughed and explained that he was 
ashamed or embarrassed to say the name. Another man present named the person instead. 

Other kinship terms used are: ataato (father-in-law); ataava (daughter-in-law). These terms and several of 
the second generation terms above need clarification. 
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5 

From Youth to Adult—Upe Initiation 

5.1 General Background 

The description of initiation rites in Rotokas will focus upon a custom peculiar to northern Bougainville 
Island and will be limited to that of the boys only. For the most part, there is little or no attention paid to young 
girls becoming adults. In some areas of the Aita, Rotokas, and Keriaka, young girls will wear a necklace of 
leaves and vines from a bush believed to make them grow big and be fertile. These are called gavegave in 
Rotokas. A girl is considered a young woman when “her milk has fallen” or when there has been a significant 
development of the breasts. 

Not only is the Upe initiation custom peculiar to the young boys, but also only to the male youth of the 
Rotokas, Aita, Keriaka, Kunua, and mountain districts of Tinputz. Originally, it extended from Buka, in the 
north, to Eivo, about mid-way down the length of the main island. 

When our family first went to the Rotokas area (1965), there were no Upe hats to be seen anywhere. At 
that time, the details given about this most interesting custom were all related to past events. An older Upe 
man, who had built his house and lived at the original site of Togarao village, had gone through the rites years 
before. He had become an Upe group leader sometime prior to World War II and could authenticate descriptive 
materials given about this custom. 

Our good friend, David A., said he had been too young to participate with the last group of initiates to 
wear the Upe. There are several reasons given for the cessation of the custom. One is that the school teachers 
were unable to keep adequate class numbers, because the young schoolage boys were periodically taken away 
from the village as part of the Upe training. Another reason given is that the beliefs and customs taught during 
the training period were counter to Christian teaching and that missionaries discouraged the continuation of the 
custom. It is said that the Keriaka customs were especially at odds with Christian teaching because of the 
involvement of the tokarasi, a chief spirit being to whom evil conduct is attributed. (This apparently was not 
the case in the Rotokas area, although the tokarasi is a part of the Rotokas belief system, too.) 

Although the above factors were no doubt also influencing the general attitude towards the Upe rites, a 
specific event occurred that triggered the end of this custom in Togarao and the surrounding villages. A man 
who had been living in the initiate’s house at the time witnessed a fight between two of the Upe boys. The 
father of one of the boys came in to intercede between them. This caused another man to come in with the 
purpose of defending the second boy. With the possibility of a fight breaking out, the father of the first boy 
declared, “There will be no more Upe hats here.” It so happened that this man was the councilor of the village, 
which made the decision final. 

From about 1940, the time of the event described above, the events of World War II, the post-war 
rebuilding of villages, and the realignment with the Australian administration took the attention of the Rotokas 
people. It wasn’t until the late 1960s that the Upe began to reappear again in the mountainous area of the Aita 
country. A visiting anthropologist sent a 35-mm slide to us of an Upe initiate in an Aita village which he had 
taken in 1968. I was able to purchase an Upe hat in 1969. 

It is interesting that back in July of 1969, before the Upe custom had begun to revive in the Rotokas area, 
our neighbor called to a young boy using the nickname, Upeto. Since there was not even a hint of the Upe in 
this area at the time, most of the men standing within earshot laughed at this. A man of about thirty-three years 
of age, however, asked why they were laughing, since it should not have been considered ridiculous. It was not 
long after that the Upe custom returned to Togarao village. 
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Carved image (tokarasi) at singsing (1965) 

5.2 Origin and Purpose 

There are two stories that explain how the Upe hat came into existence. In both stories, one can see why 
the strong taboo related to women and girls is associated with the hat. 

In the first story, a man is walking about in the bush when he comes across a woman who has a Upe hat in 
her possession. It is not clear how she acquired the hat, but presumably she had made it herself. The man 
covets the attractive hat, and when the woman will not give it up, he kills her and takes it. Later, he buries both 
the woman and the Upe hat to hide his guilt. In time, he retrieves the hat from the site, but in order to keep his 
secret, no woman was allowed to view the Upe hat. This was expanded to the present day taboo system and all 
that it involves. 

The second story concerns a married couple who went into the bush on a brief walk. The man decided that 
he would like to hunt opossum and told his wife to wait for him where she was. While he was away hunting, 
she gathered some bamboo pieces, in order to construct a ring-like object for her finger. The article which she 
made was much like an Upe hat. 

When the husband returned, he saw this thing which his wife had made. It caused a great deal of thought 
deep in his heart. But he put it aside while retaining the thought of the “ring.” 

Later, he and his wife left the large village and went to live in a small hamlet where they had their first 
child, a boy. When the youngster was old enough, the father built a boy’s house for him to live in. At that time, 
he reconstructed the ring-like object and put it on the boy’s head, the very first Upe hat. 

In time, visitors from the main village saw the hat on the boy’s head and admired it. They knew 
instinctively that this was something very important; so, based on their knowledge of the significance of the 
hat, the custom was adopted and has developed into what it is today. 
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A boy from Aita wearing a wooden hat with feathers. This is to show he is becoming a man. The wooden 
hat is an example of the first type of ‘Upe’ worn by boys before the other type being worn today was made. 
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Upe Initiate with ceremonial hat—Rotokas 
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Upe initiate with common hat—Bulistoro 

These two stories explaining the origin of the Upe hat do not tell of the purpose or value of the initiation 
mechanism. However, one of the main features, “respect for the feminine sex” can be traced to the fact that the 
woman possessed the initial hat in both stories. The fact that the custom includes a training period for young 
initiates when they become socially, mentally, and (most of all) physically “fit” is not obvious in the stories. In 
some areas, this training period included learning the ways with a woman (one of the reasons that missions 
discouraged the continuation of the custom). For the most part, however, the training centers around learning to 
live in the bush, acquiring traditional skills such as the intricate weaving of bird nets, and the development of 
strong bodies, sometimes by supernatural means. We have seen large trees cut in two more than eight to ten 
meters above ground by a single young initiate demonstrating his strength. It seemed that it could hardly have 
been done without supernatural assistance in some way. Any initiate was considered “ready” when he could 
demonstrate his strength in this manner and/or when he “passed” a special judging ceremony (ooga vago). 
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5.3 Construction of the Upe Hat 

To a certain degree, the area of origin can be told by the shape of the Upe hat. Most hats made in the 
Tinputz-Teop area are tall and slender (also a shape popular in the Pipipaia area). This style hat is over a meter 
tall. Keriaka men make the hats like a bulb and less than a meter tall. The Rotokas area, although not limited to 
the one shape, tends to be known for a flattened-bulb shaped hat. Regardless of the shape, the construction of 
the hat itself is much the same in all of these areas. It is interesting to note that the Beteriopaia, Mapiaro, and 
Sirioripaia villages do not make Upe hats. Moreover, in the past, because they did not have the “savvy” to 
make the hats, it was taboo for a man from this area to view an Upe hat. The taboo included severe 
consequences, if broken—even death. 

There are two types of hats: one for everyday use and a ceremonial hat for dances and celebrations. (A 
“mock” Upe hat may occasionally be seen made by young boys imitating older brothers. It is made out of the 
grass leaves known as oareko.) In order for an initiate to wear the ceremonial hat, he has to be marked as 
“ready” by the older men in the village. The hats are made by only a few knowledgeable, skilled men. In the 
past, the hats were purchased from these men by the boys’ parents. Beads, spears, bows and arrows, pigs, and 
later, money were used for payment. 

The hats are constructed of rattan for the frame, leaves from a type of limbum palm grown near the coast 
for the covering, natural dyes from plants for the coloring, and fine vine for stitching the leaves in place. 
Colored electrician’s tape is used nowadays to add to the color scheme. 

The frame is tied together with vine. It may be up to a meter in height. The frame forms the basic shape of 
the hat. Over the framework, limbum leaves (virui) are stretched and sewn in place. First, however, these 
leaves are “ironed” with hot stones in order to remove any creases. After being smoothed, some of the leaves 
are boiled in bamboo tubes with or without natural dyes. The colors are: red, blue, purple, and turquoise from 
tree roots and plant leaves. The limbum leaves, after being allowed to dry in the sun, are then sewn into place 
with very fine stitches. Designs on the hats are made by cutting patterns in the outside plain leaves exposing 
the colored layer within. The edges of the cut, plain outer leaves are then sewn to the colored layer. The final 
step is to wind bark twine around the “neck” of the hat which has been measured to fit the boy’s head. 

One of the Upe hat makers told us that it takes up to three days to put the design (rigatoara) on the hat. 
There are only a handful of men that we know of who are skilled in Upe hat construction. This does not mean 
that an unskilled man cannot attempt to make a hat, but the construction time will be significantly longer, not 
to mention anything about quality. 

When the men put the patterns on the ceremonial hats, they go to an isolated house in the bush. No one 
can enter the house nor disturb the man once the intricate work has been started. It is said that the hands work 
almost automatically, “Just like when a person writes a letter and doesn’t stop to think, of the movements he or 
she is making.” While the patterns are being created, these men are not to sleep with their wives lest their 
thoughts be diverted. 

There is a certain amount of secrecy that goes with the construction of the Upe hats. It is feared that other 
men could become jealous of a particular craftman’s skills and harm him by means of sorcery. The following 
incident illustrates this. Men from another area were suspected of jealousy because of the special attention 
which they had paid to Upe initiates and their hats made near Togarao. In response to the admiration and awe 
which these men showed, one felt obliged to pay them. He also paid K6 to have his own son, an initiate, 
carried on one of these men’s shoulders as part of the celebrations. 

In secret, and only after a friend negotiated with the main Upe leader, I was allowed to photograph the 
ceremonial hats of three Upe initiates in 1975 and of two more in 1982. A Rotokas friend had hoped that the 
pictures of these beautiful hats might be used on a PNG stamp or elsewhere to publicize this custom unique to 
Bougainville-Buka. 
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Outer plain covering removed from ceremonial hat 

The photographs, taken in 1975, were of three young men who first had plain hats on. After the first set of 
pictures were taken, two of the older men present removed the outer plain covering of the Upes to reveal 
beautifully and colorfully designed hats. We had taken every precaution to be where no one else could see 
what was happening, especially the women and girls. 

The second set of pictures, taken several years later, were of a friend’s two teenage sons. The friend had 
made both Upe hats himself and was pleased to have the pictures taken. Again, it was done in secrecy behind 
the buildings of the hamlet. Initially, the boys had cloth covering their hair. They went into a small building 
and put on their ceremonial hats for the photographs. After the pictures were taken, the hats were removed and 
I was allowed to take pictures of their shoulder-length hair. It had been smeared with coconut grease and soot, 
in order to make it appear very black and shiny. The younger son said that he had had his hat on since 1975, 
which I questioned because of the relatively short length of his hair. 

The Upe hat is made so that the mass of uncut hair accumulating over the months and years holds the hat 
in place on the initiate’s head. Nowadays, until the hair is sufficient to hold the hat in place, the Upe boys 
cover the thickening mass of hair with cloth bandannas. In the past, they spent this initial time away from the 
village and out of sight. Once the hair has grown sufficiently to hold the hat in place, it is called by a special 
term (geegeru) which pertains only to the long hair of Upe initiates. 

After having his photograph taken, one of the two boys explained about his hair. He said that an evil spirit 
(tugarato) resided in it. If I were to sit on his hair, the evil spirit would cause feces to come out of my nose and 
from underneath my fingernails and toenails. He attributed the spirit being to the Upe leaders who had 
“gathered” it from the jungle. 

5.4 Related Taboos and Rites 

In the past, the choosing of the initiates took place at a special village ceremony. Invitations were sent out, 
taro gardens were checked for adequate amounts of available food, and pig meat was secured. During a part of 
the ceremony, the boys were taken to the boy’s house (avata), chosen, their hair combed (sipari), and their 
noses pierced (avui). They were then returned to the feast and subsequent singsing. Following this, the boys 
were isolated (toropo pie) in the jungle and the training commenced. 

Recently, a mother told us that the leaders had asked that her son be initiated—Rera upeive. (They would 
upe/initiate him.) But she said, “no”, and he ran away to avoid them. He was subsequently accepted back in the 
village. No effects of avoiding the Upe initiation have been noticed in this young man’s village life. 

As has already been mentioned, during the period of the Upe initiation, no one is allowed to cut the boys’ 
hair; neither is anyone allowed to wash it. In the past, the hair would sometimes grow to knee length. Today, 
the hat is more often removed and the hair cut before it grows to that length. 
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A second significant taboo governs the initiates and parents. During one portion of the training period, 
food is prepared by the mother in the village, but taken to the boy only by the father. Our friend’s son said that 
every Friday afternoon, his father would bring him papaya and a coconut concoction. A specially-prepared 
soup, held in the laps of picked members of the Upe group, is also part of this special diet. During part of the 
initiation period, the parents have to follow the same diet restrictions as their son. 

When the boys are further from home and more isolated in the bush, the older men prepare other special 
foods for the initiates from various trees and shrubs. This food is to give the boys the power (gorua) which 
comes from a spirit being (tokarasi), mentioned earlier. The spirit is represented by an “idol” from which the 
power comes to perform white and black magic. The boys’ bodies grow strong. A demonstration of the 
strength gained has already been mentioned in section 5.2. This supernatural act, called erako purisi, involves 
breaking/cutting down in some way a large tree by means of the tokarasi’s power. 

While on the restricted diet mentioned above, the boys lose a significant amount of weight, one of the 
mothers said. She stated that the Upe leaders “spoil” the boys’ bodies (even though the purpose is to cause 
them to be strong and well developed). This period of restricted diet is called the “fast” (aio kavu). During this 
time, the boys cannot touch the food prepared for them, but must eat it from a frame (trough) without handling 
it. 

During this time, special hunts take place. The boys are not allowed to eat or drink just prior to hunting the 
animals. When the opossum is found, the boys are not allowed to touch it, but have to handle it in some way as 
to insulate (popota) the animal from their hands. The fathers, who sometimes accompany the boys, are 
responsible for bagging the game. 

Aukueto cliff located high in the Emperor Range 

Part of the taboo involves the period away from parents (mainly the mother), during which the boys are 
under the care and discipline of the Upe leader. In the past, the leader was said to be a spirit being. He created a 
thick fog to cover his identity when he came to get the boys from the village. In another story, the spirit being 
appears to the parents of the boy and tells them to get food and a small house ready for him. In yet another 
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story, the Upe leader is named Aukueto, and it is said that he lives in the hole of a large stone. Once, while 
crossing the Emperor Range, we passed by Aukueto cliff, located high in the interior where this spirit being is 
said to have his abode. His name means “spirit of the stone” or “spirit of the boys’ house”. 

In the past, under the leadership of Aukueto (or nowadays a respected older man knowledgeable in the 
ways of the Upe) there were four older boys who served as assistants. Two of the boys chosen from the two 
dominant clans were of higher rank than the two from subclans. These four assistants were entrusted with the 
routine care of boys from their opposite clan groups. The initiates were grouped according to their four clan 
groups [see chapter 6 on the Clan system]. The “leader boys” were in charge of distributing the food chosen by 
the main leader. They were also responsible for leading their groups into the bush during the training period. 

Toward the end of the very disciplined, restricted diet, a special meal is prepared, called sururu aio. 
Unfortunately, we don’t know much about it. A mother said that streams known as sururu kara are taboo to the 
women. These streams are up near the top of Mt. Balbi, between the Rotokas and Keriaka sides. She said that a 
Keriaka man had come to this area on December 15, 1976, in order to make sururu aio for the initates. This 
special meal is not to be eaten hastily. Neither is the food to be supplemented by any other foods, lest the 
initiates “spoil” their own bodies. 

There are various “trials” which the boys have to go through during this period of isolation in the 
vuavuriko-ia (area in the jungle where training takes place). They sleep with little or no coverings on beds 
located close to appealing, but prohibited, food. The main leader can choose to restrict both food and water for 
periods of time at his discretion. The total length of this isolated period of training is up to this same leader. A 
recent session was five months long. 

If an initiate stays back in the village area, thus breaking the taboo, one of the four leaders is told and 
appropriate discipline is administered. These leaders are later paid for their services by the fathers who belong 
to their particular clan. 

If the breaking of initiation-related taboos are not punished by one of the four leaders, it may well be 
punished by supernatural means. In fact, the boys are told that a limbum palm (katokoi) will splinter and fall on 
them, if they are disobedient. 

Younger boys in their early teens can eat papaya, but this fruit is prohibited for older teenagers. If the boys 
do eat the prohibited foods, they become susceptible to the outbreak of “many sores”, some of which are 
“everlasting sores”, in the words of a young friend. There are two cases in Togarao that this boy attributes to 
the eating of taboo foods. The first is a fairly recent incident, during which a man teased his brother about 
eating pig, which he was prohibited to eat as an Upe initiate. The brother asked the initiate what he had done 
with the pig meat, and the reply was that he had tossed it away. He had, however, eaten the meat. Not long 
afterwards sores began to appear. In time, “one of the legs was so badly infected that it had to be amputated.” 

The second person was an old friend whose sore we had tried to treat on several occasions without 
success. Eventually, the man’s leg was amputated just below the knee. In our opinion, it was due to a severe 
tropical ulcer. My friend attributed it to the man’s eating of pitpit (kukara), which was on the prohibited list of 
the Upes’ diet. 

In the past, there was a certain degree of protection from the evil spirit’s wrath for the initiates. In the area 
where the rituals and meals took place, a carved wooden mask (called an uvaruto) was placed. If a protective 
“medicine” wasn’t worn upon entering this area, then injuries, sickness, sores, relatives’ miscarriages, etc., 
would result. The Upe boys carried the medicine on their bodies. When the initiate finally removed the hat for 
the last time, these medicines were also removed in a ceremonial washing (usually just prior to marriage). 

The taboo related to the feminine sex has already been mentioned. To facilitate this prohibition, the 
initiates’ house (avata) was built on the edge of the village, away from the main population areas. This is true 
today, as well. One of the young women in the village of Togarao could not even eat some grapefruit we 
offered her. The reason, we found out later, was that the grapefruit had come from a tree growing near the Upe 
boys’ house. 

At the time the new United Church building was being planned in Togarao, the layout of the floor called 
for a separate walled-off section for the Upe initiates at the rear of the building. Later, this was not 
incorporated in the building and the initiates merely sat in the very back of the building, several rows behind 
any women. 

In the past, the breaking of this taboo by either sex could be extremely severe. An older friend had run his 
spear through the abdomen of a young woman made pregnant by an Upe initiate. The fetus was killed. The 
initiate ran away and escaped punishment. 

Women and girls could be killed or beaten severely if they were to cross the paths of Upe initiates. If hats 
were seen off the heads of the boys, or if the boys were seen without their hats on, the woman or girl could be 
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killed. The reason was said to be so the women would not see the initiates before the boys’ bodies were 
“ready.” 

Today, the severity of the punishment is much less. In fact, we can’t remember any woman or girl being 
punished to any degree for having been too close to initiates. 

A Catholic priest told of one older woman who crawled on her knees out of “respect” past an Upe initiate 
while leaving the service one Sunday morning. This was at Asitavi in a relatively large Catholic church 
building. 

Even a young man felt that it was not wise to go too near the Upe initiates, since they had only recently 
returned from their time in the bush, a five-month period. They were still on a restricted diet of sweet potato 
only. He felt it was not safe for him to be in their immediate vicinity, lest he become contaminated and “spoil” 
the body of a village child, if he should inadvertently touch it (this was in 1976). 

In the past, the punishment of an initiate who prematurely removed his Upe hat could result in the death of 
the parents. In 1981, the punishment was monetary. The boys had to pay K20 if they removed their hats 
without authorization. At that time, the Youth Group leaders of the United Church were being charged in the 
village court for allegedly having “persuaded” initiates to take off their hats and quit the initiation rituals. 
Later, the government in Arawa declared that there had been no law prohibiting this kind of persuasion 
(whether or not they actually had done so), and therefore, the K60 fines each were illegally imposed. 

Although optional, an important part of the Upe rituals has to do with the renaming of the initiates and 
their parents during the initiation period. At the time of the fast (aio kavu), the names of the boys are changed. 
The purpose of the special food given at this time is to cause a “rebirth” of the initiate through the power 
invested in the food. The boy has a new start in life. The name change symbolizes what takes place. The 
parents are free to choose whether or not to change their names at this time, as well. One friend decided not to 
change his own name when his son did. Some of the new names once belonged to powerful leaders of bygone 
days. 

In the past, there were often problems with keeping names straight on government census rolls. A boy’s 
name might have been changed twice due to the initiation practices, resulting in three different names for the 
roll: 1) birth name, 2) name change at time of Upe fast, and 3) if chosen to be an Upe group leader, the name 
was changed once more. For the same reasons, parents might have two name changes, as well. The name 
changes occurred only during the first son’s initiation. The initiation of following sons did not affect the names 
of the parents. 

5.5 Divining 

A special part of the ritual occurs on the last day the initiates spend in the bush. At this time, there is a 
divining, or selection of the best qualified initiates. The ritual is called the oova vago. The divining also reveals 
something of the parents’ behavior. If the parents have, in fact, broken the taboo against sleeping together 
during the isolation period, the divining will reveal this fact. In the past, men gathered from all over for this 
occasion and, at times, fights broke out because of jealousy or accusations. 

The bodies of the boys are divined or “judged” at this time. If there has been good development, then the 
boy “passes.” If not, he is considered “cold.” The statement is Uteoparo viro or “He is completely cold.” (In 
this case, it doesn’t pay to be a “cool” young man!) 

5.6 Celebrations and Dancing 

After the training period in the bush is completed and the judgment of boys’ and parents’ conduct alike is 
made, the time comes for the joyful re-entry into the village. The boys are decorated and the ceremonial hats 
are placed on their heads. Crushed ginger root mixed with coconut grease is rubbed on the bodies of the 
initiates. Added to this are fragrant leaves to make the boys especially attractive to the girls and their parents. 

On some of the boys, a V-shaped mark (aruova) is made, using the white kovirea clay. A palm leaf is 
placed on the body from the shoulder to the sternum. The white earth powder is then “painted” on, using the 
leaf as a template, resulting in two white strips following the margins of the leaf. The leaf is then removed. 

As the group of initiates prepares to enter the village, there might be several false starts. These are 
intended to raise the level of anticipation and excitement of the awaiting family and friends. As the first boys 
finally enter, they are preceded by one initiate carrying a long pole on which is tied a bundle of burning moss 
and lichen called the Orokui epita (Orokui’s nest). 
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During the dancing, the Upe initiates circle in one direction in the center of the dancing area, while the 
parents and friends circle in the opposite direction surrounding them. Some of the initiates might be carried on 
the shoulders of relatives. 

In the past, during the dance, jealous men, or men with a grudge, would try to cut the seam where the Upe 
hat was fastened. For this reason, the dancers keep their heads rotating back and forth sufficiently to keep the 
men from carrying out their intentions. 

Following the introductory dancing and celebrating in their own village, the Upe initiates travel about to 
other villages to show off their decorations and bodies. The name of the second singsing is called kesi pupi 
(limping dance). It always takes place in another village, initially. 

One of the primary reasons for the dancing is to show off to prospective families the males who are now 
eligible to be the husbands of their daughters. The especially beautiful and intricately designed hats serve to 
attract attention. The hats and boys must have had almost supernatural appeal in the past. The women, at times, 
would make a dash to the inner circle, in order to grasp an attractive initiate. This would be strictly taboo, and 
the older men circling in the surrounding ring of dancers would keep the woman or girl from doing so. It is 
said that, at times, the disappointment would be so great that the young woman would commit suicide by 
hanging herself. 

Often the end result of the homecoming celebration and dancing is that many of the initiates are “marked” 
by families for their daughters. The young men then return to a more normal routine while living in their avata 
at the edge of the village until the times are set for marriage. 

A good friend, who had helped us build our house as a single man, became an Upe initiate rather late in 
his youth. At the age of about twenty-five years, the young man had completed the training, had worn the hat 
for nearly two years, and had hair past his shoulders in length. An older woman had been “captivated” by the 
young man’s appearance during the homecoming dance. She was “surprised by him.” Realizing that she was 
too old and, in fact, already married with a family, she was able to fulfill her desire for him by arranging for 
her sister to claim him for the woman’s daughter. The decision was binding and the girl was sent to live with 
the older aunt near the Upe initiates’ house. The initiate had never met her previous to this. 

The young man had no choice but to marry the girl. Had he said “no,” other prospective girls would have 
seen the shame experienced by the rejected girl. They would have stayed away from him as a result. 

Upe initiates at Togarao singsing 

5.7 Removal of the Upe Hat 

As already stated in section 5.4, there is a strong taboo against prematurely removing the Upe hat. In fact, 
many parents are not anxious to have the hats removed from the boys once they return to the village living 
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situation. The reason is that wearing the hat enforces respect for the opposite sex and helps keep them out of 
trouble. 

When the final decision is made and the young man is ready to abandon his Upe hat for a bride, a 
ceremonial cleansing is carried out. This involves both cutting the hair and washing the body. 

When the hair is finally cut, only a few witness the act. It is usually carried out by older men of the village 
with special Upe responsibilities. The hair is tied up and pulled tight up over the head. It is then cut fairly close 
to the scalp. The Upe hat is then replaced on the head. The official act is done by an older man, an Upe leader, 
who first rubs spit and betel nut juice on the initiate’s head just inside the bottom edge of the hat. The 
ceremonial hat is used for this final occasion. (Recently, I was invited to witness the removal of a friend’s 
Upe.) 

If the young man is to be married shortly after the hat is removed, the washing ceremony is particularly 
important. The water used for the wash is scented by flowers at the time of the ceremony. A limbum leaf 
sheath is filled with fragrant flowers. The water is poured in the top end, passes through the collection of 
flowers, and then spills out onto the body of the person being cleansed. This is called the sisupa ogo. 

After the couple’s marriage rites are completed, the young man leaves the avata house and all of his 
bachelor friends for good. He enters the newlywed’s house with his wife and starts an entirely different 
lifestyle. As he enters the new house, the bachelor friends again wash him to cleanse him of any residual 
effects from the avata house. For some, it is a time of heaviness because of the realization of new 
responsibilities and the fact that the carefree life of the bachelor community can no longer be enjoyed. A 
special feast celebrating the marriage no doubt helps, however. 

A word picture is used to signify the completion of the Upe initiation and the closing of this chapter of the 
young man’s life. The word is purisa or “area of trampled grass.” The picture is of the dance area after the 
participants have all gone home. The party is over. 

5.8 Future of the Upe Initiation Custom 

In 1980, a good friend had a dream in which he saw a large circle of parents. Inside the circle, an Upe hat 
was bobbing here and there by itself. Then, a great light shone down into the circle and the ground began to 
shake in an exaggerated way. The women around the circle all tried to grab the hat as it bobbed by them. None 
was able to until finally one grasped it securely in both hands. She then gave the hat to a young man and told 
him to give it to his father, who was the people’s government representative at this time. 

Our friend interpreted the dream to mean that the Upe has returned to the women, who were the original 
owners. They, in turn, have relinquished possession of the hat and of its use to the government. The fact that 
the young man is yet uninitiated is significant in the interpretation, as well. It meant that the hat is not to be 
used in initiation rites any more, but to be given to the government for safekeeping. 

It is said that the people are happy that the Upe has made its reappearance after being “squashed” during 
the period of colonial rule. It has come back and for a time its importance was reestablished. This is shown by 
the choice of the Upe as a symbol for the entire Province, appearing on the provincial flag and airplanes. 
However, it is thought that the respect for this custom will not last much longer. Even now, the boys do not 
give the respect due and many of the former taboos are not followed. 

This is one of the reasons that our friend feels the Upe should be placed in the hands of the government, 
while it is still a respected custom. He envisions the Upe as sort of a “crown” for the Premier of the North 
Solomon Islands Province. “Like the queen’s crown,” he said. 

Another reason for discontinuing the Upe at the village level is because of the potential harm attributed to 
the “spirit of the Upe.” This harm or sickness (called varuru upia) is reason enough for him to consider 
suggesting the cessation of the rites. The varuru upia results in very painful movement of the joints (like 
rheumatism?). He said that others say the Upe custom is good, while not being fully aware of the risk of evil 
powers involved. Some church leaders back this opinion. 

This man would like to see the leaders of the areas where the Upe is popular get together to discuss the 
matter. Up to 1982, no such meeting had been held. 
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6 

Clan System—Land Ownership  

6.1 Origin and Purpose of the Clans 

Long ago, the story goes, a man and his wife went to their garden leaving their only child in the care of the 
wife’s mother, who had the form of a snake. As the father returned, he heard the child crying inside the 
mother-in-law’s house. He quietly ran and peeked through the bamboo wall. To his horror he saw the mother-
in-law wrapped around the child, squeezing the life out of it. In desperation, the father took his bush knife, 
charged into the house, and cut the snake into pieces. Those pieces grew into separate groups of people called 
sara and to this day, these groups are represented by the different clan entities of the Rotokas area and beyond. 

While discussing the beginning of man from the standpoint of the Bible, one Rotokas man had several 
interesting questions. Why were only two people created? Were there two clans from the beginning of the 
human race? How could this be, if woman was created from man? The conclusion of the Rotokas man was that 
the Holy Spirit inspired man to organize the clan system some time after the beginning of mankind, in order to 
have guidelines for marriage, inheritance, respect, etc. “If there is only one clan, then there is no basis for 
respect. Man’s lifestyle would be like that of common animals which have no shame and are always fighting.” 

There are at least two major functions of the clan system. One has to do with marriage and the other with 
land. Marriage was discussed in section 4.3. It was shown that matters of incest and adultery are also affected 
by clan taboos. 

On this general subject, Oliver states: 

…on Bougainville historically one of the features of matrilineage groupings [which I am 
calling clan groupings] was their exogamy, i.e., no person was permitted to marry a fellow 
member, the penalty for marrying within one’s matrilineage being both social (ostracism or 
even death) and supernatural (in the form of a curse). The explanation (or perhaps 
rationalization) of this prohibition was that matrilineage mates were linked by the closest of 
all kin ties, much closer than those linking father and child or husband and wife (Oliver 
1973:68). 

An interesting complication related to marriage and clan lines was shown in the lives of our closest 
neighbors in the village of Togarao. The married couple had never appeared to be an integral part of village 
life. This was the case, even though the woman was the daughter of a very important and influential woman, 
and the man at one time was the elected village government leader. (One explanation for his election was that 
he was aggressive and would not let expatriates “push him around.”) 

The man had escaped a murderous raid made upon his family in the Aita area during his youth. Only he 
and his mother avoided death and made their way to Togarao village. There, they were cared for during the 
following years by a family of the Orokui clan. However, he and his mother belonged to the Vatova clan, 
located for the most part on the west coast, just south of Amun Point (Keriaka-Kunua). 

(A good friend’s paternal grandmother also belonged to this clan. The Vatova clan appears to be similar to 
the Ovuveo, as evidenced by the fact that our friend’s father from the Vatova married into the Orokui clan. On 
the other hand, marriage between the Vatova clan and the Kakata clans is not uncommon and this would 
strengthen the position that the Vatova clan is more like the Orokui-Suriketo group.) 

The predicament in which our neighbor found himself was that older Rotokas people, especially those 
with ties to the Keriaka side of the island, looked upon this man as a Vatova clansman, who had violated a law 
of exogamy by marrying into a clan too closely related to his own. In fact, he is identified as an Ovuveo 
clansman. On the other hand, since he was cared for by the Orokui clan and married “legitimately” across clan 
boundaries, he is looked upon as an Orokui. Our friend says that after this generation passes on, it will 
probably all be forgotten. For the present, however, there are still the feelings that this man’s family (the man 
himself died in 1983) has the unfair advantage of being associated with both the Vatova and the Orokui clans. 

Relationships arising from clan allegiance are not soon forgotten. Twelve years after his marriage to a 
woman from Atsilima on the west coast, David A. received a demand for a bride payment from a 
representative of his wife’s clan. David A. wrote to the man, refusing to pay. He stated that it was not a matter 
for the clan to settle; it was only the concern of the parents. Another reason for refusing was that his money 
was tied up in family obligations such as schooling for the children, their property, etc. The only recourse he 
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would have would be to return his wife! Furthermore, he pointed out, since the wife of the man demanding 
payment belonged to David A’s. clan, by the same token, the man should be required to pay a bride price to his 
clan! 

The second purpose of the clan system is to define land ownership. Land ownership in relation to the clan 
system goes back to the worship of the eternal, primary spirit of the Rotokas people, called Pauto. This 
benevolent spirit existed before all others, clan totems and spirit beings included, therefore he was the original 
tokipato (administrator) of all the land. 

In the past, feasts were given near Pauto’s dwelling place, i.e., a large, predominant kasava tree, a stone, a 
spring of water, etc. (It was in such areas that the remains of the cremated dead were buried.) A plate (tauo) 
was made by cutting and folding a limbum leaf sheath; this was used for an offering of pieces of food. The 
limbum used for this is a large type that grows at higher elevations. The word tauo also means “an offering.” 

This chief spirit would gather the ghosts of the dead clansmen at the time of the offering and would then 
stay in this place. The spirit was instrumental in teaching the people to plant gardens and helped to establish 
staple crops still grown by the Rotokas people today. 

6.2 Names of Totems and the Distribution of the Clans 

During a survey of the Rotokas language area in 1966, Rotokas companions and I recorded the clan groups 
given below, according to village. Abbreviations are explained immediately following the distribution chart. 
The clans are designated on the chart (and elsewhere) by their totems. 

Distribution of Rotokas Clans 

 
Ovu 
Tai 

 
Kur 
 

 
Sur 
Ura

 
Oro 
Sis 

 
Kak
 

 
Sik 
 

 
Vik 
 

 
Utu
 

 
Kuv
 

 
Ait 
 

 
Mat 
 

 
Ker 
 

 
Clan: 

Village: 
            

Bulistoro • •   
Etesopaia •  •   
Ibu •  • • •   
Kakaropaia • •    • • •     
Koribori • •       •    
Kusi • • • • •  
Mapiaro •  • •         
Okowapaia •  •         • 
Ruruvu •  • • •   
Sirioripaia •  • • •   
Sisivi •  • • •   
Teakon • • •   
Togarao •  • • •        
Tokai •  • • •   
Tsubiai  incomplete info •  
Tutupaia • •   
Vuravuratokoru   •          
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Totems of Rotokas Clans 

The abbreviations in the foregoing chart stand for the following totems: 

Ovu = ovuveo The hornbill 
Tai = taisuiri The hornbill 
Kur = kurue The dove 
Sur = suriketo The sunbird (also sureko) 
Ura = urakava The sunbird 
Oro = orokui Black bird which builds a hanging nest 
Sis = sisorui Black bird which builds a hanging nest 
Kak = kakata The cockatoo 
Sik = sikopio The honeyeater (siikui?) 
Vik = vikuroi The crow 
Utu = utuuko The owl 
Kuv = kuuvato The all-green parrot 
Ait = aita The crow 
Mat = matova (also vatova) 
Ker = kerakera The Brahminy kite (?) 

It should be mentioned that the Ovuveo and Orokui clans are primary to the clan system (two moieties). 
Kakata is a subclan of Ovuveo and Suriketo a subclan of Orokui. The Suriketo clan must ask permission from 
the Orokui before organizing activities, or using property, etc. It is obvious from the number of clan totems 
recorded on the chart that there are many subclans in the Rotokas area. I do not know, however, to which of the 
two primary clans these subclans belong. 

Unfortunately, at the time of our visit in each village, there was not always a knowledgeable adult present 
who could name all the clans represented by people living there. 

Some clans and their totems are as follows: 

a) Clan Name—Usore vara, Totem—Ovuveo 
 
b) Clan Name—Sisoo vara, Totem—Orokui 
 
c) Clan Name—Vuirao vara, Totem—Suriketo 
 
d) Clan Name—Vai vara, Totem—Kakata 
 
(Most of the clan names describe different types of grass.) 

Members of the last clan listed, Vai vara, are still considered outsiders in Togarao village, therefore, it is 
not proper for them to organize mourning feasts and their Upe initiates cannot take part in the village’s 
singsings. 

6.3 Taboos within the Clan 

It seems that taboos against inflicting bodily harm or death, or engaging in adultery are stronger across 
clan lines than within a clan. The reason given is that, if a killing or adultery occurs across clan lines, the chief 
spirit of the offended clan will retaliate. The offender’s blood will become “bad,” resulting in his becoming 
sickly for a time and possibly for the remainder of his life. Within the clan, the head spirit is not as quick to 
bring punishment upon a member of his own clan. 

One must not even strike a member of another clan. For this reason, when two clansmen are arguing and 
about to come to blows, a member of another clan will step in between them to arbitrate. The two clansmen are 
ashamed (or afraid) to strike the arbitrator because of the taboo. 

A story tells about two men engaged in a fight. Because they were members of the same clan, they did not 
fight to the death. We once observed two men of the same clan almost to the point of exchanging blows. A 
young man stepped between them and held them off, then others joined in and separated the two men. Later, a 
meal was prepared and the two men were invited to “talk it out” peacefully while eating together. 
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6.4 Land Rights: The Opossum Family 

The manner of passing on land ownership rights is called koora aao, which means “opossum family.” The 
opossum (koora) and its family (aao) get their food from only one tree. This implies that a clan should have a 
single location with which it identifies as an entity, and that the identification should continue through 
succeeding generations or families. 

Rotokas people tell an old story about the origin of the present day system: Two sisters-in-law agreed to 
exchange their offspring in marriage. Later, they told these children, “Give me of the ‘tambaran’s door’ when I 
die there.” Referring again to their land, they also said, “My children, bury my clan when I die”. By this, the 
father (or administrator) of the land would know the instructions to be followed, so that when his offspring 
(first generation) would marry someone from his father’s clan, his offspring (second generation) would again 
be in line to own his grandfather’s land. 

The “tambaran’s door” refers to the area of the jungle to which a clansman feels particular allegiance and 
where his clan’s chief spirit (tambaran) resides. In the past, clan members were buried there. 

The phrase “bury (or drop) my clan” refers to the birth of a grandchild who would be eligible to own the 
property. It actually means to confirm the eligibility by burying the child’s placenta in its clan’s property, as 
was the custom of the past. 

The Rotokas people say, “Rasi iare kakae kavauro” (he bore a child to the ground). This means that a 
child is born to rights to own property. 

Even though the system of koora aao seems quite straightforward, there are many loopholes which can 
give rise to disputes over land ownership. The following is an account of one such dispute, which will illustrate 
reasons behind these disagreements, ways of resolving the situation, and features of clan properties. 

Five members of the Orokui clan had fathers who came from Keriaka on the west side of the island to 
marry the women of the Rotokas area, who belong to the Ovuveo clan. Land is still owned in the Keriaka area 
by many of these men, the rights having been passed on to them by their mothers, who were inhabitants of the 
Keriaka area. 

Quite a few other men are members of the Ovuveo clan whose fathers are from the Rotokas area. This is 
attested to by the well-known story of the Tambaran, which relates that one father lived in the village of 
Kakareraia, located towards the Pipipaia side of Mt. Balbi. The land on which Togarao village is situated and 
the surrounding area, Sureko rasi, was given in a large block [see map] by the father (A.) to his son (R.) before 
World War II. After the war, the government moved the village of Togarao down from higher up on the slopes 
of Mt. Balbi, and it was resettled in approximately the center of this block of land. 

An Orokui clansman (S.) came to the area and later married an Ovuveo woman and he began planting 
cocoa within the boundaries of this block of land. She also owns other clan land, in addition to this area of her 
husband’s cocoa within the Sureko rasi block. 

On the third of August, 1969, about forty to fifty men of both clans gathered together in the village of 
Togarao to discuss a boundary dispute arising from his claim (S.) that the land had been divided at point A [see 
map], Another (R.) said he knew nothing of this boundary. The first man (S.) had used this boundary to 
establish his own “area” in which he was going to plant more cocoa. 

The dispute ended when all the men went to the area on the following day and marked out a boundary at 
point B. All of the area between point B and the end of the block was for the first to use. This was established 
by the witness of men from both clans. The name of this block of land is Ririko kuvui (a tree used as the 
landmark). 

During the course of the dispute, which had been planned as a peaceful discussion, the question of another 
man’s (D.) holding ground in the block of Ovuveo ground (Sureko rasi) came up. He (D.) and his brother (P.) 
had claimed to “buy” the ground by giving several large feasts for Ovuveo clan members. The first man (S.) 
claimed that he had no knowledge of the payment and that he himself had given some feasts…long mekim dai 
graun (to finish off payment for the land). The other (D.) produced a receipt with the food prices listed [see a 
copy of this receipt in appendix C] to prove that he had given the last feast. The first (S.) had nothing to show 
for his claim. After several hours of talking, about 8:30 p.m., tempers began to flare, and eventually the first 
(S.) challenged the other (D.) to fight. He said that he would gather all his clansmen together to “cut” their 
opponents. The other (D.) replied that he could gather his clan brothers as well, if they wanted to have it out. 
Later, he told me that this was just talk and that they really wouldn’t have done it because of the law. In days 
past, however, this could have meant a fight between the clans. 

The two men faced each other ready to fight, but were physically restrained by others in the group. One 
man put both his hands around the first man’s (S.) throat, saying that his talk was always making problems for 
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the men of the village. Later, the other (D.) scolded this man and others who had gone “over him” to make 
things worse. Originally, the conflict was between the two men only. 

The dispute was partially solved when a “payment” of food was made towards another large block of land 
being transferred. This land, Opove, would be divided up between several of D.’s clan members. The rest of 
the large block of Sureko rasi would be mutually “paid for” by the two clans exchanging money, food, and 
other gift items. This being done, the ground “belonged” to the village. It was divided up for all to use for food 
gardens only. No one person was to be able to use the land for the purpose of planting a cash crop, such as 
cocoa. 

On the following day, the dispute was settled. Betel nut and koavaa (a fruit of pepper vine chewed like 
betel nut with lime made of snail and clam shells) were used. The betel nut was cut into small pieces and 
passed around to all gathered in the house. Members of opposite clans exchanged pieces of the nut. While the 
betel nut was being chewed, members of opposite clans went to each other and shook hands. 

A map of the disputed property concludes this section. It has several names which need explanation. These 
pieces of properties are guarded (toki) by spirit beings/tambarans (tugarato). The Sureko rasi is guarded by one 
named Pokoe pura because he was the leader of the Upe initiates. He also is said to have made Upe hats or 
pokoe. (The word pura means “to make.”) An alternate name for this spirit being is Katai kokoto (one leg). 
This was given because of a large slender stone which resembles a leg. It exists today in the area of eri ovi or 
rasiva [the iron spring described in section 2.2.4]. 

Another spirit being who guards an area of ground above the Sureko rasi, and also which is the chief spirit 
of the Orokui clan, is named Koakoa uvuoto. He resides in a spring which is the source of the stream Reparu, a 
small creek which flows by Ibu and which is crossed on the way to the Kovava cave [see section 2.2.3]. The 
name of the block of land which this spirit guards is Varupata ipa, a ridge between Togarao and Ibu. 

It seems that there has been a progression towards organized and formalized land ownership. First, in the 
distant past, it was “every man for himself.” When a man died, his belongings and his garden land were taken 
by anyone. Then came ownership through the matrilineage system in which a husband worked his own clan 
land, while the wife and children worked her property. Because these more or less isolated working situations 
could lead to suspicion of infidelity between marriage partners, it did not lead to desired family stability. In 
part, this led to the next step towards formalized ownership, i.e., families as units working the father’s clan 
property (while not ignoring the wife’s property). Due to family irregularities, however, and the small clans 
which were springing up within the two primary clans, confusion of ownership was commonplace. For this 
reason, the provincial government and local council stepped into the picture and began to survey boundaries, 
recording parcels of ground, legalizing ownership, etc. The final move was for the government to establish a 
Land Board which is responsible for resolving disputes, accepting applications for sales and purchases, etc. 
The system seems to be working in a satisfactory fashion at this time. 

In August of 1968, David A. and his brother Matiu P. signed a purchase contract for property they 
subsequently owned. The proof of purchase was worded as follows: 

To Whom It May Concern: Togarao Village 
Re: Payment of Ground August 12, 1968 

Pe bilong dispela graun Togarao olsem hia Boitari i bin givim Aturato long $6 (3 paun) insait long yia 
1952. Bihain long dai bilong em, mi tupela i bin wokim wanpela kaikai long moni inap long $74 (37 paun) 
insait long yia 1964. Bihain long dispela kaikai mi givim $13 (6 paun 10) long Vaveveori bilong Pipipaia. 
Olrait bihain long dispela $13 (6 paun 10) mi tupela wokim moa pela kaikai insait long yia 1965 long moni 
inap long $7^ (37 paun). Bihain long dispela, mi tupela i wokim moa wan moa kaikai insait long 1968 long 
moni inap long $40-10 (20 paun 10). Nem bilong mi tupela olsem: 

David A. and Matiu P. 
(Signatures) 

(Long olgera pe inap olsem $168.10 [84 paun 10]) 
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Map of disputed property 
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6.5 Inheritance 

Before the government and missions came, when a man died, his possessions were free for the taking (as 
mentioned above). Clansmen and nonclansmen alike could come and claim his possessions. A few personal 
items, such as his axe and clothes, were left to the wife or wives and children. The gardens and trees belonging 
to the dead man were often cut and destroyed. This left the surviving family members with little or nothing at 
all. When this occurred, a member of the wife’s clan was obligated to take the family in to his home, provide 
for their needs, and prepare a new garden area for her. The provisions were to continue until the woman 
remarried or died. 

Today, there is much concern for the wellbeing of children. Bank accounts are started for sons and 
daughters. Coconut plantings are established in children’s names. The father’s property goes to the eldest and 
all questions about the property are directed to the eldest child, regardless of sex. If a daughter inherits the 
property, but marries and moves some distance away, the property goes to the next sibling in line after her. If 
the father, while still living, realizes that the son or daughter in line for the property is not sufficiently 
responsible to handle it, he may assign the responsibility to whomever he desires among his children. His 
decisions are followed quite closely. This, in general, is the pattern followed today. 
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7 

Goals and Attitudes 

7.1 The Ideal Man 

“This is our day! There is nothing that will keep us from reaching our goals.” This statement was made in 
an address by the government representative, Simon Pute, in August of 1977. In general, it is the attitude of the 
Rotokas people, who seem to exude self-confidence. 

The ideal personality includes two basic features: 1) a readiness to hear and consider advice from others, 
and 2) a diligent and conscientious response to work. The Rotokas people who live in the mountain villages are 
especially aware of the second consideration. There is an air of superiority over the coastal Rotokas people 
“who don’t work as hard as we do and spend a lot of time sleeping.” Also, the coastal people “don’t know how 
to grow good vegetables like the mountain people.” 

The people also have a reputation of being strong-willed. Some Australian government officers shared this 
opinion with us. It was one of these “kiaps” who gave the ultimatum that if an airstrip were made at Togarao, 
the government would withdraw their offer to help with the much-desired road up into the mountain villages. 

After this meeting, which the government officer, Rotokas men from three villages, and I attended, the 
local Rotokas councilor stated that they would still build the airstrip, if they wanted to. He gave the reason that 
it was an issue which really was up to the Rotokas people and not of concern to the government. 

In fact, the ability to speak out is very important to the Rotokas people. A man was elected village 
councilor because he was willing to speak out to the government officers and was argumentative. Talk can be a 
social deterrent as well. Some activities are considered inappropriate because of what might be said about the 
participants. A Rotokas man told me that the Highlander fights with his bows and arrows, whereas the Rotokas 
people fight with their words. Women’s ability to talk is clearly recognized; radios, tape recorders, etc. are all 
marked for feminine gender because these things “talk so much.” 

Generosity is also included in the characteristics of a good Rotokas person. Words such as sisirovira and 
tauvavuvira express the notion of generosity; of giving above and beyond what is needed. There are also words 
in the vocabulary used to describe the stingy person who doesn’t want to part with his goods for any reason. 
We certainly found the people to be generous and thoughtful during the many years which we lived among 
them. There was often the kovutara vovouto around—“the man who always thinks of other’s needs, the 
hospitable person.” 

Generosity is almost built into the social framework of the Rotokas. Visiting clansmen are taken in at a 
moment’s notice and the hospitality is reciprocated. An article that has been admired is often presented as a gift 
to the admirer (mentioned in the section on the Upe hat). Another example of this was when a man was told, 
Uriou itova ousa, iria ivaouera, “Come and get the bananas which you complimented.” Being generous with 
an admired article, of course, leaves one in a good position to receive the next time around, although 
theoretically, there is no obligation to return the favor. 

Finally, the ideal man is honest and careful not to be secretive about his activities. Two word pictures 
demonstrate that acting in secret is not advisable: 1) kariava tavaovere or “the lizard will eventually sun itself,” 
and 2) tuituiie ora topu piepae or “the tuituiie bird returns to deepen the hole in the tree (until it comes through 
the other side).” Both illustrations say the same, i.e., something that seems hidden or obstructed from view will 
eventually be exposed to the light and to view. 

7.2 Attitudes 

In the early part of the 1980s, representatives of villages located on Bougainville-Buka asked the 
Provincial Education Department to insure that, in particular, four ideals be taught and encouraged in the 
schools of the province. These four ideals were listed as: respect, cooperation, justice, and responsibility. The 
highest concern was for the respect of young people for their elders. There was also concern that traditional 
marriage customs be followed. 

Examples of respect for age groups, customs, etc. (or lack of it) are given in the following sections on 
attitudes. 
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7.2.1 Attitudes towards family and the aged 

Three examples of attitudes displayed by certain Rotokas people give an overview of respect towards 
different age groups starting with the youngest. The councilor of Togarao village had five daughters when we 
came to live next door. His wife was expecting their sixth child. He was very hopeful that it would be a son. 
When his wife gave birth to another daughter, he was very angry. Unfortunately, the little girl was born with a 
deformed foot and a cleft palate. Because of these physical conditions and his desire for a son, the man 
reminded us from time to time that the child was a great disappointment. Over the years, we saw this attitude 
change, and today the teenage girl is a very happy part of the family. 

This same man would often see our tape recorder in operation during language analysis sessions. We 
would record his children’s voices and play it back for the family to hear. One day the father came to me and 
wanted us to buy a tape recorder for his children. He indicated that he actually wanted to buy a radio, but the 
children had asked for the tape recorder, so that was what he intended to buy. 

In those early years, tape recorders were not in common use and were very impractical. This fact did not 
seem to affect his commitment to satisfying the children’s desires. He was going to buy the recorder for the 
children’s sake. As it turned out, he lost interest after learning what the price was for tape recorders. The 
children seemed to love him just as much. (It is interesting that in the years since, with income from cocoa and 
the popularization of tape recorders, there is no lack of expensive portable stereo sound equipment in Rotokas 
villages today.) 

An expatriate nurse told us of an incident which reflected the attitude towards the very aged at that time 
(1968). While visiting a neighboring village, the residents asked her to look at a “sick old woman.” The nurse 
found the woman and guessed that they had left her to die. She was very hungry and thirsty, being too ill to get 
her own food. None was being supplied for her. She was living a short distance from the village in a hut with a 
meager supply of firewood. 

The old woman was seen lying on a banana leaf out in the village one day. I asked if she were sick. 
Another woman replied that she was and that she had said that her legs were too weak to walk to the 
Government Aid Post. The old woman knew that she would die soon. Someone else said to just leave her 
alone; that she would, in fact, die in the near future. No efforts were made to carry her to the Aid Post. Not a 
great deal of concern was shown for her as she lay there. 

The old woman somehow survived that ordeal and lived on. Some time later, she was again near death. 
She was considered past the recovery stage. A coffin was made for her. Again, however, she recovered to 
everyone’s surprise. As recently as 1982, the coffin was still unused. The old woman was as healthy as ever, 
carrying firewood and babysitting. 

In contrast to these examples of attitudes towards aged women, at the same time, there was a well-cared-
for older woman living in Togarao village. Being strong enough to continue bringing firewood and gathering 
food for herself, she was no burden on the family. 

I believe it is important to note that in the early 1980s, as an effect of the “spiritual renewal” in the several 
Rotokas villages located in the upper Wakunai river valley, the attitude towards older people changed 
remarkably. Groups of young people took it upon themselves to gather firewood for the elderly. If an older 
person were unable to handle gardening chores, the young people would organize themselves to spend a day or 
more preparing a garden area, cleaning the garden, harvesting, or whatever was necessary. There was 
agreement among them that this was the right thing to do, according to the Bible. 

7.2.2 Attitudes toward the sick 

In several Rotokas stories, the man who was disliked very much was “the man with the sores.” He was 
always depicted as being unwanted by the women and disregarded by the men. 

One of the continuing health problems in the area is that of grille (severe ringworm). The attitude of some 
parents is that their own children should not be handled by other children who have this skin infection. The 
councilor, in the early days, would not allow children with grille into his own house, and tried to forbid them to 
enter ours. The children themselves seemed to be unaware of any sanctions, since they played freely with 
infected children, wrestling and playing in close contact. 

We have heard some joking, or possibly even insults, with regards to adults whose skin is infected by 
grille. There was laughing and an embarrassed response. 
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Medicine to heal grille is available, although quite expensive, and the disease may recur. A neighbor boy 
took the course of medicine only to stop before its completion. In a short time, the grille had returned. An older 
girl took the course and was diligent to keep it under control. Eventually, it was cleared from her skin. 

The care of the mentally ill has been observed, but not closely nor to any extent. There are at least two 
kinds of insanity: one brought on by supernatural evil power called tutue (the bush spirit associated with Mt. 
Balbi) and one which covers the range from drunkenness, to foolishness, to being crazy. The term covering this 
range of behavior is kokoro. A crazy man is a kokoropato. 

In one instance, a young husband with either mental problems or spirit-related problems was patiently 
cared for by his wife. A clansman took it upon himself to spend time with the young man and to pray for his 
healing. This observation was over a two-week period only. 

In another village, an older woman with mental problems was living in the jungle. She had been asked to 
come into the village and to stay with her husband. She refused to do so, although she did leave her garden area 
and came in from time to time with food for her husband. 

An older acquaintance was plagued with spells of either insanity or spirit possession. He would “terrorize” 
the Asitavi Mission station by climbing into the bell tower to ring the bells in the early morning hours. One 
morning, around 3 a.m., he rang the breakfast bell. He had prepared rice for the High School girls living in 
dorms nearby. 

This man was considered “safe.” However, the children in the village would purposely aggravate him, 
causing him to chase them with a spear or with bow and arrows. At times, he was quite certain that the 
American Armed Forces would hear his “short-wave radio broadcasts” and come to his aid. 

The unfortunate fate of this old man was to die alone deep in the jungle. He had disappeared for some time 
when his bones were discovered by pig hunters. An identification was located nearby. Although people were 
concerned about his behavior, it appeared that no one was obliged to be responsible for his wellbeing during 
the final weeks of his life. 

7.2.3 Attitudes towards marital relationships and adultery 

Before the missions’ and Scriptural definitions of “sin” were taught, there were several acts which were 
definitely considered wrong. Adultery seems to have been near the top of the list in text materials collected. An 
example of this has already been given in the section on the Upe. A girl found pregnant by an Upe initiate was 
speared through the abdomen. The young man would have been punished, too, had he been caught. 

In general, this taboo was observed, and parents depended upon them to keep their young people from 
immoral sex acts. David A. cried when his son completed his initiation and an elder removed his Upe hat, 
because he knew that when his son was free of the binding taboos of initiation, he was more vulnerable to 
temptations of the “outside” (ratau). 

At this time, having been exposed to the teachings of the missions and the Scriptures as well, there are 
definite attitudes against immorality and unfaithful spouses. A rather unique form of punishing one fickle man 
was thought of by the several women he claimed as his wives, each in turn. The story is that these women 
joined forces to get even with the man. They decided to kill him by repeatedly laying with him until he would 
die in a state of complete exhaustion. Whether or not the punishment was successful was not included in the 
story. 

Although children have been seen playing with each other’s genitals, for young people prior to marriage, it 
is considered strictly taboo to do the same. 

7.2.4 Attitude towards propriety—obscenities 

Our good friend and language teacher showed embarrassment when naming certain body parts, such as the 
excretory and genital organs. While explaining the words and meanings, he refrained from speaking aloud, but 
instead spelled them to me in a hushed voice. My wife was in his presence at the time, but was not in on the 
conversation, nor would she have recognized any of these new terms at that time. 

Later on, while still learning the language, I made a rather obvious error of saying “foreskin” (goagoa) 
instead of “boiling water” (goagoara) as had been my intention. The men with me thought it very funny, but 
did show some embarrassment during the mercifully brief discussion which followed. 

The following phrases are considered obscene and young people, especially, are reprimanded if caught 
using one of them: 
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takaapaaria “filth on the penis” 
takaa “filth on the anus” (This is especially taboo for young people of the opposite sex to use,  since it is 
considered an invitation to have intercourse.) 
voakou “to discharge feces” 
viviko “to urinate” (Probably the most common form of obscene talk.) 
vao-ia vii reroaro “here under you” (This refers to the genitals of either sex and is an invitation  to have 
intercourse.)  
aako roiri “You have intercourse with your mother.”  
kaakau roiri “You have intercourse with a dog.” 

Swear words from English are heard, but sometimes they are grossly misunderstood. Two men (G. and R.) 
were in a heated argument over some land. One (G.) had accused the other (R.) of trespassing on his property. 
In response he was called a “bastard.” This brought with it the possibility of being fined. 

David A., who overheard the argument, said to the men, “If you are going to swear at each other, then at 
least use Rotokas words so that you know what you are meaning.” He was, in fact, speaking for himself, too. 
As it turned out, he was also uncertain of the meaning. 

I questioned him about the phrase that was used, “Bastard shit.” (The pronunciation in Rotokas was more 
like, “mastat seet.”) This man explained what he thought it meant in this way. When someone uses the phrase 
“mastat seet,” he is wishing that much trouble will develop for you just as a “mastat seet” (mustard seed) 
grows from a small beginning into a very large tree (as attested to in the parable of the Scriptures). When I 
explained about the offspring of an adulterous relationship and about manure, we both had a good laugh! 

Although the children are, for the most part, corrected when they use obscene language, there is not 
always a good example set for them by the adults. One pastor even seemed to enjoy telling a very off-color 
joke. The lack of consistency between verbal standards of conduct and the adherence to these standards of 
conduct in real life seems to be not much different, no matter where you live. 

Not many obscene gestures were observed. The most common is to turn one’s backside towards the 
disliked person and move it towards him or her. A description of this is Sikiive rerare. “They would act in an 
obscene manner towards him.” 

7.2.5 Attitude towards anger 

There is a definite awareness that extreme anger can result in regrettable consequences. Court actions and 
fines are not uncommon when extreme anger has been displayed. When a man from Togarao ordered another 
man to fix his toilet facilities, the second man became sarcastic and aroused the first man’s anger. At this, the 
angry man kicked the sarcastic man in the nose. 

The man who was kicked took the matter to the area Council, where the President of the Council ordered 
the offender to pay a certain amount of money to the offended man because of the wrong done. 

A man (S.) and his brother-in-law, (P.), had quite a heated argument in which the first, in an emotional 
outburst, defended his care of his wife, the other’s sister, and his own generosity. He told how he had always 
offered food to visitors, etc. Apparently this problem had been going on for some time, so in order to finish it 
once and for all, the first man (S.) dug a small trench with his axe, symbolizing that the “talk” had been cut and 
should be finished. The feelings lasted several weeks, after which the two men talked it out again and 
concluded by chewing betel nut together. Evidently, both men may exchange gifts of money later on as part of 
the conclusion of the argument. 

The man mentioned above, who was quick to demonstrate his anger, was aware of this trait in himself. 
When his wife wanted him to buy a shotgun to hunt birds for food, the man refused. He said, “I might become 
angry and shoot someone.” He stated that he would probably buy a gun later on, because it wouldn’t matter so 
much if he were sent to jail when he didn’t have so many family responsibilities, etc. 

It seems that when there is a major disagreement between two parties, the thing to do is to express anger 
and yell loudly enough for the entire village to know about it. In this way, one can announce to all the injustice 
committed. 

There is a way of covertly expressing anger, too, which is looked down upon and liable to court action. A 
man in his anger can cause prolonged illness or even death, it is said, by cutting open betel nut and at the same 
time verbalize his desire that the named man be struck down. If the masalai, or evil spirit, is in the area, hears 
of his desire, and partakes of the essence of the betel nut, then he will carry out the man’s desire on the 
intended victim. 
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If the victim, while chewing betel nut in his sleep or in a dream, sees the man who caused the illness, and 
if he then goes to the man and they are reconciled, then the illness will end and death will not occur. In 1978, 
there was a fine of K300.00 for any person caught cutting open betel nut with the intention of expressing his 
anger in this way. 

7.2.6 Attitude towards respect 

Respect is a major concern among the Rotokas adults, in particular. In some cultures, an extreme form of 
respect is avoidance (as demonstrated among the Navajo Indians of the southwest United States, for example). 
Although avoidance is not carried out to the same degree among the Rotokas, it is present to some degree. 

When a mother-in-law comes for a visit, normally she cannot stay in the same house with the family. Two 
men built two smaller shelters to house their mothers-in-law, one of whom usually lives in a nearby hamlet. So, 
her son built the small shelter because of her frequent visits. 

The other example of avoidance when showing respect has already been described in the chapter on the 
Upe. In the past, women were to avoid the Upe initiates at all cost. To break this taboo was to literally take 
one’s life in her hands. 

In the past, men and women alike were expected to show respect for the “big men” of the village. This was 
done by being silent and by assuming certain positions when passing the important person. The terms for this 
display of respect are arikoko (now considered archaic) and avivike. 

7.2.7 Attitude towards integrity 

Today there are formalized written contracts to keep one true to his word. In the distant past, however, 
oaths were verbalized in this way, “If I lie (taea ‘to deny truth’), then I will sleep with my mother (or sister, or 
pig, or feces).” Today, a much more common oath is, Oiraopavira rutu vavo oiso viara-ia. “Truthfully (with 
emphasis) from above.” 

In the past, there was a symbolic sealing of a “contract.” The two parties involved in the agreement would 
place two stones, one on top of the other, and spit betel nut on them. This, in effect, would guarantee their 
integrity. 

7.3 Consequences of Broken Taboos 

Punishment such as court fines, death, and embarrassment have already been mentioned as the 
consequences of breaking communal taboos. Three short accounts of broken taboos add some detail to the 
above—the last two being examples of extra-communal offenses [see section 9.2]. 

In one of the stories commonly told, a certain type of taro was not to be picked. Parents told their two 
daughters of this taboo, but were not obeyed. The girls picked the taro intentionally (or possibly by mistake), 
and the result was that they died. 

Another story tells of a spirit being who gave a bottle to a man and told him he was not to show it to 
anyone. The man’s daughter, however, discovered the hidden bottle and showed it to all in the village, thus 
breaking the taboo. The end of the man was death by hanging, so the story goes. 

Finally, the story is told of a man who burned some pitpit (cane) belonging to some spirit beings and 
located in an area where trespassing was strictly forbidden by these spirits. As a result of breaking this taboo, 
both the man and his son died in a fire. 

7.4 Ultimate Goals 

Oliver says of pre-European times: 

…customary beliefs and actions served to defeat whatever desire they may have had for 
perpetual security against human and spiritual enemies. It could be argued that their large 
repertory of magical defences provided some degree of comfort against imagined threats 
from the former; but against human enemies there was no defence except suspicion and 
constant vigilance. 
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Thus, like people everywhere, the pre-European Bougainvillians had their own ideas 
about the “good life,” about the best ways to live; and also, like other people, they were 
rarely, if ever, able to achieve all these goals (Oliver 1973:76–77). 

In contrast, an ultimate goal for many of the Rotokas people today is to have the satisfaction of “pleasing 
God.” This goal has come into focus especially since the early 1980 spiritual renewal (mainly among the 
United Church members). 

Prior to this movement among the United Church members, there was, in 1967, a general attempt to 
“please God” in a tangible way. It was known as “The Christian Way.” The villages in the upper Wakunai river 
valley were kept very clean, all grass being cut. The cemetery resembled a well-kept European cemetery, with 
rows of white crosses and neatly trimmed decorative bushes. The Australian government officers patroling the 
area were met with the singing of God Save the Queen, handshakes, and hospitality. It could have been 
interpreted as another form of cargo cult. In fact, coastal people accused these mountain villagers of 
participating in cult activities. However, unless I am badly mistaken, it seemed that many of these people were 
genuinely attempting to please God in every aspect of their lives. These efforts lasted over a period of several 
months. 

A more “down-to-earth” goal is to be able to take care of the family’s need for food (the garden), for 
security (a good, solid house), for financial independence (money in the bank), and an on-going income (cash 
crops). Bougainville island is a very suitable place to be able to meet all of those needs. The soil is volcanic 
and rich, the climate is conducive to plant growth (and good health in the mountainous areas, especially), and 
cash crops, such as cocoa and fresh vegetables, are reasonably profitable. With all of these benefits in mind, it 
should not be difficult to see why people with a knowledge of Christianity would not have as an ultimate goal, 
pleasing their Benefactor. 
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8 

Dreams, Death, Spirit World, and Magic 

8.1 Dreams and Interpretations 

One evening, Ak. saw a white man in a dream who wrote the Ten Commandments on a board in plain 
view. He awoke and thought a great deal about the meaning of the dream. A few days later, in a soccer game at 
Voko school, a youth interfered in his play and Ak. prepared to hit him. However, he thought again about the 
dream and the commandments which he had seen and instead of hitting the youth, he asked to shake hands 
with him and forgave him of the wrong. 

Later, in a second dream, he saw a glass bottle. A voice said to him, “If you crack this bottle, the whole 
thing will shatter.” Again Ak. awoke and thought much about the dream. He realized that this second dream 
was related to the previous one about the Ten Commandments. His interpretation was that if he had broken just 
one of the commandments by hitting the youth during the soccer match, then he would have been just as 
responsible for breaking the entire set of commandments. Thinking about this brought tears to his eyes and a 
great respect for all ten of the commandments. 

A friend, Ki., from Ruruvu, walked the thirty minutes or so to our house in Togarao and asked if we had 
received word back about his chicken project, which we were to check into. He said that he had dreamed that 
morning that we had received an answer. We had. 

Dreams can be very important to the Rotokas man or woman. A person’s occupation can be determined on 
the basis of a dream. We would never have had Ta. as a close friend and coworker, if he had not paid heed to a 
dream. He had seen a road with a fork in it. One path led to successful secular work; the other led to work for 
the church. He chose the second, which included translating Scripture into his own language. 

Vi. observed a young married couple who always fought. The husband threatened the woman with a bow 
and arrow through an open window in the house. Vi. wondered why. 

One night shortly after, he saw in a dream that the couple had thrown their newborn child in a hole and 
had stoned it to death. He saw the child’s leg move slightly and he cried out in his sleep. The next morning, 
someone verified that he had cried out during the night. 

Vi. believed what he saw in the dream was true. Being a Christian and concerned for the couple, he went 
to them and asked them both about the trouble they seemed to be having in their home. They said nothing 
about the child and Vi. felt the heaviness of the guilt that was upon them. Instead of confronting them, the 
young Christian decided to allow God to convict them and bring the whole matter out into the open. He left 
them with the word that something was wrong in their lives and that Satan was using it to disrupt their 
marriage. 

Not long after, the husband saw in a dream, water coming into an open hand and forming a body. He 
asked Vi. about this and received this interpretation: The body is made from water, but life comes from God’s 
breath or spirit. When life is destroyed, we spoil God’s work and spirit, which is resident in man. 

Since the couple maintained their silence about the act he felt they had committed, Vi. finally revealed his 
own dream to them. After counselling with them and showing the couple what the Scripture says about taking 
a life, the consequences, and the forgiveness available from God, the couple did tell of the murder. They had, 
in fact, made a promise to each other before the child’s birth to dispose of the baby. 

In mid-1975, Ak. had a dream in which he heard a voice which told him that the ground was going to 
explode (poko piro). He didn’t know the meaning of this, nor upon awakening could he discover the source of 
the man’s voice. He asked Ta. about it, but Ta. said it was one of those things that no one could explain. About 
three days later, Mt. Bagana, the volcano just south of the Rotokas villages erupted, and Ak. had his 
interpretation of the dream. This eruption is described in chapter 2. We heard the explosion and were 
impressed by Ak.’s accurate foreknowledge of the event. 

Rotokas people believe that dreams not only reveal to men and women the events of the present world, but 
knowledge about the afterlife, as well. During a dream, the spirit of a man can leave the body and it is able to 
reveal where it will dwell after death. The other spirits of the dead are able to move about unrestricted and are 
responsible to keep the spirit of the dreamer from wandering too far. 

Also, in the matter of death, our good friend, David A., was “given” a tune to use during the mourning 
period of a deceased female relative. He dreamed the tune one Sunday night, and the woman died the next day. 
This singsing krai was recorded and is shown on a following page. 
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This is not particularly unusual. While watching a singsing in the village one night, we observed one of the 
men leading the singing, followed by the remainder of the group. Shortly after, we were told that this particular 
man had been “taught” a series of singsing tunes by the ghost of his dead father. The ghost had come to the 
man in a dream. 

David A. also tells of the “nice man” who came to him during dreams from time to time and sat with him 
in his house. He had good things to say from Scripture, etc. When he first came, he shook his hand and asked 
him why he was afraid of him. David A. responded that he wasn’t afraid. 

 
Some old friends 

Mourning tune revealed during a dream 

David A. also tells of feeling a “snake” around his abdomen during a dream. His body was “tight” and he 
couldn’t move his arms. Being a godly man, he interpreted this as being a test of his belief in God. He prayed 
much and when a man in the dream told him to raise his arms, he did so. At this, David A. was freed from the 
binding sensation. 

Finally, this same man with whom we have worked over the years had a dream which involved the 
translation program and which included us. Once when we were absent from the village and it appeared that 
we might not return to the Rotokas area, he sent a letter to the Director of SIL in Papua New Guinea. In the 
letter, he pointed out the significance of his dream in which he saw an SIL member put a stream of water on a 
“little mountain.” This water, as a spring, came down and from it the Rotokas people drank freely. In his letter, 
he concluded that, in effect, the spring should be maintained for the spiritual benefit of the people. 
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8.2 Death 

For some Rotokas people, death may still be heralded by the little touea bird. When the bird senses that a 
person has died, it gives its cry revealing the death to all, touea peroperopero. 

The frog gavura kakarau and crayfish kavoriva have also figured in the death of man. The story is told 
that in the early days, these two little creatures were concerned about man and how he was going to eventually 
die. They said to each other, “How do you think this being is going to die when it gets old?” The crayfish 
decided that it would be good to show the man a method for dying. They decided to hunt for a way. 

First, they tried to find a way for the man to die and change his body in the process. The frog didn’t know 
how to do this, but the crayfish did (having shed its skin before). But then, it eventually decided that the man 
couldn’t do as it did. 

The frog decided, too, that changing its body was no way for the man to die. Instead, he should die 
shaking his body. So the frog made an example for the man to follow in death, and to this day, the frog quivers 
when it dies. And as in days long past, man still dies as the frog, who gave us its example. 

Death takes place when the person’s spirit leaves the body. This may take some time, as reflected in the 
statement, “He died a long time ago and only a little life is left in his body.” The ghost may stay near the dead 
body for two or three days, but eventually departs to the area inhabited by the other ghosts of the dead in the 
remote areas of the jungle (or in the ground). It is free to go without ritual. This is the traditional view of death. 

Naturally, death is something to be feared. However, it is reported that older people unable to move about 
or feel a sense of usefulness may even look forward to death. 

One day, I came across a man carrying his young child, who was covered with red mud. The reason given 
was that the red mud smeared all over the child’s body was to keep a female spirit being from “capturing” the 
boy’s spirit and thus cause his eventual death. This particular spirit being can become very covetous of the 
spirit of a “very good” child. 

If the parent and child are in the area of this spirit being and the child is left alone for any period of time, 
the spirit can capture the child’s spirit. People who might be in the area are able to hear the child’s spirit 
crying. The departure of the child’s spirit is evidenced by a sickness which does not respond to regular 
medicine. Red mud is smeared on the body of the sick child; if the child’s body responds by turning red too, 
that is evidence that the spirit of the child is departing. The mud is a concoction of leaves, a liquid, and the red 
earth, which are cooked together for a short period of time. 

The spirit being, in order to complete the capture of the child’s spirit, digs a small hole about five 
centimeters in diameter. It places food in this hole in order to attract the child’s spirit into it. If a spider should 
weave its web across the opening of the hole, then the spirit of the child will be trapped, the child will no 
longer be able to breathe, and consequently die. At this point, the bush spirit takes complete control of the 
child’s spirit. 

Meanwhile, back in the village, early each morning, the sick child covered with red mud is washed with a 
particular solution especially concocted for this purpose; it is kept in a bamboo container. When we witnessed 
this event in Togarao village, an older woman was preparing the “medicine” for the sick child. 

(To show the conflict between staying with past beliefs and moving into the contemporary world, I’ll add 
a note regarding the conclusion of the above event. A day or two after the first visit with this man and his 
young mud-covered son, we observed that the child was clean and running around the man’s yard. The father 
explained that an older brother, an Aid Post Orderly, told him to give the child some good food and make him 
rest. The brother may also have offered some aspirin or a shot of penicillin. At any rate, the fear of the spirit 
being was no longer a factor in the treatment of the child, who recovered completely.) 

To most Rotokas men and women, the timing of the spirit’s departure and its whereabouts after death is 
not of critical importance. Of more importance is the fact that the deceased will no longer be seen by family 
and friends. This is as true today as it was in the past, and it is reflected in the methods of disposing with the 
dead person’s body, which will be discussed later in the section. 

8.2.1 Unnatural causes of death 

Fighting and killing days are over for the Rotokas. The stories remain, though, and some are recorded 
here. Other unnatural ways of dying include suicide, murder, and cannibalism. 
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Fighting 

In the old days, the law of the land was determined by fighting weapons: spear, bow and arrow, and stone 
axes. The following is an account of the events leading up to and following a fight. 

The fight leader had a special relationship with spirit beings. To prepare for a battle, he first chose a young 
man from the village and killed him. His fellow warriors gathered around the leader in a specially-made house 
[illustrated in section 12.3] as he ate the flesh of the dead man. As he ate, he danced around the men, spitting 
on each one and smearing the saliva on their bodies. There he gathered his magic charms, wrapped them in a 
single package (pakoto) and hung it down his back, dancing all the while. 

After preparations were made, they awaited the time of attack. If a mist came down upon them before they 
left for the fight, they interpreted this to mean that the spirit was “crying for them” and could assume that they 
very well might not be successful in their fighting, if the enemy came to them. 

If they were the aggressors, they secretly surrounded the enemy village and built a fence or barricade 
around it. Two or three warriors entered the village, posing as friendly visitors. Others ambushed and tried to 
kill the village leader. The frightened villagers, trapped by the barricade, would be killed or captured. 

After a fight, a message was sent by slitgong throughout the villages telling how many men were killed. 
The signal, called vivirua toi, consisted of first a long beat (a deliberate stroke followed by a slight pause) then 
a number of short beats, followed by as many long beats as the number of the enemy killed. If there were no 
long beats following the several short beats, it was understood that many had been killed. When surrounding 
villages would hear the slitgong, they would inquire as to the nature of the fight and the aggressors. It is said 
that they would then prepare themselves for a possible attack. 

In the past, when sleeping on the trail at night or when being pursued by the enemy, Rotokas warriors set 
booby traps for protection. Pits were dug in a pattern as shown in the diagram below. Stakes of sharpened cane 
stalks were placed in the bottom of the pits. The holes were then covered over and camouflaged. Placement of 
the pits was such that, if a man felt himself falling into the center pit, he would back away, but still fall into a 
second pit behind him. 

Diagram of Rotokas booby trap 

Cannibalism 

Cannibalism is also a custom of the past. Ra. of Togarao village was one of the few old men who could 
still remember a raid designed to capture victims to be eaten. He managed to escape in the rain forest. We have 
no idea how old Ra. was when he died in the mid-1970s. 

More will be said about cannibalism in section 11.2 with regard to Si., an authority figure from the village 
of Ibu. Mention was also made above of cannibalism as part of preparation rites for battle. Aside from these, 
there are few stories of cannibal raids. David A. did mention once that the old men used to say that the heel 
was a favorite part of the body to eat, because this is where the “grease” locates. He was greatly amused, too, 
when telling the story of a man eating the flesh from the forearm of his victim. He bit into the tendons just 
below the wrist which caused the fingers to bend towards his face. The man felt sure that there was still life in 
the victim who was trying to grasp his cheek! 

Suicide 

Suicide was uncommon in mountain villages during the period we had contacts with them (1965–1982). 
We do know that there were at least these two methods, i.e., leaping from a height and hanging oneself. 

In 1969, a young woman hung herself in the jungle near Sisivi village. Apparently, it was due to her 
extreme anger towards her husband. The husband had told her to go retrieve some wandering pigs out of the 
garden area. When she did not respond immediately, he beat her with a stick. She then told him to hold their 
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small child and ran away into the jungle. She hung herself from a tree shortly after. There had been problems 
all along with the marriage and she was known for her quick temper. 

Later in the chapter, another case of suicide by hanging will be mentioned, in which a spirit being is 
blamed for having encouraged the suicide. 

Stories are told of people jumping to their death from the top of the Ivitu vagapa [63-meter-high waterfall 
described in section 2.2.2], as well as other cliffs in the area. This method of suicide, however, did not occur 
during the time we lived in the Rotokas area. 

Murder 

There has been only one case of murder in the Rotokas area that we have been aware of during our time 
there, though there could have been others. This was a most unfortunate event in which a young man cut 
another person living in the same house so severely with his bush knife that the person bled to death in a matter 
of minutes. This occurred on the coast and insanity was said to have been a factor. 

In the past, when contract murder was involved, betel nut was given by the one desiring the murder to the 
second person, who was to carry out the killing. This was to insure that the first person would take any blame 
or consequence of the murder (and not the actual murderer). If, in fact, there were some consequences, the first 
person was to give a secret feast to the second in order to assure a continuing good relationship between them. 
If clansmen of the victim were to see a feast between two suspects, they could easily assume the reason for the 
feast and return to kill them both. 

There was a supernatural deterrent to murder in the past. If the murderer thought too much about the 
person he or she had killed, then these thoughts could very likely attract the ghost of the dead person. The 
ghost could retaliate and the murderer would end up murdered. 

When a person dies of natural causes, however, relatives and friends may attract the deceased’s ghost by 
their continual thoughts of him, and the ghost may come to them to find out the reason. This remembering of 
the deceased is given in these terms: Rera-ia viupaparoveira (He is always thinking of him). The verb stem 
viupa means “scarring as from a wound”. When the ghost is satisfied that the thoughts arise only from sorrow, 
he “fades away” (roroveriko/opesiko—now archaic words). 

Death is also attributed to sorcery, and this will be covered in section 8.4.2 describing Black Magic. 

8.2.2 Natural causes of death 

We have witnessed or have been close to several deaths in the Rotokas area. One occurred during a visit to 
the former Patrol Post of Wakunai in the late 1960’s. Early in the morning, my Rotokas friends and I heard 
wailing coming from a nearby house. We found there an older man who had drunk denatured alcohol during a 
“party.” He died just outside of his house. This was my first experience of hearing the “singsing krai” and of 
observing the display of grief. 

A young man who had had an enlarged abdomen, with a good deal of pain, was working in the jungle 
cutting sago palm. He vomited blood and tried to return to his village of Ruruvu. Being too weak and with 
obviously severe complications, he died on the trail. 

His death occurred in the evening, and when the message came to our village, a signal was sent out to the 
surrounding villages by means of the slit gong. This carved-out wooden drum was about two meters or more 
long and a meter high. The announcement of death is a series of moderately rapid beats, followed by two series 
of three slow and deliberate beats. 

The day following the young man’s death, milled timber was brought up by carriers from the Catholic 
sawmill at the Asitavi Mission station on the coast (at least a five-hour hike). A coffin was built to size. The 
next morning, after relatives and friends had arrived from surrounding villages, the young man was buried in a 
grave two meters deep. There was no service held, since he was Catholic and an appropriate church official 
was not in the area to perform the ceremony. 

On August 19, 1965, we received word that a child in Ruruvu was very ill and dying. Medicine and save 
(knowledge) were requested. I arrived about midnight and found the house full of men, women with infants, 
but only a few children. There was little talking among those gathered. An older man, possibly the grandfather, 
was holding the child, who appeared to be about six months old. 

About half an hour later, the councilor of Ruruvu offered his house because of better seating arrangements. 
During the early morning hours, the women slept in an adjoining room while the men sat up, talking only 
occasionally. The father took over the responsibility of holding the child and would shake it or tap its face if 
the eyes appeared to be closing. The child appeared to me to be delirious and the eyes were rolling 
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continuously. Whooping cough was the most likely reason for the death. This sickness had been epidemic 
throughout the area at that time. 

At about 3 a.m., a meal was served by the councilor and the people’s spirits seemed to lift. The men talked 
a bit more about various subjects. Rice was served along with tea. Corned beef was an extra treat for three of 
us. 

After the meal, there was louder talking and some laughter. Then at their request, I prayed for the child 
and they seemed to quiet down once again. Several of the men left and others found places along the benches 
to sleep. All of this time, the child’s mother was in an adjoining room. By 5 a.m., there were few of us still 
awake. The child coughed and stirred more, which seemed to encourage the father to take a more active 
interest in caring for it. Another man and I left at about 5:15 a.m. 

That evening, we returned with more medicine. This time the mother and father, who was holding the 
child, were sitting together in a small house. There were several who kept vigil with the parents, including the 
Sisivi councilor and brother of the older man who had held the child the previous evening. I stayed only a short 
time. That night the child died. 

Around the 22nd of September, 1973, a two-year-old girl (daughter of our close friends) died after a short 
period of illness. She had been carried to the small hospital at Wakunai for treatment. The sickness was 
epidemic, especially in the Wakunai area, at the time. The symptoms included severe constipation. It seemed 
that if the child could vomit or defecate, it stood a chance of recovery. Otherwise death was inevitable. 

A Rotokas person described the cause of death as “hot blood,” saying that the blood gathers in the 
intestines, causing this area to become very warm. The area stays “hot” even after the child has died. Whatever 
the cause, the death was quite sudden. A child could be walking about or eating and shortly afterward it was 
dead. 

The girl’s body was carried back to Togarao, where mourners came from surrounding villages and 
hamlets. The parents are well known for their faithful service in the church, as well as for their important 
position in clan business affairs. The main mourners were aunts and uncles of the child’s clan. 

The singsing krai consisted of hummed tunes in two- and three-part harmony. These were led by one man, 
with the women harmonizing. Wailing went on at the same time and the name of the child was often called out. 
Phrases such as, “my little one,” “my child,” “come to me, my child,” etc. were expressed. 

The father did not participate much in all of this. Apparently, he was not pleased with his wife, whom he 
thought should have spent more of his income to care for the family’s personal needs. The father had been 
employed and had been sending money back for family needs. (It was said that to show his dissatisfaction with 
his wife, he spent an unusual amount, K24, for store-bought food to feed the mourners.) 

Neighbors of the family and some relatives helped build the small coffin for the child. The body was 
measured with a bamboo stick and the “case” was made to fit, with no room to spare. The building of the 
coffin was disorganized and without any apparent direction. It was finished well after dark by lantern light. 

In the morning, the coffin and child were draped with deep red cloth. A cross made of attractive flowered 
fabric was placed on the top of this covering material. The United Church teacher from Voko school gave the 
few words of the service and led in some singing. The mother sat on one side of the little church and the father 
on the other. 

After the indoor service, the coffin was carried to the cemetery and buried with another short service. 
Handfuls of earth were thrown on the coffin by some of the people attending. 

Only a few days after the death described above, the girl’s first cousin also became ill. Again this illness 
was brief—one moment the child was asking for food and a few minutes later dead. Dehydration seemed to 
play a part. The mother had tried to make her drink, but without success. At the moment of the child’s death, 
her mother began to cry loudly. My wife and David A. went almost immediately to be with her. 

Soon other women were gathered in the cookhouse to cry with the mother. A message sent by our two-
way radio to the father in Wakunai reached him around noon of that day. (Later he told me that he had had a 
strange sensation that very morning of drops of moisture on his head and on the back of his neck. He wondered 
if they might have been tears.) His walk back to the village took several hours and he arrived about 5 p.m. in 
the evening. As he ran through the village to his home, he was already wailing. 

By this time, the body had been carried into the house. There it was held and fondled by both parents. The 
father placed the dead child’s arms around his neck as if she were embracing him. The mother was especially 
grief stricken. She cried continually for nearly twenty hours, then intermittently after that. 

Again, a coffin was made; again, in the same haphazard way with several men telling how it should be 
built. Finally, after darkness made work on the coffin difficult, it was carried inside and the ends were nailed 
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into place. Leaves covered with bath powder were placed in the box on top of a cloth spread over the bottom. 
Eventually, the child’s body was laid directly on top of the leaves. 

By morning of the second day, red earth, oovato, had been rubbed over the front of the child’s hair. The 
wailing continued in much the same way as with the cousin’s death. Men from Ibu, who were the father’s 
clansmen, led much of the mourning tunes with the women harmonizing. There was a brief period during 
which food was served to the mourners. It had been prepared by the village women, but for the most part, 
cooked in the child’s parent’s cookhouse. The mourning then continued on again until dawn. 

The next morning, Wednesday, many of the mourners left to mourn the death of an old man from Ibu who 
had died during the night. There was no “quick service” for the child, since the mother was extremely reluctant 
to give her body up. She demanded that the body be buried not in the village cemetery, but near the proposed 
site of their new house. This was against the government officer’s word as told to the parents by the village 
councilor. 

Arrangement of mourners 

Partly because of the concern that the child would never be seen again, the father asked that I photograph 
her body. Pictures were taken, as he requested, with him holding the body, which by this time was stiff. The 
mother sat close by (although she did not want to have the pictures taken). I believe the father was prompted to 
ask for the photographs by having remembered a picture of a relative, which we had given to them. A few 
years after the picture was taken, the person died and the picture was valued. 

The father had at first wanted to cremate the body. His reason was so that worms wouldn’t spoil it. He was 
persuaded not to do so, and eventually, the child was buried in the village cemetery. The councilor had 
reasoned with them, saying that although the body would be in the cemetery, the child’s ghost (uraura) would 
remain with them. 

After the burial, as the mother was attempting to sleep, she felt something moving her and believed it was 
the girl’s ghost trying to gain her attention. The father felt that it is in God’s will to answer prayer for the return 
of a child’s ghost. He stated that it would be able to help the parents by such a visit. 

The father was also quite concerned that his child not die on the same day she had been born. He said 
many children around this area do that. No reason was given for the concern. 

One other instance of a natural death has been cited in the chapter on Marriage. In this case, a man died 
near Sisivi. His wife, a healthy woman, died very shortly afterwards [see section 1.3.3]. 

8.2.3 Disposing of the body 

In the past, relatives of a deceased person had two choices for disposing of the body, as already 
mentioned—cremation or burial. Today, however, burial is the only method in use. There is some concern that 
a person’s body be returned for burial close to his or her home village or clan property (which may be one and 
the same). A Togarao woman who had moved to a distant village became very ill. She was carried, near death, 
to the medical Aid Post near Togarao rather than to one nearer the village where she was living. The reason 
given was that she would be much heavier after she died, making it more difficult to bring her body back to 
Togarao. She died at the Aid Post and was carried the remaining distance to Togarao (about fifteen minutes by 
trail). 
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Togarao cemetery in 1973 

The idea of burial in a wooden box was introduced by the missions. Organized cemeteries were, no doubt, 
introduced by the government and missions, as well. The cemetery in Togarao village is reportedly located 
over a temporary grave site used in World War II. Certainly, the Allied Forces were in this area, according to 
the account given in the first chapter. A single Japanese grave is located near a trail between Togarao and Ibu. 
Some decorations were seen on it when I passed by in 1967. 

At one time, when “The Christian Way” [see section 7.4] was very popular, cemeteries were well cared for 
in mountain villages. The Togarao cemetery was especially well maintained, as the picture taken in 1973 
illustrates. A bottle marked one end of the grave, while a wooden head piece marked the other end. The 
position of the cemetery commands a view over the Wakunai valley and the Pacific ocean—quite a beautiful 
place! 

In the past, burial took a different form. Apparently, it could be carried out in two stages. Immediately 
after death, the corpse was “encased” in a certain type of tree bark, koturu, and buried near the family’s 
residence. After a period of time in this immediate area, two or three relatives were appointed to inspect the 
corpse to see if it had “hardened” yet. The inspection was termed ivia. If the inspection showed that the body 
had sufficiently hardened, then it was exhumed and removed to a permanent burial spot more remote and 
associated with the clan property. 

The burial near the residence was preceded by an effort to contact the deceased’s ghost. More will be said 
about this in the next section. Briefly, a day or two prior to the burial in the bark casing, the relatives would go 
to the jungle to find an opossum. The animal was brought to the place where the person had died and some of 
its hair burned in the immediate area. As the hair was being burned, they would call out for the ghost of the 
deceased. If it would answer positively, then this would satisfy the relatives that all was in order. 

Following the “recovery” of the ghost, the mourning period would continue for some time. When it was 
felt to be sufficient (the period of time varied), the spouse and children would wash with a prepared water and 
comb their hair. Then a feast, including pig meat, was given to mekim gut daiman ‘make the dead man content’ 
(Tok Pisin). 

One account tells of placing the corpse in a bark case as above, but then placing this in the corner of the 
house. A fire was kept burning in the area (probably preserving the corpse by means of the smoke) and a food 
offering was given from time to time to the corpse. After a period of about six months, when the body had 
hardened, it was removed and buried at a distance from the house as indicated above. 

The alternative to burial was cremation. One man told me that the stench of burning flesh would remain 
around the village for up to a week. It was so distasteful that the people would wait for “favorable winds” 
blowing away from the village and the cremation site. This was one of the reasons for the passing of this 
custom in favor of burial, especially when the latter was encouraged by expatriate government and mission 
personnel. One of the last Rotokas cremations recorded was that of T. Asio’s father in 1949. (We also know of 
a cremation which took place in a mountain village above Buin in the mid-1960s.) 

When cremation was still practiced, the following routine was followed: A rack of wood was built and the 
body placed upon it during the later afternoon hours. The timing of this seems to have been quite important. 
The condition of the body was considered, since “fat people burned faster”. The object of the timing was to 
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insure that the lewa (liver), or one particular organ considered innermost within the body, was burning its last 
when the sun rose over the horizon. The ashes, kaa rarearo, were gathered and put into a basket. At some 
stage, the burial site was washed with a specially prepared water. 

The ashes were kept inside the relatives’ house for a period of time. While the ashes were still in the 
house, a feast was given for all of the village people in order to end the mourning period. After the mourning 
period was completed by the feast, the ashes were carried to another place for burial. The site was usually at 
the base of a large tree (most likely one of the trees which were used to mark clan property). 

If a Rotokas man or woman died while visiting the Keriaka side of the island, it was the responsibility of 
the Keriaka relatives to cremate the body in the proper manner. This was so they wouldn’t have to carry the 
body back across the mountains to the Rotokas area. 

8.2.4 Mourning period 

All Melanesian peoples perform ritual for the dead with economic ends in view: 
mourning ceremonies, food offerings, and the Male Cult (dances and exchanges of pigs, 
vegetable food, and valuables). This category of ritual obviously assumes greater importance 
in those societies which have no elaborate rites for creative or regulative spirit-beings, such 
as Siane, Chimbu, Gahuku Gama and Mae in the Highlands, and the Orokaiva, Ngarawa-
pum, Manus, Lesu and To’ambaita on the Seaboard. Beyond this, however, there appear to 
be two major differences in the ritual of the two regions. First, there are divergent attitudes to 
the recent and remote dead, to which we have already referred. Highlanders generally expect 
economic benefits from the spirits of remote rather than recent dead. They regard the spirits 
of the recent dead as more interested in punishing the transgressions of their descendants. 
This is especially marked in the case of the Mae, for whom ghosts of immediate forebears 
are invariably malevolent. Seaboard peoples, on the other hand, tend to regard the spirits of 
the recent dead as potentially friendly to their living relatives, provided that requisite honour 
is accorded them—although the Lakalai, at least, are not convinced that this is always 
certain. 

Second, in both regions, the emotional character of ritual for the dead, who are treated as 
an extension of the social structure, seems to correspond with that of human relationships…. 
In short, Highlands ritual assumes that the dead have freedom of choice in helping mankind, 
while Seaboard ritual tries to leave them no options but to do so (Lawrence et al. 1965:14). 

Mention of the mourning period and the ritual, if any, which the Rotokas people perform has already been 
made in foregoing sections. On rare occasions, a special memorial ceremony is held to honor the deceased. 
Such a celebration, called oovapa aio (memorial feast) was held in Togarao to conclude mourning for a woman 
of great importance to her clan. Her name was Tevievi [pictured in section 8.4.1], and she was the mother of 
the village councilor, the lay pastor, and other important members of the community. 

Togarao village, where she usually lived, and Ruruvu village provided food for the feast. The people were 
in the jungle hunting pigs and opossum for several weeks ahead of time. The opossum were hunted first, since 
preserving them in bamboo tubes doesn’t toughen the meat as much as is the case with pig meat. People came 
from outside of the Rotokas dialect area, since it was a very big event. At the time of the actual feast, after the 
food had been distributed by the host villages, the guests provided the dancing and singing. 

The length of the mourning period will vary. For important people it can be up to a couple of months. In 
some cases, it is only a few days. One mourning period ended 4 days after the burial had taken place. It was 
“marked” as finished when a white cross was placed on the grave site in the village cemetery. 

Various taboos are enforced during the period. Certainly no disrespectful or frivolous activities would be 
allowed. In one case, I was not permitted to photograph the dead person’s male relatives who had not 
completed their Upe initiation rites at the time, until after the mourning period had passed. 

8.2.5 Communicating with the dead 

In the past, when cannibalism was practiced, it was the custom not to eat the flesh together in any one 
spot. Following a feast, the men were not to defecate in any one area. Even the fecal material would be 
scattered about. All of this was to help insure that the dead man’s body could not somehow be reconstructed to 
the degree necessary for its ghost to function. The fear was that the ghost would return to get vengeance on the 
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killers of its body. One man with a badly pocked face was said to have been bitten by a returning vengeful 
ghost. 

Except for cases of murder as above, there appears to have been an eagerness to communicate with a 
person’s ghost, in order to find out about its well being. The manifestation of this ghost is termed raviravia. 

When our old neighbor, Va., was a younger man, his brother died. After he was buried, a man with special 
powers came to make contact with the ghost. (Men with these powers are said to have all died by now.) The 
man built a small fence around the grave. A hole was left in the area of the corpse’s mouth when the body was 
covered with earth. 

Towards dark, Va. and David A. (who was a young man at the time) gathered with the others around the 
grave site. The empowered older man called to the dead man’s ghost repeatedly “just like you call over the 
shortwave radio and strain to hear an answer.” Finally, the spirit answered and asked what they wanted to 
know. They replied that they just wanted to know that everything was all right. If the dead brother’s spirit had 
not responded, they would have then known that the body and the spirit were dead. 

Another method of establishing contact with the dead person’s ghost was shown to me in a drawing 
recreated below. A small partition was erected at the head of the grave. It was made of leaves and had a small 
opening through the middle of it. At the head of the grave, two frogs were placed. As communication with the 
deceased was established, the voice of the dead person was said to have been relayed by means of the frogs. 
The sound came through the hole in the partition towards the observers, who were stationed a short distance in 
front of the partition and away from the grave. 

Grave prepared for communication 

This process of communication with the deceased is called variriu. The phrase, kuu piereve, states that “he 
would cause the communication.” The response would be that “he (the ghost) replied” (kuuro viro). In most of 
these attempts to speak with the dead, opossum hair was burned. The odor being produced by the burning hair 
is described by the phrase, piu geesi pie. 

Less tangible or more indirect ways of communicating with ghosts of the deceased were also known. After 
a person was cremated in the old days, a man with some type of animal tied to a rope would cover the area 
where the body was burned. He would call for the person’s ghost. If a shrill whistle was heard, the others 
would quickly tear down the remainder of the framework that held the body, in order to get rid of the ghost. 

There were two clansmen who were very good friends. When one of them was close to death, the other 
asked if they would remain good friends even after death; the answer was “Yes.” 

A day or two after the man died, the friend prepared some food for his deceased friend’s ghost. It 
consisted of a portion of meat, probably opossum, cooked in a broth. At any rate it was said to have a “pungent 
aroma.” A bowl of this “soup” was placed in a dark room near the body and the man then waited for his 
friend’s ghost to come and drink it. Eventually, the ghost came, and although the man could not see him, he 
could hear him drinking the soup. The ghost then told the man that he was prepared to help him. If the man 
made medicine, the ghost would cause it to be effective. If the man predicted an event, the ghost would cause it 
to happen. The only requirement was that the man provide food for the ghost from time to time. 

I was told of another relationship with a deceased person’s ghost which has an interesting twist to it. A 
man’s killer could be identified with the help of the dead person’s ghost. The ghost assists in doing so by the 
aid of a white magic practitioner who “cleared up” the thoughts of the dead man by means of certain charms. If 
the charms were effective, the sharpened thoughts would direct the ghost to the person responsible for the 
death. 



 95

If the ghost could not locate the killer, there was the possibility that it would return to the white magic 
practitioner and take out its vengeance upon him or her. If the practitioner were aware of this, he or she could 
quickly work another charm for protection. The ghost would eventually give up and go to its final resting 
place. 

About three years after we arrived in the Rotokas area, we learned of a “party” called vate keari aio being 
held in the jungle by men of Togarao and Sisivi villages. This feast was to conclude a wrong which had 
occurred some thirty-five to forty years in the past. At that time, two men from Togarao and one from Ibu had 
killed a couple of men at Sisivi. They had burned them in their house and had speared the one who had 
attempted to escape. The lone survivor had been able to get to the “ai bilong masalai” (Pidgin expression, ‘eye 
of the masalai/ghost’) and arranged for vengeance to be carried out by the ghosts of the murdered men. 

Villagers believed that these ghosts, over the years, had been causing deformed children to be born as part 
of their revenge. Another result of the revenge was the suicide by hanging of one of the three murderers. The 
feast was to conclude the wrong once and for all. 

8.3 Problems of Defining Spirit Beings 

Beliefs about occult forces are of the types analyzed by Frazer (1913), although 
variations are noted in context. Those about spirit-beings and totems need some 
classification. Spirit-beings fall into three categories. First, there are autonomous spirit-
beings such as deities and culture heroes. Some deities are both creative and regulative: they 
are thought to have been responsible for the whole or parts of the cosmic order, still to live in 
or near human society, and still to intervene in its concerns. Others are only regulative: they 
are attributed no real creative role but are said to be important in human affairs. Culture 
heroes are only creative: after establishing the cosmos, they left human society and took no 
further interest in it. Second, there are autonomous spirit-beings who have no creative or 
regulative functions: tricksters, demons, and pucks who wantonly cause annoyance or harm. 
Third, there are the dead, who can be subdivided into the recent dead (ghosts or spirits of the 
dead) and the remote dead (ancestors, ancestral spirits, or ancestral ghosts). Totems belong to 
either of two categories: first, putative totemic forebears of named unilineal descent groups; 
and totems from which no descent is claimed but which named descent groups adopt as 
heraldic badges or emblems because of supposed association with them in the past 
(Lawrence et al. 1965:8). 

With Lawrence and Meggitt’s definitions as guidelines, our discussion of the spirit world turns more to the 
spirit beings which have not previously inhabited the bodies of people (as contrasted with ghosts). 

While looking through one of our magazines and seeing a typical street scene of Hong Kong, a young 
Rotokas boy about seven years old asked if the people pictured went to church. He then asked if they were Iso 
kare or just men. No one else was around to influence his thinking. Iso kare are one of the autonomous spirit 
beings of the Rotokas beliefs. An iso is described as a wild manspirit who often has a bodily form like a man. 
He fits the second category described above. 

An opposite extreme of this young boy’s notion of a spirit being is an older man’s suggestion about the 
supreme spirit. One of the spiritual leaders suggested to me that the highest spirit known, Pauto could very 
likely be the same spirit that Christians worship as God. 

Especially at this time, when many of the Rotokas are following the teaching of Scripture, rubbing 
shoulders with expatriates at the copper mine, going on to high school and beyond, reading and listening to 
radio, the awareness of and the attention paid to the spirit world would appear to be less significant than in the 
past. Much of the material presented here is from older Rotokas people and from traditional stories. 

Spirits were very prominent in the past. It was believed that they lived in the jungle and were capable of 
killing men who trespassed on their area. They could also cause various degrees of insanity and could cause 
one man to kill another. They were greatly feared. 

Today, they are still considered to be extant. When noises are heard at night around the house or in the 
jungle, they are sometimes attributed to spirit beings. However, their powers over man are not considered to be 
as potent as in the past. 
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8.3.1 Types of spirit beings 

Several kinds of spirit beings have already been mentioned. The spirit or ghost of the dead (uraurato) has 
been covered in the preceding sections. To summarize: 1) depending upon the cause of death, the ghost could 
be helpful or harmful, 2) the ghost could communicate verbally or through various sounds such as whistling, 3) 
it could teach musical tunes for dances, it could take in food like soup although a more common way to take 
food in was to “feed on” the smoke from a burning food sacrifice, and 4) it eventually went off to its more or 
less permanent abode. 

A final example of an uraurato—David A. was with his cousin and a very old man one night at a campsite 
deep in the jungle. He was quite young at the time and was afraid of the eerie atmosphere that surrounded their 
camp. He heard whistles and the sound of an approaching motor car. The old man assured him that there was 
nothing to be afraid of. 

In time, ghosts arrived and the old man began conversing with them. He asked what the noise was which 
they were hearing. The ghost answered that it was his little motor car. He said that the campers’ eyes were 
“sealed” and they couldn’t see it. 

After a conversation about the ghosts’ whereabouts and their current activity (they were waiting for the 
Judgment Day because they didn’t know who was “good”), the sound of the car engine faded away into the 
distance. 

David A. said that this old man was one of the last who was able to contact ghosts of the dead. He died in 
1953. Since the church is strong now, there are none who carry on this art of communication with the spirit 
world. Reflecting back, David A. recalled that the sounds seemed very real. He wondered if we had anything 
like it in America. 

There are several “spirit beings” (or tambaran in Tok Pisin) which recur in Rotokas stories. Kuokuo is a 
female being with very long breasts. She has the bad habit of surrounding her victim with her breasts and 
dragging him down into her den. Other spirit beings are Kovaova, a female, Guato, a male, and Oovato, a very 
short one. We have no recorded stories featuring these tambarans. 

The most common tambaran in Rotokas stories is the almost manlike being named Iso. He is sometimes 
referred to as the “wild man.” He has a long tail, blond hair, and was commonly encountered in the jungle. His 
reputation was that of a lazy, good-natured trickster (for the most part) who lived in a cave with his family. 

The father of a man now living in Togarao had an encounter with this being in the past. Iso, with his long 
blond hair, appeared to be a “half-caste.” The man did not want to fight with him, but was forced to do so. 
After a long struggle, the man tied the long hair of the tambaran to a tree and ran off. The following morning, 
the men of the village went back to the tree and found the hair still at the base, but Iso had left the scene of the 
fight. 

A common story is about Iso and his jewsharp. A rather unpleasant man, who was not attractive in the 
least, sat under a tall tree. He was discouraged, realizing that he would probably never have a wife. To cheer 
him up, Iso, sitting high in the branches, began to play his jewsharp (bamboo mouth harp). The man couldn’t 
locate the source of this pleasant sound and in disgust, he kicked the tree. Iso dropped his jewsharp in surprise. 

The man picked up the instrument and found that he could play it and make the same pleasant sounds. He 
returned to his village and locked himself in his house to practice with his new discovery. A woman passing by 
heard the music coming from inside the house. She was so attracted to it that she forced her way in and 
declared her love for the man because of the “strong magic” that he had brought back from the jungle. They 
were married and the two lived happily ever after. 

Other stories have Iso as a tambaran who enjoys wrestling, who is too lazy to build a house for his family 
so he lives in a cave, and as a being who, together with his son and mother-in-law, was killed by an angry 
human. 

Although sometimes identified as ghosts of the dead, uraura, there is another category of spirits, the 
tugarato (demon), which in every case are evil in their behavior and intent. This type of spirit can “possess” a 
human being. The spirit is encouraged to do so by the offering of a pig. 

There are said to be two degrees of response to the indwelling evil spirit: first degree—behavior similar to 
an insane person who more often lives in the jungle with little or no communication (one was reported to have 
been eating feces), and second degree—behavior similar to an intoxicated person unable to think or speak 
clearly or to hold a utensil such as a knife, spear, etc. 

Possession by an evil spirit is not desired. It is, in fact, feared. In the past, the way to exorcise an evil spirit 
was through the power of the ruvarupato (white magic practitioner). He or she was able to concoct a magical 
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potion from leaves, etc. which was effective in causing the evil spirit to leave. Today, a Christian believer will 
pray that the power of God will be effective in removing an evil spirit from a person. 

The person working with us in language analysis in the early days, told us one morning that he was 
awakened by knocking on the door of his house. Others in the immediate neighborhood had also heard the 
knocking sound. Their conclusion was that it was not coming from a human source but from a tugarato. The 
young man was active in the church at that time and relatively well educated. 

A friend and Catholic priest, who was responsible for Catholics of the Rotokas area, told us once of an 
incident referred to in Tok Pisin as sutim diwai (spear the tree). A tree limb had fallen on a young Catholic boy 
in Nupatoro. The villagers of all three church denominations, led by the village councilor, gathered at the base 
of the tree. They commenced to cut the tree down and then speared it repeatedly in order to “kill the evil spirit” 
that was resident there. This spirit was blamed for the accident. Afterwards the spears were removed and put in 
a hole in order to “repay the female spirit.” A similar incident had also occurred in Togarao the year before, 
when a man fell from the branches of a tall sago palm. 

In contrast to the evil spirits are the clan spirits (cultural heroes) already named in chapter 6. To briefly 
review: Pauto is the supreme, benevolent clan spirit. He protects the clan, is eternal, and has been likened to 
the God of Christianity. Another name for Pauto is Urotuto, the guardian spirit of the clan. This spirit being is 
the source of power for the avatapato, as will be seen in the next section. 

It should also be noted that in the services (and literature) of all three church denominations, Pauto has 
been identified in the Scripture and teaching as the God of Christianity. The indigenous concepts of what the 
Rotokas clan guardian spirit is like seem to fit very well the character of God as found in Scripture. 

After having described the individual spirit beings, let me again point out that at this time there is less than 
a carefully defined concept of who or what each being is. This is illustrated by the following account. A young 
man told us of a spirit (tugarato?) outside of his house and near the houses of three other men who were 
affected by its presence, as well. It banged on the outside wall and called to them. It appeared as a small snake 
with brown hair described as “similar to your wife’s.” The being hid under the mat in the house of R., who was 
able to get some of its hair. We were told that it was actually the ghost of one of the men’s father (uraurato?). 
It was a “good spirit”(pauto?) and would go away when told to do so. Its name? Iso! 

8.3.2 Powers of spirit beings 

As mentioned above, Pauto is one of the main sources of spiritual power. The tradition is that in the very 
beginning, Pauto appeared in the form of a human. He told the people that if they would call out to him from 
the men’s house (avata kepa), he would help them in their endeavors. All that was done from this power source 
was good and beneficial to their existence. Villagers from other places did not know of the power in the avata, 
so they always had to purchase the spiritual assistance they required. 

After this initial contact, this power was somehow discontinued. Later in the history of these people, 
supernatural power was found in stones, caves, and streams. The particular source of power for the area at the 
head of the Wakunai valley was the Aukueto cliff (pictured in section 5.4). 

A significant story about this cliff and the power of the spirit located there is told. Rotokas men tried to go 
down the face of the Aukueto cliff in order to get some white flowers (source of the power?) growing well out 
of reach. They sacrificed a pig, hoping that that would enable them to gain the flowers. A man, full of sores 
and despised by the rest, sat to one side to watch their futile efforts. Finally, the pig meat was all consumed and 
no one had yet reached the prize. At this point, the man full of sores said that he would give it a try. Down the 
rattan vine he went and was successful on the first try. This story is always linked to the power source 
associated with the Aukueto cliff called the Avatapato. 

The Avatapato was not always a benevolent power. It was blamed for causing fights in the past as a way 
of punishing the people. The following illustrates this point. 

After a fight, the two “big men,” or turarotoarei, would walk among their dead and count their respective 
warriors. They would observe that “The Avatapato brought us together to fight because of our own evil ways.” 
They would recognize that it was the same power source for both sides and that, in fact, it was inconsistently 
manifested, since the result was that of punishment for both sides alike. 

The next phase in the evolution of spiritual power involves the mission teaching. The power of God to 
bless the people with good crops, good health, protection, etc. is taught by the three church denominations. It is 
recognized by some and only paid lip service by others. The next chapter will focus on some of the 
manifestations of God’s unusual power during the spiritual renewal of the early 1980s. 
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To encourage the benevolent acts of Pauto, the firstfruits of the gardens were brought to the avata kepa for 
him to bless (virako). The food was divided up and put on leaf plates (tauo). After it was “blessed,” the leading 
men would eat it together with pig meat and other meats brought to the “party.” This procedure would assure a 
good harvest from the gardens. All of the men worked together preparing this feast (viraako koruou). 

Another type of feast, at which a blessing from Pauto was obtained, was made before a village went into a 
fight. The feast might have been prompted by a man hearing a special “noise” in a dream, which was 
interpreted to be the warning of an impending fight. The resulting feast was also known as a “sacrifice” 
(koruou). 

The power of evil spirits is often associated with sorcery. It is discussed in the following section under 
Black Magic. 

8.4 Magic 

Once again, it is difficult to say where the Rotokas people are in respect to their belief in magic. Where 
spirit power was once sought to insure good crops, today fertilizer and mulching might be used instead. Where 
charm belts were once used to insure healthy children, care is taken to heed the instructions of Infant Welfare 
nurses. Tribal fighting is an event of the past and protective charms are more often for tourists to buy. One of 
the most significant uses of magic is in the Upe initiation activities. It is also for this reason that the future of 
this tradition is in question. 

8.4.1 White magic 

It has already been pointed out that to work a charm is to viraako (also “to bless”). Charms might be used 
for changing the weather, for attracting the opposite sex, for fertility, for good health, for garden magic, and for 
protection. In the past, when garden and hunting magic were commonly used, the older men would be 
responsible for teaching the younger men how to prepare and apply the magic. Some of these applications are 
no longer in use. 

Healing sorcery victims 

In the old days, there were white-magic practitioners, medicine men. The spirit being would select a 
trustworthy man and give to him the responsibility of using his power for good. The man collected various 
odds and ends such as “grass from a stone” and put them, together with a charmed stone in which the spirit 
being lived, into a bamboo “carrying case.” As long as he had the case with him, he had power available to 
heal. 

When called upon to heal a sick person, the medicine man first gathered scraps of bark and roots. He 
would show these to the sick person to assure him that nothing else was in his hand except the bark and roots. 
He would then eat the roots and rub the bark over the painful area of the body. In due time, the medicine man 
would open his hand and there, mixed with the bark, would be an object such as a stone, piece of bamboo, 
some digested food, or whatever had caused the pain. If no object appeared, then it was agreed that this was 
another kind of illness, and a different kind of medicine was used. 

Bamboo carrying case for charmed medicine 



 99

The spirit being knew when a patient was angry with the medicine man. If the man did not make up with 
the healer before the treatment was applied, then the spirit being could cause the good medicine to kill instead 
of cure the patient. 

On June 26, 1969, and for a period of time before this date, David A. had been feeling quite ill. When we 
arrived in the village on the 21st of June, he told of the pain over his chest and back. There was an especially 
sharp pain in the upper right area of the chest—like something “shooting” him, he had said. 

Friday afternoon (28th), he did very little in the way of active work and on the 29th, he was content to sit 
dolefully in the sun in front of his house. He was in obvious pain, breathing in short gasps. Towards evening, 
he told me that this sickness was beyond the white man’s medicine. Nonetheless, I gave him a dose of strong 
antibiotic medicine plus several aspirins. 

I went early the next day (Sunday) and found him brighter. He told me what had taken place. He had 
consulted an older woman in the village who had a reputation of healing with white magic. She had treated him 
and was able to extract from his body the foreign material—a pointed stick—which was causing the pain. The 
material is shown in the following picture. 

In the photo, the leaf, which had been folded in half and tied at the top, is shown. Inside was the mixture of 
charmed scraps of bark, two stones, each about two and a half centimeters in diameter, several pieces of 
charcoal, and some fungus. In addition, there was a small stick about five centimeters in length, sharpened at 
both ends. It was the cause, he said, of the stabbing pain in his chest. He and another man probed around in the 
mixture with a stick but were careful not to touch any of it. David A. said that the “power” had gone out of it, 
and that it couldn’t hurt anyone. 

Pain-causing objects extracted by white magic 

David A. reported that the injurious materials had probably been hidden in his house without his being 
aware of it. The pointed stick and other things then entered his body while he was asleep. The woman was able 
to take them out as she rubbed the package of charmed material over the painful area of his body. I asked him 
what he was going to do with the stuff now. He replied, “Bury it.” 

Later that afternoon, he came to say how he appreciated the medical help he always got from us. He 
indicated that when we were present in the village, he always felt much better because the medicine he needed 
was readily available. He added that if we hadn’t given him the strong medicine Saturday night, the sickness 
would have finished him for sure. This was an interesting conclusion, considering his previous statement about 
the effectiveness of white man’s medicine. His health did improve rapidly after that weekend and he seemed 
fairly normal a few days afterward. 

Insuring a strong body for a child 

Today, there are white magic charms for making the body of a young child grow up strong and fertile. One 
method is to chew the fruit of the vopato palm tree, mix the juices with shredded coconut, and rub this mixture 
over the child’s body. Other plants used in this method include the aputu flowers and wild begonia flowers 
(kurikaakaato). In recent years, the gavegave belt was fairly commonly used in the upper Wakunai valley area 
to insure healthy bodies, but it is not as popular now. It is seen on the child in the following picture: 
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Woman with child wearing gavegave belt 

Besides the charmed medicine used for sorcery victims and on young children, there are many bush cures 
for common ailments. Hot springs, soups, leaves, etc. offer relief from aches and pains. These are described in 
more detail in section 10.3.3. 

Controlling rain or mist 

A neighbor told me that he was able to make the rain go away. The method he employed was to put certain 
leaves in a container of water. When they begin to rot, the rain should begin to let up. (When the rain, in fact, 
didn’t let up, he dismissed his “magic” as “samting nating” (or insignificant). With so much rain falling so 
often in the Rotokas area, I would think twice before trying to clear the skies!) 

In order to cause rain for a new taro garden, one method used is as follows: the peelings of a taro root and 
other unspecified scrapings are put into the sheath of a limbum palm leaf (tauo) and heated. Water is poured 
over this hot leaf container and the steam travels out towards the new taro garden, producing eventual rain or 
dew. 

Two days before the opening ceremony for the large village trade store in Togarao, Toi Kae Pie, rain fell 
heavily. It was on October 29th, 1981. The rainmakers or koke purapa irara from the village of Kakaropaia 
were blamed for the bad weather. It was said that they were angry and seeking revenge for having lost in an 
important soccer match in Togarao. They had placed second in the tournament. 

In the days when fighting was common, another weather feature was manipulated by magic. A heavy mist 
or viraako koke was charmed into existence in order to protect the attackers. It was recognized as resulting 
from magic, because it would rather suddenly appear on an otherwise clear day. 

Protection for warriors 

Also related to protection during fighting was the charm of the fight leader. Unlike Highland warriors who 
use shields, Rotokas men never did. Their safety depended upon their skill in dodging and feinting. They 
would practice prior to a fight in order to get just the right motion. If there was too much motion, they might 
“give their bodies” to the weapons being used against them and would surely be hit. 

Their safety also depended upon the charm administered by the fight leader. The power to protect was 
passed on to his men by his spitting betel nut juice on their shoulders and foreheads. Faith in this charm was 
essential for its effectiveness, it is said. 

A finely woven arm band using a dark grass was also worn. The black band was about eight millimeters in 
width. It was to provide physical strength for the wearer [band pictured in section 14.4]. 

Attracting the opposite sex 

There are reportedly many different types of charms to attract a woman to a man or vice versa. One of 
these is a special leaf or stick put on the bed of the desired woman without her knowledge. After she has slept 
on the “medicine,” it is removed and placed in the bed of the man. The woman then dreams of this particular 
man and develops a desire for him. If all goes well, she will go ask him to marry her. 
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8.4.2 Black magic 

Clearly, as Bulmer also hints, sorcery is motivated by forces in the socio-political 
system, in which it acts, to use Warwick’s (1964) term, as a strain-gauge. Its operation as 
such can be demonstrated for at least two types of societies: those with fluid and those with 
stable local organizations. In the first type, sorcery accusations are a necessary means of 
easing tension between individuals who lack the security of membership in solidary groups. 
Hogbin (1958) has argued that the Dobuan’s concern for sorcery can be explained by the 
continual presence in the same settlement of mutually unrelated persons as result of a 
migratory residential pattern—a situation most likely to create strain and tension that must 
have some outlet. 

In the second type, local organization is based on permanently settled descent groups or 
congeries of such groups which, in the absence of wars for territorial or other economic 
aggrandizement, can preserve their identity only by mutual suspicion, rivalry and hostility. 
Sorcery accusations act here both as an important medium for expressing enmity and as an 
excuse for initiating warfare, which is ultimately the most effective means of relieving 
feelings of aggression. 

Yet, this does not explain why two peoples, the Mae and Ngaing, both warlike in the 
past, never had great interest in sorcery and, what is more important, have not developed it 
since pacification. A probable answer is that both peoples have always had alternative means 
for channelling aggression. The Mae were one of the few New Guinea peoples who fought to 
acquire land. They also expressed inter-group rivalry by means of ceremonial exchange, for 
which they have always been famous and in which they have intensified their interest since 
coming under European control. Also, unlike many other groups, they prefer to use the 
Administration’s Court for Native Affairs rather than traditional processes for settling major 
disputes. The Ngaing had no need for wars for territorial expansion but, like the Mae, much 
of their energy was devoted to ceremonial exchange. Moreover, since pacification, they have 
had less hesitation than many other Seaboard peoples in using the Court for Native Affairs 
and for many years were involved in a cargo movement which diverted their attention from 
local quarrels (Lawrence et al. 1965:17–18). 

With this background material in mind, we look at black magic or sorcery in the Rotokas area where it is 
respected as a dangerous power. It is interesting to note that the older men told me sorcery wasn’t used in the 
past. People died of natural causes or in fights only, they said. 

Today a piece of cloth, table scraps, hair, fingernail clippings, etc. which are from the intended victim are 
acquired and mixed together with objects such as a rock, pieces of bark, etc., that contain special powers. The 
concoction is then placed near to where the intended victim will sit or walk. When he comes within range of 
the charm, the sorcerer’s power (or poison in Tok Pisin) enters his body. Once this has happened, the victim’s 
saliva may be “cooked” in order to diagnose whether or not the poison will be fatal or not. This is done by the 
sorcerer himself. 

One can also “arrange or persuade” an evil spirit to harm someone. Betel nut, coconut, pig, opossum, or 
other meat is split open (kaki) with a knife while requesting (variri) the spirit to harm the intended victim. This 
is very real to the Rotokas, and a fine is imposed when one is caught in the act [see section 11.4. #20]. 

A sorcerer may have an apprentice who will be tested for his craftiness in acquiring the victim’s “dirt.” If 
the apprentice is successful in his role as a helper over a period of time, the sorcerer will then pass on to him 
his secret formulas when he realizes his own career is near an end. 

The identity of a sorcerer may be given by the spirit of the victim. This can be revealed in a dream. Before 
we arrived, a man from Togarao village was believed to be a victim of sorcery. The problem started when he 
allegedly slept all night on a parcel of black magic charms. In time his right eye was affected until he lost the 
sight in the eye completely. He then “worked something” and repeatedly dreamed of the man who had made 
the evil charm. He accused this man before the villagers, who tried to make him confess. The accused man was 
forced to carry a very large, heavy stone on his shoulder running back and forth until he became exhausted. He 
finally confessed that the head sorcerer had put him up to the deed. He could not tell, however, where this 
primary source of evil power was hidden. 

An older neighbor of ours had a very deformed foot. He kept the lower part of his leg wrapped with cloth. 
More than once, he came to get medicine for injuries to this particularly susceptible area of his leg. When the 
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wrapping was off, I saw a very large area that appeared to have been burned, and a more recent wound in the 
middle. I asked about the large injury and was told that someone had apparently worked sorcery on him. The 
sore had appeared without any apparent cause, therefore black magic was blamed. 

There is white magic to counter sorcery. Special men and women are considered to be able to make an 
effective cure. One man reportedly had a knowledge of counter-sorcery magic, but then due to the influence of 
the church, resorted to using prayer and faith in God only. It is said that now this counter magic is no longer 
effective. He uses prayer only. 

A man from Ruruvu told me about a “cure” that his brother makes to counter sorcery. Betel nut is chewed 
and the juice is spit out and mixed with cooked coconut oil that has various “secret” ingredients (tree leaves, 
etc.). This is put with two leaves of a bush called akaviva (stinging nettle) and the entire package is rubbed 
over the victim’s body. If the person who has been poisoned reports his illness in time, then the cure will have 
a much greater chance of being effective. 

This friend offered the “recipe” to me to take back to America to cure people there. 
While we have lived in Togarao village, there have been several sorcery trials. Not long before we left in 

1982, a meeting was held in Togarao with most of the people from Karaoturi village present. This village 
consists of Catholic folks, most of whom once resided at Togarao village. The meeting was held to discuss the 
possibility of a man from Karaoturi having worked black magic. 

It was said that a young boy had been eating taro, karuvera, and had thrown some scraps on the ground. 
The accused man was seen picking up the scraps and putting them in his pocket. He was asked why he had 
done so. His response was that he had wanted to feed some chickens. He was then told that the chickens could 
have picked up the scraps where they had lain. Obviously, the man was suspected of the sorcery. 

Several comments were made about the uncertainty of it all. A money figure was mentioned, but no one 
seemed to know who had paid for the sorcery to be worked, nor to whom it had been given. Some said, “Just 
confess and then it will all be finished.” Others said that there was more to it than what was being reported and 
whatever was being hidden should be brought out into the open and finished. Another group said that it should 
be taken to the councilor. At that point, the councilor reminded the group that unless the matter had gone 
through the “committee,” it could not be taken to the councilor. 

David A. stated that it could well end up in court. If the accused man was found guilty, he would pay the 
fine. However, if he was not guilty, then the person making the accusation would have to pay because of 
spoiling the accused’s reputation. 

During the meeting, there were some loud speeches, some snickering, both young and old speaking out, 
and a lot of betel nut. The meeting went on well into the night, when it was finally called off without coming to 
any definite conclusion. 

The councilor at Sirioripaia, years ago, took two men into his custody and accused them of sorcery. 
Another man told that he had been asked by the head sorcerer to get a piece of cloth from the intended victim’s 
wardrobe. This story confirmed in the councilor’s mind that the two men truly were guilty. He was determined 
to make them confess their guilt. 

The first man had to carry a heavy slit gong, running back and forth while facing the second man. They 
both then had to carry a heavy stone on their shoulders while running back and forth. They still did not confess, 
so the councilor took a rattan vine and struck the men. For a time, he kept the two of them chained together to 
make them confess 1) that they were guilty and 2) where the source of the black magic was kept. 

The councilor was concerned because the men had broken their clan taboos—“tupela i brukim bisnis.” He 
was also concerned that a large group of sympathetic clansmen might come to the aid of the two and stir up 
trouble. 

It seemed that the head sorcerer had been jailed by the Patrol Officer in the past. He had been freed and 
had worked his sorcery more recently on the councilor from Ruruvu village. This was in April of 1966. 

The method, reportedly used by the man, was to get pieces of clothing from his intended victim and mix 
them with his black magic objects. He then put this on the door or steps to the house. When it was contacted, 
the person became ill. 

The man telling me this lamented the fact that this particular man had been at work again. Expatriates had 
come with their good medicine, he said, but now the sorcery would cause health problems beyond the power of 
expatriates’ medicine. (Be that as it may, the councilor recovered after an injection of penicillin.) 

There was quite a stir in the area over this matter. The man working with us at the time told us that he had 
seen the leg of a sorcerer disappearing into the jungle. He warned us to be especially careful to lock the doors 
of our house at night. 



 103

In the case of this particular poison man, food was the means of causing illness. This sorcerer was 
sometimes seen in a cook house putting “medicine” on the food that would eventually cause either sickness or 
death. This happened to our friend’s neighbor, who one night heard some noise in his cook house. He went 
near the building and called for the person to identify himself. The neighbor repeated his instructions and 
warned that he would shoot an arrow if there were no reply. When no reply came, the man shot the arrow and 
the wounded sorcerer ran away. The next morning they found where he had rested during the night and noted 
the loss of much blood. Later, it was reported that this sorcerer had made his way to the Aita area and died 
there. 

When a misunderstanding occurred between members of two neighboring villages, objects of sorcery were 
placed on the trail leading into one of the villages. A piece of rattan vine pointing from Togarao towards 
Ruruvu was placed on the trail. A type of banana was also put alongside the rattan vine. The meaning of the 
symbol was that if men from Ruruvu village came along the trail towards Togarao, the sharpened vine would 
impale them. The implication was that Togarao was ready to fight with Ruruvu, should they come. 

The antagonism went back several years to a ball game which was held between the villages. One had 
beaten the other and insulted the losers by calling them “old men.” The memories of this reportedly influenced 
the threat of a fight. 

The whole thing was brought to a head by an allegedly “shady” boy-girl relationship. The girl was from 
one of the villages and the boy from the other, which happened to be the losers of the ball game. 

The couple were subsequently married and the misunderstanding was talked out. 
A more powerful substance used in sorcery was the voroara akoro. This magical powder was able to 

charm people into senselessness. It reportedly was used during World War II against the Japanese soldiers. 
When affected by the powder, they did not have the strength to hold their weapons. (It is said to have been 
used in the Teop-Tinputz area because there were no Allied Forces to help them there.) 

The powder is also said to have been used against Australian Patrol Officers so that they wouldn’t be able 
to think clearly when coming to scold the villagers. 

Women who were affected by the powder were unaware of being molested by men. 
Apparently the most powerful plant material used in black magic is that of the red-leafed ginger corm. 

David A. said that it is not seen much, but is the worst of all charms. The white ginger (tagotago) is used more 
commonly and is less powerful. The scrapings of the corm are mixed with other secret plant materials to 
increase its “power.” It is used by placing bits and pieces around the doorway of a person’s house. The material 
goes into the body and “spoils the blood.” (The white ginger corm is also used in white magic.) 

The threat of black magic can also be used as “blackmail.” Not long before leaving the Rotokas area, two 
brothers, W. and R., were accused of black magic—something very foreign to W.’s reputation as a respected 
Christian. 

I was surprised to hear this and asked him more about it. Apparently, someone had seen R. drop a piece of 
trash in some food which was to be eaten. W. said, “Forget it”, R. wanted to retaliate. 

As it turned out, nothing came of it. It seems that the threat had been made because W.’s cocoa fermentary 
had not been made available to the accusers for a significant period of time. 

8.5 Accusation—The Leaf Message 

In the past, when someone was thought to have committed sorcery, a nonverbal accusation could be made 
by means of plant and tree leaves. Foliage was used which could be identified by most people. The leaves were 
bound together in a particular combination and left alongside the trail or near the house where the accused 
person lived. 

The name of each stalk of leaves was similar in pronunciation to a word in the intended message. For 
instance, the plants akera and pituru are similar to the verbs ake “to ask” and pitu “to hold.” The use of the two 
stalks of leaves would be interpreted as meaning that the accused “asked something” or “was asked some-
thing,” and that he or she “held something.” 

Usually, there was a person in the area who was particularly adept at reading the coded messages. He was 
asked to help in the formulation of the message and/or the reading of it. An example of an accusation and 
response is given here. The name of each plant (or object) is found in brackets [plant = word] followed by the 
word it represents. Reproductions of some of the leaves and objects are shown following the messages: 
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The variua leaf message 

First message: 

“You are holding [pituru = pitu “hold”] this charmed package [pakoto = same “charm”] which you bought 
[voori = vori “buy”] to work sorcery on the woman [turavua = object worn only by women “female”]. You 
deceived me [keari = kea “deceive”] about the woman. You told me [tavisi = tavi “tell”] you would treat her 
better”. 

Second message: 

“You talked straight to me [riua = riu “imply”] because of which you make me your enemy [asao = asa 
“dislike”]. You are doing something to me [sisiva or sisae = sisi “manipulate”] and tricking me [kaekaeo = 
kaekae “trick”]. So now you are my enemy [keriva = keripato “enemy”], and when I die, you will eat pig 
[kikiso tesi or koie vavae = bamboo used for storing pig meat and identified with celebrating] celebrating over 
my body.” 
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Leaves and objects used in coded-leaf message 
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9 

Religion, Missions, and Cargo Cult 

9.1 Religion in Melanesia 

In Melanesia, it is impossible to make any convincing distinction between religion and 
magic. Certainly none of the three classical dichotomies corresponds with the evidence 
available. For Tylor (1903) and Frazer (1913), religion was man’s belief in superior spirit-
beings, whom he endeavoured to placate by prayer and sacrifice, thereby according them 
freedom of action; whereas pure magic was his belief that he himself, unaided by spirit-
beings, could control non-personalized occult forces by means of sympathetic techniques. 
Yet there are many rituals designed not to placate spirit-beings but to place them in a position 
where they have to do man’s bidding. Again, some sympathetic techniques are thought to 
derive their power from spirit-beings who gave them to mankind (Lawrence et al. 1965:6). 

Lawrence and Meggitt go on to say: 

…although we cannot accept these definitions as they stand, we still draw heavily on 
them to formulate our own. With Goode, we recognize that any definition of religion must be 
sufficiently flexible to allow for a variety of forms. From Tylor and Frazer, we adopt an 
intellectualist or cognitive approach, which sees religion as part of a people’s mental life and 
emphasizes their interpretation of the world around them. With Malinowski, we stress the 
role of religion in the economic system. From Durkheim, we adopt a social approach, which 
sees religion as a social process and accentuates its relation to society in the way we have 
indicated. 

Thus, combining these views, we start our definition of religion with the concept of 
world-view: the total cosmic order that a people believes to exist. This order has two main 
parts: the empirical—the natural environment, its economic resources (including animals), 
and its human inhabitants; and the non-empirical, which includes spirit-beings, non-
personalized occult forces, and sometimes totems. Structurally, it has three analytically 
separate but functionally interdependent systems: men in relation to the environment and its 
resources, or the economic system; men in relation to other men, or the socio-political 
system; and men in relation to spirit-beings, occult forces, and totems, or religion. More 
specifically, we define religion, as does Horton (1960), as the putative extension of men’s 
social relationships into the non-empirical realm of the cosmos. It must be examined from 
two points of view: men’s beliefs about the nature of spirit-beings, occult forces, and totems, 
which are contained generally in a series of explanatory myths; and their attempts to 
communicate with them on the best possible terms by means of ritual. But to see religion 
purely as a cultural isolate, as we should do by limiting ourselves to this largely 
intellectualist approach, would be inadequate. We have to examine it also in the context of 
the whole cosmic order: its involvement in economic production and its relation to the 
sociopolitical system (the social approach). 

Ritual, which often has to be supported by the observance of taboos, may take any of the 
following forms. For spirit-beings, it may be seen as a substitute for face-to-face 
relationships and may emphasize or combine any of three approaches: propitiation by prayers 
or offerings; bargaining with offerings; or what is often called coercion—usually the attempt 
to create by invocation or spell reciprocal relationships, which are modelled on those in 
human society and in which spirit-beings should automatically confer material benefits on 
men. Occult forces are believed to be controlled by sympathetic magic, power being 
attributed, as already indicated, either entirely to the ritual itself or to the spirit-beings said to 
have invented the techniques involved. Finally, sorcery is any ritual designed to kill or harm 
human beings. It may require cooperation from spirit-beings or rely solely on sympathetic 
magic. No true ritual is performed for either kind of totem apart from the avoidance of 
destroying, killing, or eating. 
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The function of religion within the total cosmic order is: first, to explain and validate 
through myths the origin and existence of the physical world, its economic resources and the 
means of exploiting them, and the socio-political structure; and, second, to give man the 
assurance that he can control the cosmic order by performing ritual. The extent to which 
religion is used in these ways demonstrates those aspects of the cosmos about which people 
feel the most acute anxiety, its importance for achieving prestige and status, and its role in 
intellectual life (Lawrence et al. 1965:7–9). 

Writing again specifically about religion in Melanesia, these authors go on to say: 

No Melanesian religion pays great attention to the total natural environment. Most treat 
it implicitly as something that can be taken for granted. It is no cause for anxiety except for 
the relatively rare occasions when it is threatened by disasters such as volcanic eruptions. 
Hence, there are no elaborate myths to explain its origin or ritual to ensure its continuance. 
Those peoples who have little or no interest in creative spirit-beings assume that the earth 
always existed; but this is true also of others…who believe in deities or cultural heroes 
(Lawrence et al. 1965:12). 

Regarding the attitude towards religion: 

It is self-evident that religion is an important part of the epistemological or cognitive 
systems of all Melanesian peoples. As we have stressed, every myth and ritual act represent, 
to some extent at least, a people’s understanding of the nature of the total cosmos and of the 
way in which it can be controlled to human advantage. They tell us about the types and 
sources of much of the knowledge men believe to be available to them. Moreover, as is 
obvious from the general view of the cosmos (both its empirical and non-empirical parts) as 
a unitary physical realm with few, if any, transcendental attributes, the prevailing attitude 
towards religion is essentially pragmatic and materialistic. Religion is a technology rather 
than a spiritual force for human salvation (Lawrence et al. 1965:18). 

On the dominant themes of Melanesian religions, Lawrence and Meggitt contrast those of the Highlands 
and Seaboard peoples: 

…Nevertheless, even if allowance is made for the exceptions and modifications we have 
discussed, it is still possible to recapitulate two dominant themes. In Highlands religions, 
there is universal interest in the dead, but rather less in autonomous creative or regulative 
spirit-beings. There are no totemic beliefs. Distant ancestors are collectively powerful and on 
the whole beneficent, while recent ghosts are potentially malevolent. There is a close 
connection between religion and morality, and ritual for deities, ghosts, and ancestors 
involved the concepts of propitiation, bargaining, and dependence, rather than human 
direction. The epistemological system, although obviously incorporating religious beliefs to 
some extent, still gives considerable scope to the unaided human intellect.In Seaboard 
religions, there is strong emphasis on autonomous creative or regulative spirit-beings and 
also on the dead. In many places, there are totemic beliefs. Distant ancestors tend to be 
forgotten, while recent ghosts are regarded as the protectors of their living descendants. 
Ritual for deities and ghosts, although embodying elements of placation, is based on the 
confidence that, properly approached, they will automatically serve man’s interest. Religion, 
therefore, pervades man’s whole intellectual life. 

From a practical point of view, these two themes may shed some light on different 
native attitudes to development by Administrations and to mission work. Where they remain 
intact, traditional religions may provide obstacles to these programmes; and even if many of 
their overt characteristics disappear, the basic concepts on which they rest may persist and 
influence reactions to any innovations impinging on them (Lawrence et al. 1965:22–23). 

In light of the above, it is interesting to note the observations made by a national church leader. His 
address was given in Port Moresby at an ecumenical seminar which I was privileged to attend in 1979: 

There are two policies which have been demonstrated by Christian missions towards 
traditional beliefs. The first is one which confronts. The idea expressed is that the power of 
the Gospel is light which is casting rays on the darkness of what was before, i.e. traditional 



 108

religion. The second policy is that of integration, the grafting of preceding tradition into the 
Gospel. It is conciliatory recognizing what there is in the traditional system that may go with 
New Testament belief and teaching. 

More will be said about the traditional Rotokas system and the New Testament teaching in section 9.3. 

9.2 Christianity on Bougainville-Buka 

In Tippett’s report on Christianity in the Solomon Islands, he makes some generalizations which are 
applicable to the people of Bougainville-Buka. They will serve as a grid through which the Rotokas traditional 
religion might be viewed: 

1. The Solomon Islanders conceptualize the creator as a great OUTSIDER, who, having 
completed his creative work and having laid down the custom and traditional procedure, had 
now retired from being an active god. 

2. The relevant religion for life concerned the activities of ghosts and spirits. These had 
supplies of MANNA and could be propitiated, so that the MANNA could be manipulated to 
meet both the positive and negative needs of man in daily life. 

3. Ghosts were the spirits of the dead who had demonstrated prowess during their 
lifetime. Spirits had never been human, and presented themselves in shrines—living 
creatures or natural phenomena (Tippett 1967:7). 

It will also be helpful in our understanding of Rotokas religion to summarize Tippett’s observation of the 
animist’s concepts of sin and the sin correctives of redemption and reconciliation in the Solomon Islands: 

The Melanesian conceptualizes sin in any one of three dimensions, which for the 
purposes of description we shall call ANTI-SOCIAL, THEOLOGICAL and EXTRA-
COMMUNAL… 

ANTI-SOCIAL SINS are offences against the kin-group, or against an individual within 
the group; any failure to respect rights, authority, ownership, marriage and responsibility; 
and failure to fulfil one’s responsibility in and to the group; or any act which jeopardizes the 
security, cohesion or entity of the group… 

THEOLOGICAL SINS are offences against the tribal god or ancestral ghost… 
EXTRA-COMMUNAL SINS are offences of groups, households or individuals against 

spirit forces outside the normal life of the society, especially spirits of the bush and sea; or 
any action that causes anger to some spirit, leading him to steal the soul of the offender or of 
a member of his family… 

Concepts of redemption and reconciliation are well developed with ceremonial units for 
confession, petition, restitution and reinstatement…A more significant act of redemption is 
TAPAOLITE, in which the exchange may be of porpoise teeth for ceremonial offences, or 
even a pig, by burnt sacrifice, as a substitution for a person. 

…The orientation of popular desire was towards salvation and the direction of their 
exploration of salvation mechanisms was essentially religious. All this indicated a capacity 
for the gospel of Christ—and in the fullness of time God sent forth His Son (Tippett 
1967:17–19). 

9.3 Rotokas Religion and the Impact of Missions 

The traditional religious beliefs of the Rotokas people have been for the most part covered in the 
preceding three chapters. They are summarized here, keeping in mind the general statements of the authors 
quoted above. 

Summary of traditional religious beliefs 

1. Pauto, the one supreme deity is a benevolent eternal spirit. 
2. At a point in their history, Pauto appeared and visibly demonstrated how to produce food crops. 
3. Lesser spirit beings have powers for good or evil and may be manipulated through sacrifices to employ 

those powers. 
4. Appeasement as a corrective measure may be obtained through sacrifices. (For an example, see the story 

in 2.2.1 under Mt. Balbi.) 
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5. Ghosts of the dead may be contacted, but otherwise would not interact to any significant degree with 
members of the deceased’s family. 

In 1967, during the survey of Rotokas villages, my companions and I asked about the established 
churches in each village visited. Appendix A includes some of the records of that survey. A brief history of 
the beginnings of the Roman Catholic, United Church, and Seventh Day Adventist churches follows. 

9.3.1 Roman Catholic Influence 

The first Europeans to establish permanent residence were Marist missionaries who 
founded a station at Kieta in 1902. Three years previously the mission had set up 
headquarters on Shortland Island, and prior to the move to Kieta had begun to win 
Bougainvillian converts in the persons of the many young people who became workers and 
trainees at the Shortland station. (Then and previously, it will be recalled, there was frequent 
contact between Shortland islanders and the Buin-speaking peoples of south-east 
Bougainville. Many of the latter lived on Shortland in a state of benign semibondage or of 
concubinage.) The German authorities actually encouraged the Marists to extend their 
influence on Bougainville-Buka itself—including the acquisition of land—but more with a 
view to economic development than to evangelization (Oliver 1973:83). 

By World War II, nearly all Bougainvillians had become at least “adherents” to 
Christianity, of one European variety or another, and some had even begun to develop new 
varieties of Christianity of their own. 

At the beginning of the Australian military occupation, the Marist mission maintained 
four stations on Bougainville (Kieta, Patapatuai, Koromira, and Torokina) and one on Buka 
Island at Burunotui, and counted some 800 to 900 baptized converts on the two islands. By 
1939, the last pre-war year for which there were figures, the number of Marist mission 
stations had increased to twenty-one and the number of living converts to over 30,000, 
including over 25,000 baptized members and over 5000 catechumens and adherents. 
Ministering to this large flock were twenty-nine priests, six brothers, twenty-five sisters and 
five lay nurses, all European, and seven indigenous sisters. To better appreciate the great 
numerical weight of these sixty-five or so European Catholic missionaries, they should be 
compared with the numbers of other nonindigenous adults living on Bougainville-Buka at 
that time: six Methodist missionaries, two Seventh Day Adventist missionaries, and some 
hundred other Europeans engaged variously in production, commerce, or the administration. 
In other words, in terms of numbers alone, Catholicism constituted the largest agent of social 
change in these two islands, and the most widespread manifestation of change. How deep-
seated a change it was remained to be seen. 

The Marist strategy for carrying out its mission was to set up stations staffed with 
priests, nuns and brothers, and consisting of churches, schools, living quarters for the 
missionaries and pupils, vegetable gardens and, at the larger coastal stations, coconut 
plantations. The gardens were needed to feed the station personnel, and the plantations to 
help finance the whole mission enterprise. Some financial support came from outside 
sources, including funds raised by missionaries themselves in their homelands, but much of 
the operating costs had to be paid for by profits from the missionaries’ own commercial 
enterprises, a circumstance that added immeasurably to the mission’s principal task (Oliver 
1973:111–112). 

 
Besides the Catholic churches built in Rotokas villages and some schools and stores, the primary influence 

of the Catholic church in the Rotokas area came from the mission’s station at Asitavi. Here, there is located a 
primary school, Saint Mary’s High School, and a large church building. In the past, there had also been a 
sawmill. 
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Sunday morning Mass at Asitavi 

A description of how St. Mary’s High School was started appeared in the 1981 School Yearbook: 

The welfare of women has always been a major concern of the Missionary Sisters. It 
was for this purpose that the sisters came to the North Solomons eighty years ago. 

After World War II, the Catholic Church in the North Solomons, seeing the urgent need 
to educate the youth of the province, established primary schools. Many sisters taught in 
these primary schools for boys and girls in the parishes. They saw that the girls were at a 
disadvantage as they were only able to attend school for three or four years. In the early 
fifties, some sisters saw the need for a special school for girls, and this was a time when the 
education of girls was generally considered neither profitable nor desirable. 

The idea was discussed with Bishop Wade who agreed to sponsor the project. A survey 
of the island of Bougainville was made to find a suitable site, one fairly central with a 
reliable water supply, fertile soil for good gardens, and a safe anchorage for the mission boat. 
As the Marist Brothers were already conducting a special school for boys in Kieta, Asitavi 
was decided upon as the most suitable site for the girls’ school. 

Bishop Wade appointed Brother Michael Brosnan to erect the buildings. In September, 
1955, when Sisters Lawrence and Catherine arrived at Asitavi in the very early morning in 
pelting rain, they found a very comfortable house to live in and a two-story building for the 
school almost finished. Sister Lawrence took charge of the primary school and Sister 
Catherine the school for girls. 

As soon as the main building was completed, Brother Michael was recalled for another 
work and so a call was sent out for local help. 

Supan and his brother Paul from Ibu responded and they came to Asitavi and planted 
extensive food crops. Supan gave many years of devoted service to the school almost for 
nothing, as funds were nonexistent then. Others too, even though untrained in carpentry came 
and using scrap timber, put up a kitchen and outhouses. With a blunt saw Sister Catherine 
and her helpers even made the desks which were used for many years. 

Just before Christmas, Bishop Wade began having serious doubts about the project and 
was considering the use of the buildings for another purpose. Father L’Estrange was Mission 
Education Secretary at this time, and he rose to the occasion. It was through his influence 
that a final go-ahead was obtained from the Bishop in January. Fathers Lammare and Lebel 
were also supporters and they immediately set about recruiting girls on Buka. The first group 
of Sisters of Nazareth and girls came to Asitavi in early February, 1956—a class of twenty-
eight. 

Bishop Wade blessed the school on 26th February, 1956 and donated 100 pounds to help 
get it under way. All went well for about six months and then the troubles came…pigs of 
course. 
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Everything possible was done to outwit them—moving gardens to hidden spots in the 
middle of the bush, putting up traps, but the pigs won and the school had to depend on the 
village people for food. 

Frequently, this meant a walk of an hour or two to carry down a load of kaukau or 
ganagana. The pigs controlled the situation for two years until Father Demers came and had 
them hunted and speared. The girls took great pleasure in eating them. 

The second year was a very difficult one for both the teachers and the pupils because 
there was very little financial or moral support. There was just a skeleton syllabus for both 
the primary school and the teachers’ college. It was difficult to know what standard was 
expected from the bare outline provided by the Department of Education. There was a 
shortage of everything including food, except for blackboards and chalk. It was a mighty 
relief for everyone when the year was over and twenty-six (26) girls and Sisters received 
their ‘A’ Certificates. 

Of the first group of graduates, all except four taught for more than ten (10) years. Some 
upgraded themselves and taught for up to fifteen (15) years and a few are still teaching. Of 
this group, Sister Veronica is now Superior General of the Sisters of Nazareth at Chabai. 
Clara Tasa is still teaching and Cecilia Bonoto is head teacher at a community school in Port 
Moresby. 

During the first fifteen (15) years, the girls had a very limited choice of careers—
teaching or nursing, with the training for both provided on Bougainville. When the students’ 
parents gave permission for the girls to go to New Britain and Mainland for training, new 
opportunities were opened up for a greater variety of careers. Today graduates of St. Mary’s 
can be found at the Universities, most Teachers’ Colleges in the country, in the army, banks, 
government offices and even politics. Several past students have returned to St. Mary’s staff 
as teachers, librarians, and typists. 

Over the past ten years, Agriculture and Expressive Arts as well as academic subjects 
have played an important part in the education of the girls at St. Mary’s. The examination 
results have continued to be extremely good and all the Grade 10s over the years have been 
offered at least one of their choices for further education (Tisch et al. 1981:Intro.). 

Many of the girls from the Rotokas area attended Asitavi over the years. Their influence, however, has not 
impacted the lives in general of the Rotokas people to any significant degree. Of more importance, the priests 
stationed at Asitavi over the years have had much to do in shaping the lives and ways of their Catholic Rotokas 
membership. 

A Catholic school above Togarao had only recently closed when we came in 1965. However, in the early 
1980’s a Catholic school was opened below the village of Ruruvu in a new all-Catholic hamlet. 

One Rotokas young man from Pipipaia village, Joseph E., was well on his way to becoming a priest. He 
had attended several years of seminary in Rabaul. He chose to drop out for a while in order to get practical 
experience. At one point, he spent three months in India observing youth programs there. He then spent time in 
the Solomon Islands as a village lay priest. He wrote of his surprise at the pagan conditions he found in some 
of the inland villages of Malaita. We do not know if he has continued with his training or not. 

Some materials of the Catholic Church were translated into the Rotokas language and used mainly at 
Asitavi, but also in the villages by local catechists. The Katekismo is a translation dating back to 1959. 
Apparently it was done by G. Lepping S.M. 

Sample of Catholic Literature in the Rotokas Language 
Note: Translation to English, in italics, has been supplied. Latin terms, to distinguish them from the Rotokas language, are 
noted by square brackets at their first occurrence. 

4. [DEO SANTA TRINITATE]-IA God the Holy Trinity 
 

20. [Deo] kataito raga? Is God only one? 
Ari, Deo kataito raga. Yes indeed, God is only one. 
 
21. Ovirovu [persona] Deo ia toupai? How many persons exist in God? 
Bopeva persona Deo-ia toupai: Deo Aite, Deo Ovito, Deo [Spiritu Santo]. 
There are three person(s) in God: God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit. 
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22. Bigei apesiraga ba baisipaperea Deo kataito bopeva persona? 
Just how will we name it, the one God (who is) three person(s)? 
Bigei ba baisipai Deo kataito, bopeva persona: [Misterio] Santa Trinitate-ia. We call it (the one God, three 
persons): The Mystery of the Holy Trinity. 
  
22a. A baua baisiaro Santa Trinitate-ia? By what name (do we call) the Holy Trinity? 
Baisiaro purari Koruse-ia [Gloria] Aite ora Ovito ora Spiritu Santo. You make this name in song/chorus, Glory 
(to the) Father and Son and Holy Spirit. 
  
5. DEOA [ANGELO]-IA God and angels 
  
23. Iroirara topai Deo taporo bo [paradiso]? What people/beings exist with God in paradise? 
[Angelo]-irara topai Deo taporo bo paradiso. Angels are with God in paradise. 
  
24. Eake irara angelo-irara? What beings are the angels? 
Angelo-irara uraura irara raga, (oea deiaba tara-ia toui, ora degorua luipa uba) Deo deoaoaro ubupaibeira. 
Angels are only spirits (translation within parentheses uncertain) who listen to God's word. 
  
25. Angelo-irara lutu oisioa da bearopave? Would all angels always do good? 
Biapau, oisioa ra …(illegible) ora poreaepa burivira oire Deo boea vikirevora vore [imperno], oea baisipai 
oisio [satan]. No, …some became bad, so God threw them to the inferno. They are called Satan. 
  
26. Satan-irara eake purapai bigei-ia? What do Satan's people do to us? 
Satan-irara oea biapau bigeipa duipapave ora oea bigei kobepiepaibeira bo imperno-ia. Satan's people do not 
like us and always make us fall into the inferno. 
  
27. Angelo-irara bearoirara eake purapai bigei-ia? What do the good angels do for us? 
Angel-irara bearoirara oea bigeipa duipapabeira ora bigei tauapaibeira daibai-ia vore paradiso. The good angels 
always like us and help us on the road to paradise. 
  
27a. Akeake pura Angelo oraia? Does an angel make temptation? 
Angelo oa Deo ragai baterevoi (vi dagai tsuepaubera) bearobira boboki-ia. [Amen]. The angel God only gives 
(translation of this verb uncertain) well for today. 

9.3.2 United Church (Methodist) influence 

Tippett tells of the early history of the Methodist work in the Solomon Islands prior to their missionaries 
coming to Bougainville-Buka: 

Methodist interest in the Solomons came by way of Fiji, where Solomon Islanders 
provided labour for the canefields. Many had been kidnapped, others properly indentured… 

These people were pagan when they went to Fiji. Many were converted there by the 
Methodist Fijians, some going so far in their Christian experience as to become Methodist 
preachers… 

In 1885 the Solomon Islanders petitioned the Wesleyan Synod in Fiji, but the Wesleyans 
pointed out the significance of their comity agreement with the Melanesian Mission. The 
objection did not satisfy the petitioners… 

…In 1897 Brown was in Fiji and again a deputation of Solomon Islanders waited on 
him. They presented a letter the text of which is preserved. Nothing came of it. In September 
1898 they pressed for a European missionary and a Fijian pastor for Guadalcanal…Even 
though the Wesleyan Church had now been absorbed in the new Australian Methodist 
Church, he [Brown] was not prepared to ignore the old comity agreement and therefore 
called on Bishop Wilson [Anglican] at Norfolk Island and settled upon New Georgia as a 
Methodist Mission area… 
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Goldie and Rooney arrived at Roviana, May 23, 1902. Their party comprised also a 
European carpenter, four Fijians, two Samoans, a Santo man and a Solomon Islander, both 
converted in Fiji (Tippett 1967:54–55). 

In 1911 the Methodist mission [later to become the United Church] reached out from its 
New Georgia headquarters and established a station on Treasury Island, just south of the 
Shortlands. It would be hard to decide whether the Marists then put more energy into 
converting islanders from heathenism or saving them from the threat of Protestantism. (Some 
of the Marists were under the impression that the German authorities had granted their 
mission exclusive rights on Bougainville-Buka; this was not officially so, but until the 
Australian occupation the Marists did have the field to themselves.) From their base on 
Treasury Island the Methodists had made a brief sortie into the Siwai area of southern 
Bougainville in 1916, and then settled down to stay in 1920, their entry there having been 
facilitated by the traditional relationship that existed between the Treasury islanders and the 
Siwai—a similar factor having earlier provided the Shortland Island-based Catholic mission 
with entry into Buin (Oliver 1973:89). 

As noted earlier, the Methodists installed their first mission in 1920, after an abortive 
attempt in 1916. The 1920 salient was established in Siwai by indigenous teachers from the 
missionary station on Treasury Island, and this was followed in 1922 by one European and 
three Fijian missionaries who set up a station on the west coast of Buka. In 1924 and 1926 
other Methodist stations were established at Teop and Siwai respectively, and in 1931 
Bougainville-Buka became a circuit of its own, separate from the earlier mission 
headquarters in New Georgia. Meanwhile, responsibility for the mission had been transferred 
from Australia to New Zealand, where it remains. 

In 1941 the Methodist Mission embraced 8988 people within its pastoral care, of whom 
556 were adult members, 288 were junior members, and 135 were ‘on trial for membership’. 
On Bougainville-Buka its strategy resembled the Marists’ in some respects and differed in 
others. Like the Marists the Methodists based their operations principally on stations, 
somewhat isolated from the indigenous communities, where youthful converts boarded, 
worked, attended school, and generally led lives quite unlike their lives at home. More so 
than with the Marists, however, the education of these young converts included training in 
agriculture and industrial arts. This concept of industrial missions was based partly on the 
policy that the Methodist missions should be largely selfsustaining economically, and partly 
on the view that the indigenous Methodist should be industrious (in the European sense) as 
well as pious. 

The Methodists were more exacting than the Marists in their requisites for church 
membership; they were considerably less tolerant of ‘heathen customs’, more interested in 
Europeanizing their converts’ characters and not only their religious beliefs (Oliver 
1973:117). 

The following is from a booklet about one of the early Methodist missionaries who came from the 
Solomon Islands. He had a significant impact on the Rotokas people. In 1980, a new, modern church building 
was erected in the village of Ruruvu. It was named after this early pioneer missionary, David Voeta. In his 
booklet, Rev. G. G. Carter writes: 

Teop Island and the north-east corner of Bougainville, must be one of the loveliest 
places in the world. To this place had come in July 1922, the first Methodist missionaries, a 
Fijian couple, Eroni Kotosoma and his wife, Loata. They had been joined in 1924 by the 
Rev. Hubert Brown of New Zealand, and together these folks had done much to lay the 
foundations for Christian work in the area. But all through they had been hampered by lack 
of helpers. Mr. Brown had had to return to his home-land in 1927, and the work had not 
grown. In 1929, the Rev. J.R. Metcalfe, who had been nine years on Choiseul, was appointed 
to Teop. He recognised that he could make no headway without help and so he was one of 
those who had pleaded with the Synod in 1929 to allow an appeal to be made for teachers. 
He returned to Teop very thrilled to have been able to recruit Shadrack Padapio and his wife 
Leah from Simbo, Pita Izu, also of Simbo, Eroni Lipa of Vella Lavella and his wife Loa, a 
Roviana woman, Ben Lamupio and his wife Doris, Andru Angga and David Voeta, all of 
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Ranongga. Mr. Metcalfe had some acquaintance with most of these folk and rightly felt 
satisfied with them, for they were as fine a band of missionaries as the church anywhere has 
produced. But in the beginning he rated David Voeta as the least impressive of them. How 
mistaken he was! 

The new missionaries were welcomed on Christmas eve, and the people from nearby 
villages were very interested in them. Here at last was their chance to secure the much 
coveted “missionary” for themselves. Why did they seek a missionary? Their motives were 
many, and few of them at that stage understood the meaning of the message the missionary 
had to give them. They were to learn that in the days ahead, not so much in the spoken word, 
but in the lives and characters of those whom they now chose to be “their” missionaries. 
David was asked for by a village called Beremepasuna in the Vaeri area, inland from Teop 
Island. He went there on the 1st of January 1930 and that day began, in an exercise book, the 
diary which he was to keep for the next few years. 

…David had become increasingly concerned for the area round Mt. Balbi, some thirty 
miles south east of Teop. Very early the Teop speaking village of Tearaka had been visited 
and thought been given to the Rotokas and Aita people inland on the slopes of this, the 
greatest mountain in the south Pacific, outside New Guinea proper, a dormant volcano. Their 
languages and customs were different, and they were much less influenced by government, 
commerce or church. 

Ben Lampupio had been stationed at Tearaka at the beginning of 1930 and had laid a 
solid foundation in preparation for the move inland. Land had been secured there, called 
Vanvon, and so the base was ready. By mid 1932 it had become clear that this was a moment 
for a major movement forward, and David Voeta was chosen to replace Ben and thrust 
forward into this forbidding mountain fastness. 

…It was on an early trip into the hinterland that an incident occurred that was to leave its 
mark on the people and the church for a generation. He set out for a new village called 
Wakekakau where there had been some fighting and rumours of more. The people had a bad 
reputation and the village itself was ringed with bamboo palisades. The lads who were with 
him became increasingly fearful as they left the coast behind and climbed up into the interior. 
At last they came to the place where the path branched, one road leading to the unknown, 
much feared village, and the others to known and less terrifying places. The boys’ reluctance 
to go on was obvious, and David stopped and gathered them about him on a large outcrop of 
rock. He talked about their fears and told them they were going at God’s call and then he 
prayed. As one lad said years later, “As David prayed, we knew Jesus was with us and we 
were no longer afraid.” They went on to find that things were not as grim as they had been 
led to expect. David wrote in his diary, “I went up to Wakekakau…but nothing happened so I 
preached and returned to Tearaka… 

Thereafter, he had a regular stop at this rock and prayed there. Twenty years later, long 
after his death, it was still pointed out as David’s praying stone. 

On another occasion, with several young men who were acting as pastors in the villages 
where a foothold had been obtained, he went on a journey up the Red River into the Rotokas. 
It was a long, toilsome journey which involved crossing and recrossing the river, which like 
all Bougainville rivers, was swift and shallow but liable to sudden freshets. Again fear laid 
hold of his companions and they would have turned back. This time they were resting on a 
sandbank in the curve of the riverbed. David listened to their fears, and told them that they 
should commit the matter to God. He prayed and asked God to give them a sign by raising 
the level of the river and covering the sandbank where they were sitting. Prayer over he got 
up and called to his companions to scramble up the banks, for the water was coming. 
According to those who were present, there was no rain around and no rain clouds on the 
mountain, but within a few minutes the river was rising, and within a quarter of an hour the 
sandbank on which they had been sitting had been covered. They went on their journey 
convinced, not only that God was with them, but that David was indeed His chosen servant. 

…David’s work in the Rotokas and Aita areas was beginning to meet increasing 
opposition. Competition between the churches has written some sad pages on the world’s 
history, and Bougainville is no exception. Looking back we regret it but cannot gloss over 
the matter. Thus there was constant tension in this new area and local leaders, like the shrewd 
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politicians they were, played one mission off against another for some apparent or real 
temporary advantage. David records, on one occasion: “We went further inland to the village 
(that had asked us) and found they did not want us, they had received a Roman Catholic 
teacher… 

Another vexatious problem was that of taxes. All adult males had to pay head tax of 10/- 
[10 shillings] a year. Who was an adult was not easy to determine in the absence of any 
records of birth, or any local system of recording age. School boys (usually teenagers) were 
later exempt from taxation, but at first it seemed as if the schools would have to close, unless 
teachers paid the boys’ taxes themselves…as many of them did. Tension remained, however, 
and teachers were often accused of admitting boys to help them evade tax. It was this 
situation which gave another good excuse for trouble makers to make charges against David 
Voeta. Mak Li was a Chinese trader at Tearaka, who resented the advent of the missionaries, 
probably because their presence put some brake on his exploitation of the local people. It was 
inevitable that he and David should clash, and clash they did. 

…Back in the mountains at the village of Ruruvu David prepared for the patrol (to the 
south). Then he was taken ill with fever and chest trouble. He must have felt very ill or he 
would never have given in. Somehow they managed to help him out to the coast, a day and a 
half’s hard walking normally. Twenty five miles by canoe and a very sick man was placed in 
the hospital at Teop. There for two weeks they fought for his life. His friends tramped 

David Voeta Memorial Church under construction in Ruruvu (1980) 

sixty miles for medicines, for funds and stocks were low, and when he rallied splendidly 
great was the joy of all. During this anxious time David’s thoughts were constantly on his 
work and his Lotu. He must get better, he kept emphasizing, and then go back to his District; 
they must let him walk about so that he would become strong again. Could Marama (Mrs. 
Alley) send a teacher at once to a certain village? Or he would ask them to sing and mission 
boys would sing favourite hymns, or they would pray together. The improvement did not last 
for long, other complications set in. Yet the night before the end he insisted on being helped 
to the teacher’s house nearby as a step towards his recovery. They let him have his way until 
Marama was able to take him in hand in the morning. Soon after this, he sank lower and in 
the presence of many friends he passed quietly away. [The health complications were 
brought on by maltreatment while he was in jail at one point in Kieta…] (Carter 1973:6ff.). 

To this day, David Voeta is thought of with highest regard among Rotokas Christians. He was generous to 
all people regardless of their particular church affiliation. Had he lived in the 1980s, he would have seen this 
generous attitude lived out in many of the lives of Rotokas Christians following the revival in the church at that 
time. 

David A., with whom we worked, was a teacher with the Methodist mission for many years. He attended 
the Koau Methodist College and received the certificate which recognized him as a Trained Teacher of the 
Methodist Church in 1951. The layout of the certificate is shown in appendix C. 

He tells of the early days when competition between mission personnel was keen. At that time, apparently 
it was the practice of Methodist teachers to challenge the education of rival mission staff. A common way was 
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to produce a blackboard, which they frequently carried with them, and ask the Catholic catechist or Seventh 
Day Adventist (SDA) pastor/teacher to write the “Roman figure” (III, VIII, etc.) for any number called out. 
The challenges and derision, he said, were much more blatant and obnoxious in those days. 

In more recent years, the Raronga Theological College (United Church) near Rabaul has sent intern 
theological students to some villages on Bougainville-Buka for their practical training. Students have been 
assigned to live in Ruruvu Village (near the David Voeta Memorial Church) and to be responsible for several 
Rotokas villages in this area. One of the students, Samuel S. and his wife were from Buka. Another couple 
came from New Ireland. 

The intern student works together with the local church officials and rotates with the lay pastors on the 
preaching schedule. Several Rotokas men and women are considered qualified to conduct the devotional and 
Sunday services. Names are rostered so that each one has an equal share of the responsibilities and so that the 
villages and hamlets can hear from them all. A “preaching plan” was prepared using a silk screen. 

One might ask about the effects of mission teaching on the Rotokas. An isolated example gives some idea 
of the commitment to the church teaching. David A.’s maternal uncle became a widower in the late 1950s. He 
had shaken hands with his wife shortly before her death, promising never to remarry. To this day, he has never 
remarried. Several years after the death of his wife, he was washing in a stream near Togarao village. While he 
was in midstream, he observed a keravo (hawk) fly down to where he had placed his clothes on a rock before 
bathing. He thought he saw the bird carry a long snake and place it on top of his clothes. After the hawk flew 
away, the man discovered that the “snake” was actually a thin belt sewn double and about 2 meters in length. It 
is about four and a half centimeters wide and appears to be commercially sewn. Both ends are cut and sewn at 
an acute angle. The material, which was shown to us, appears to have an Asian design, large yellow leaves 
with red blotches here and there. He keeps it tightly rolled and in a small paper bag. 

The cloth belt is very special to him in light of his promise, which he made to his wife just before she died. 
He had shaken her hand, saying that he would never remarry after her death. When the bird brought the cloth 
to the stone, he sensed that this was a “sign” from God confirming that his promise was to remain and was, in 
fact, now a contract between himself and God (Pauto). It would serve to remind him of this contract when 
others from the village would try to persuade him to remarry. 

And, in fact, they did. Within a few years of his wife’s death, he was approached by the village leaders, 
who felt that it would be better for him to remarry and settle down again. Had he not seen the belt-sign, he 
would have agreed to the proposal by the leaders. He remained firm, and if he is still alive, he is still single. 

Later on, this same man dreamed of a banana plant bending over. He went to his nephew, David A., for 
help with the dream and he interpreted it as meaning that when his uncle was a young single man, he was like 
the young banana plant pointing towards the sky. His attention was directed to God. As he matured, however, 
he was given a wife by God to look after his needs. As the growing, maturing banana stalk goes from pointing 
straight up to its final position of pointing to the ground with fruit attached, so his attention had been directed 
to his wife, a provision of God for his earthly needs. This interpretation, along with the belt-sign, has helped to 
reinforce his commitment to remain single, for his wife’s sake. 

The observation was made by a Rotokas man that the younger men have the written Scripture to read and 
to use as a source of knowledge about God. But, he said, for older men like the uncle who cannot read, God 
uses different methods to confirm His reality. For this man, it was the long, colorful belt placed on his pile of 
clothes by a hawk. Later, the belt-sign will be seen to play another important part in this man’s concept of God. 

9.3.3 Seventh Day Adventist influence 

Although we had several Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) neighbors and met the traveling pastors when they 
would visit these families, we do not know much of the church and its work. I enjoyed staying in one of the 
pastor’s homes near Nupatoro and was impressed by the number of reference books he had (Biblical and 
secular). At the time, the man was interested in translating songs of the church into his own language of New 
Britain. 

From Oliver’s book we know that the SDAs: 

…began their work in 1924 in the village of Lavelai on the southeast coast of 
Bougainville. Their progress was very slow; in 1941, they recorded only about thirty 
converts, all in the area around Kieta. This is not to be wondered at, because their 
membership requirements were even more stringent than the Methodists’ and included the 
prohibition of tobacco, betel chewing, and the eating of crustaceans and pork. To forswear 
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pork eating was an especially onerous test of commitment. Meat in any form was a grand 
luxury to these islanders and much of their traditional life revolved around pigs—raising 
them, exhibiting them, trading them, gift-giving them, and eating them on the most solemn or 
festive occasions (Oliver 1973:118). 

SDA School Near Nupatoro 

9.3.4 Influence of Rotokas Scriptures 

In October of 1982, the complete New Testament in the Rotokas language became available for the first 
time. Previous to this, portions of Scripture including Mark’s Gospel, Acts of the Apostles, John’s Gospel and 
Epistles, and an abridgement of Genesis had been in print and circulated. 

In July of 1984, a compilation of Old Testament stories became available in the Rotokas language, as well. 
It was interesting to observe how the absolute standards and severe consequences of broken laws which recur 
in Old Testament stories impressed Rotokas readers. A letter from Togarao in 1985 confirms the continuing 
interest in the Old Testament stories, especially among the older people. 

It is yet to be seen how much influence the vernacular Scripture will have on the three churches in the 
Rotokas area. It was intended that with a better understanding of Scripture (being in their own language), the 
Rotokas people would be better able to establish their own standards of behavior relevant to their cultural 
practices and with the knowledge of God’s approval. 

9.4 Cargo Cult 

The effects of contact on the Seaboard were, of course, more drastic. The small native 
societies were soon swamped by, and incorporated within, the new state system. The outward 
forms of the old religions were replaced by Christianity or driven underground. This could 
lead to only two kinds of reaction: the complete disintegration of native society and the 
disappearance of its culture; or, as was more often the case, a resurgence of the society with 
its organization and ideology deliberately modernized to solve problems created by European 
rule. The resurgence usually took the form of cargo cult: new social formations, generally 
wider than those of traditional society, were recruited on the basis of a belief that careful 
enactment of systematic religious ritual would provide the people with the white man’s 
goods, including very often the military equipment that would drive him from the country. 
These cargo cults have been far more prevalent and longer sustained than those in the 
Highlands (Lawrence et al. 1965:20). 

In order to be able to evaluate the manifestations of cargo cult among the Rotokas, let us first look at some 
common features of most all cults of this type. 

Belief: source of cargo - a cargo deity, means of getting the cargo is indicated, a cargo 
prophet or leader directs the acquisition. 
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Ritual: any religious activity designed to produce the cargo assumed to be taught the cargo 
prophet by the deity. They are never fixed—since they often need changing or revision 
after a failure to produce. 

Cult: a particular set of ritual activities and associated cargo myth or belief. 
Movement: a succession of different mythological explanations and ritual experiments 

(Lawrence 1964). 

A summary of reasons behind cargo cults may help our understanding of the Rotokas situation, as well. In 
the article, “Theories of Cargo Cults,” I.C. Jarvie gives the following reasons: 

1) Roughly speaking, most messianic cults seem to be some form of reaction against 
hardships. 

2) The revivalistic-magic movements function out of a desire to modify the social situation, 
in order to return to an idealized past before the white influence. 

3) The perpetuative-magic movements sometimes attempt to perpetuate distinctive aspects 
as part of magical spells to stave off change or its unpleasant effects, as brought about by 
the whites. 

4) Given a state of unrest or change or disaster, untold things can happen. And if into such 
a situation is added a religious doctrine which offers a solution to the problem 
responsible for the unrest, a Utopian escape from the burden of present discontents, then 
a match is being held near a gas leak, so to speak (Jarvie 1964:7). 

Two quite specific and well defined cargo-cult movements occurred on Bougainville-Buka in the past. The 
Buka Movement took place from 1913 to 1935 and involved a myth of the return of the dead, introduction of 
Christian elements, a cargo myth, belief that negroes will become white men and vice versa, and a union of 
traditionally separate and unfriendly groups. This movement was followed by the Bougainville Movement 
from 1935 to 1939. It included elements of Christian teaching, a cargo myth, attempts to restore native political 
and economic control, and the union of traditionally separate and unfriendly groups. 

Later on (Bougainville during the period 1960–1970), the cargo activity took place on a more 
sophisticated level involving politics and business. Strelan in his book, Search For Salvation, illustrates the 
two levels: 

On one level, there was traditional cargo cult activity—what is known locally as 
longlong lotu; song and prayers to the Virgin Mary in cemeteries; magico-religious practices 
with the expectation that the ancestors would produce money, clothing, trucks, and other 
goods. These activities were, and are, especially prevalent in the Bougainville hinterland. In 
July 1976, for example, it was reported that cultists at Kopani No. 1 village, about 50 
kilometres north of Kieta, had been digging up coffins and stacking them in a house in the 
hope of attracting cargo. Violence was also a feature of this movement; it was reported that 
some of the 500 adherents had been torturing villagers who would not join the cult. 

On another level, cargo beliefs and expectations found expression not in cults or cargo 
movements as such; rather cargo hopes focused on certain political figures, chief among 
whom was Paul (now Sir Paul) Lapun. It seems certain that many of those who voted for 
Lapun in 1964, and again in 1968, did so in the expectation that Paul Lapun would lead them 
along the road to cargo. In similar vein, the formation of the political organization known as 
Napikadoe Navitu brought with it an upsurge in cargo hopes and expectations, even though 
the organizers of the association did their best to avert such a thing happening. Cargoism 
politics and business have become inextricably interwoven on Bougainville, just as they have 
in Madang, Lae, the Sepik, and other parts of Melanesia (Strelan 1977:42–43). 

In contrast to the examples above, the cargo cult activity among the Rotokas seems quite “low key” and 
transient. It is understandable that my wife and I would not be told the details of the activities. Some 
information was shared by friends, however. 

Over the years between 1965 and 1982, we observed three cult-like activities. One has already been 
described as “The Christian Way” [see section 7.4.]. Again, I do not feel that there were other motivating 
factors other than to please God with a more disciplined lifestyle. 

Another cult-like activity involved the handling of snakes. It is unknown if the snakes were to be in some 
way associated with the coming of cargo, or if what was sought after was an unusual power. It was in part 
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linked with the portion of Scripture (Mark 16:18 not authenticated by some of the oldest manuscripts), which 
mentions handling poisonous snakes without harmful effects. 

A cult-like activity which had more of the markings of a cargo cult began in the late 1970s. The origins of 
this activity among the Rotokas may very well have come from the cargo activity in Kopani No. 1 village 
mentioned earlier. The ritual involved exhuming the bones of important men and women of the past and 
burying them in more elaborate grave sites near the villages. Cement markers were commonly used. Offerings 
were made at the new grave sites and power was sought. At this time, money from employment at the copper 
mine and from cash crops was relatively plentiful, so the basis of the activity seemed hardly to be related to 
actual cargo. 

In relation to this activity, the belt-sign delivered to David A.’s uncle helped keep him from involvement 
in the cult. He was invited to join in, but remembering his confirmation of God’s hand in his affairs, he refused 
to do so. 

David A. counseled him, saying that the practice of worshiping ancestral bones was a human attempt to 
find some reality in the worship of the God brought by the missions. He said that in time this practice, too, 
would pass away because of its invalid basis (i.e., that there is real power for man’s needs available from 
ancestral worship as practiced by offering food to their bones). 

One particular Rotokas man, who was also allegedly deeply involved in the snake-related cult activities, 
was said to be a main figure of the bone worshiping activity. He overheard that I had implied his involvement, 
however, and deeply resented this fact. I apologized for the misunderstanding and eventually we were friends 
again. It was, nonetheless, interesting that another man, while pointing out ball point pen marks in his Pidgin 
New Testament, indicated that my restored friend was a prophet and associated with the pen marks which had 
mysteriously appeared. 

Within a few years of the first indication that the worship of ancestral bones offered supernatural power, 
the Christian revival already referred to occurred in the Rotokas area. The “power” which had been sought 
after appeared in various activities. Men and women were struck down and lay quite helpless until confession 
of sin was made to God. Physical healings were reported, glossolalia was observed in a controlled attitude of 
prayer, words of encouragement and exhortation were given with authority, as well as the occurrence of other 
signs attributed to God’s power. It is interesting that the power which seems to have been the goal of the 
previous cult-like activities came partly as the result of a university-trained Bougainvillian who had no interest 
in being a prophet, in attaining cargo, nor in having a following. Instead of gaining cargo themselves, we 
witnessed in the people’s lives a generosity across denominational boundaries, age groupings, and even 
language groupings that would be unusual in most cultures, including our own. 
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10 

Education, Medicine, and Language 

10.1 Government and Mission Involvement in Education 

In his study of Bougainville-Buka, Oliver gives a picture of the government’s and missions’ early 
involvement. He states the following: 

The Christian missions supplied their indigenous members with some medical aid, but 
most health services such as they were, were provided by the administration. Each district 
had its government hospital, but these were able to serve only a very small proportion of the 
indigenes requiring medical care. In addition, European medical officers made periodic, 
usually annual, tours of outlying areas, but were able to attend to only the most obvious, and 
current, afflictions. As for all the other maladies which shortened and made painful the lives 
of the Territory’s indigenes, little preventive or therapeutic measures could be underataken 
by an administration having so few medical or public health resources at its commmand. 

An even drearier picture is presented by the administration’s education programme, if it 
can be so dignified. Only six government-operated schools for indigenes were in operation 
(four on New Britain, one on New Ireland, and one on the mainland), comprising in 1940-1 a 
total of 466 pupils of an estimated total population of 800,000. In fact, the administration, 
with its limited resources, seemed more than content to leave schooling in the hands of the 
missions—an arrangement with which the latter evidently agreed. Some 70,000 pupils were 
enrolled in mission schools during 1940-1, but the impressiveness of this number must be 
deflated somewhat, since most of these pupils were in subprimary village schools where 
instruction was rudimentary and casual to say the least (Oliver 1973:97). 

The formal schooling now provided for most young Bougainvillians represents a wholly 
new facet of indigenous life. In pre-European days the nearest approach to such schooling 
took place in those tribes of northern Bougainville whose youths underwent initiation rites. 
During the months or years over which these rites extended, the [Upe] initiates received 
instruction from older men in several aspects of tribal life, including ethics and esoteric lore. 
Elsewhere, of course, children and young people were also educated, but more by individual 
precept and example than organized instruction (Oliver 1973:198). 

The administration’s post-war efforts to improve the education of Bougainvillians began 
by granting subsidies to mission schools (in return for some control over the curriculum and, 
later on, over the qualifications of teachers). It was not until the sixties that government high 
schools as such began to be set up, the first at Hutjena in 1964, the second at Buin Town in 
1968, and the third at Arawa in 1972 (Oliver 1973:149–150). 

The challenge of adequately educating the children of Bougainville-Buka has yet to be fully met. Today, 
according to Graeme Kemmelfield in a personal communication, working with the Department of Education, 
eleven hundred children on the average finish grade 6 each year without hope of going on to high school. 
Grade 8 leavers add to the numbers of those not continuing their formal education. 

10.2 Education for the Rotokas People 

It was during the period of time when village schools were run mainly by missions that we came to the 
Rotokas area. Over the years, the development of staff, facilities, and control by the government was observed. 
Voko school, located near Ruruvu village and serving Sisivi, Ruruvu, Togarao, and Ibu villages (besides 
numerous hamlets), was most familiar to us. Our acquaintances included the teaching staff, both government 
and United Church teachers. 
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Rural classroom scene—1967 

On several different occasions, visitors have commented on the apparent above-average intelligence of 
Rotokas men and women, in general. When Conrad Hurd (SIL) made the initial language survey in 1963, he 
wrote in his report that the young men of the villages had been some of the most alert and intelligent of the 
Bougainville-Buka people that he had contacted during his survey of the island languages. 

After the Togarao airstrip had been used many times by Harold Morton (MAF pilot), he commented that 
the men of the village were sharp in their handling of produce sales (involving weighing and figuring prices). 

A Department of Civil Aviation surveyor, while working with village men to permanently locate the 
boundaries of the airstrip, commented to me that these men were “exceptional” for their alertness among the 
men he had worked with on Bougainville. 

A nursing sister from Kekesu United Church station on the coast claimed that the Rotokas Aid Post 
attendant (Pukopuko) is among the best in the area with which she is familiar. This man is the brother of David 
A., a former United Church teacher and our co-worker. We have always considered him also as having well 
above average intelligence. 

Despite the positive impression one gets from the adult population as noted above, the statistics for the 
younger people show that the Rotokas area has a very low academic record. A Catholic priest once said that 
the children display very little enthusiasm towards school work. Few young people (to our knowledge) have 
gone on to High Schools on the island, and even fewer have gone to tertiary schools on the mainland. 

Joseph E. of Pipipaia village is one young man who has spent a number of years in Catholic schools. He 
was attending the Holy Spirit Seminary in Bomana near Port Moresby when we first met him. Joseph left the 
seminary to become involved in a Provincial Youth Program and also to be on the staff of Father John Momis, 
Member from Bougainville of the national House of Assembly (MHA). We do not know if Joseph will 
complete his seminary training or not. 

Samson A. A. completed his High School training at Hutjena on Buka Island and his National High 
School training at Aiyura on the mainland. He was hired by Bougainville Copper Limited (BCL) for work in 
their laboratory. They were sufficiently impressed with his work to send him to the University of Technology 
in Lae to be trained in photography, among other skills. 

One other young man from the Aita area attended the Christian Leadership Training College near Banz 
(WHP), but we did not know him very well. Certainly, there are others who have trained as teachers, 
agricultural officers, health workers, secretaries, etc. Not many have been known for their formal academic 
accomplishments, however. 

The Tok Ples Skul program of the North Solomons Province has been scheduled for the Rotokas area. In 
this program, children are taught basic skills in their own language first. Some beginning reading materials 
have been prepared (SIL) and assistance in teaching reading skills to preschoolers is available. It has been a 
disappointment that young men and women who are qualified to participate in this program as teachers have 
not availed themselves of the training. 

A Writer’s Course was held in 1982 by members of the SIL staff in conjunction with our own program 
among the Rotokas. Several Rotokas men and women completed the course. Their training involved 
storywriting and editing in their own language. They also learned the technique of printing with silk screens 
and of booklet production. It is yet to be seen whether or not this training will be used. 
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10.3 Medicine 

10.3.1 Medical care—facilities 

As was mentioned by Oliver, one of the most obvious of the government health programs in the 1960s was 
the malarial eradication program. He went on to say: 

Official post-war efforts to improve health also got off to a late start, but in one respect, 
at least, met with spectacular success. In the early sixties the administration embarked upon a 
malaria eradication programme by mass administration of suppressants and by spraying 
houses with DDT. This campaign resulted in a speedy and dramatic reduction in the 
incidence of the malady and, probably as a direct consequence, a marked reduction in infant 
and child mortality, thereby creating a long-term problem of another kind. (It is reported that 
the heavy spraying served to poison household cats, thereby permitting rats to proliferate—or 
so some malaria-free but rat-pestered Bougainvillians assert.) (Oliver 1973:149–150). 

Former maternity ward when new in 1968 – Ruruvu 

Other than this concerted, obvious effort on the part of the Health Department to improve living 
conditions, the day-by-day health needs were to be met by Aid Post personnel living in scattered locations. 
Medicine at these posts was often scarce and supplementary courses for staff were infrequent. None the less, 
the Aid Post attendants did the best they could. 

The main facility for medical care in the Rotokas area was and still is located at Wakunai. Catholic and 
United Church hospitals are located further north in the Tinputz and Teop areas respectively. The government 
hospital in Arawa town is sometimes used by Rotokas people when illness or injury is severe. With 
transportation available, the people are more free to have their choice of larger facilities when health needs 
occur. The village Aid Post functions as a distribution point for common medicines, for health instruction 
programs, and for infant health care. 

The Aid Post located just outside of Ruruvu village was rebuilt of permanent materials in 1982. Gordon 
Bure, Provincial Minister of Health and a Rotokas man himself, set aside K52,000 to build the new Health 
Center. It was planned for a staff of one Head Nurse and three staff nurses. This is a fourfold increase over the 
one orderly who managed the former Aid Post. 
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New Health Center completed in 1982 – Ruruvu 

10.3.2 Rotokas medical concepts in today’s world 

The general term upia is applied to all illnesses. The expression Upiaparoi, “He is ill” is said of anyone 
who is in pain, has diarrhea, is suffering from a centipede bite, etc. The illness is defined by a classifier such as 
kukue upia (head ache), kovuto upia (stomach ache/diarrhea), etc. Other illnesses are defined in a single word 
such as vagoto (cold/congestion), revasiva (blood/ dysentery), etc. 

All illnesses have an explanation—germs, mosquitoes, uncooked food, bad water, sorcery, ghosts, and 
poisonous foods, including fish. Some explanations reflect basic ideas about anatomy. We were told that a man 
who has bleeding in his stomach has a much more difficult time getting rid of the blood than a woman with the 
same illness. The man must vomit it out of his mouth, but the woman has a way to get rid of the blood through 
menstruation. 

Two explanations for the cause of illness indicate that Rotokas reasoning about sickness extends beyond 
the physical, as well. A Rotokas friend was angry because he felt his wife was unduly sorrowful about the 
departure of her boys for school. He was concerned lest her sorrow in some way be transmitted to the boys 
attending Hutjena High School on Buka Island and cause them to become ill. Another parent washed the feet 
of a girl who had been visiting Buka island lest she carry some kind of sickness back to her Rotokas village 
and become ill. 

As a main element of our body, blood is respected for its function, but it is not thought of to any 
significant degree in regards to causing or carrying illness. In the past, the forehead was cut to get rid of pain, 
but nowhere else on the body was this practiced. 

Some individuals have a reputation for diagnosing and curing a certain disease and may be called on for 
help, or may offer it themselves. He or she may prepare a concoction unknown to anyone else in order to 
diagnose the illness. If the diagnosis appears accurate, the person will then administer a suitable medicine 
which, again, is most likely known only to the healer. 

Years ago, David A. had a bladder infection and could not urinate. A man from Ruruvu village came on 
his own to him and offered his help. This was the cure: 

1) The healer first chewed betel nut and some type of root. 
2) A section of bamboo (rivatava), with natural partitions at both ends still intact, was then 

obtained. This type of bamboo holds water and is valuable for travelers who find 
themselves short of water in the jungle. 

3) The man then smeared the betel juices on the outside of the bamboo. 
4) The tube was then rubbed slowly over the lower abdomen. 
5) While doing this, the man prayed to God, asking that the medicine be made “true”. (He 

had pointed out previously that of and by itself the medicine had no particular value.) 
6) After the prayer, the man broke the tube open and it contained bits and pieces of rubbish 

which purportedly had caused the blockage of the urinary canal. 

The result of all this was that David A. felt much better soon afterwards. He had an undisturbed rest and 
the infection cleared. 
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At a later date, David A. and his son both had difficulty urinating. The problem was identified as identical 
to the first occurrence described. This time, they called for the Ruruvu man to come. A second time he went 
through the same procedures with a bamboo tube completely sealed at both ends by the naturally occurring 
partitions. This time, he broke open the bamboo and the liquid contained within was “like blood.” Together 
they thanked God for bringing out the “bad blood” that had been responsible for the illness. Both father and 
son were relieved of the problem. 

David A. later explained that an evil spirit is capable of getting urine from a person and through black 
magic can cause bits of rubbish to enter the person, causing this kind of sickness. The patient being treated, as 
in the two situations above, must have faith in the remedy. David A. was told both times that the bamboo tube 
was a worthless object. Only “spiritual power” had caused the healing to take place. 

Some Rotokas people feel that the Aid Post should first make use of expatriate’s medicines. However, if 
these fail, then “native medicine” should be used. 

A Togarao village man met an old friend who uses bush medicine with some degree of success. The 
friend, seeing the man’s condition, told him that he had cured a person who had had a severe case of “short 
wind” like the Togarao man. The friend offered to prepare some similar medicine and invited the man to come 
for the treatment. 

After a week had passed, the Togarao man went to Tinputz to visit his friend. When he arrived, he found 
that the medicine had not been prepared as promised. While there, however, he got some advice about the 
medicine the friend had used and decided to make it himself when he returned to Togarao. 

The medicine was a mixture of cultivated ginger (tagotago) and wild ginger. The mixture is cooked in a 
bamboo tube directly over the fire and then kept in a warm smoky place. The ginger from the jungle is 
especially bitter. In the past, it was used to exorcise evil spirits “which could not bear the bitterness.” 

After the medicine was taken, the Togarao man reported that the sinuses above his nose were cleared and 
his breathing relieved. Once again the “power” of this medicine was attributed to God’s use of it. It was said 
that the medicine had no intrinsic curing property unless “used” by God. 

There are several ways of telling whether or not a sick man is going to die and if the application of 
medicine is worthwhile. The first method involves the use of the stinging nettle plant (akavito). When a man is 
near death, the leaf and stem of the plant are boiled in water and then rubbed over the man’s shoulders and 
chest. If the person winces with pain, he will possibly live and he is treated with bush medicine. If no reaction 
occurs, then he will surely die. 

The second method makes use of the flower of the hibiscus plant. One end of a bamboo section is cut so as 
to make a container for water. A flower from the hibiscus plant is then suspended from a hook several feet 
above the bamboo section filled with water. In time, the water is observed. If on the top of the water, particles 
of pollen are seen to be moving about, the man will surely live. The bush medicine will be given. If the 
particles on the water are still, then the man will die. 

(The grass ovavio kou is used for divining sickness, but we do not know how.) 
It was reported that when a person’s illness is diagnosed as fatal, then this fact gives license to try new 

“cures” not previously used. 
A simple method of diagnosing how much poison was injected by a centipede was also described. After 

the bite, the body of the centipede is split open and the “rope” is removed (most likely the central nerve 
running down the back). The nodes on the nerve were counted to see how much time it would take for the pain 
to subside. A big node at the end of the nerve indicated that the centipede had injected “all he had” and the pain 
would be very great. (It was found that the number of nodes matched the number of pairs of legs.) After 
describing this procedure, the man said that in the past some men ate centipedes in order to gain a special 
power of some sort. The use of the power was not determined at the time. 

The mixture of expatriate medicine, bush medicine, and prayer for God’s power all came together when a 
building was erected in which to practice bush medicine with the sanction of the government and church. The 
two men mainly responsible are strong churchmen as well as medicine men (ruvarupa-toarei). 

In serving the people of this area, the men feel that if a sick person is not directly and immediately healed 
through prayer to God, and/or if the Aid Post Orderly cannot help through the expatriate’s medicine, then the 
sick person should have the option of asking for bush medicine. These two men, in particular, feel that they 
have been gifted in the use of bush medicine and so are particularly qualified to serve the people, if necessary. 

It is said that the medicine is applied with a prayer that God will make it effective (since they only “guess” 
about its power to heal). A payment is made only if the person recovers. Part of the payment received goes 
back to the Village Government. Today, the payment is made in cash. In the past, a white magic practitioner 
was paid with arrows, shell money, or given a feast to demonstrate appreciation. 
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In all of this, there seems to be a genuine appreciation for God’s (Pauto) enabling through ideas given to 
the men, plants and trees in the jungle, and for the power for the cure to be effective. It would appear that there 
is no dependence upon spirit beings as they are known in the Rotokas area. 

10.3.3 Native medicines and cures 

The following are cures for various sicknesses: 

“Sick” blood 

The red leaves of a certain tree are gathered and placed in a small bamboo tube. Sap from this same tree is 
put into the tube and heated with the leaves. This concoction is given to the sick person to drink. A second step 
is to obtain the bark of a certain tree, place it in a bamboo container with water and boil the contents using a 
heated stone only. The steam from the boiling contents is directed close to the sick person’s abdomen to make 
him perspire. Following this, the person is given the contents of the bamboo tube to drink. 

If this fails to cure the “sick” blood, then leaves of a plant that grows close to the base of the waterfall are 
collected and heated in a shallow hole using hot stones. The sick person sits close to the steam that is coming 
from the heated contents within the hole. At the same time, water from a wild banana plant is poured over the 
hot stone and the steam is directed upwards over the stomach of the person. 

Head pain 

The leaves of the siikoiva tree are obtained and boiled in water with salt. These leaves have a very strong 
odor. The boiled liquid is drunk and the unpleasant smell clears the head of pain. 

Stomach pain 

The milky-white sap of a particular tree is gathered before sunrise. The sick person drinks this sap which 
will be effective until sundown. The stomach pains should be gone by dark. 

The wife of a former village pastor had pains in her stomach which were associated with difficulty in 
urinating. She was given a soup with certain medicinal leaves and told not to drink liquids for several days. She 
was to bathe in hot water each morning and evening. In time, she recovered; however, her husband was not 
happy that the bush medicine had been given to her. 

Dysentery 

The leaves of the mango tree (taveteua) are mashed to extract the juice, which is then mixed with several 
other items, including either sea water or water mixed with commercial salt. All of this is passed through a 
sieve and only the pure liquid is saved. (The mashed leaves and rubbish must be burned up lest the rain carry 
the “sickness” from the leaves into the village area.) The sieved liquid is then given to the patient to drink. 

After drinking the preparation, the person is not allowed to drink any liquid for one full day. The following 
day, he or she can drink only hot water. There is no guarantee that this medicine will work. For some it does, 
but for others it is ineffective. 

Broken bones 

A particular type of shrub, kuvaku, is used for splinting broken bones. The branches are either used as is or 
are first crushed flat. They are then placed alongside the broken limb in the same way as a wooden splint 
would be applied in First Aid. The area of the break is then heated close to the fire and the break allowed to 
mend. 

Cuts 

When available, sawdust is put directly on a cut in order to stop the bleeding. Otherwise, it is usually 
wrapped with a plain piece of cloth. 

Open sores 

An apparently effective measure taken to heal open sores, such as tropical ulcers, makes use of a calcium 
powder and the leaf of the giant taro plant. The powder is prepared by burning and crushing the shells of the 
freshwater snail (akoroto). The powder is applied directly to the sore, which is then wrapped with a half 
section of a taro leaf. 
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The wrapped sore is kept near an open fire for one to two days. Following this, the person soaks it in a 
stream of water. The taro leaf is carefully removed and the moving water is allowed to dislodge the caked-on 
powder. If the sore is not cleared up, the treatment is repeated. 

Colds and congestion 

In villages located at higher elevations, it is not uncommon to find children and older residents alike 
suffering from various types of congestion. One of the plants used as a decongestant is the taro plant, uriko. 
Younger leaves from this plant are eaten or put into soups. 

General aches and pains 

Because of the volcanic activity in the Rotokas area, there are iron springs, such as the one described in 
section 2.2.4. People who suffer from aches in their joints, etc., know the benefits of soaking in one of these 
pools of warm mineral water. 

Birth pains 

Although I have no details, the plant vago was named as one used to help a mother suffering from birth 
pains. 

Other maladies 

Other maladies for which no bush medicine was described are: uteova/kasirao/kukue upia (malaria), sivi 
atura kapua (pustules on the skin from various diseases), sige kapua (ulcer), keru rupirupi (bone disease), and 
finally, lepra (leprosy). 

10.3.4 Health education 

The United Church nurses, or nursing sisters as they are known, have had several health education 
programs. One was to inform women about various methods of contraceptives, mentioned in chapter 4. Child 
care information has also been distributed, but not in the Rotokas language. In August of 1969, a health booklet 
used by the United Church was translated into Rotokas. 

 
This booklet contained the following sections: 

I.  Keep the Child from Stomach Problems 
II.  Clean the Latrine Well to Keep From Illness 
III.  Rules to Follow to Avoid Pink Eye 
IV.  How to Keep a Child from Dysentery 
V.  All about Flies 
VI.  Good Medicines 

a. Caution with dangerous objects 
b. Care around fires 
c. Covering cuts 
d. How to stop bleeding 
e. What to do with a broken bone 
f. What to do with a burn 
g. Swellings and boils 
h. Unconsciousness 
i. What if a child drinks kerosene 

VII.  The Rules for a Good Healthy Life 
VIII.  How to make Papaya and Pineapple Juice 
IX.  Mashing Foods for Children to Eat 
X.  Vegetable Soup 
XI.  About Meat and Fish, Soups and Eggs 
XII.  Clean Water for Your Child 

(Remaining portions contain Bible Study and directions for setting up a Women’s Club). 
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10.4 The Rotokas Language and Its Use 

Regarding languages on Bougainville-Buka, Oliver in his book observes that: 

Still another set of changes derives from the increasing use of Pidgin and English. 
Before World War II, perhaps less than one quarter of the Bougainvillians spoke Pidgin 
(generally males who had worked on plantations or attended other than village schools), and 
only a handful, if any, spoke English with any fluency. By 1972, fluency in Pidgin had 
become virtually universal, except for some aged women or in the most isolated mountain 
hamlets, and fluency in English was spreading with remarkable speed, mainly through 
secondary schooling. The increasing degree to which speakers of different indigenous 
languages were brought together through work projects, school, etc., necessitated the use of a 
common language. It has also been observed that on many occasions “one-talks” (speakers of 
a common indigenous language) choose to speak in Pidgin among themselves when drinking 
beer or discussing bisnis. The currency of Pidgin and English has also been increased 
through radio and the recent proliferation of publications for indigenous readers. It appears 
likely, to me at least, that the indigenous languages are heading for extinction, and, 
ironically, at a time when linguists (principally members of the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics) are just beginning to produce scientifically many adequate grammars and 
numerous textual materials in these languages. None of these languages, not even the most 
numerically important Nasioi, seems destined to become a lingua franca for the rest of 
Bougainville-Buka as did Motu throughout much of Papua; so the question is whether Pidgin 
or English will in the end prevail? (Oliver 1973:188–189). 

The observation made by Oliver may very well be true, in time. However, for now, the Rotokas seem very 
proud of their own language and happy to have materials produced in it, especially dictionaries and Scripture. 
David A. once said that preaching or teaching in any second language is like throwing light stuff on top of the 
water. It just floats on the surface but never penetrates to any depth. He also gave the illustration that reading 
or hearing a foreign language is like trying to drink from a full cup that is tightly capped. The meaning (water) 
is present, but kept from the reader by the language (lid). Having the message translated into one’s own 
language is like taking the lid off and having a big drink. 

Some of the materials which have been translated into the Rotokas language or which are about the 
Rotokas language are as follows: 

By Gordon Brough: 

1. Rotokas Reader, Book One. Printed by the Kekesu Press, paper-bound with large print, 12 pp. Consists 
of 12 lessons. (Very few of these are still in existence). 

2. Vuku Lotu Methodist. (Tok Pisin “#2 Methodist Worship/Church Book”) Third edition, Kekesu Press, 
1958. Paper bound, 51 pp. A Methodist service book. 

3. Foundation vocabularies in handwriting. 
4. Rough notes on grammar and vocabulary. Also a few Scripture portions have been translated and are 

handwritten. 

By Others: 

5. Katekismo varo Lotu Katolika by Fr. Demers. Mimeographed, stapled, 18 pp. A Catholic Catechism in 
Pidgin and Rotokas, two columns per page. 

6. Lexicon compiled by Gabriel Aririsire, a teacher. He wrote Rotokas expressions parallel to the English 
expression in the dictionary section of a copy of Grammar and Dictionary of Neo Melanesian by Rev. Francis 
Mihalic. 

7. Lexicon, grammar, and prayer book were being compiled in 1963 by Fr. Pelletier, who has a partial 
knowledge of Rotokas. 

8. Katekismo. Printed in 1959 by Marcellin Press, Tsiroge. Paper back, 78 pp. Contains prayers and 
catechism. Author unknown. 

9. The Methodist Hymnal. Mimeographed in Rabaul, 1966. 76 pp. It contained translations of 132 hymns 
as well as some specific services (marriage, funeral, etc.). There are plans for a revision in 1985. 

By Firchow and Akoitai: 
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10. Rotokasipa Irara Vo Pitupituroaro. Printed by SIL, Ukarumpa, E.H.P., 1974a. 108 pp. paperback. 
Contains nine different sections on Rotokas customs, i.e., Initiation, Making Salt, Magic, etc. 

11. Rotokas Reo Vo Kokovaero. Printed by SIL, Ukarumpa, E.H.P., 1974b. 109 pp. paperback. Contains 
38 Rotokas songs with notated music and explanations of texts. 

12. Rotokasipa Irara Vo Siposiporoaro. Printed by SIL, Ukarumpa, E.H.P. paperback. Contains traditional 
stories about the distant past and about the present. 

13. Assorted booklets for use as early reading materials include the following titles translated from 
English: Flies Are Our Enemies, Houses of the World, How the Jews Lived, People of Papua New Guinea, 
Animals of the Bible. 

By I. and J. Firchow and cotranslators: 

14. Airepa Vao Reo Ovoi. Printed in Hong Kong, 1120 pp. The complete New Testament with 
introductory remarks for each book and short dictionary of Biblical terms at the end. 

15. Siposipoara Vao lava Tuariripa Reo Ovoi. Printed in Hong Kong, 205 pp. A book of stories and 
character studies following texts from the Old Testament. 

16. Editions of the Gospels of Mark and John, The Three Epistles of John, The Acts of the Apostles, and an 
abridgment of Genesis were printed at Ukarumpa and distributed as trial publications prior to the completed 
New Testament. 

17. A Vocabulary of Rotokas, Pidgin and English. Printed at Ukarumpa, E.H.P., 1973. 393 pp. A triglot 
listing of words. No explanations are included. About 3200 Rotokas words are compared with Pidgin and 
English in the first section. The second and third sections are Pidgin to Rotokas and English to Rotokas 
respectively. 

18. A Dictionary of Rotokas and English (yet to be printed). This revision of the Vocabulary (17) will 
contain about 2,300 words, in addition to the 3,200 words initially collected. Nearly all the verbs are illustrated 
by sentences. Grammatical information and classifications of nominals are also included. Subclassification of 
animals, archaic words, body parts, etc. are made. The manuscript is prepared and needs only financing before 
becoming available in print [as of January 1985]. 

By I. Firchow: 

19. Form and Function of Rotokas Words, M.A. Thesis, University of California, Davis. Ts. vii + 157 pp. 
20. Rotokas Referentials, Kivung 4(3):175–186. 
21. Rotokas. In K.A. McElhanon (ed.) Legends from Papua New Guinea, pp. 161–172. 
22. Some Functions of Rotokas Referentials, Workpapers in Papua New Guinea Languages 20:133–142. 

By I. and J. Firchow: 

23. An Abbreviated Phoneme Inventory, Anthropological Linguistics 11(9):271–276, 1969. 
24. Rotokas Language Studies, An unpublished manuscript describing the syntax and deep structure. 
25. The Rotokas People of Bougainville Island. An unpublished manuscript. 

10.4.1 Brief overview of the Rotokas Proper dialect 

The Rotokas language is spoken by about four thousand, two hundred people living in the Kieta Sub-
District. As already explained, there are three dialects (and one sublanguage) which have been designated: 
Rotokas Proper, Pipipaia dialect (82% features shared with Rotokas Proper), Aita dialect (81%), and Atsilima 
sublanguage (73%). One Rotokas Proper speaker described these differences as, “The Aita talk with their 
noses, the Pipipaia (and Ibu village) talk with their tongues, and the villages above Wakunai talk with their 
necks.” The orthography used in printed Rotokas materials is based upon the Rotokas Proper dialect. 

The Rotokas Stock of Non-Austronesian (Papuan) languages includes Rotokas, Eivo (35% cognates 
shared with Rotokas), Keriaka (30%), and Kunua or Konua (22%). All three languages show a marked 
phonological similarity: however, none of them has as small a phoneme count as Rotokas. 

For many years, the phonology of Rotokas Proper has been exceptional to the degree that this language is 
included in the Guinness Book of World Records. To date, the phonemic inventory contains fewer consonants 
(six) than any other language recorded. Two other features of the phonology are exceptions to universals of 
languages. 1) There are no nasal phonemes; this is an exception to the statement made by Ferguson that every 
language has at least one primary nasal consonant in its inventory. 2) The allophones of /t/, /b/, /r/, and /g/ 
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demonstrate an exception to the statement made by Hockett that every phonological system contrasts 
phonemes that are typically stops with phonemes that are never stops (Firchow and Firchow 1969:271–276). 

The following sounds are heard in the Rotokas Proper dialect: a, e, i, o, u, g, k, p, r, t, and v. The 
pronunciation of these sounds is as follows: 

Vowels 

a as in father 
e as in bed 
i as in machine 
o as in pole 
u as in pool 

The long vowels: aa, ee, ii, oo, and uu are pronounced as single vowels but are held over a longer period 
of time. 

Consonants 

g as in go (in the middle of the word it is very soft.) 
k as in rocker 
p as in pepper 
r is made by a quick tap of the tongue on the roof of the mouth, similar to a quick d. 
s as in seal (It often sounds like ts and is always followed by the i sound.) 

(Although the symbol s is included in the list, it is technically unnecessary, since it is an allophone of /t/.) 

t as in still 
v as in bat (The lips are not closed.) 

Syntax 

Rotokas sentences may be long and complicated, but one can also adequately express himself with short 
simple sentences. A very brief description of a simple verb and a few illustrations of short sentences may be 
helpful here. 

A simple verb 

The main part of the Rotokas sentence is the verb. Within this single word, all of the following may be 
expressed: the type of action or state of being, the nature of this action or state, the attitude of the subject, the 
subject, and the time of the action or state of being. However, a common form of the verb includes only the 
type of action or state of being (the root), -pa for continuing action, the subject marker, and the time marker, in 
that order. 

root        continuing action        subject        time 
pau-pa-ra-vere 

sit - continuing - I - near future 
“I will be sitting” 

The continuing action marker, -pa, is optional and without it in the above example, the meaning would be: 
“I will sit.” 

It will be noted that there are two sets of subject and time markers. Class 1 is used when there is no object 
affected, e.g., “He was talking.” Class 2 is used when the action of the verb affects an object, e.g., “I hit the 
ball” (ball is the object). 

There are also two handy markers that may occur suffixed to the verb root. When they do, however, 
neither the subject nor the time markers occur. They are -sa and -oro. Their use approximates the English 
infinitive and gerund forms of the verb, e.g., pau-sa “to sit” as in ruipa-pa-ra-ei pau-sa “I am wanting to sit”, 
and pau-oro “sitting” as in reo-pa-ra-ei pau-oro “I am speaking sitting down.” 
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Simple sentence 

Although the order of words in a Rotokas sentence may change greatly, there is a predominant pattern 
which can be followed for the construction of simple sentences. These patterns are illustrated below (any word 
occurring in parentheses is optional): 

Sentence without an object (intransitive) 

(Time)  (Subject)  (Location) Verb (Adverb)  (Verb) 
(a) ovokivu-ia ragai Ibu iare ava-ra-epa ogoevira ikau-oro 

on another day I Ibu to I went hungrily running 
“On another day I went running hungrily to Ibu.” 

(b) Rut kare-o-vere varavira 
Ruth she will return downward 

“Ruth will go back down.” 

(c) aruvea upia-ra-erao 
yesterday I was sick 

“Yesterday I was sick.” 

Sentences with an object (transitive) 

(Time)  (Subject)  Object Verb (Adverb)  (Verb)  (Location) 
(d) rera kaakau tapa-re-vora voari 

he dog he hit back there 
“He hit the dog back there.” 

In some instances, the transitive sentence may be complicated by the inclusion of an indirect object. The 
next example shows how the indirect object receives the action directed towards the (direct) object: 

Sentences with both object and indirect object 

(Time) (Subject) Indirect-object Object Verb (Adverb) (Location) 
(e) rera iare perapaisi viki-pa-ta-voi garutuvira 

him to soccerball you are throwing slowly 
“You are throwing the soccerball to him slowly.” 

Negative sentences 

To make a sentence negative, the word viapau is used initially in the order of words. To make a sentence 
(d) negative, the Rotokas would read: 

(f) viapau rera kaakau tapa-re-vora voari 
no he dog he hit back there 

“He didn’t hit the dog back there.” 

Questions 

To make an interrogative sentence from the types illustrated above, introduce the sentence with the proper 
question word, i.e., when, where, who, etc. When “who” (irou) is used, one must be careful that the subject 
marker of the verb agrees in gender and number with the interrogative as illustrated here [see sentence b]: 

(g) irou-va kare-o-vere varavira 
who (f) she will return downward 

“Who will go back down?” or 
“Which female will go back down?” 

[see sentence f] 
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(h) eakepa viapau rera kaakau tapa-re-vora voari 
why no he dog he hit back there 

“Why didn’t he hit the dog back there?” 

Prepositions 

It will be seen above that prepositions always follow noun, location, and time words. See sentence (a) 
ovokivu-ia “on another day” and Ibu iare “to Ibu”; and see sentence (e) rera iare “to him.” The preposition -ia 
in the first instance is very much like the Tok Pisin preposition long, which approximates most of the 
prepositions of English. 

Possession 

There are at least three ways to express possession. They are illustrated here using the possession marker -
aro, and the possessive pronouns [see Appendix]: 

 ragai va-aro aioa  ragai aioa-aro 
 I it-poss. food I food-poss. 
 “my food” “my food” 

aioa oaa 
food mine 
“my food” 

Noun phrases 

Demonstrative pronouns and adjectives are combined with nouns in various types of phrases. The order in 
which the words occur in a phrase is illustrated here: 

Demonstrative pronouns 

The demonstrative pronouns always immediately precede the nouns they designate: 

 ro oirato evara kepaara 
 this (m) man those (n) houses 
 “this man” “those houses” 

Adjectives 

Adjectives always immediately precede the noun which they modify: 

 vearo aio riro kaekae raiva 
 good food big long road 
 “good food” “very long road” 

10.4.2 Figures of speech 

As is so common in Melanesian languages, one cannot always take literally what is said. Figures of speech 
are interesting in any language and some from Rotokas are included here: 

Tuitui vii aiovere. “The fire will eat you.” (The fire will cause a sore or will burn you.) 

akerato “type of shade tree that folds its leaves at dusk” (a man who retires early) 

apaapaa koaravira “like a swarm of fireflies” (to see spots before the eyes in bright light, etc.) 

Vii erisa uriorai. “I come to dig you.” (I come to try to get information from you.) 

evao irara “wooden men” (men who do not respond to advice or warnings given to them) 

Gotogotovira avapai reoara. “The words are going out hung-like.” (The talk does not flow freely.) 

Vovouisi ipaepa. “The heart/breath came up.” (It was startled.) 

Kotupiara itoitooro tore iraota. “Pulling tight your knees you must stand.” (You must brace yourself.) 
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Ragaiva kau kepoparoi. “He is a hard nut with me.” (He argues stubbornly with me.) 

Kokito vateparoi. “He is giving his ear.” (He is paying attention.) 

Kieta reo kopareva. “He swallowed the Kieta talk.” (He is fluent in the Kieta language.) 

Osireiara gare pieta. “You all make your eyes small.” (All of you ignore this.) 

Teapi pokopari. “Do not burst.” (Don’t eat too much.) 

Riakova pugupavira toupae. “The woman is busy.” (The woman is pregnant.) 

Viapau uvuiparoi ra paivuruva-ia ukaioro. “He is unable to drink from a closed container.” (He can’t 
understand.) 

Oriparai. “I am cooked.” (I am defeated.) 

For other grammatical information, dictionary, text materials, etc., please contact the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics, Ukarumpa via Lae, Papua New Guinea. 

10.4.3 Rotokas counting system and uses 

The Rotokas counting system is technically an Imperfect Decimal or 5–10 System. It is an “intact” 5–10 
system in that all four numbers 6, 7, 8, and 9 have a quinary construction. By “quinary,” it is meant that the 
construction of these four numbers includes the morpheme for “five” (Type I system) or a morpheme which 
only implies “five” (Type II system). 

The system is said to be rare and found in the following geographic locations: the southern half of Africa, 
isolated areas of north Africa, the Middle East, southeast Asia, the southern and eastern portions of South 
America, and nearly all of North America, besides eastern and central Melanesia. 

In the Rotokas Proper dialect, the numbers are: one: katai, two: erao, three: (vo)peva, four: (vo)resura, 
five: (vo)vavae, six: katai vatara, seven: erao vatara, eight: (vo)peva vatara, nine: (vo)resura vatara, ten: katai 
tau, eleven: katai tau katai, …twenty: erao tau, …one hundred: katai vovoto, …one thousand: katai tuku, and 
one million: katai ipu. 

The word for “five” is vavae hand/five, but the word vatara, which occurs in the second pentad, to my 
knowledge, has no meaning. The morpheme vo is usually left out in single enumeration, but is used generally 
with definite objects. 

In the Pipipaia dialect, there is an interesting phenomenon similar to the counting system of Kunua, but 
more like the phenomenon which occurs in the Bantu languages of Africa. The quinary construction includes 
the word iviro cross over. The system is as follows: one: kataia, two: varei, three: (vo)peva, four: (vo)resura, 
five: (vo)vavae, six: iviropa (thing crossed over), seven: iviroparei (two things crossed over), eight: 
iviropapeva (three things crossed over), nine: iviroparesura (four things crossed over), and ten: (vo)tau. 

For the most part, the vernacular system up to ten is the most common system used in the Rotokas area. 
For numbers above ten, Tok Pisin is used. When I questioned the men about the counting system, they became 
interested in “reconstructing” the old, traditional system. They went to the oldest men of the village and 
worked out the above system. They attempted to use the system past one hundred by announcing numbers of 
hymns in the church hymnbook; however, it was met with little enthusiasm (Firchow 1970). 
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11 

Rotokas Leadership, Government, and Business 

11.1 Leadership Traits 

The Rotokas man is not necessarily born into a position of leadership. One must show suitable 
qualifications. He must be generous, not prone to allow “evil” or “bad” events to happen (e.g., a good leader 
wouldn’t send men into a fight without adequate protection and leadership). He must have sound, wise advice 
and be considerate. Today, he would be respected but not feared. 

Partly because of church influence, the “big men” are respected predominantly for their sound advice. All 
men are taught that they are equals and that no one has exceptional abilities compared to others. Only in the 
area of sound wisdom is the “big man” truly respected. He may give advice that is given higher priority than 
the elected village councilor. 

The Rotokas term for “big man” is turaroto, the term used for “Lord” in the church. Other terms are 
irapato (the male who goes first), rovopato (the first male), and riroto or reito (the big male). 

11.2 Traditional Leaders 

Two Rotokas men of the past have been named as truly great men. The first, Kerukutu, was the 
grandfather of David A., with whom we worked. It is said that he was a peacemaker and not a killer. He met 
his death when he accidentally fell from a tree onto a stone below. 

In contrast to this man is Siraviara, a turaroto from the village of Ibu. He was basically a good, helpful 
man, but much feared for his temper and power. He wore a long beard “to make people afraid of him,” it is 
said. He died at middle age, shortly after the first Methodist missionaries came. The first Catholic priest at 
Asitavi Mission station took a photograph of the man. 

Siraviara was one of the last men to eat human flesh. It was not to gain supernatural powers from the flesh 
or from ghosts of the dead, but to cause dread and gain great respect for himself. It was effective, since he was 
feared in all parts of the Wakunai River valley and into the Pipipaia area as well. As part of his method of 
controlling these areas, he had under him viurupa irara, or men who would kill his enemies for him. 

At the time of Siraviara, there was a Keriaka man of equal leadership power, whose name was Aviriasi. 
This man came across from the west coast to visit the Rotokas area, arriving first at the village of Sisivi. He 
then proceeded across to Ibu, where Siraviara lived. During their meeting together Siraviara and Aviriasi 
secured a truce by agreeing that Keriaka women would be sent into the Rotokas area to marry and establish 
clan lines between the two language groups. This agreement was effective as far north as the Pipipaia area and 
is continued to this day. 

11.3 Government Leaders 

As in the rest of the controlled parts of the Territory, the Australian administration 
maintained on Bougainville-Buka the system of organization introduced by the Germans, 
wherein each village was placed under the supervision of a kukerai (or luluai), a tultul, and a 
doctor-boy. All three of these village officials were appointed by the area’s Australian 
administrative officer, or kiap, although an effort was usually made by the latter to conform 
to popular choice by the naming of the kukerai. In some places one local resident stood out 
so prominently that the selection offered no difficulty. In other places, rival factions made the 
choice more difficult and it had to be resolved by vote, which, by the way, represented an 
alien and not always satisfactory way of resolving differences. In still other places, where the 
whole alien institution of gavman, i.e., government, was viewed with suspicion or outright 
hostility, the locally recognized leaders caused some henchman to be appointed kukerai, and 
then proceeded to rule as before, unencumbered by the obligations and conspicuousness 
attached to official appointees (Oliver 1973:100–101). 

It was said that the government leader was chosen bilong bosim lo or to administer the law. The traditional 
leader, turaroto, was bilong bosim ples or to guide the village. The government leader was chosen by the 
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people, but the traditional leader was often bequeathed the responsibility by a father or an older brother. Some, 
like Siraviara, earn the title in their own right. 

11.3.1 Leadership during the Colonial Administration 

In his book on Bougainville-Buka, Oliver states that: 

…village chiefs were officially responsible for maintaining law and order in their 
communities; for keeping a record of births, deaths, arrivals and departures; for constructing 
and maintaining the portion of the administration road that passed through their areas; for 
supplying European [expatriate] travellers with porters along assigned stretches of road; for 
sending the sick and wounded to the hospitals; and for carrying out any other duties that 
might be imposed by their Number One. 

“Maintaining law and order” was a broad mandate indeed. Specifically, the village chief 
was charged to “arrest natives belonging to their tribes or villages whom they suspect to be 
guilty of wrongdoing or an offence”, and to “bring them to the nearest court in the district, or 
before the district court, to be dealt with according to law”. The courts in question were those 
presided over by administration officials. Theoretically the indigenous officials were not 
permitted to try cases or execute judgement; actually many of them did, with or without the 
tacit consent of European officials. The actions that constituted offences or wrongdoing were 
numerous and comprehensive, including for example, gambling, sorcery and threats of 
sorcery, use of intoxicating liquor, “careless use of fire”, unsanitary practices, burying bodies 
too near to dwellings, behaving in a riotous manner, using obscene language, spreading 
“false reports tending to give rise to trouble or ill feeling amongst the people or between 
individuals”, and the wearing (by males) of clothes over the upper part of the body. In other 
words, an undigested mixture of Australian law, public hygiene guidelines, and Victorian 
pruderies. 

Not surprisingly, the opportunities for abuse of authority under such a regime were 
numerous. The administration, of course, regulated against this situation as well, as in the 
following: 

Any luluai, kukerai, tul-tul, patrol medical tul-tul (doctor-boy) or other native upon 
whom the Government has conferred authority, who uses such authority for the purpose of 
blackmail or wrongfully to get any property or benefit for himself or any other person, or 
wrongfully to injure any other person shall be guilty of an offence. Penalty: Three pounds or 
six months imprisonment, or both (Oliver 1973:101–102). 

Among the Rotokas in the Wakunai River valley area, the brother of David A., was the kukerai after his 
father died in 1948. A man in Kokipaia village was also a kukerai and served with the tultul of the same hamlet 
(who later lived in Togarao village and died in 1982). He was the only Rotokas man we knew who had worked 
in the sugarcane fields of Queensland. The hat worn by the kukerai was a white-peaked hat with a black brim. 
The tutul’s hat was all black with four colored stripes. One still had his hat in the village. 

Two Rotokas men were appointed medical officers. Their peaked hats were black with a white band. 
We were always impressed by the respect that was shown to all of these men, the “hat men,” years after 

their authority had been taken away and their roles filled by others. Of all the men, one of the “doctor boys” 
was the most respected as a traditional leader, partly because he was an influential land owner of the Ovuveo 
clan. 

When we arrived in 1965, the old “hat men” had been replaced by the Village Councilors and Aid Post 
Orderlies. The councilor of Togarao village was elected by the people of the village. He was elected for a 
second term against his own desires. He told us that the responsibilities of the office took too much of his time. 
The travel back and forth to the Patrol Post located in Wakunai was time consuming, considering that it was a 
five-to seven-hour hike to Togarao village from the coast in those days. As a result, the councilor was 
bemoaning the fact that his gardens were overgrown with brush. 

We observed that the authority of this particular councilor was not always respected. While building our 
house, the men were instructed not to use sago palm planks for the flooring. However, while the councilor was 
away, another man, a respected carpenter and former “hat man” and clan leader, directed the men to go ahead 
with the planks. When the councilor returned, he did not seem angry, but joined in helping the men lay the 
flooring instead. 
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Wakunai patrol post in 1965 
(Japanese guns stand in the yard.) 

In July of 1969, we noticed that the councilor’s regimentation of village activities was especially binding. 
The people’s weeks were scheduled so that every other week the entire village was obliged to give their time to 
Council, village, and mission projects. Monday was “Council Day” and the time was spent cutting the grass on 
the airstrip. Tuesday was often taken for a group project, such as cutting timber for a house, preparing sago 
palm roofing, etc. Wednesday was for church projects—fixing up the church buildings, working on the Voko 
School grounds and buildings, etc. Work often spilled over to occupy Thursday and Friday, as well. During the 
odd weeks they were allowed time to work on their own houses, gardens, etc. 

Even in 1982, the year we last lived in Togarao village, each morning the councilor gathered the village 
people to discuss plans for the day and projects to be done and to make any announcements about government 
and church activities. With local business groups exerting more of an influence, the people’s time was not as 
available for general projects as in the past. 

11.3.2 The village government system 

From 1972 to 1976, the Territory began the new and probably fateful era with more 
political unity than before, but still somewhat divided between a more conservative, 
gradualistic highlands electorate and a more nationalistic collection of electorates elsewhere. 

Parallel to these moves toward Territory-wide political unification and self-government, 
and preceding them by several years, have been the administration’s efforts to increase the 
scope and domain of government at the local level. Beginning in 1949, encouragement was 
given to setting up of local government councils which were intended to replace the previous 
village or neighborhood-size units headed by appointive officials (kukerai, tultul, etc.) with 
much larger units and with elected officials. The new councils were empowered to levy taxes 
and to carry out public works and developmental projects. These councils were slow to be set 
up, but by the middle of 1970, there were ninety-three of them, ranging in size from 2,500 to 
43,000 constituents and encompassing over 1.5 million or 90 percent of the Territory’s 
population (Oliver 1973:141). 

In the Rotokas area, the Village Government system was getting under way in 1974. One of the early 
presidents of the Wakunai Local Government Council was John K. John came to the Rotokas area in 1940 
from his home in Buin. During the Second World War, he served for a time with Mr. John Mason of the Coast 
Watchers. Later, he escaped for a time from Bougainville in a submarine, which took him to Guadalcanal. 
Before the war was finished, however, John returned by submarine and eventually joined the forces at Ibu and 
Sisivi. He was with the Fijians during their raids [described in section 1.2.1] and made his way back to 
Torokina when the exercise was completed. Today, John K. is a business man with stores and plantations, 
among other things. 

 
In order to encourage surrounding areas to join in the move towards Village Government, the following 

unedited text was circulated: 
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01 Area Wantam 30-4-1974 
Olgeta Ples Bilong Wakunai 

1. Togarao 01 dispela paipela hap 
Ruruvu area i mas istap olsem yet 
Sisivi wantaim village gov bilong 
Ibu ol. 
Siroripaia Nogut mipela i 

bihainim ol division na wok 
2. Buristoro bilong village gov inoken 

Tutupaia inapim tru laik bilong ol 
Kakarapaia people. Na tu pasin 
Pipipaia bilong bihainim wok inoken 
Rupatoro kamap gutu sapos mipela 

bihainim ol division bai 
3. Pokoia lukluk bilong district 

Tubia gov wantaim village gov 
Osiovaipa bai inoken inapim tumas laik 
Siribia bilong ol people na sidaun ino 

ken senis liklik bai yum 
4.  Korovori istap olsem. Nao yumi istap long 

Tokai council, na council ino inapim 
Tearaka tumas sidaun bilong olo people 
Inus long ples. Council i 
Teohip karamapim yumi olgeta. Taso ino 

inapim tumas laik bilong olo 
5. Mapearo wari bilong ol manmeri long 

Lekoia ol ples long ol samting oli 
Teokono laikim. Orait na imoa gut sapos 
Teperoi mipela imas istap long area 
Okovupaia village gov long bihaini- 

m yet ol kain stadaon bilong 
tubuna bipo na wantaim ol 
pasin tubuna bilong mipela. 

This uncorrected copy of the handwritten text encourages the readers to work together to make the Village 
Government successful in the five areas. The author states that the council system was not able to satisfy the 
desires of the people. By following the customs of the past and working together in the Village Government 
system, however, their way of life should be improved. 

 
The following year, tangible evidence was produced that showed the people’s keen support for the Village 

Government system. In April of 1975, donations were made to help get it off the ground. The total amount 
from the area—including Togarao, Ruruvu, Ibu, Sisivi, and Mapiaro—was about K8000.00. The following list 
shows individuals and groups who made donations. The letter “s” following the name indicates that the money 
came from trade store profits. 
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Donations made to start the Rotokas Erava village government 

April 7, 1975 

Names Village Amount 
Individual /s/ Sisivi $100.00 
Individual /s/ Sisivi 100.00 
Group  Sisivi 100.00 
Individual /s/ Ruruvu 100.00 
Group  Ruruvu 100.00 
Individual /s/ Ruruvu 100.00 
Individual /s/ Sirioripaia 100.00 
Individual /s/ Sirioripaia 100.00 
Individual /s/ Uriora 200.00 
Individual  Ibu 100.00 
Individual  Tutupaio 100.00 
Individual  Tutupaio 100.00 
Individual  Bulistoro 100.00 
Individual  Bulistoro 100.00 
Individual  Togarao 1000.00 
Group  Togarao 100.00 
Individual /s/ Togarao 100.00 
Individual /s/ Togarao 100.00 
Individual  Togarao 100.00 

The pattern for the Rotokas to follow was established by the Siwai Village government. A translation from 
a Rotokas document, describing the Siwai setup, follows: 

The villages individually elected their leaders (turaro irara). They named them (two 
men) the Mumih Mouhe leader and committee. After selecting these two men, they chose six 
more. Their responsibilities are to make the work of the village government function and to 
make the laws. Also, they are to function as in the old days prior to the white man’s arrival. 

Then from the six men, one or two are selected to be the spokesmen (voea gisipoaro 
kaepasa or “to carry their mouth” (i.e., to speak for their constituents) in the Village 
Government Assembly. 

There are twelve in the Village Government Assembly who are chosen for positions. It 
is good if these men have some education so that things go well. 

In the Village Government Assembly are five departments: Planning and Development 
Section, Finance Section, Law Section, Police Section and Judiciary. 

The Planning and Development Section is responsible for advancing loans for 
businesses, keeping track of monies returned, and other work, too. This other work involves 
discussing upcoming projects suggested by villagers. The results of these discussions are 
then sent to the Sub-district Rural Improvement Planning Committee. It is this committee’s 
responsibility to select worthwhile projects and send word about them to the District 
Development Planning Committee. 

The Finance Section’s work is very difficult because we are not familiar with the work 
of keeping finance records. Older people keep their money in their houses with them, 
thinking that is the safest place. The four men of the Finance Section are responsible to work 
with the Planning Committee, keeping records of funding, etc. Also, it is the work of these 
four men to convince the people that it is good to get the money out (of the houses). 

The Law Section involves the older, wise people and the younger people when making 
laws. This is so that all of the people are satisfied and they all will uphold the laws. When the 
laws are made, then they are sent to the committee of the Village Government Assembly 
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(Viles Gavman Asembli). If the committee approves the laws, then they are returned to the 
villages and the people are told to abide by them. 

Peace Officers or the police are divided up two to a village. Their work is to take 
offenders to the court for trial. Then they are to ensure that the judges’ sentences are carried 
out. 

The men of the Judiciary Section are responsible for the court hearings. There are three 
chosen, in order to ensure that cases are heard in all fairness. Along with the judges, are the 
court secretaries who read out the offenses of those being tried and who keep court records. 

Organization of the Siwai village government pattern 

During the evolution of the Rotokas village government system, the structure above was followed. This 
was in the late 1970’s when Simon Pute of Togarao was the representative for the Rotokas Electorate in the 
North Solomons Provincial Assembly. He was the highest representative for the people at the time. 

The local government was named Rotokas Erava Community Government. It consisted of three “centers.” 
[Note these are different than the five groups of villages listed earlier in this section.] The groups are as 
follows: Wakunai Center—Mapiaro, Lekoia, Okowapaia, Wakunai; Tearaka Center—Tearaka, Nupatoro, 
Pipipaia, Kakaropaia, Pokoia, Tsubiai, Siribia, Osiwaipa, Kusi, Tehipu, Owawaipa, Koribori; and Togarao 
Center—Bulistoro, Togarao, Ruruvu, Sisivi, Sirioripaia, Ibu, Tutupaia. 

Wakunai is the coordinating center with the Coordinator’s office located there. The Coordinator is the 
modern equivalent of the Australian Patrol Officer or kiap of former days. This coordinator is responsible to 
the government officer on Buka, who is in turn responsible to the Provincial Office in Arawa. 

Over the years, we have seen the development of the Village Government system. The two-story office 
building to house the officers and court was built in the early 1980’s in Togarao village. Outside the building is 
the grave of one of the first village judges. He is respected for his wisdom and leadership, and his grave is a 
reminder for those who carry on the government’s business nearby. 

The Rotokas Erava Community Government has a strong advantage in its secretary, a man from Madang 
on the mainland who married a woman from Togarao. He handles English very well, is a hard worker, and has 
the respect of the Rotokas people. The fact that he is “neutral” with regard to clan loyalties and obligations 
may be a significant factor in his success as secretary. Partly due to his hard work, the Rotokas Erava 
Community Government has received commendation from Provincial leaders. 

It has already been noted that up to the time of writing (1984), Mr. Gordon Bure was the elected 
representative for the Rotokas people in the Provincial House of Assembly and also the Minister of Health. 
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11.4 Village Courts and Fines 

One of the first tastes of punishment from a colonial government was dealt out to the Rotokas people 
during the German Administration. Apparently some of the Rotokas people would go down to the coast and 
molest the Buin people working on NumaNuma plantation. The German administration gave repeated 
warnings, which were ignored. In order to show that they meant what they said, government authorities gave a 
display of “justice” which left a lasting impression. 

On this occasion, Rotokas men from Lekoia village were accused of killing Buin workers. The people 
responsible, however, were from further inland. Nonetheless, German officials apprehended a man named 
Eruikove, his brother, Rasito, who was still alive in 1974, and several others. Eventually, the other men were 
released, but Eruikove was hung high on a mast. Knives of some sort were placed below him pointing 
upwards. He was then allowed to fall on the blades and was killed. The Germans then stated that this was only 
the start of their disciplinary measures. “If you continue to disobey us, we will do something worse,” they said. 
They didn’t need to go any further, as the people were quick to learn. 

One Rotokas man observed that this method of discipline would have been appropriate for the Highland 
people who killed two Bougainvillian Health officials near Goroka [see section 1.2.31. He said, “It is true that 
the Bible tells us not to kill, but this is one way once and for all to get people to learn about the law and avoid 
future conflicts.” 

Leading up to the Village Courts of the present Village Government system, there were several entities 
responsible for hearing cases and for administering justice. The illustrations below give three of these, i.e., the 
village Committee, the village councilor and the government Patrol Officer. 

In 1969, the women of Togarao were “punished” by the Committee for not joining in a group project 
constructing the Aid Post near Ruruvu. For this offense, they were to cut and remove the grass from the 
village. 

An incident in Sirioripaia has already been described in chapter 8, which involved the councilor of that 
village who apprehended two men accused of working sorcery. One of the men told the councilor that he was 
instructed to get a piece of cloth from the intended victim’s clothing. This story led the councilor to believe 
that the men were, in fact, guilty. In order to get a confession from them, he made the two men carry a heavy 
slit gong running back and forth while facing each other. They then were forced to carry a large stone while 
running through the village. They didn’t confess, so the councilor beat them with a length of rattan vine. The 
story ended with the men still chained together until a confession was made. 

When in the area, a Patrol Officer [kiap] might be called upon to give advice in a court case. A young boy 
was caught having taken more than $150.00 from two men. One followed him into a cocoa grove and 
discovered that the boy had hidden the money in an empty cocoa pod. The Patrol Officer was in the village at 
the time and there was the possibility of the boy being taken by him to Wakunai for a court hearing. Instead, 
the boy’s sister paid $100.00 so that he would not have to go to court. She wanted him to have another chance. 
Her husband insisted that the boy, about 17 years of age, work in his cocoa to pay off the fine. 

In 1975, Risara (whose body is now buried near the Village Government Office in Togarao) was serving 
as judge of the local village court. It was his wisdom that helped in the transition from the village committee to 
the more formal court system. At that time, following the Siwai pattern, he worked along with two other men. 
They served to “judge his words and keep his decisions balanced.” 

One of the court cases which was heard during that time involved liquor. Community law prohibited the 
use of liquor in the village. At least three men had been caught drinking (April 11, 1975) and had started a fight 
between themselves. The men were fined from $5 to $10 each. 

Shortly after the death of that judge, John K. came into the judiciary in 1980. The two Rotokas magistrates 
who worked together with him were from the villages of Ruruvu and Togarao. 

The main duty of the Law Section, as already mentioned, is to provide workable laws governing conduct 
in the village and appropriate fines for violations of those laws. The following “laws and fines” were submitted 
to district officials for approval. The writeup also included ovoovo reo [examples], but they are not included 
here. The following is a translation of the laws submitted: 

1)  If a man is caught stealing, then he will pay the court K50.00. 
2)  If two men are caught fighting, they each will pay the court K10.00. 
3)  If a man spoils another’s food garden, then he will pay the court K10.00. 
4)  If a man speaks with malice towards his wife, then he will pay the court K10.00. 
5)  If a man is caught drinking, then he must pay the court a fine of K10.00. 
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6)  If a man is caught in adultery, then he must pay the court a fine of K50.00. 
7)  If a man does not follow the ruling of the Village Court, then he will pay an additional K50.00. 
8)  If a man works for you (e.g., in your cocoa planting), you must pay him K10.00 a week. 
9)  If a man carries weapons (e.g., bow and arrows) when angry, then he must pay a fine of K15.00. 
10) If a judge does not work justice fairly, then he must pay the court K15.00. 
11) If a man’s pig destroys a garden, then the owner will pay the owner of the garden K20.00. 
12) If a man leaves his wife, or a woman leaves her husband, then the offender will pay the court K200.00. 
13) If a couple marry and are both members of the same clan, then they will pay the court K200.00. 
14) If a man hits his wife, then he must pay the court K10.00. 
15) If a man carries too many passengers in his truck, then he must pay a fine of K100.00. 
16) If a man causes destruction to another person’s house, then he must pay the court K30.00. 
17) If a man molests a woman, then he must pay the court K60.00. 
18) If a man has more than one wife, then he must care for each one of them adequately. 
19) If a person suspects and falsely accuses a marriage partner of unfaithfulness (?) (roruoru), then K40.00 

must be paid to the court. 
20) If a man “cuts betel nut” in order to “spoil” another man’s life, then he must pay K300.00 [see section 

8.4.2 on Sorcery]. 
21) If a woman “spoils” an Upe initiate in any way, then she must pay the court K100.00. 
22) If a man has no toilet facilities, but uses another man’s outhouse, then he must pay the court K10.00. 
23) If a man owns a cocoa fermentary, but does not pay the initial required registration fee of K100.00, then he 

must pay K150.00. 

In 1977, we observed two cases where fines were made. One man was fined K200.00 for marrying within 
his clan. This was done to make others afraid (uriri pie) of doing the same thing and break (gasi) the clan. 

A young school girl in Form 2 disliked school and returned home to the village. She was fined K40.00 for 
running away. Because she had no money to pay the fine, she was made to work cutting grass for two weeks. 

11.5 Individuals’ Ways to Earn Money 

One might wonder where the money comes from to pay the fines set above. Aside from cash crops that 
bring in the major portion of Rotokas earnings, there are other occupations by which individuals earn a 
substantial amount of money through the year. Here is a partial list: 

1)  Carpenter - building homes or government buildings, 
2)  furniture builder - employing rattan or planks, 
3)  copra or cocoa plantation worker, including plantation store keeper, clerk, etc. 
4)  storekeeper for local business man or group, 
5)  laborer for local cocoa growers - individuals or groups, 
6)  maker of artifacts for tourist trade [see Chapter 14], 
7)  carver of axe handles for local sale (prices at one time were 40 toea, 50 toea and 60 toea per handle), 
8)  sale of poultry and pigs, 
9)  sale of hunting dogs, 
10) laborer at the copper mine, 
11) carrier of supplies for tourists visiting the volcano, caves, 
12) vegetable grower for local sale and for sale to suppliers of stores in Arawa/Panguna area. 
13) transport truck driver for local businessman or group. In June of 1977, a driver normally received K3 for 

handling a bag of cocoa and K5.50/hour for hauling cocoa, firewood, etc. 

Considering the cost of vegetables now, it is interesting to compare prices during the late 1960’s: potatoes 
5 cents/lb., cabbage 4 cents/lb., tomatoes, beans and greens 3 cents/lb., sweet potato and fruit 1 cent/lb., 
oranges 13 cents/dozen. 

At that time the standard wage for a man carrying a 40-pound load during an eight-hour day was 70 
cents/day or 10 cents/hour. A man would hardly be satisfied with 10 cents an hour for hard labor today. 

There has also been the occasion when a group of men would work together to earn money for a village 
project or for the Village Fund. At one time in the early 1970s, a group of men from Togarao would be able to 
earn K4.OO/day ($4 at that time) for the project. Ruruvu men charged K5.00/day for the same amount of work 
and time. 
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11.6 Business Groups 

We have mentioned business groups several times. These groups are usually based upon clan membership 
or small family units. In fact, the Tok Pisin word bisnis means “clan.” Large cooperatives have been attempted, 
but without success. One such cooperative, the Wakunai Marketing Society, bought and sold cocoa and 
artifacts. Unfortunately, the finances were mishandled and the cooperative failed. 

Listed below are several of the business groups to be found in the area around the Wakunai River valley 
(no attempt was made to document business groups from the other two dialect areas): 

Uvusiva Business Group (from Ovuveo, Suriketo, and Kakata clans) 

The chairman is Ki. There are twenty-two members—each owns shares worth K30/share. Amos T., the 
Secretary, received training for the position in a Management Course presented at Arawa. Va., Ki.’s son, is the 
Assistant Secretary. Ri. is the Chairman of Church Work. It is his responsibility to remind the young people 
that God’s blessings and help are sought in the business transactions. The group has been gazetted and 
licensed. It buys and sells cocoa, vegetables, and fruit. 

The Christian Progress Society 

The chairman is Ra. and the income is based upon a large cocoa planting owned by this man. He also has a 
store as part of the business. Not much is known about this group, as his mountain hamlet is some distance 
from Togarao. 

Toi Kae Pie Business Group 

The translation of the name means “carry the slit gong”—an allusion to cooperation. The emphasis is on 
sharing the responsibilities of the group. In order to build and stock a large store in Togarao village [pictured 
below], K10.000 was raised by the sale of shares. Two men of Togarao village are the main leaders of the 
business. One’s son received training in financial management at Wakunai and has responsibilities in the store. 
The group also operates a fermentary. 

Individual owner’s trade store – 1971 
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Toi Kae Pie cooperative trade store under construction 

Koora Aao Business Group 

This group is located in the little hamlet of Uriora below Togarao village. For several years, it has operated 
a cocoa fermentary, a store at Uriora, and a fermentary at the hamlet of Kavorivi. The business is run by Ki. 
and his brothers. 

Vuko Business Group 

A business group with a store and cocoa plantings is located in the hamlet of Vukovukora above Togarao. 
Joseph R. has been mainly responsible for this group. 

Most of the business groups have at least one vehicle. In July of 1980, the vehicles listed below were in 
service on the Wakunai River valley road: 

2 Toyota 4-wheel drive trucks (Toi Kae Pie Business group) 
1 Toyota “ “ “ (Reitai owner) 
1 Toyota “ “ “ (Vuko Business group) 
1 Toyota “ “ “ (Rasoriri; but not running) 
1 Toyota “ “ “ (Ruruvu village) 
1 tractor    (Ruruvu village) 
1 Toyota “ “ “ (Village Government) 
2 Ford tractors   (Togarao village?) 

In 1980, the price of tractors was K12,000 and the price of trucks was K8,000 (diesel)/K7,000 (petrol). 
The Christian Youth Fellowship group also had a business raising poultry. A meeting was held on March 

17, 1981, to discuss the purposes of the project, income, and expenses. Three agricultural officers were present 
as advisors. The purpose of the project was to train young people in business methods, to help them gain “self-
reliance”, and provide income for the group. 

According to plans, the setting up of the project would cost K285.30 and the income (about 95 chickens 
sold @ K4.50/chicken) was estimated at K427.50. A profit of K142.20 was expected. The project was started, 
but within a year it had failed. We do not know the reason why. The original outline of the project is presented 
in appendix E. 

More will be said about the functioning of business groups, transport, income, etc. in the section dealing 
with cash crops. 
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12 

Development Projects—Buildings, Roads, and Airfields 

12.1 Factors Prompting Changes in Development 

Over the years, the common agents of change (i.e., government, mission, and business) have brought in 
new techniques, opportunities, know-how, and financial resources. All of these have had a bearing on the 
Rotokas people and their own activities. Mission personnel from other Pacific Islands brought their style of 
constructing roof caps, weaving floor mats, and dress, to name a few. Mission Aviation Fellowship brought 
local aviation to the island and with it, the necessity of airfield construction and maintenance. The government 
relocated villages and rearranged traditional patterns of village layout. It provided technology through 
carpenters, plumbers, electricians, etc., whose skills were passed on to Rotokas men with whom they worked. 
The mining company gave opportunities for training in welding, auto mechanics, operation of heavy 
equipment, bookkeeping, management, and many other trades. With its financial resources and equipment, it 
built roads and trained Bougainvillians to do the same. Expatriate-owned plantations brought in new strains of 
cocoa and agricultural techniques. Many opportunities opened up after World War II and growth has especially 
accelerated since the early 1970s. Some of the changes brought on by the new technology will be evident in the 
following sections on buildings, roads, and airfields. 

12.2 General Types of Buildings and Their Construction 

Several different types of buildings found in the Rotokas area of Bougainville island are described in the 
following paragraphs: (There are others, but the list will provide an idea of what buildings are considered the 
most important and, therefore, are the most commonly found in or near any Rotokas village.) 

Trade stores 

Not traditional, but very common today, are the trade stores that range in size from tiny rooms, barely 
large enough for both the storekeeper and customer, to those with dimensions four by six meters or larger. 
Some are run by one family, two to three brothers, or a small group within a single clan. 

Construction of the trade store differs from a residential building, mainly in terms of security. Walls are 
made of corrugated iron, fibro cement, or milled timber. Not many store owners are content with woven 
bamboo, unless the building is constructed up off the ground on tall posts. Corrugated iron roofing material is 
used to insure against damage to the storegoods by rain. Cupboards, shelves, and counters are included in the 
construction plans. [See pictures of trade stores in section 11.6.] 

Large general store 

Until the late 1970s, large stores belonging to business groups were not commonly seen. With the advent 
of cooperatives or shareholdings, more capital was available for larger, more-permanent construction. 

In the village of Togarao (in the middle of the former airfield), a large general store was constructed. A 
large cement slab, about seven meters by ten meters, was poured one section at a time. An additional slab was 
poured to hold the 8,000 liter fiberglass water tank. 

Milled timber was used for all of the framing and the work was accomplished with the help of power tools 
(electricity provided by the village 3 KVA Yanmar diesel generator). Plans were roughed out and a skilled 
Rotokas carpenter was put in charge. The roof is corrugated iron cut to length at a new facility near Arawa. 
The walls are of fibro with louver windows. Iron-reinforced wire covers the windows to protect against theft. 
Both fluorescent and incandescent lighting is used. One very bright floodlight illuminates the entire front of the 
store. 

Inside, glass cases hold merchandise. Clothes are hung on racks from the walls, and shelves along the 
walls carry lightweight objects or cans of food. In the back of the store is a freezer, which holds frozen chicken 
and a variety of soft drinks. In separate rooms behind the main portion of the store is the storage area and an 
office. There are heavy locks on all doors. 

Large stores, like the one described above, are found in larger villages or along the coastal road. One well-
kept store belongs to the Seventh Day Adventist community near Asitavi. Another store near the Wakunai 
airfield belongs to the Catholic Church and is managed by the Parish Council. Interestingly enough, two 
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United Church men have been the storekeepers for years. This store is only yards away from the site of one of 
the first general stores in the area. When we arrived in 1965, the Kiviri store was operated by NumaNuma 
Plantation personnel. Later the post office was established in the same building. 

One of the larger stores in the area, located in Wakunai on the coast road, belongs to a Buin man who has 
married Rotokas women. His name is John K. and his store is well known. Petrol (gasoline) and diesel fuel are 
sold and the Wakunai Post Office is now a part of the store building. This building is of permanent material, 
two story with living quarters above and a large storage space for bulk items. Many of the village trade stores 
are stocked from his wholesale service. 

Bakeries 

Having been introduced to the kerosene-drum oven by government Community Development staff or 
mission personnel, the interest in the bakery business has gained a toe hold. We have seen fine baked products 
produced and sold by the Togarao bakery. 

When the initial enthusiasm was high, a building was designed and constructed solely for the purpose of 
baking and selling bread and sweet rolls. The “oven” was mounted on a cement form poured in place; a 
chimney was placed through the roof of corrugated iron, a table for mixing the dough, and a counter for selling 
the products were all included in the design. 

The popularity of bakeries comes and goes with the availability of ingredients. At one stage, yeast was not 
available except through the commercial bakery in Kieta, which produced the bread known as Kieta Crust (The 
Bread You Can Trust). 

Poultry house 

With day-old chicks becoming available in Lae, and delivered by Air NiuGini to Kieta, interest in raising 
meat birds gained momentum around the island. Individuals might construct a small shelter about two meters 
square, usually with adjoining pen, using chicken wire. The walls of the shelter itself are usually of woven 
bamboo matting and the roof of sago palm thatch. There is concern for dogs, rats, and snakes which take their 
toll; however, the additional effort and material needed to assure the birds’ complete safety is not usually 
thought worthwhile. 

Two much larger poultry houses were built in the Rotokas area, one near Ruruvu and one near Togarao. 
The second was designed and built by John T., a trained Rotokas agricultural officer (didiman) from Togarao. 
John’s idea was to teach young people of Togarao to successfully manage a poultry project from start to finish. 

The building had a corrugated iron roof, woven bamboo walls, and dirt floor covered with grass clippings 
or straw. It was divided into two parts; one for newly-acquired chicks and the second for the more developed 
birds. The difference in feed, necessary protection, temperature requirements, etc. prompted John to design the 
building as he did. Three walls were bamboo matting from floor to roof. The fourth wall was open at the top 
with chicken wire stretched across the open area. Having raised chickens as a young farm boy myself, I was 
quite impressed with the setup. Commercial feed was brought in and the birds were to be butchered and frozen 
or sold fresh in the nearby village store. The project was just getting under way when we left. John did not 
have the support of the older men in the village, and so it was going to be an uphill struggle to succeed. 

A second large poultry house was built near Ruruvu. It was to be a project of the Youth Group. Although 
the building and setup seemed initially quite adequate, apparently a difficulty arose. The last we saw of it, the 
pens were empty and the facilities needed repair. 

Movie theater 

For a short while in the village of Togarao, there was a building which had been erected for the purpose of 
showing 16 mm sound movies. The building was about ten meters long and three meters wide. The floor was 
dirt, walls were bamboo matting, and the roof was sago palm thatch. The village generator provided the power 
to run the projector, which was locally owned and operated. It was unfortunate that one of the devastating wind 
storms came through before the business was really established. The roof was severely damaged and never 
adequately replaced. This building subsequently served as a garage and then a rather makeshift bakery for a 
short period only. 

A commercial movie house located beside the coastal road at Wakunai shows Hollywood-type films for 
the entertainment of local people and plantation workers alike. This and a large general store nearby were 
constructed of permanent building materials. The operation is owned by a business man from another part of 
the island. Because of the lack of power and projection equipment in most villages, this type of building is not 
very common. 
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Tavern 

I have seen only two buildings constructed solely for the sale and consumption of beer in the Rotokas area. 
There may be more along the coastal road. The larger of the two is located along the road from the coast up 
into the Aita area. Several kilometers into the hills one rounds a bend in the road and sees a building of 
permanent materials. Metal signs naming the brands of beer available are fastened over the doors. A chain-link 
fence surrounds the premises. Neither my traveling companions nor I know much about the business, but by 
way of reputation, we assumed that the owner was doing a good business. 

The second tavern has been on-again off-again in the village of Ruruvu. Strong pressure from local 
Christians has kept it from developing into a business as large as that in the Aita area described above. This 
building was built of bamboo matting with dirt floor and a sago palm thatch roof. Inside, benches were built in 
place. In the early 1980’s, at the time of the revival within the church, the liquor business was put on ice. 
However, some say that there is new interest in it at present. It could be that the Ruruvu tavern is in use again. 

School buildings 

The expense of constructing school buildings depends, in part, on whether or not the school is a 
government school or a church school, and if the latter, the denomination of the church. When we first came, 
The main government primary school was located in Wakunai. It had dirt floors, bamboo walls, and corrugated 
iron roofing. Not long after, the buildings were upgraded and cement floors and fibro cement walls were 
constructed. 

In the villages, the early schools were all of native materials. Desks and benches were built of hand-hewn 
planks. Blackboards and chalk were brought in from the coast. Village workdays were scheduled for repairs to 
the roof, benches, teacher’s house, etc. 

The Voko School near Ruruvu later became a jointly-operated government-church school. A long slab of 
cement was poured and a building with all classrooms end-to-end on the cement was constructed by a paid 
carpenter. Parents helped where they could. The walls are of fibro cement and roof of corrugated iron (which 
makes for a very hot classroom!). Window panels open up to allow light and air to enter, along with the sounds 
from the adjacent classrooms. At this school, several of the teacher’s houses are of permanent materials, 
including screened-in louvered-glass windows. 

The school setting pictured in section 9.3.3 is a SDA facility near Nupatoro. The structures are nicely built 
and include a large covered area for gatherings. The teacher’s house is built of cement block. Glass windows 
and indoor water supply make it quite comfortable. 

Church buildings 

The construction of churches, regardless of denomination, seems to give opportunity for creative genius to 
be demonstrated. Most churches in 1965 were built of native materials. What they did with these materials was 
quite unique, compared with other buildings. 

There were two churches in Togarao in 1965, Roman Catholic and Methodist. All village men and women 
together helped construct the buildings without too much concern for theological differences. This might 
suggest that the construction of any public building is a social event. 

Unique shapes of windows in churches 

The early churches had bamboo walls and sago palm thatch roofs. The walls were started about ten 
centimeters from the earth floor to allow for ventilation. Windows were uniquely shaped using rattan vine for 
the outline. Some of these shapes are illustrated above. 
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The front of the church usually had a low platform with speaker’s podium. The podium could have been 
crudely constructed, or crafted of polished, carved wood. In some churches, there were strips of bamboo in a 
lattice work above the speaker’s area. The rafters of a Ruruvu church were decorated with planks on which 
designs were painted. Some had altar railings and stands for flowers and/or candles. The SDA church in 
Nupatoro had a foyer (or back “entrance hall”) and a raised, wooden floor. The Roman Catholic church in 
Togarao had separate small rooms near the front for artifacts of the church. 

More recently, at least in the Rotokas area, churches have been constructed of permanent materials. The 
Togarao United Church building has a cement floor, hardboard (masonite) lined walls and ceiling, fluorescent 
lights, elevated platform of milled timber, and two podiums (one for delivering the sermon and the other for 
everything else). In the original plan, a separate room in the back was to be provided for the Upe initiates. The 
wall was to come up to within a meter or less of the ceiling to provide for privacy. In the end, the thought was 
discarded and the boys were allowed to sit at the back of the room. Second-hand folding chairs were 
purchased. Otherwise, wooden benches, kerosene drums, and the floor provided for seating. Just outside the 
church is the grave of an old churchman who, years ago, allowed the first Methodist missionaries to teach the 
Gospel to the Rotokas people. The church is named The Rausira Memorial Church. 

An even larger United Church building in Ruruvu was constructed and dedicated in the early 1980’s. This 
church [pictured in section 9.3.2] is known as the David Voeta Memorial Church. His story was already told in 
section 9. 

A Catholic church was constructed of permanent materials in Karaoturi, a largely Catholic village below 
Ruruvu. It appeared to have a tower of sorts built over the front of the building, perhaps inspired by the large 
bell tower at the front of the church at Asitavi Mission station, near Wakunai. 

Aid Post buildings 

Medical buildings, in general, were discussed in chapter 10. Once again, there has been an improvement 
from well-made, but not entirely satisfactory, native material buildings, to more hygienic permanent buildings. 
Government standards and styles dictate the size, shape, and layout of these buildings, for the most part. An 
exception is the medical building in Togarao where bush medicine is administered. 

Cocoa fermentaries 

The layout of the typical fermentary is dictated by the curing process required of dried cocoa. If a suitable 
slope can be found, the wooden cases into which the wet beans are first poured are located on a covered 
platform at the highest point. From there, as the beans are stirred and relocated, they are poured downwards 
into the next case below. Eventually, the last case is poured onto the drying wire located at the bottom of the 
slope. 

Cocoa fermentery at Kavorivi 

The drying frame itself must be sufficiently elevated to provide space underneath for the heating pipes. 
These are mounted on cement forms poured in place. The pipes end in a chimney which extends up above the 
corrugated iron roof. Keeping the drying beans from the rain and cool night air is a major consideration. The 
picture of Kavorivi fermentary will give an idea of a functionally designed building. Depending upon the 
capital available, the walls are made of bamboo matting or corrugated iron. The roof is nearly always iron 
because of the fire hazard and need for protection against rains. The finished construction is required to be 
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inspected and licensed in order to maintain some quality control within the Province. The building is almost 
always constructed near a roadway and usually will serve several nearby cocoa growers. 

Copra smokehouse 

Compared to cocoa fermentaries, copra-drying buildings are much less carefully constructed, possibly 
because they are so vulnerable to fire. The necessity of containing a smoldering accumulation of coconut husks 
under the drying copra means that corrugated iron is required. Very few smokehouses start out with new sheets 
of iron. It is usually the cast off, damaged-but-still useful sheets of iron that are used. 

Most copra smokehouses are located close to a road near the coast. Copra is not a major source of cash at 
higher elevations. 

Temporary shelters 

There are other constructions built for temporary use only, such as a large truck shelter—usually a roof on 
tall poles. 

Garden shelters are constructed in which to keep firewood, equipment, plant slips, etc. The construction 
usually has a sago thatch roof, since invariably the gardener will get caught in an afternoon rain. 

Hunting shelters may be fairly well constructed, depending upon the frequency of use and the number in 
the hunting party. When game is being hunted for a large feast and many people (including wives and children) 
are involved, extra effort will go into the construction of the building. Otherwise, a small lean-to of wild 
banana leaves laid against a pole-frame will do for the night. We have slept in several of these during rainy 
nights. It is not always completely dry, but with a fire in front and the reflecting leaves behind, one can keep 
reasonably warm and dry. 

Temporary shelters are also constructed to keep building materials out of the weather. Usually the shelter 
resembles the “garage” mentioned above. Corrugated iron (intended for later use in the building) is laid over 
pole framework. More often than not, this kind of shelter turns into a gathering place with temporary benches 
erected and a fire built in the middle. It’s a pleasant place to spend a rainy afternoon with neighbors. 

12.3 Residential Constructions 

There are several notable differences between the present style of houses and that of the past. Some are: 

1. At the present time, houses are, for the most part, built on posts from one to two meters 
off of the ground, whereas, in the past, they were built on the ground. 

2. Today’s houses make very little use of tree bark for covering, though occasionally it is 
used for window coverings. 

3. Doors of present-day homes are conventional in size, whereas those of former days were 
small openings close to the ground. 

4. Today, grass is kept cleared around houses, but in the past, long grass was deliberately 
encouraged to grow in the area adjacent to the house. 

5. Present roofs have one, two, or four pitches; in former times, two-pitch or rounded roofs 
were used. 

6. Present-day houses are built to last as long as possible, whereas in the past, they were 
built to last only several months to a year. 

7. Coverings today are usually plank, bamboo, sago palm, and limbum, but early 
construction also made used of pitpit stakes, logs, and bark (for walls). Doors were 
constructed of logs stacked in front of the opening. Knots (pisikui) were used to fasten 
the logs in special ways, so as to detect if someone had tried to enter the house. 

8. Some special types of houses have not been built in recent times, such as spirit-being 
houses and marriage houses, with the exception of the one pictured later in this section. 

Temporary constructions 

The house shown in the illustration below was built to last from two or three months to a year. This kind 
of shelter was used for at least two specific purposes: 

1. The avatapa kepa (male initiates’ house) was built for young Upe boys who were being prepared for 
initiation rites and training in the jungle. The houses were taboo for the mother, but the father was allowed to 



 148

bring food to the son and even to sleep with the boy if he were quite small and still crying at night. The hair of 
the boys was combed during this time and each boy’s nasal septum was pierced. 

If the boys were too small to go to the jungle, they would remain behind with the parents until they were 
ready. This house was built in the village area and was torn down after one to three months of residence by the 
boys. 

 

Avatapa kepa or Vuurapa kepa (temporary building) 

2. This style of house was also used when celebrating a young child’s ability to eat meat for the first time. 
In this case, the house was termed a vuurapa kepa (celebration house). Within the house, the child would eat 
his first meal of pig meat. A singsing accompanied the initial feast. Following this, the family would stay on, 
and friends would bring food for the family from time to time. The family would stay in the house for three to 
four months and then they moved into a permanent house. Once the celebration house was vacated, it was torn 
down. 

Building material for the avatapa kepa was not that of a permanent house. The sides were made of pitpit 
(cane) stakes tied together one after another. Woven bamboo matting covered the front and rear upper area 
above the walls, and sewn sago palm thatch was used for the roof. Two sections of the fibrous wild fig tree 
limb (vokukasirei) about seven to nine centimeters in diameter, were hung from the peak of the roof in front of 
the mat wall. One end of the stem was hammered with a stone to form a bell-shaped end. This was painted and 
served as a decoration. It appears in the drawing above the door, hanging from the roof. 

Marriage house 

The building shown below is a more permanent type of construction. It was used for the initial months of 
marriage and was called the “marriage house.” After a young man had completed his training and final Upe 
ceremonies, and after he was chosen by a family for their daughter, when the two were deemed mature enough 
for marriage, the house would be built. The young man’s Upe hat was removed, his hair combed and cut, and 
the marriage would then take place. A feast and singsing would accompany the celebration at the time the 
couple entered the house. They would live in the house up to a year, and one child might be born before the 
move into a more permanent home. 

Marriage house recently constructed – 1978 
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The marriage house pictured here was an attempt to revitalize an old custom. Built in Sisivi village, it was 
to be an authentic replica of these houses common in days past. We had not heard of one previously built, nor 
has there been one built since, to our knowledge. Although the drawing below of a marriage house shows a 
two-pitch roof, the replica had a curved roof. 

In the drawing, it will be noted, too, that the decorative wild fig limb section is used again. The Sisivi 
house had one at each end also. In the past, the walls were of bamboo matting, and planks or bark were used 
for the upper wall above the entrance. 

Marriage house (semi-permanent type) – Past 

Family dwelling 

The family would move into the permanent house (toupa kepa) following their initial stay in the 
newlyweds’ house. The house was built close to the ground, squatty and short. For protection, doors were built 
low and small and had to be entered on hands and knees. 

Family dwelling – Past 

Walls were constructed of either bamboo or bark. Bark was usually preferred to bamboo because of the 
extra protection it gave against the chilly night winds. Bark is not used today, although it is plentiful. The 
reason given was that it would be “too much like the old days.” Grass was maintained next to the house. It was 
a tall variety of grass, which would almost hide a low, squatty building. The type of roof shown in the drawing 
is a style used today when a builder does not want to put the time and effort into a roof cap, or spend money on 
a corrugated iron roof. 

In contrast to more hygienic ways today, the toilet area was situated away from the house and had one 
place for the women and girls, and another for men and boys. There were no pits nor blinds for privacy. Today, 
care is taken to build a fairly sturdy outhouse and to maintain it. While visiting one village, however, my wife 
and I found that the outhouse assigned to us was of a rather breezy style. There was no door on one side and no 
wall on the other side. 

Steps taken to construct a house 

Before a house is started, the builder will begin preparing hand-hewn timber in the jungle several weeks 
(or even months) in advance. The hardest wood is selected for foundation posts. The following trees are 
considered good for strong posts (goru tuutaro): sikoi, atogo, and torea. Three types of trees are avoided 
because they are more likely to be invaded by wood borers common in the area: kusiivio, revasoki, and 
kovuruko. 
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Once the supply of timber begins to look adequate, the builder will mark out and place the house posts. If 
the house is to be built on the ground, the pieces used for studs are placed in their measured holes. Sometimes 
pieces of wood will be laid across very short blocks of wood so that they rest a few centimeters above ground. 
Studs placed on top of these pieces of wood are then above ground and not as likely to rot. The most 
permanent, of course is the cement slab, also in use. The four types of foundations are shown here, left to right, 
as described: 

Variations of house foundations 

The next step is to place the studs onto the foundation pieces. Then long pieces of timber the length of the 
building (if possible) are placed on top of the studs and are joined at the corners in the form of a box. Usually 
short pieces are then placed on top of these “bearers” to hold the length of timber on which the roof will be 
supported. Rafters are then laid from this piece to the tops of the walls and the house begins to take shape. 

At this point, the builder may take time to put in framework for windows and doors, or he may, after 
securing the rafters and walls in place with angled braces, take time to collect the sago palm thatch. More often 
today, he takes a day off to ride to Kieta to pick up a load of corrugated iron for the roof. When sago palm 
thatch (tetevu) is used, others usually will offer or be assigned by the village councilor to help gather and sew 
them onto bamboo strips to form shingles. 

Raising thatch roof cap into place 

If a leaf roof with a “cap” is desired, several men of the village will gather to help construct the specially 
designed cap. We were told that this design was introduced by the Solomon Islanders who came as 
missionaries to this area. It is very heavy and requires a number of men to put it into place. Once the roof cap is 
in place, the leaf shingles are laced on, starting from the top and working downwards. Strips of rattan vine are 
used to secure the shingles to the rafters. 

To make shingles, individual leaves are cut from the frond and the meter-long midrib stick (kikisi kae) is 
deftly torn from the leaf so that no hole is made. The leaves are folded in half, and one by one placed over a 
bamboo stick about two meters long and three centimeters wide. Each leaf is secured in place by using a 
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midrib stick as a long “pin,” pushing it in and out through each folded leaf. (In areas other than the Wakunai 
River valley, strips of rattan may be used to “sew” the leaves.) 

For siding, the easiest and cheapest is woven bamboo matting. It can be very decorative by alternating the 
inside of the bamboo (lighter) with the outside (darker) to produce a pattern. A young Rotokas man and his 
wife are pictured using bamboo strips for wall material. 

The bamboo is normally woven in an “x” design (kae reasi) or in a “+” design (parikou). Coverstrips 
fasten the matting to the wall studs and around the windows and doors. 

Bamboo strips being prepared and put in place 

Planks hewn from a soft wood are also used for walls, and are sometimes painted with a white earth paint 
(verakoa). The house looks white and clean until the material begins to discolor and/or mold. (I don’t know if 
it helps preserve the wood or not.) 

Before the walls are completed, floor material is cut and put in place. The usual material comes from the 
limbum palm (Areca palm). The trunk is cut into measured lengths and split open. The pithy core material is 
cut away and the remaining thick bark is flattened, resulting in sections up to 2 meters wide. This floor 
planking is quite permanent and often will serve as flooring for a second or even third house. 

Inside partitions are usually constructed of woven bamboo matting. Windows are framed and have shutters 
of bamboo matting or hewn plank. Doors are made of either bamboo or plank. 

This construction is fairly standard for the Rotokas area. One quite unusual mark of a Rotokas house is the 
squared timber used for rafters, studs, etc. Most of the timber brought out of the jungle will have been hewn 
into boards and pieces squared with an axe and machete. Drawknives and carpenter’s planes now add to the 
precision of this method. One craftsman produced a stack of hand-treated timber that could have come from a 
planing machine in a sawmill! 

Finally, steps are added; benches and furniture might be made and the house is ready to be lived in. 
Some common house plans are shown on the next page: 
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Sample layouts of Rotokas houses 

Modern additions to traditionally-styled houses include: cement fibre walls, louver windows, fly screen 
over windows, door knobs, rainwater tanks, indoor water taps, indoor shower stall with running water or 
shower bucket, milled timber, plywood doors, hardboard (masonite) wall lining, electrical outlets, switches and 
light sockets, curtains, and cement floor posts. One progressive homeowner in Togarao was inquiring about a 
solar panel and battery setup for lights. 

Contemporary Rotokas house of permanent materials 

Spirit-being house 

The final type of building was saved to the last because of its uniqueness. It was described to us by a man 
who had seen it in his youth. We never saw anything like it during our traveling around the area and into the 
interior of the island. 

The house was for contact with spirit beings (tugara kare). The village leader would prepare himself and 
his warriors for battle here by contacting the spirit beings. A charm (pakoto) worn on his back would be 
empowered here by the spirits. Wearing this while in battle would serve to remind all that the spirit beings 
were with them. 
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Spirit-being house – Past 

The construction of the house was different from other houses in two ways. The lower walls consisted of 
logs stacked one on top of the other to the desired height. The other difference was that there were two doors at 
opposite ends of the building. There were no other sources of light in the structure. Sago thatch was used for 
roofing as on other buildings. I was not told when the last building of this type was used. I assume it was in the 
1930s. 

House opening ceremony 

Normally, a new house is ceremonially opened by a feast provided by the owner and a singsing in which 
the whole village participates. We were told of one special house opening done on a grand scale. When the 
elected representative to the Provincial House of Assembly built his house in the village of Togarao, a 
ceremony was held which also involved the canceling of taboo restrictions between him and a relative. The 
house was the first to have fibre cement walls, louver windows, fly screen, etc. and was quite impressive in 
size and structure. 

The two relatives involved were of the Ovuveo clan and his female cousin of the Orokui clan. The two 
groups of clansmen lined up, forming a narrow passage through which the two relatives walked. The two of 
them came together near the entrance to the house, exchanged and chewed betel nut, and were washed with 
coconut juice. They then exchanged money gifts. Following this, the sister of one told the other to enter the 
house and the shame (arii) and fear (uriri) would be finished. Since we were not there to witness all of this, the 
significant details have unfortunately been lost. 

Layout of extended family’s residence 

For a few years after we arrived in Togarao, a family lived next door which included parents, children, and 
adult siblings with their families. Over the years, their houses have been built further away, although still 
located at one end of the village. One reason is that the children have grown up, married, and now require 
space for their own houses. 

A layout of buildings and relationships between owners (as they were in 1965) are shown in the following 
illustration: 
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Layout of houses occupied by an extended family 

12.4 Construction and Use of Roads 

Mention has already been made of the contribution of the copper mine to the road system of Bougainville-
Buka. With a road through to government centers, stores, auto and truck dealers, cocoa and vegetable buyers, 
etc., the natural effect was to encourage the construction of roads into the populated areas further inland. 

The construction of the road into the Rotokas area was not without its frustrations. In the early days, we 
had been told repeatedly by the Rotokas people of the injustice that was done when a shorter coastal road was 
constructed with their assistance. They fully expected to be paid and to get some equipment in order to build 
their own road up to the mountain villages (Togarao, Ruruvu, Sisivi, Ibu, etc.). When the Togarao road was 
being seriously considered, the people thought that they should be paid for the work they would do and that 
they should be provided with better equipment than just axes and shovels. The government officers tried to 
convince them that they were responsible for development as much as the government. 

For a long time, the government offered help if the people themselves would take the initiative to 
commence the work of clearing trees and brush. The people, however, were waiting for the government to 
show its willingness to contribute equipment to the project. In the meantime, a small airfield was constructed in 
Togarao which somewhat relieved the urgency for a road. 

Eventually, the Togarao road was surveyed and work was started. Once the program was enthusiastically 
endorsed by everyone, it seemed to go ahead, except for weather and equipment problems. The bulldozer 
clearing the brush and trees made the final ascent into Togarao village at about 11:30 a.m. June 3, 1975, and a 
new era was opened for the Rotokas people. 

The Togarao road is about 28 kilometers in length. It begins at the main coastal road near Wakunai from 
the eastern side of the ford at the mouths of the Uruavi and Wakunai rivers. From this point, the road climbs 
steadily until its terminal point just above Togarao village (elevation 545 meters). For years, the road was 
slippery and marred by deep ruts. One river crossing was often impassable when waters were high. Heavy rains 
and river flooding would wash away whole sections of the road. In recent years, however, stones have been 
hauled by the people themselves to areas where erosion is more severe. A company was hired to shape the road 
and dump gravel onto it. Unfortunately, they started at the bottom (where there is the least problem of erosion) 
and spent the designated funds (K10,000) before getting into the problem area. 

There has been talk of extending this road through to the Keriaka side of the island. The people are certain 
that this is feasible with several ideas of possible routes. I’ve walked through to the other side and have my 
doubts! 

One feeder road to Sisivi was attempted just above Ruruvu. The first hill onto the gradually rising ridge 
was enough to halt the efforts for the time being. 
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A road had been established into the Pipipaia area for several years prior to the Togarao road. The road 
followed more gradual inclines and the tops of ridges. It seemed to be a fairly stable road years ago and it has, 
no doubt, been improved with available gravel and vehicles. 

In recent years, a road was built from the coast up to the Aita village of Pokoia. Again, the road follows 
the top of a gradually ascending ridge and the terrain lends itself to the road. Mr. Gordon Sure, the Rotokas 
representative in the Provincial Government, acquired K100,000 in Government funds to develop the road. It 
is surfaced with gravel nearly the entire distance. There are many cocoa plantings along the road. It is most 
likely that the good road has stimulated interest in maintaining (and increasing) production of cocoa in this 
area. 

12.5 Rotokas Airfields 

Of the three airfields planned and/or built in the Rotokas area, the Ibu strip is probably the most famous. It 
has been described in the section on World War II activities. It is still incredible to me that the jungle was 
cleared and a light plane landed within a total of eight days [see section 1.2.1]. 

The largest and most functional airfield, of course, is at Wakunai. The strip runs to the end of Kiviri Point 
and is the commercial airfield for the area. In the early days, the Ansett Airline’s and Trans-Australia Airline’s 
DC3s landed regularly. A small shack was the airport terminal. With the island’s own air service provided by 
Bougainville Air Services (Boug Air), the strip has frequent landings and departures. It has been maintained, in 
part, by equipment from NumaNuma plantation located nearby. 

The Togarao airfield was completed in 1967. There was no encouragement given by the government 
Patrol Officer when the possibilities of building the strip were being discussed a few years earlier. He had felt 
that the work on the road would have longer-lasting results and, in the end, he was correct. 

For a while, however, the Rotokas people of the mountain villages had the convenience of air 
transportation for themselves and their crops. It would not have been so if Harold and Hope Morton of 
Missionary Aviation Fellowship (MAF) had not come to the island with the intention of developing an air 
service for more remote villages. The offer of air service by the Mortons was made on the basis that the 
missions (United Church in particular) would encourage their members to help build small jungle airfields near 
their villages. (This service was the start of Bougainville Air Services operated by the Provincial Government.) 

A New Zealander, Mr. Seton Horrill, was responsible for getting the airfield under construction at 
Togarao. Since there was no way to get heavy equipment into the area, hand tools were airdropped, but the 
bulldozer, roller, and wheelbarrows were left to the creative genius of the people. A “bulldozer” was built from 
a heavy plank guided and pulled by rattan vine. The “roller” was a sago palm trunk, which again was pulled by 
rattan vine fastenings. The earth was moved from one point on the strip to another, also, by mats woven of 
coconut palm leaves. Later, Harold brought in a form and cement, in order to build a heavy roller at the site. 
The weight distribution, however, was such that navigating the roller was almost impossible in the soft earth. 

The airfield eventually was operable. MAF’s Cessna 185s made frequent trips to take out cocoa and Irish 
potatoes. Expatriates interested in climbing Mt. Balbi’s craters came from Arawa and some plantations. 

Maintenance of the airfield was time consuming. At first, grass cutting was done by machetes. Later, two 
small power lawn mowers were purchased to cut the 600-meter strip. Because of the good soil and heavy 
rainfall, the grass needed cutting regularly. Eventually, with interest in the Togarao road picking up, drainage 
problems with the airfield itself, and one accident involving a twin-engine Norman-Britten Islander caused by 
unpredictable winds, Bougainville Air Services (or Boug Air as we knew it) decided to have the airfield closed 
in 1975. 

The airfield now is the site of the large Toi Kae Pie store, a soccer field (with weekly soccer competitions 
drawing teams and spectators from many neighboring villages), basketball, and volleyball courts. The planes 
are not missed. Motor vehicles seem to meet the needs and desires of Rotokas people far more. 

The most hoped-for airstrip in the Rotokas area was high in the mountainous Aita country where travel is 
difficult. A feasibility study showed that it was impractical to build the proposed airstrip. Many people of those 
remote mountain villages who would have been served by the planes now live closer to the road and their 
cocoa plantings most of the year. 
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Working by hand on Togarao airstrip; 
Harold Morton (MAF) making first landing in 1967 
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12.6 Travel Over Water 

Not all Rotokas people live inland. Some are in coastal villages or nearby. Many of these people own 
canoes for fishing and travel. These canoes are hewn out of trees felled near the beach, then pulled to the water 
using rattan vine. Outriggers are used on Rotokas canoes in contrast to other types used elsewhere on the 
island. The smaller canoes are called opuruva, while the larger type are called vokavoka. 

Commercially-made boats (speedboats) with outboard motors are also used. Some Rotokas people will net 
fish for markets and use the commercial boats for this purpose. Joseph E. attempted to finance a Youth Project 
in the Wakunai area by means of a fishing enterprise. Money was obtained from the government for the 
purchase of a boat, outboard motor, and nets. Unfortunately, there was a lack of interest and the project was 
dropped. 

Two boys are pictured ready to launch their opuruva for a short trip up the west coast. 

Have canoe, will travel – Western Coast 
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13 

Food Gathering and Cash Crops 

13.1 Hunting and Fishing 

It is not surprising that hunting and fishing are more pleasure than burden on this island, whose terrain and 
vegetation lend themselves to these pursuits. Young boys with small bows and arrows or spears are off in the 
jungle or garden areas hunting birds or spearing crayfish for fun. To relax is to get out in the jungle for a time, 
and to carry a bow and arrow along is only using common sense. 

When a feast is to be held, almost an entire village will make preparations to live and hunt in remote areas 
of the mountains for a week at a time. It is an important social activity. 

13.1.1 General equipment, game, and hunting activities 

Equipment for hunting is all handmade, with the exception of the 12-gauge shotgun, and sometimes the 
blade of the spear. At least four different types of arrow tips are designed for specific game. 

Knives 

A basic tool for hunting, gardening, building, etc. is the bush knife (sigova). The longer knife with curved 
blade is called toriva and sometimes referred to as a “sword.” Knives are storebought and are as ubiquitous as 
a cup of coffee in Western societies. They are important to hunters for killing and skinning prey, cutting vines 
for climbing, cutting sticks for traps, cutting bush for shelters, gathering firewood for heat and cooking, 
sectioning bamboo for meat containers, etc. 

Pronged arrows (arere tou) 

The keari tou (or arita kaso) is a type of bamboo with strong, but thin stalks. It is ideal for the construction 
of arrow shafts and is used for this type of arrow, as well as for all others. The stalk is first marked [see section 
14.5] at each joint and allowed to cure dry. A joint is selected, which has a natural flare, and the stalk is cut just 
beyond this particular joint. This is the end to which the tips will be attached. The opposite end is wrapped and 
notched to fit the bow string. 

Working on a pronged arrow – Arere Tou 
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Four bamboo blades (or tips) are cut and shaped, as in the diagram below: 

The blades are then placed around the tip end and fastened with a split strip of vine, ovoto. The vine is wrapped 
tightly around the four blades and downward toward the notched end of the shaft, about eight to ten cm 
distance. It is then tied off. 

A fruit slightly larger than a large betel nut fruit is then cut open and the pithy center exposed (asitaisi or 
“native putty”). A small section of this is chipped away from the fruit pod and rubbed over the vine wrappings. 
A soft pink-colored substance, which has the consistency of a paste, is deposited in and over the wrappings. 
This is then smeared and rubbed into the wrappings and care is taken that the substance penetrates into all open 
spaces. It will later dry and form a hard, black, adhesive seal. 

A second layer of wrapping is then put on, starting from the top and working down towards the notched 
end of the shaft. The prongs of the blades are now bound together slightly so as to keep them from being 
completely spread out. A portion of the asitaisi fruit is once again smeared over the wrappings. This is 
repeated four or five times until the tip end is “heavy” with blades, vine, and paste. It is then allowed to dry, 
harden, and darken (cure). The vine binding the tips of the prongs is eventually cut and the four tips are 
allowed to spread into their natural positions. The arrow is now ready for hunting flying fox (bats), fish, etc. 

Plain/barbed-tipped arrows 

Arrows with sharp spear-like tips made of the strong black palm bark are used for medium-sized game. It 
could very well have been this type of arrow which pierced the smoke stack of the Ripple, as described in Rev. 
Brown’s diary [see section 1.2]. The plain tip may be fitted with barbs of bat wing bones. These, however, are 
time consuming to make, so plain-tipped arrows are preferred. They are used for opossum, vagrant dogs, flying 
fox and fish, and in the past were used in warfare. 

 

Black palm bark-tipped arrows for medium-size game 

Stunning arrow 

This arrow is made with the intention of stunning the animal or of knocking it out of a tree still alive. The 
socket of a pig’s femur is usually chosen for this purpose. The length of the arrow is about 1-1/2 meters. It is 
not notched, nor does it have feathers. 

 
Arrow tip for stunning or knocking-down game 

Piercing arrow 

For larger game, especially pigs, a razor-sharp edge is cut on a dagger-shaped strip of bamboo. When 
launched from a relatively close distance, the arrow is able to penetrate the skin and flesh 
of most pigs, dogs, etc. (Spears are preferred for pigs.) 

 
Piercing tip arrow with sharp cutting edge 
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Sago palm—disposable arrows 

Quick to make are the arrows made from sago palm leaves. The leaf is cut in such as way as to leave 
two stabilizing fins and a shaft with pointed tip. It is a favorite of young hunters and is commonly used 
by boys and adults alike for small birds. 

 
Sago leaf arrow—disposable type 

Spears 

Rotokas spears are long (up to 2-1/2 meters) and usually are fashioned with barbs. The shaft is made of 
black palm. There may be designs of woven grass on the shaft and normally a thickened area of wound reed or 
putty about twenty to thirty centimeters from the tip. 

Some Rotokas men use metal blades fastened to the spear shaft for pig hunting. One man had kept a 
double-edged dagger found during the war and used it on his pig spear. It was most effective until it snapped 
off inside a downed pig. Our friend was most disappointed at the loss. It had killed many pigs for him over the 
years. Another pig spear was fitted with a sharpened and “barbed” metal rod. 

Spears used for fishing are fitted with sharpened bicycle spokes in a cluster [see section 13.1.3]. 
 
 

 

Rotokas spears 

 

Common spear 

Fishing spear 

Pig spear 
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Some old friends 
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Nets 

There are basically three sizes of nets, according to the game desired. However, one of these is in common 
use today. Very strong nets were used to snare wild pig. Today, nets are occasionally used to catch opossum, 
but for the most part, these two uses of net traps are no longer practical. 

A light-weight, long, narrow net was used to snare birds. This type of net was hung between trees in the 
well-known flight path of birds. One of the old men of Togarao village was responsible for teaching the 
initiates how to weave this kind of net. I photographed the process in the late 1970s, but observed no further 
interest after that time in the use of the net, nor the construction of them. 

Bird-net weaving 

The only net still made and in common use today is the smaller bag-shaped net for trapping (paku) 
crayfish in the streams. A loop of rattan is fashioned for the mouth of the net. It is about 45 cm. wide and 30 
cm. high. From this solid loop, the net is woven into a bag about a meter in length. At the stream, stones are 
placed in a “v” shape across a portion of the stream (or the entire stream, depending upon the size). At the 
downstream point of the “v,” an opening is left across which the net is placed. Crayfish or small fish find their 
way into the net and are trapped against the swift current. 

Pig snare 

In the past (and possibly today), one method of catching wild pig was with a snare. A young sapling was 
bent taut over the trail known to be used commonly by wild pigs in the area. A vine rope was tied to the 
sapling and the noose was laid across the path. I do not know how the trap was triggered, but when the pig 
stepped into the noose, the trap was sprung and the noose tightened around its legs. This type of trap was 
known as a pooke ova, “bent-over tree.” 

Pig pit 

Although there is not much said about this method of trapping wild pigs, there is a story of two boys, 
which is based upon the pit method. The boys, in fact, caught a pig, but had a most difficult time trying to pull 
it up out of the pit with a rattan vine afterwards. 

Shotgun 

In 1978, a law was passed that allowed more shotguns to be purchased and kept in the villages. Before this 
time, guns were restricted to only a very few per village. Birds were plentiful and there was little concern about 
the populations of hornbills, doves, and other edible birds. 

At that time, the councilor expressed his concern about the new law. He felt that laws should be passed 
regulating the hunting of birds and should take into consideration whether or not a bird was harmful. He said 
that shotguns should be allowed for killing only those birds which eat fruit, such as the cockatoo and crow, as 
well as the flying fox. These birds, along with small parrots, spoil cocoa crops and papaya, in particular. He 
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stated that birds such as the dove and the hornbill do good by spreading seeds and “replanting the forest.” 
Flying foxes also do some good by dispersing sago palm seeds in new areas. 

It is sad to say that since no regulations have been passed, the many high-flying hornbills coming back to 
their roosts in the evenings are not seen any more. There is a noticeable decrease in doves and other game 
birds, too. 

Game 

A list of vavarai kare or wild birds and animals commonly hunted includes: koie (wild pig)—spear, bow 
and arrow, snare, pit; koorato (opossum)—bow and arrow, cut down tree and kill with bush knife or bow and 
arrow; karukava (large rodent something like an opossum)—bow and arrow; aatu (flying fox/fruit bat)—bow 
and arrow, shotgun at night with flashlight; ovuveo (hornbill)—shotgun, bow and arrow; kurue (dove)—
shotgun, bow and arrow, net; various smaller parrots and birds—bow and arrow, net; raorao (grub of large 
beetle)—axe, knife and hand. 

Opossum is a favorite meat. Men will cut down a fairly large tree, if they discover that the nest of an 
opossum is located in its branches or trunk. With the convenience of flashlights at night, it is not uncommon 
for a villager returning home from gardening or hunting to spot an opossum in the branches and bring it home 
for a meal. A friend and I were walking along a trail when we spotted a piece of soil on a large stone. My 
friend said that an opossum had been killed in the area only recently and this was a notice to that effect. 

Hunting shelter 

Depending upon the size of the hunt, the amount of game desired, etc., the hunting shelter may consist of a 
few leaves on a frame or a construction with sago palm thatch roof and bamboo mat walls. I have seen two 
sites used by large groups of hunters and their families. One included a good-size, properly-constructed shelter 
with firewood storage area, etc. The other was several hours from any village and consisted of only temporary 
shelters. There were remnants of bamboo tubes which had been used to encase the meat for transport and for 
storage purposes. 

Fires are necessary for keeping warm at higher elevations (where wild game is more plentiful) and for 
cooking. If it is inconvenient to carry a firestarter (embers encased in leaves), then a fire can be started from 
wood found in the jungle. 

Fire-starting setup 

To start a fire by rubbing pieces of wood together is termed aatauparevoi (he is starting fire with wood). 
The diagram shows the placement of the pieces on the prepared base. There are at least two types of trees that 
are good for starting fires, the riiriikoto and the takopaua tree. 

13.1.2 Pig hunting 

There are some men in the area who are particularly adept at hunting pig. Some have very good dogs, and 
others have exceptional equipment. One of the men with good dogs stated that he needed another dog to 
complete the pack. I asked how much he would have to pay for a good hunting dog. He replied that the prices 
range from between four to ten dollars per dog. This was in the late 1970s and the prices have gone up since 
then. 



 164

One particularly successful pig hunter shared the secret of the concoction with which he prepared his dogs 
for the hunt. When he got into the area where he knew pigs were to be found, he would prepare this mixture 
and give it to the dogs to eat just before going after a pig. To prepare it, bits of tree bark or shavings from the 
tree itself were gathered from those trees known to have a bitter sap. He would then get scrapings of bark from 
the trees where the pigs rubbed themselves. This would include some of their hair, sweat, etc. rubbed off in the 
process. If any remnants of food had been left by foraging pigs, these would be included in the mixture. The 
white sulfur compound from the Pioto, and sometimes the hot ginger (tagotago) was also a part of it. All of 
these materials were mixed together and wrapped in a leaf. Water was then poured over the top of the bundle, 
and allowed to seep through. The leaf bundle was squeezed over cooked sweet potato and the extract was 
blended in with the dogs’ food. If the dogs were turned away by the bitterness, then a can of fish was added. 

Having eaten this concoction, the dog is apparently more sensitive to pig odors and is irritated by the 
sulfur compound from the hot spring and by the bitter bark and ginger. My friend would follow the dogs with 
his spear made of a World War II bayonet wrapped with steel wire onto the spear shaft. He is one of the 
Rotokas in this area better known for his abilities to “bring home the bacon!” 

Following is an account of a pig hunt in which our family was invited to participate. The pig was located 
in the jungle, but had been somewhat domesticated. In fact, this particular pig, vovo, had been designated by 
our good neighbor the previous year as belonging to my wife. 

On Saturday morning, July 12, 1969, our family, along with the neighbor’s family, walked to the pig area 
up in back of Togarao village. We had been following pig tracks for some time when we doubled back to a 
spot where the women and children stayed. 

The two hunting dogs, the two men and I went back into the jungle area. One man had rubbed a very 
strong smelling leaf on the noses of the dogs before letting them go. The purpose was to enhance the dogs’ 
ability to smell the pigs from long distances. From time to time he would call out, “Vovo,” and in time we 
heard the grunts of the pig not far away. The two dogs rushed on ahead and found the pig. When they bothered 
her two young, she turned and came for us. While our neighbor tried to calm the pig, I went up (but not far 
enough) a small tree nearby! The pig eventually calmed down about the same time we heard and spotted 
another smaller male pig behind us. This other pig was, in fact, the pig that he intended to kill for my wife. As 
the pig approached us, our friend ran towards him with his spear and bush knife. The spear had a rod just over 
a meter in length attached to the shaft of the spear with wire. There was a barb filed into the rather dull tip of 
the iron rod. The shaft was about 1-1/3 meters long. 

Si.’s Pig Spear 

Si.’s first throw missed the pig. He retrieved the spear and once again chased the pig. When he was within 
distance, he threw the spear a second time and it entered high on the back, hindering its forward progress. 
Immediately, the larger of the two dogs was onto the pig, holding its snout down to the ground. While Va. was 
still catching up to us, we rolled the pig over on its side and stood on top of it to keep it from going further. Si. 
then removed the spear and plunged it a final time into the pig’s neck, trying for the jugular vein. I was then 
instructed to cut down a small tree for a club. Si. then took this section of tree and smashed the skull of the pig. 
Not dying easily, the pig was eventually suffocated by two small tree branches stuffed up the nostrils. The 
mouth was tied shut with vine. Deciding that the animal was dead, we tied the legs together with strips of bark 
and hung the pig from a pole cut from another young tree nearby. 

After joining the waiting families, we all walked down the ridge to a point on the Ivitu river not far above 
the village. When we arrived at the river, the belly was immediately cut open and the viscera was loosened. 
Before taking it out completely, Si. shoved a wad of leaves into the pig’s anus. All of the organs were then 
removed. 

In the meantime, Va. had gone to gather short pieces of dead bamboo, which were heaped in a pile near 
the stream. We then cut tree limbs into sections and laid them from the top of the stream bank in a way so as to 
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form a “v”-shaped framework. Under this, a hot fire was built using the dead bamboo. This fire was started 
from smoldering embers encased in banana leaves. 

The pig was then laid on top of the frame and the hair was singed off the body. The process was 
considered finished when the skin of the pig appeared to be charred and began to split open. The blade of the 
bush knife was used like a razor to “shave” off the burnt hair leaving white partially-cooked skin exposed. 

The pig was then removed from the fire and washed in the fast-flowing stream. More hair and charred bits 
were scraped and cleaned off the carcass. While the pig was being carved into pieces, the intestines that had 
been placed in the stream and weighted down with stones were taken by the mother and oldest daughter to be 
cleaned. The stomach was taken and emptied into the stream. It was opened and “scrubbed” on a large stone in 
the stream exactly like one would scrub clothes on a stone. Then working together, they split open the lengths 
of intestines with small sharp pieces of bamboo and emptied the contents into the stream. After scrubbing these 
as well, the entire mass of entrails was stuffed into bamboo tubes for future smoking and preservation. After a 
considerable period of curing time, these, too, would be eaten. 

After I had removed the skin, the rest of the carcass was cut into pieces small enough to be inserted into 
more bamboo tubes called tuikopa kuvu. The sections were about a meter in length and about six to eight 
centimeters in diameter. They were left naturally closed off by the joint in the tube at one end and plugged at 
the open end by a wad of leaves. Before being plugged, a thin strip of bamboo was cut and inserted into the 
end of the bamboo in such a way as to hold in place the contents of the tube while it was being tipped and 
drained of excessive fluids. Because flies by this time were gathering, the tubes were put into the smoke of the 
fire open side up. 

Section of bamboo used for preserving meat—Tuikopa kuvu 

One hind quarter of the pig had remained uncut to be cooked for the feast. It was later cut into large 
sections and wrapped in leaves. This meat was cooked in a vage (pit oven) similar to that described in section 
13.7.2. In this instance, the pit was dug beneath the porch of Si.’s house. It was lined with banana leaves and 
the meat, along with packets of chayote greens, was laid on top of these leaves. Pre-heated stones were then 
placed on top of the packets of greens and leaf-wrapped meat. A half 55-gallon drum (split in two lengthwise) 
was then placed as a lid over the entire contents of the pit. The meat was cooked for about eighteen hours. It 
was delicious! 

The bamboo tubes with meat to be stored were placed over the fire in the cook house. They remained here 
until cooked and then were placed in a rack above the fire where the smoke helped to preserve them. The meat 
would last for several months, if well cared for. We were encouraged to eat the meat given to us in tubes after a 
week, “lest it get too strong (tough).” 

The entire process of hunting, killing, cleaning, and filling the tubes took about three and a half hours. 
The pigs kept by Si. and his family were contained in a prescribed area by deep trenches cut into the 

ridges. A ridge may be chosen with sides too steep for a pig to climb. This provides one border of the pig area. 
The other borders (if not natural barriers) would be provided by digging trenches too wide to jump across and 
too deep to allow a pig to enter and escape again. These ditches were called apui, and in the old days were dug 
with “shovels” carved in the shape of a canoe from wood. Coconut shells were used to scoop out the dirt. The 
trenches we saw were over three meters deep at the ridge and became shallower further away. A house is 
usually built within the boundaries of the pig area in which the caretakers live. A family may stay away from 
the village for a week or two at a time, feeding the pigs and guarding them. Sweet potato is used as pig feed, 
either cooked or raw. 

In the late 1960s, pigs raised in these areas near the village were selling for about K4.00 for young pigs 
and up to K30.00 for mature adults. Those prices have no doubt been inflated over the years since. In the 
Rotokas area, pigs are not normally allowed to roam freely through the villages. Young pigs may be kept for a 
while, but eventually find their way into these yards away from the village area. 



 166

13.1.3 Fishing methods 

Fishing in freshwater streams in the Rotokas area is restricted to crayfish and eels at upper elevations 
(because of waterfalls blocking migration upstream). Below the village of Ruruvu, fish similar to Papuan bass 
can be found in the streams. As one gets closer to the coast, the fishing improves. On the coast, of course, there 
is an abundance of fish in the sea as well as shellfish on the reefs. The general name for fish is atari kare. 

Fish 

On the coast to the north of the language area, the people made use of the very sticky web of the kikiraeko 
spider. It has a large greenish yellow body with black head and legs. The web is large and sticky and 
purportedly able to hold small birds. The web, when rolled into a ball, can be used to catch small fish. 

Fish are speared with pronged-tipped spears or can be shot with arrows (also with pronged tips). I have 
seen fish speared, but not shot, with bow and arrow. The spears are fitted with a cluster of bicycle spokes all 
filed to a point. These are about ten to twelve centimeters in length. 

Other than nets, fish hooks, and line bought in the tradestores, there is one other method of catching fish 
which has proved to be very dangerous, but effective. Still to be found from World War II days are unexploded 
bombs and hand grenades. These are taken apart for the gun powder contained within. The powder is put into a 
container with a fuse. The fuse is measured according to the distance the “fish bomb” must travel before 
exploding, either on the surface or under water. One young Rotokas man was quite proud of the accuracy he 
could attain with the fuses he used. In the mid-1970s, a young man blew his stomach apart and died making 
one of these fishing bombs. It is unfortunate, too, that this particular method has decimated the numbers of fish 
formerly found in the Rotokas streams and rivers. 

Crayfish 

The device used to net freshwater crayfish has already been described. They are also commonly “speared” 
using a rubber (inner tube) strap to propel the sharpened bicycle-spoke spear through the water. There are 
several types of crayfish to be found in the Rotokas streams, but one general name is used to cover them all, 
kavori kare. Three small varieties are poreo kare, oaraoto, and rusiva kare. The largest variety is called 
keetarao kare. 

Crab 

Crabs are also caught by hand or net and eaten. Smaller freshwater varieties are called ereku kare; large 
crabs, freshwater or salt water, are called okoe kare. These are general names, but more specific 
differentiations are also used. 

Watersnail 

Another common freshwater shellfish is the watersnail. These are collected and eaten as a regular part of 
the diet. They are called akoro kare. The shells are sometimes baked, pulverized, and used as lime powder with 
betel nut. 

Eel 

Finally, eels (uo kare) are a favorite form of meat. These animals are more commonly found in caves and 
near the base of the many waterfalls in the area. They may grow to over a meter in length and supply a good 
portion of meat. They are enjoyed partly because of the high oil (tuga or “grease”) content. Eels are usually 
speared, or when possible, caught by hand. They may also be caught on hooks which are set out just after a 
heavy rainfall when the streams are swollen. 

13.1.4 Birdlife and insects 

There have been over one hundred and ten different species of birds, including migrants, recorded on 
Bougainville and Buka islands. East of New Guinea island and the Bismarck Archipelago, only Guadalcanal 
Island has more bird species than Bougainville in the whole Pacific. There are several species of migrants 
which arrive from the Arctic regions of Canada, Siberia, and Russia in September and return to their Arctic 
homes in February or March to breed in the spring or summer months. Some of these birds can be seen on the 
Wakunai airfield, as well as along the seashore. 
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Some of the birds common to the Rotokas area are named and described below: 

Willie Wagtail 

A black and white fantail (tutupariko) with a tail that is constantly in motion, waving back and forth. 

Brown Honey Eater 

The siikui is commonly found around the villages where ornamental flowers and shrubs have been planted. 
It is about 10 centimeters in length with a light brown body, yellow breast, and sickle bill. 

Yellow-Bellied Sunbird 

This little sunbird (suriketo) is twelve centimeters in length and is a tiny, long-tailed, yellow-breasted bird 
which is seen gleaning in the shrubs around houses. Its back is yellowish olive and the male has an iridescent 
black throat. The male also has a pleasant trill. It constructs a thin hanging nest with an entrance in the side. In 
the past, this little bird would accurately foretell a death or other significant event by its call, so it is said. 

A small yellow bird very similar to the suriketo, but found at higher elevations, is the piupiuko. 

Midget Flowerpecker 

Possibly, the siisiipiri averages about eight centimeters in length. The tiny bird has a short tail and bill and 
moves actively among the trees, making a rattling call. Dark grey above, whitish below, the male has a 
diagnostic bright scarlet patch on the breast. The Rotokas say that this patch is from the time the little bird 
became too curious and looked over the rim of Mt. Bagana. While it was looking into the fire below, its breast 
became scarlet red and has remained so to this day. 

Rainbow Lorikeet 

The Rainbow Lorikeet (tagiteva) averages twenty-seven centimeters in length. This bird is basically green 
with a dark blue head. There is a yellow collar across the back of its neck. The throat and breast are bright red 
and the feathers are edged with black, giving them a scaly appearance. Another lorikeet similar to this bird is 
the takesei. 

Cardinal Lory 

All red with bright scarlet head and body; the wings are more blood red. The sirivi is common and noisy. 
It breaks into young coconuts and drinks the juice. 

Parakeet 

The siraiko is a small, all-green parakeet which is commonly seen in the coconut plantations and garden 
areas. 

White Cockatoo 

The identification of this common bird is unmistakable. It averages about thirty-five centimeters in length 
and is a pest in the fruit and cocoa trees. It is called kakata. 

Eclectus Parrot 

About thirty-five centimeters long, this parrot is not seen in the forest very often, but commonly seen and 
heard flying high from one ridge to another, calling loudly. It is quite distinctive in that it holds its wings below 
its body most of the time it flies. The male sikarato is all green with blue wing edges. The female sikarava is 
red and blue. The Rotokas people keep these parrots as pets in the village. 

Unidentified Parrots 

A small parrot with green body and red head is named differently according to its sex. The male is the 
visosoto and the female, kukutauvu. 

Another green parrot (kuuvato) is the totem of a small sub-clan located in the Aita village of Kusi. 
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Pacific Swallow 

The ekeriko is about fifteen centimeters long with a black body and bluish back and tail. Its forehead and 
throat are a rufous chestnut. It builds mud nests. The name tegeri is either an alternate or a name given to a 
swallow similar to the Pacific Swallow described here. 

Vanikoros Swiftlet 

A small (ten centimeters) swift-like bird, it is all dark and flies in flocks, darting bat-like here and there, 
not getting anywhere fast. It always flies thirty to forty meters overhead hawking insects. In Rotokas, it is 
called siikurai. 

Mackinlay’s Cuckoo 

The most common dove found in the Rotokas area is about twenty-eight centimeters in length, with gray 
to rufous coloring. The male is named kurue and the female, distinguished by a small crest, is the uruvao. They 
are hunted for their delicious meat. 

Another gray-colored dove (rereveoto) is found high on the slopes of Mt. Balbi. It makes a nest of sticks 
on the ground. In the past, these birds flew in large flocks and were caught by stretching woven bird-nets 
across their flight paths. 

Papuan Myna 

About twenty-five centimeters in length, this bird is conspicuous because of the noise it frequently makes 
in the forest. Dark in color, it has a white rump and undertail. The white bar in the wing is diagnostic. Its lower 
abdomen is yellow and the face color is orange. These are more common at lower elevations near the coast. 

Bougainville Crow 

All black and noisy, this bird has an unmistakable identity. It is about forty centimeters in length. The 
Rotokas name is rakao or less common, aaita. 

Brahminy Kite 

A large (45 cm.) chestnut hawk (keravo, or possibly, ruega) with pure-white head. Quite often one is seen 
circling high over villages looking for stray chickens. 

There are several hawks which are predators of young chickens in the villages: avaruka, tookuito, 
tuvetuve, and ravute (also called vakaaua). 

Owls 

The kuuoa is about twelve centimeters long and has a brown body. The eyes are large and yellow. The 
base of the beak has wire-like tufts on each side. 

A larger owl (utuuko) is also identified by its large “staring” eyes. It hunts at night and has been seen 
killing opossum. 

Wild Fowl 

There are several larger birds which live mainly on the ground. The apaeo is one of these. It lays its eggs 
in warm areas where they are covered over and allowed to incubate and hatch unattended. A favorite place for 
these birds to lay their eggs is within the warm perimeter of Mt. Bagana. 

River Kingfisher 

A small, dark blue kingfisher (tuituiie) with deep rufous underparts; it may be seen perching on sticks near 
or in the water. It is said that in the drier times, it cries more frequently, calling for rain. 

Ducks 

Besides the domesticated ducks found in villages, there are at least two types of wild ducks found in the 
Rotokas area. One is named the same as domesticated ducks, i.e., ururuera. Wild ducks can be found on the 
two large ponds near the Pioto springs as well as on quieter pools along the rivers. 

The kiikariko is said to have been plentiful at the higher elevations. Because of their habit of nesting in 
shallow holes on the ground, however, their numbers have been significantly reduced by wild cats. The name 
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is onomatopoetic. The Rotokas say that its call, kiikariko vuura gariko, expresses the bird’s well being, i.e., 
“Kiikariko’s good place.” 

Heron 

The white (or dark) heron is found mainly near coastal streams and swampy places. The name given to 
this bird (or a crane-like bird) is vaakira. 

Migrants 

Of the migrants, the Golden Plover, Curlew, Whimbrel, and various Sandpipers are often seen on the 
Wakunai coast. Of these birds, the Sandpiper is identified by the name siruirui (most likely another one of the 
several onomatopoetic names for birds and insects). This bird has a buff and white body and a straight beak. It 
can usually be found on the Wakunai airstrip. 

Other birds could be described and named, but the preceding will give a general idea of what may be 
found in the Rotokas area (Hadden 1970). 

Insects 

There are innumerable insects and butterflies that could be named and described, if one had the time and 
energy. A detailed study of insects was made in the late 1960s by a team of men who collected parasites from 
rodents in the area. This was done as part of an investigation of diseases contracted by soldiers serving in the 
Pacific. 

Butterflies 

Bougainville Butterfly Postage Stamp 

The one butterfly (kokopuoto) we will mention here is a rare and beautiful birdwing found only in the 
North Solomons Province. A variety of this subspecies of the Ornithoptera victoriae exists only in the Buin 
area and has been worth several hundred kina. 

The male of this particular race, Ornithoptera victoriae regis, is golden yellow, yellowish green and black 
colored. It is a large butterfly. The specimens kept in the collection of the British Museum of Natural History, 
London, have wingspans of 13.97 to 15.24 centimeters. The wingspans of the colorful female of this 
subspecies have wingspans measured to be up to 19.05 centimeters in width (Szent-Ivany cover). 

This is but one of many beautifully-colored butterflies of all sizes that can be seen darting and gliding 
through the Rotokas jungle. 

13.2 Domesticated Birds and Animals Used for Meat 

Some of the birds and animals raised for meat have already been named. Chickens are either kept in pens 
as special poultry projects [see section 11.6] or allowed to roam free around the village. Eggs are not eaten, but 
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allowed to be hatched since the interest is in meat birds. From time to time, new birds will be brought into the 
villages to introduce “new blood.” New stock can be purchased from other villages or from agricultural 
stations on the island. 

Another source of poultry meat is the frozen chicken available at coastal tradestores (and some village 
stores where electricity is available for freezer units). At a recent feast, one-hundred frozen chickens were 
bought to feed the guests. 

The method of keeping pigs has already been described in detail. Once again, there is an awareness of the 
need to improve the breeding line. New stock is brought in from other areas. 

In some villages, one can find ducks kept for meat. There are wild ducks in the hills behind the Rotokas 
villages. They nest in the reeds around lakes and small ponds in the area. The domesticated ducks are larger 
and are kept in the village area. Food scraps or the scrapings from coconut shells are the usual sources of feed. 

There was interest, at one time, in raising fish in a pond near Ruruvu. I never saw the setup, but was told 
repeatedly about it by a friend. It could be that the project was a success; I hope so. The Department of 
Agriculture has tried to promote fish farming in the country to overcome the deficiency of protein in most 
diets. Advice and stock would be fairly readily available. I believe the fish to be stocked in the Ruruvu ponds 
were Tilapia and/or carp. 

13.3 The Need for Gardening—The Famine Story 

A talk exhorting the young people to work hard in the gardens was given by David A. The following is a 
summary of what was said: 

If your father tells you to help in the garden, then you must obey him. Why? Because 
food is man, food is woman, and food is a child. You are not something of and by yourself. 
Food alone is the main thing that makes a person. If we were without food, then we would be 
like a worthless object. It alone gives us our strength as we eat and digest it. 

Because of this, we need to be thinking about gardening. Our thoughts can’t be lazy 
thoughts. Thoughts alone won’t cause anything to come to fruition. The one thing that will is 
hard work. This is what will give you a good life and everything else will follow in its place. 

Why is this important? Because we never know what the future holds for us. None of us 
knows when there may be a lean period. And we do not know when famine will bring much 
sorrow. There was a period of time in the past when it was very hot. There was no coolness 
and the ground became parched and cracked. After the hot period came the rains. The ground 
soaked up the water and became unstable. Earthquakes shook the ground and the ground 
split, demolishing villages and gardens. Only a few people and a few gardens were left after 
this time. 

Today we don’t think of this great famine which came long ago. We have it very easy. 
This is the reason that I am giving this talk to you. We never know when another period like 
this might come. We should be careful to maintain our gardens so as to have a good 
existence. I tell you to pay attention to your own fathers and leaders who tell you to work in 
the gardens. If you listen in vain, you may end up with great sorrow. 

That is my story about the time of the great famine. 

13.4 Planting a Garden 

The following observations about planting a vegetable garden in the Rotokas area were made by my wife. 
A family had taken it upon themselves to instruct her in the proper ways of gardening. This was done in 1981. 

The first step is to prepare the garden area by clearing away (puepuepasa) the thick, tall overgrowth with 
bush knives. Two types of vines that have proliferated in this area are the rovarisi and the kapua sisi. These are 
said to have been brought by the Japanese during the war to spoil the indigenous gardens. 

The cut rubbish is spread around the garden site to dry and then burned. This would normally take about 
two weeks. 

On the planting day, four women and my wife formed the soil into large mounds in which to plant sweet 
potato. A hoe (vaereto) was used throughout the process. Sweet potato (upirikou) was considered the most 
important crop to plant and the second was peanuts (kukuara). Peanuts bring in cash at local markets. After 
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these two crops, they suggested onions (ariari), corn (kukara), tomatoes (tomato), and, a must, sugar cane 
(sipoi). 

 
 

Typical Rotokas sweet potato garden 

One of the women gathered sweet potato vines to plant from the neighboring garden area. Any part of the 
vine appeared to be suitable. The cut sections were an average of fifty centimeters in length. The women then 
made an impression in the mound about eight centimeters deep and in it laid three sections of the vine. The 
cuttings were then covered with loosely placed earth without any tamping. Instructions specifically prohibited 
tamping the soil into place. Within about two weeks, the cuttings had “struck” and leaves were standing erect. 

Lengths of sugar cane stalk about one meter long and five centimeters in diameter were also cut from a 
nearby garden. These were planted by digging a hole about twelve centimeters deep and inserting three lengths 
of the cane. The hole was filled and the soil around the cuttings was tamped into place. The sugar cane was 
planted between the sweet potato mounds which had been formed in a random pattern. The sugar cane 
appeared to be an important crop, since it provided a liquid refreshment later on for the gardeners. 

Peanuts were planted either in flat rows or in mounds. The raw, shelled nut was placed in the soil about 
five centimeters deep and covered over without tamping. The nuts were planted one per hole and spaced 
between twenty and twenty-five centimeters apart. 

Tomato seedlings were planted at random in the loosened soil. About half of the plants died. Later, the 
instructor’s husband told my wife that the women didn’t know too much about planting tomatoes. The plants 
should have been placed in very small holes (without any hoeing around them) and the soil should have been 
firmly tamped into place. 

My wife chose to plant the following crops: banana (roveraga), papaya (vavioko), soursop (not indigenous 
to this area), potatoes (pateto), and green beans (viri). In addition, she planted one taro (opo, ori or priori), two 
cooking bananas (ava-kapava), one cooking banana called kaaisi, and greens or ruve tai. (The latter are called 
aibika in Tok Pisin.) 

The green beans grown in the Rotokas area are usually about thirty-five centimeters long. The bean seeds 
were taken from the pods and planted about three to five centimeters deep. 

The banana plants were well-developed suckers from the base of an already harvested banana tree. They 
were about one to two meters in height. The sucker was cut off at the ground and no roots were attached. This 
was planted in a hole about twenty-five centimeters deep. Soil was placed around the banana plant and tamped 
into place. 

The taro included a tuber with a stalk and leaf already sprouted. It was planted in a rather shallow hole 
which was filled and tamped. 

To plant the ruve tai, a small plant was obtained from a neighboring garden and stuck into the ground. It 
struck well. My wife also planted some cuttings from the base of a ruve plant. These were very slow to sprout. 

The potatoes were placed loosely in soil and just barely covered. This was to allow them to sprout before 
planting them in proper mounds. They were very slow to sprout, requiring six weeks. 
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At midday, the women took time off and rested under a shade tree. Some of them cut down large leaves 
from a nearby Hong Kong taro plant, karuvera. These were used as mats to lie on. Others made a fire using 
dried leaves and a match to start it. When the leaves would not catch fire, a woman gathered some dry sticks 
from a hanging vine and bound them closely together with vine. She then positioned them near a tiny flame 
and they ignited. These were used in turn to start the firewood. One woman had gathered corn which was put 
in the fire and roasted with husks in place. Another went to the ravine and carried back water in a folded leaf 
for washing hands and drinking. The women emphasized the need for my wife to wash her hands and clean her 
fingernails before eating. Another woman provided sugar cane. She peeled a twelve centimeter-long section 
with her bush knife, without cutting it from the stalk. This was then split lengthwise into four sections. My 
wife was told to break them off from the stalk to eat. “They were deliciously juicy.” 

An elderly woman came by and stopped to rest with the women. She was offered some corn and cane, 
which she gladly received. After about an hour of resting and eating, the women returned to work in the 
garden. 

13.5 The Staple Food—Sweet Potato 

As has already been mentioned, the introduction of the sweet potato to New Guinea agriculture was, at 
most, only 350 years ago. This crop was brought by Spanish colonizers of the Pacific. An initial description of 
the planting of sweet potato by the Rotokas has just been given. The whole subject of this important crop will 
be expanded here. 

Three to five cuttings are normally placed in a single hole of the mound. The holes are from twelve to 
eighteen centimeters deep. The cuttings are planted either straight or bent in a “U” shape for better root 
production. The ends of the cuttings are all planted at the same depth and bunched together. The particular 
depth of planting is chosen because “the best tubers are produced at that depth and not near the surface.” 

Sweet potato is the first crop to be planted in the garden area. Corn may be planted between mounds or 
after the crop has been harvested. Irish potatoes may follow a sweet potato crop, too. Neither a second crop of 
sweet potato nor a crop of taro is planted immediately following the harvest of a sweet potato crop. Instead, 
three to four years must elapse while the land lies fallow before another crop of sweet potato will be planted. 
(Garden space is not a problem so far in the Rotokas area. There is no concern about land lying fallow.) 

This crop is planted any time of the year, i.e., the crop is not seasonal. At the present time, sweet potato 
makes up about eighty percent of the Rotokas diet. In the past, taro was the preferred food, but today sweet 
potato is ranked first. 

There is no special preparation of the garden area. Most prefer to plant this crop on more or less level 
ground. However, if a hillside area is all that is available at the time, the crop will be planted there. Soil erosion 
is not a particular worry, and no special effort is made to restrict it. 

The mature sweet potato tubers are harvested about three to four months after planting, depending upon 
the vigor of the cuttings planted and the condition of the soil (recently used or allowed to recover). The 
complete plant is removed at harvest. The individual plants are harvested over a period of time as the need for 
food arises. The people can predict the maturity by the variety of the crop (some mature more rapidly than 
others), and by the condition of the plant i.e., the leaves appear drier. The tubers are removed by hand, 
depending upon the soil condition. If not loose and friable, the tubers are removed with a bush knife. Only the 
tubers are used for food. The leaves are left. 

The tubers are placed on a shelf during storage. They are kept only for a short period of time, since they 
tend to dry out. Some varieties store better than others. Other varieties can remain longer in the ground without 
spoiling. With some varieties, the flavor improves with storage. 

The preference of most Rotokas is for a variety with a sweet, soft, and sticky tuber when cooked. A dry 
and floury result is disliked. The long, white tuber is preferred over the yellow, and the red tuber is the least 
desirable for most Rotokas. The round tubers are less desirable than the longer tubers. 

Some of the varieties planted are: karavutu (white) kapia (has a peculiar skin and is white), sigarupato 
(dark variety), vegorao (red leaves and vines, planted at the base of trees). Rotokas people are always looking 
for new varieties and are not hesitant to bring cuttings from another area, in order to improve the selection 
possible. The term used in section 13.4, upirikou, is the general name covering most varieties of sweet potato. 
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13.6 Other Food Sources 

Other sources of food are: breadfruit (oveu or eveu), cabbage (kabis), pumpkin (parike), cucumber 
(kukava), manioc (tapiako), several types of yams (varuiva, atagava, riripui, veuveu, utu, taeri, vakore), wild 
taro (vavarai utu), large mushroom (keru-keru), and coconut (opita). 

Some of the fruits found in the area include: papaya (vavioko), pineapple (uusi) (pineapples being 
introduced, the Rotokas took the name of another indigenous fruit that resembles pineapple in flavor and 
texture), Malay apple (kakavoro), small red berry with watery consistency (otava), mango (tavute), bananas 
already listed, lemon, tangerine, and grapefruit (muri). 

Foods that come from wild sources are young tree leaves (which are cooked in bamboo tubes): piuta, 
kerara, pirisi, sikoi, gogo-vike (sour taste and must be eaten with coconut milk and salt), uveuveto (grows near 
the coast), vearua (may be eaten by itself, or better with coconut grease); wild taro: uriiko (the leaves get bitter 
with age; it is good cold medicine), kokuoku, petai; leaves from small bushes: gorivu, viveu, sisau, topisi, ivau; 
tender parts of vines: soko, asiga; cane: kukara, and something similar to cane (pitpit) which ripens at the same 
time: oupate; fungi found on dead trees, etc.: kopukosi (black), raoto, korove (both white), kurosi, kasikasi, 
karavao tai, akoto (the latter is yellow and grows on wild banana trees); shoots of wild bananas: koakoa; and 
kareko iro (a vine used for water). Also, at the higher elevations, there is a type of pandanus tree (the growing 
heart is delicious and tender). 

Finally, as if this were not enough, the Rotokas have supplemented their diets with store-bought 
commodities such as: mackerel pike, corned beef, rice, sugar, salt, bread, biscuits, carbonated drinks, tea, 
coffee, Milo (chocolate drink powder), fried crispies of corn or potato origin, etc. 

13.7 Preservation and Preparation of Foods 

Until recently, this section would have been quite simple. With the introduction of modern equipment, 
however, the story becomes more complicated. In the end, however, Rotokas people will prefer their traditional 
foods and methods of preparation. The Westerner’s foods aren’t “strong” and therefore don’t provide the 
quality of sustenance desired. 

13.7.1 Preparation of native salts 

The sisiva tree is a source of salt in the Rotokas area. It is a simple procedure to procure salt from this tree; 
heat is produced at the same time. The tree is cut and split for firewood, the pieces are burned and the solid 
crystalline-like residue (vitavukoara) collected either in palm sheath ladles or placed directly into green-cut 
bamboo sections. Water is added to the ashes and the salt allowed to settle out in a hard crusty mass. 

If green bamboo is used, the salty ashes are placed in the tube along with water. The salt flavor penetrates 
the walls of the tube and remains there until the section of bamboo is stuffed with opossum or pig meat. At this 
point, the ashes are flushed from the tubes (which are stored in readiness for the meat). Once the meat has been 
placed in the prepared tubes, avieua, the salt transfers to the meat and the flavor of the salt tree is tasted in the 
meat. If the meat remains in the salted tubes too long, however, the flavor can become too strong and the meat 
is spoiled. It was suggested that after only a few days, the meat should be eaten. 

Another type of salt plant (kaavaaua) is not as popular as the first. This succulent plant grows profusely in 
damp areas, such as the base of waterfalls. The process for deriving the salt from the wood is identical. In 
addition to the instructions dealing with the ashes, the man telling us about this source mentioned that it was 
used to give a special quality to a young person’s body so that it would not appear to age. 

Another source of salt is any kind of tree which has soaked up salt water from the ocean. The Rotokas will 
find a beached log (rakiraki) and extract the salt from it in a process similar to that above. The ashes are placed 
in bamboo tubes in the same way as previously described. The main difference is that the salt flavor from the 
ocean is considered pleasant, whereas the salt from the sisiva tree, in particular, is “angry” or sharp. In fact, 
from personal experience, I would say the taste is sharp and not unlike a chemical flavor. 

Finally, the raatevoi is a bush which, when burned, produces ashes flavored much like the salt of the 
ocean. The bush grows at high elevations on the slopes of the volcano, Mt. Balbi. The flavor is said to 
penetrate into the bones of whatever is cooked with it. Neither taro nor sweet potato is cooked with these salts 
because “it is not right for them”. 
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13.7.2 Cooking methods 

The method for cooking opossum in bamboo tubes is as follows: first, the meat is put into the bamboo 
sections, it is then partially cooked, after which the juices are drained out of the tube. This is repeated until the 
meat appears to be dried out. Once the meat and bamboo are dry, then a “cap” of washed charcoal is placed in 
the mouth of the tube, sealing off the meat. An outer cap of dried leaves then plugs the hole. 

The sealed tube of cooked opossum meat is then placed over the fire in the smoke where it will keep for 
several weeks or more, depending upon how well it is cared for. 

The pit method (vaagi) has previously been described. If the cooking time needs to be shortened, water is 
poured down a bamboo tube inserted into the food under cover. The increased amount of steam apparently 
speeds the cooking process. If the food is to be cooked overnight, the top layer of banana leaves will be 
covered over with earth to help keep rats and dogs out. 

Besides cooking meats in bamboo tubes and cooking meats and vegetables in the steaming pit over heated 
rocks, there is the open fire and sauce pan. Tubers of taro and sweet potato, ears of corn, etc. are cooked over 
an open fire. The “skin” on tubers becomes charred and peels off easily. 

Sauce pans allow for soups to be made from greens, coconut juice, and pieces of meat. Some meats are 
cooked by boiling in a sauce pan. Rice, of course, is cooked in this way. The pan may be placed on a wire 
screen above an open fire, or on a kerosene pressure stove. Some stoves use bottled liquefied petroleum (LP) 
gas. 

13.8 Cash Crops 

Land ownership remains a most important goal, but since pre-European times some 
changes have taken place in the kinds of land desired and the degree to which individuals are 
able to satisfy those desires. The most widespread change has been the one accompanying 
the turn to cash-cropping. Whereas the traditional subsistence crops can be and frequently are 
grown in small plots on steep slopes and marginal soils, cash-crops—mainly coconuts and 
cocoa—require lower altitudes, gentler terrain, a narrower range of soil types, and easier 
access to markets (all of which are located on the coast). As we have seen, mountain-
dwellers have responded by moving coastwards, but the limits to this kind of solution have 
already been reached in some places, and are being rapidly approached in others. Others 
more fortunately located but with clearly limited land areas have transformed much of their 
subsistence garden land into cash-crop land with a corresponding change of diet. Both these 
solutions are only temporary in view of the islands’ rapidly rising population, and the latter 
solution is immediately hazardous because of uncertainties in the market prices of copra and 
cocoa. There are a few individuals who still enjoy access to all the subsistence and cash-
cropping land they can comfortably work—but even this happy situation is threatened, in the 
long run, by the islands’ expanding population. The conscious need for certain kinds and 
amounts of arable land is weighty and pressing. At the moment most individuals are perhaps 
still able to satisfy their own definitions of such needs, but the time is rapidly approaching 
when this will no longer be so. In fact, both by their own definitions of their land 
requirements and by those based on scientific appraisal of the islands’ land resources and 
population trends, the Bougainvillians’ needs for land will soon reach a most dangerous 
impasse unless huge new measures are undertaken to bring about changes in their ways of 
earning a living and in their rates of population growth (Oliver 1973:205–206). 

Further background information is provided by Dr. Howlett in her geography studies: 

By 1906, just over 2,000 acres of land had been leased by the government. By 1910, 
over 360,000 acres were leased in Papua alone. The Administration allows for 3.3 acres of 
arable land per capita. This includes allowances for food crops, cash crops, and fallow land. 
Predictions for future need are based on the rate of natural population increases of the group. 
This figure is used when taking land for plantations, etc. to make sure that the land needs of 
the area and people are sufficient (Howlett 1967:82). 
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13.8.1 Cocoa 

…the most far-reaching changes on Bougainville-Buka in the late 1960s were in 
connection with cash-cropping. Indigenous cocoa production increased from 174 tonnes (dry 
bean) in 1963–64 to 1461 tonnes in 1969–70. In some areas the cocoa earnings of the 
indigenes increased quite spectacularly during this period and in some places the enthusiasm 
had almost reached the point of “cocoa madness” (Oliver 1973:169). 

In comparison, the country’s production of cocoa went from 485 tonnes in 1951–52 to 30,000 tonnes in 
1978. The value of the latter product was K69 million. In the world, the production in 1977 was 1,370,000 
tonnes (695,000 tonnes from Africa and 230,000 tonnes from Brazil). 

In 1976, of the 24,000 tonnes of cocoa produced in Papua New Guinea, 13,000 tonnes were produced on 
Bougainville-Buka. At that time, the price of cocoa was K1600/tonne. In 1977, the price went as high as 
K2600 per tonne, but by 1980, it had dropped again to around K1300/tonne. 

During the years when cocoa prices were exceptionally high, the temptation for national agricultural 
officers to quit and go into cocoa themselves was strong. John T., already mentioned in connection with the 
chicken project, at one stage was making K74 every two weeks as a government agricultural officer. At that 
rate, it was figured that the income from five to eight bags of cocoa would be equivalent to a year’s pay. John 
remained with the agricultural department and has spent much of his time advising cocoa growers. 

John’s father has been a cocoa grower for many years. He gave the following instructions for raising this 
cash crop: 

When you want to grow cocoa, the first thing you must do is clear the jungle growth 
from the area. The agricultural officer will be needed next to mark out the locations for 
planting the cocoa seedlings and shade tree cuttings. [Bamboo stakes are used to mark the 
planting spots.] 

For each cocoa seedling, there needs to be shade trees (akera) provided. These are 
planted on each side of the cocoa seedling. When the young cocoa tree gets to be two to three 
meters tall, then the shade trees are to be thinned out. Soon the fruit pods will begin to come. 

When you see the cocoa pods beginning to come, then you must think about building a 
“cocoa house”. In this house you will place the beans into cases where they will ferment to 
get rid of the grease. [In the house the fermented beans are then dried over screens by the hot 
air method.] (Personal communication.) 

The explanation is straightforward and perhaps too simple. However, the fact that cocoa is relatively easy 
to plant, tend, and harvest is exemplified by the explanation and demonstrated by the very rapid increase of 
cocoa plantings in the Rotokas area. New hybrid strains of cocoa plants (K-26 for instance) which resist black-
rot and die-back are becoming available now for planting. The developers of these new strains promise a 
significant increased yield, as well. 

The cocoa beans develop in a pod which grows from a cushion on the trunk and main 
branches of the trees. Although there are usually two flushes, or periods of maximum 
production, the pods mature throughout the year and harvesting of the ripened pods takes 
place at regular intervals. 

The pods are collected, the case is cut open and the wet beans, usually about thirty in 
each pod, are extracted. A bush knife is used to open the pod and the wet beans are scooped 
out with two fingers. It is then necessary to ferment the wet beans which are surrounded by a 
white, sugary mucilage. 

The fermenting process takes at least six days and the beans must be turned during this 
period to prevent the cocoa taking on an unpleasant flavor. In addition, to ensure a successful 
ferment, the temperature of the beans must rise to between 122 degrees F and 125 degrees F. 
After the fermenting process is complete, the beans are still wet and it is necessary to dry 
them so that they will not deteriorate while being transported to overseas markets (Lea and 
Irwin 1967:62). 

 
The Cocoa Industry Board is responsible for maintaining the quality of cocoa exported to overseas 

markets. One problem that arose during the developing stages of the industry was with fermentaries being built 
which were not up to standard. In the Rotokas area, many fermentaries were built to handle the ever increasing 
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production. Since transportation of the beans was inconvenient, it was easier to build a small fermentary at the 
site of the cocoa planting. 

In 1974, the government passed the Cocoa Industry Act, which required that fermentaries be registered. 
Each Rotokas man who owned a fermentary was required to fill out a form and have his fermentary registered 
by the government inspector. Some of the information requested on the form is as follows: Name, address, 
occupation, name of fermentary, owner and manager, date of construction, number and size of fermenting bins, 
size of drying area, type of drier, and estimated annual output of dried cocoa beans. At that time the 
registration fee was K5.00. 

 

Extracting cocoa beans from harvested pods 

One interesting development, which almost affected the cocoa driers, quality, and production in the areas 
around Togarao village, took place in January of 1975. Men from the Electricity Commission flew into the 
village to estimate the potential output of hydro electricity from the sixty-three meter-high waterfall behind 
Togarao village. They estimated that the fall could handle a 50 KVA plant which could supply  440 volts, 
three-phase power. The potential use of the power, besides for residential lighting and power, included the 
heating elements and blowers in cocoa fermentaries. We were told that the project was approved and the 
equipment acquired, but the government’s financial situation took a turn and the project was never realized. 

13.8.2 Coffee 

When we first came to Togarao village, there were many coffee trees in the area surrounding this village 
and near Ruruvu, as well. Shortly afterwards, however, the coffee trees were removed and cocoa was planted. 
We had been told that a Government office first told the people to plant cocoa. Another Government officer 
told them that the area was not suitable for cocoa and that they should plant coffee instead. Apparently some 
followed this advice and after removing their young cocoa trees, planted Robusta coffee instead. We witnessed 
the truth of this in our neighbor’s back yard. He planted cocoa on the advice of the first officer, but did not 
follow the second man’s recommendation. While other Rotokas growers were subsequently removing their 
coffee and getting young cocoa trees started, our neighbor’s matured cocoa trees were bringing income into his 
business. 

Robusta coffee is known as “filler” coffee and does not have the more distinctive, fuller flavor of Arabica 
grown in the Highlands. Coffee was first grown in Papua New Guinea in the early 1950s. In 1978, ninety-five 
percent of the coffee grown was Arabica. That year, the 30,000 tonnes of coffee was valued at K69 million. 
For the Rotokas, however, it was not as lucrative as cocoa. This was true even though it was estimated that 
coffee requires only about 100 acres for a paying plantation against the 200 to 250 acres required for the 
production of cocoa. Coconuts require at least 600 acres of arable land for a paying plantation (Howlett 
1967:91). 
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13.8.3 Copra 

Although the copra production has greatly increased on Bougainville-Buka in recent years, there has not 
been a significant change in the cash income from this source for the Rotokas people. In the Province as a 
whole, indigenous copra production rose from 1,935 tonnes in 1963–1964 to 6,587 tonnes in 1969–1970. 

Copra is produced only on or near the coast and most of the coconuts are interplanted with cocoa, which 
brings in even more cash for the Rotokas. 

13.8.4 Other crops 

What is raised in the vegetable gardens and not eaten is often sold for cash at markets on the coast. Since 
the copper mine went into operation, there has been a new source of interest in the variety of vegetables grown 
at upper elevations in the Rotokas area. Previously, local plantation workers would buy vegetables from the 
Rotokas. 

It has already been mentioned that Irish potatoes was a crop produced and exported to plantations and to 
Arawa in the days of Bougainville Air Services. This crop is no longer grown to the extent that it was in those 
days. Only a few Rotokas continue the cultivation of potatoes. 
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14 

Rotokas Arts and Crafts 

14.1 Traditional Art Forms—Where are they? 

Oliver makes the following observation about the art of Bougainville-Buka: 

Some casual observers might be led to assert that they have no art; only crafts. (Such 
observers would perhaps also agree, tacitly, with the definition of primitive art as being those 
things Europeans call “art” made or done by people Europeans call “primitive”!) While it is 
of course true that most (but not all) of the designs executed by these islanders were 
associated with objects of practical utility, for example, house posts, canoe prows and 
paddles, bamboo containers, spear shafts, etc.; or with items of ceremonial or religious use, 
for example, wooden trumpets, images, etc., this does not render such objects un-artistic. As 
in all human societies, there were skilled and unskilled designers and carvers and weavers, 
and those that were skilled should be called artists even though they were also, or principally, 
gardeners and fishermen (Oliver 1973:66). 

The art and crafts described in this chapter have changed in importance over the years. Some of what was 
used in the past is now only for sale to tourists and expatriate mine workers. Some forms are still admired, such 
as cicatrization, but no one is ready to follow the custom. It is a time of deciding upon the Upe custom and the 
fate of the beautifully-designed and constructed hats. It is hoped that the importance of the Rotokas art heritage 
will remain high, despite the pressures to commercialize and move into the contemporary cultural scene. 

14.2 Body Markings—Cicatrization 

Cicatrization is the form of tattoo used among the Rotokas people. The skin was grasped between the 
thumb and forefinger, pinched and cut with the sharpened edge of a bamboo “knife.” Nothing was put into the 
cut to irritate it, to hasten the healing process or to discolor the skin. The weals formed patterns on the face, 
arms, back and stomach which, in some cases, identified the particular area from which a person came. For the 
most part, these body markings are well done and attractive. However, when the cutting was done in the 
extreme, the person’s posture could be affected by the scarification. It is said that one Aita man, who died in 
1958, was so scarred on his stomach and chest that he walked with halting steps in a stooped position. 

An alternative to the more painful cicatrization method was seen one day. A father was marking the 
cheeks of his eight-year-old daughter by scraping them with the barbs of a grasshopper’s leg. The wounds were 
deep enough to effect lasting marks, although not nearly as visible as those made in the past with a blade. 
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General pattern of weals on the back 

Body marks on the backs of men and women were made when they were in their late teens. The marks 
usually started from the lower portion of the back and extended parallel to each other until reaching the 
shoulders where they separated and followed the arms downwards on the back side. 



 180

Patterns of weals on the torso 

Torso markings varied according to the area of the person’s origin. Since cicatrization was common to the 
people living in north Bougainville, the markings identified people from beyond the Rotokas boundaries. A 
few of the patterns are illustrated above. 
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Patterns of weals on women’s shoulders 

Shoulder marks are illustrated above. They apparently were used only on women’s shoulders. They are 
seen only on older women these days. 
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Facial Markings from the Aita, Teop, and Keriaka Areas 

The circular weals seen on the temples and cheeks are cut into the skin when the person is a young child. 
Our neighbor, Si., said he was too young to remember having the marks made on his temples and cheeks. He 
thought a small knife was used. These particular marks seem to be restricted to the northern villages of the 
Rotokas. He is from the Aita area. They are seen on Keriaka and Teop language speakers, as well. 
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Weals on man’s face – Aita markings 

The nasal septum was pierced when the young person was being prepared for his initiation. It seems that 
this custom is not being followed by the younger Rotokas today. 

Ears are also pierced. Women especially favor this custom. At this time, once the hole is made, a wad of 
tinfoil may be used to enlarge the hole over a period of time. Cuts on the periphery of the ear itself are also 
considered decorative. 

14.3 Cosmetics 

Various types of powders are mixed with coconut grease or pig fat and smeared on the body and/or hair. 
The origin of these earth paints will be described in section 14.6. Depending upon the source of the earth paint, 
the color applied to the body may be black, red, or white. 

Black earth powder is a favorite color to enhance the blackness of the hair and body. Stories are told of 
glistening jet black bodies dancing in singsings on special occasions. Charcoal is crushed and mixed with oil to 
attain the same effect. 

Red earth powder is sometimes used on the face around the eyes and on the temples. It is not applied with 
the care that is common in other parts of Papua New Guinea, i.e., among the Daga or the Motu people. Red 
earth mixed with oils may be used in the hair, although black earth is preferred. 

White earth powder is used for both torso and facial markings. The “V”-shaped mark on the chest of the 
Upe initiate is made with this color of powder. The marks are quite dramatic as they contrast against the black 
skin of these people. 

14.4 Adornment and Jewelry 

Besides the earth materials, feathers of various kinds of birds and colorful leaves and flowers of plants are 
frequently seen as body decorations. These usually find a suitable and attractive place in the person’s hair or 
behind an ear. A shell earring (aareva) made from the orifice of the seashell was used, as well. 
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Upe designs on hats made in the 1930’s 

The most spectacular of all the colorful objects used to decorate the body is, of course, the Upe hat. These 
are worn only by the boys, and the girls have little to show as a counterpart. The construction of the hat has 
been described in section 5.3. A few more designs [shown above] of hats collected in the 1930s by Rev. A.H. 
Voyce, however, will help us to appreciate the craftsmanship. Although these hats are not normally available 
for purchase, one can buy carved boards upon which the Upe designs have been painted. These are available at 
handcraft shops in Arawa and Kieta. 

Young girls in the Rotokas, Aita, and Keriaka areas sometimes wear a special belt made from various 
leaves and vines from the jungle to make them grow strong and fertile. These are called gavegave in Rotokas. 

Shells formed and polished are used as arm bands (agorau pako) and bracelets. (Today a popular bracelet 
is the rubber seal from 55-gallon fuel drums.) Shells are also ground and polished into nose pieces. These are 
not used today, except on very special occasions. The shell from which the nose pieces (avui) are formed is the 
giant clam (vaevae or Tridacna gigas). The length of the nose pieces was from nine to twelve centimeters. A 
Togarao man is shown below with his avui in place. 

Man of Togarao Village with nose piece 
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Woven arm bands are made from dyed grasses. The width is usually between two to four centimeters. The 
designs are woven into an all-black band with grasses dyed green, red, or yellow. A typical band (pakou) is 
shown below: 

In the past, armbands were especially meaningful in warfare. They could be endowed with special 
protective powers by the fight leader. 

Typical design on Rotokas armband 

Beads have been used to decorate the body for many years. They apparently were items for trade used by 
early explorers and government personnel. An old village site below Ruruvu provided a source for aquamarine 
colored beads which had been traded to the Rotokas by officers of the German administration. Today, an 
infinite variety of colors, shapes, and sizes of beads can be purchased (usually by the spoonful) in tradestores 
on the coast and locally. Gifts of multi-stranded beaded necklaces are given by older women to their 
granddaughters or nieces. 

14.5 Designs of Weapons and Carvings 

Stone axes 

Although more functional than aesthetic, Rotokas stone axes can be beautifully shaped. Obviously not in 
use today when even power chainsaws are not uncommon, stone axes turn up in old garden sites or in 
collections of the original owner’s relatives. Some have been sent to the National Museum in Port Moresby. 
Others have been collected and removed by plantation and mission personnel. 

An expatriate employee working on a nearby plantation had a very fine collection of stone axes and 
pineapple clubs. The collection was made before much interest was shown in keeping this kind of artifact in 
national or provincial museums. The pineapple club was unusual. It was identified by a Harvard anthropologist 
as a possible link with the people of the main island of New Guinea. Another unusually shaped ax head was 
shown to the anthropologist. He hadn’t seen another like it on Bougainville island. However, later on, we sent 
one similar to the first in very good condition to the National Museum in Port Moresby. The shape of the 
unusual ax head is shown in illustration (A) along with more common shapes. The sizes would range from a 
small ax head (B) to a larger ax head shown in illustration (C). 
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Three Rotokas stone ax designs 

Handles for these axes were not carved to any particular shape. However, after the introduction of 
commercially made steel axes, the advantage of having a handle of proper shape and curve was recognized. 
Today, some of the Rotokas carve their own ax handles out of a very hard red wood. These men learned this 
skill while at the Methodist school, Iagama on the coast. A man from Tonga taught them how to shape, 
smooth, and finish the wood. 

Fighting club 

The fighting club (kakuto) was made of a limbum tree called vopato. This palm grows to be very tall. It is 
cultivated and the fruit is sometimes used for medicinal purposes [see section 8.4.1]. A length of the tree bark 
is cut about a meter and a half long. It is first shaped with a bush knife, then sanded down with either 
commercial sandpaper or an abrasive leaf native to the area used for this purpose. It is then “polished” with a 
very sharp knife edge or piece of broken glass. 

A lengthwise ridge is shaped along the middle of the top end of the club. The ridge is called kikisi and the 
woven grips below it and at the extreme end are known as pakoua. These grips are formed from woven strips 
of rattan (garoa). The design known as koria is made by rubbing white lime (akoro) into the carved grooves. 

The hard black, shiny face of the club is the bark (rakariaro) of the palm. The backside of the club is the 
pithy inside (kopukopu) of the palm. 

Although we never observed it being used, it is said that the face of the stick (harder surface) was used to 
hit men while fighting. Usually the blow is made to the side of the head. The flatter side (“softer” surface) was 
used to hit women. 

In 1974, the price of a fighting club was K2.00. Not so today. It is shown in the following illustration. 
[Others are visible in the picture illustrating the night singsing—section 5.1.] 

(A)



 187

 

Bow and arrows 

The typical Rotokas bow is not unusual compared to that used in most parts of Papua New Guinea. It is 
made of black palm bark and is approximately 150 centimeters in length. A beautifully-designed bow is also 
made, mainly in the Aita area, however, and it is here that the artist shows his handiwork. The bow is encased 
in an intricately woven sleeve and is for the tourist trade, in particular. The Rotokas people say that Aita vara 
koetara riporipopaiveira (the Aita people are always making woven designs on bows). One of their bows is 
pictured here:  

Aita bow with woven design 

The construction of arrows has been described in section 13.1.1. Little attention was paid to the designs 
and variations of shapes in that section, however. Thanks to the interest of Rev. A.H. Voyce of New Zealand 
(United Church), there is a collection of bows, arrows, spears, clubs, and fighting axes from Bougainville-
Buka, both in the Otago University Museum in Dunedin, New Zealand, and in the Voyce Collection in the 
Auckland War Memorial Museum (also located in New Zealand). Drawings of many of these pieces were 
made by Mr. H.W. Voyce, the father, and were published in a booklet in 1973, but are no longer generally 
available. I stumbled onto it at a “special discount” table in the Arawa Supermarket. It couldn’t have been 
more “special!” The illustrations below are from the booklet (Voyce 1973:1ff): 

Arrow shaft designs—Rotokas 

Rotokas fighting club—Kakuto 
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Arrow shaft designs—Pipipaia 

Arrow shaft designs - Aita 

Sample of arrow tips 

Sample of spear tips 

 

 

Arrow shaft designs - Pipipaia
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14.6 Earth Paints and Dye 

The Rotokas people have been blessed with a “safe” volcano which, to a large degree, is responsible for a 
variety of natural sources of colored earth powder. The name “Rotokas” can be traced to one of the main earth 
paints as already explained. This natural resource was not only used by the people themselves, but also it was 
traded in exchanges with other Bougainville and Buka peoples. 

Red earth—Rasiva 

The red earth powder known locally as rasiva (roto in the Pipipaia dialect and on the coast) was not easy 
to come by and required a group effort to produce. Today, it is easier to buy red paint at the hardware counter 
in Arawa. Nonetheless, the description of its preparation was given with enthusiasm and pride. 

When it was decided that the time had come to prepare rasiva, a period for working collectively on the 
project was scheduled. This was usually after all garden crops were in and no other pressing village work was 
to be completed. This meant that all of the villagers could devote themselves to the project. Although they 
worked together collecting the raw material, they would fire their own batches on separate days, one family’s 
batch on one day and another’s batch on the next, etc. 

Rasiva being removed onto banana leaf to be “packaged” 

The sources of the red earth are all near the village of Togarao. The main body of red mud (tuvua) is in a 
narrow gulley behind and below the village. The area was marked off so that each clan would have its own lot 
or “room” (tugi). No one was allowed to take the red mud from another clan’s apportioned lot. 

The red mud itself is the sediment produced from the ferrous hydroxide warm springs. This mud was 
scooped up from the warm spring area with coconut shells and put into a settlement basin (or pit). The thick 
sediment was then gathered and placed on leaf baskets constructed from wild banana leaves (tego). These leaf 
bundles were then placed on long racks made of poles. It normally took about two months, during which the 
leaves began to rot. Having deteriorated, the wild banana leaf wrapping was replaced by the red leaves of the 
uveo tree. This tree has small leaves when fully grown, but the leaves are large and red when it is still the size 
of a shrub. 

While this was taking place, the people would gather the necessary firewood and construct their sheds in 
which to “fire” the earth powder. Each clan had its own shed and pit in which to heat the rasiva. A small fire 
was started in the bottom of the pit. Above this, the firewood was stacked in the shape of a rack. The bundles 
of dried red mud were then placed on top of the rack. The small fire ignited the rack, and the intense fire baked 
or “cooked” (kasi) the mud. When sufficiently fired, the mud would turn to a rich red color. If not, the color 
was more of an orange. This material was then refired using strips of bamboo for heat until it also attained a 
deep red color. 

When the firing process was completed, the deep red powder (most likely ferric oxide, that weather-
resistant paint base used on the traditional red barns in the U.S.A.) was packed into bamboo tubes and sold in 
bundles of five. Until around 1969, the price of one tube was 50 toea ($.50 U.S.). One tube also bought a piece 
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of cloth (varoa); five tubes bought an ax (torara), and ten tubes bought a large saucepan (pitokava). The red 
paint was used by coastal people to “paint” their canoes but by the Rotokas for decorating their hair (when 
mixed with coconut oil). 

All three men who explained the process to us made a point of the great effort that was put into producing 
this red earth powder. It is probably for this reason that it is no longer made today. The source of the rasiva is 
certainly still producing. Of all the colored earth powders, this is the only one which requires firing. 

Red earth—Oovato 

This red earth powder (known as ovana in the Teop language) is found in the Kakaropaia area. It requires 
only sun drying. After being cleaned, dried, and packaged in leaf bundles, it is traded or sold. 

Red-brown earth—Raoveto 

The Kakaropaia area (situated near the Red River) also yields this natural earth paint. Once it is sun-dried, 
the powder takes on a red–to–brown color. The powder has a natural shine to it. This earth powder is known as 
one in the Teop language. 

Black earth—Siigaato 

When examining the source of this earth paint, I had the feeling that it was coal in the making. There is a 
pocket of it located above the village of Togarao about 20 minutes’ walk away. When mixed with coconut oil, 
this black earth will glisten in the sun. It is a favorite body and hair cosmetic. It is known as sina by the Teop 
people. 

White clay—Kovirea or Verakoa 

This earth paint is cut out of the sides of stream banks. It is not traded out of the area, but used by the 
Rotokas people themselves for body decoration and for “painting” the planks of their houses. It will remain 
white for many years. The application is made by smearing the moist clay on with the hands. 

Red clay—Kukupira 

This earth substance was traded, but not as a paint base. It has the texture necessary of a clay to harden 
properly when fired and was used for smoking pipes and saucepans. The clay was traded to the coastal people 
who made these items. It is red in color and was collected from the Togarao area. 

Gray earth—Pioto 

This earth material has been mentioned several times already in connection with medicine, pig hunting, 
and house painting. It is a useful substance and readily available. There is one warm spring which is flowing 
continuously. From this effluence, the pioto precipitates out as a yellowish-gray sediment. 

To collect it en masse, the stream below the spring is blocked and the sediment allowed to collect over a 
larger area. This is then scooped out, dried, and placed in bamboo tubes. It is known as vioe in the Teop area 
and desired because of its value as a medicine. 

Yellow sulfur 

Although I’ve never seen this substance used for decoration, I do know that the bright yellow, crystalline 
sulfur collected from fumaroles atop Mt. Balbi was used to cure grille (ringworm). It was no doubt too difficult 
to transport and possibly too caustic to use as a decorative powder when crushed. 

Black charcoal—Eropa 

It has already been mentioned that crushed charcoal mixed with coconut oil is smeared on the hair 
(especially by Upe boys with long hair). It is also used dry to blacken the designs etched into arrow shafts [see 
the previous section]. 

Purple dye—Kapokarito 

This plant dye is obtained from the roots of the kapokarito tree. It is dug out of the ground where it has not 
been exposed to sunlight. The roots were scraped and the pieces gathered and placed in a container with water 
and the material to be dyed. 
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Leaves used to construct the Upe hats were dyed with this purple coloring. Also a rattan belt worn only by 
women was dyed with kapokarito. The rattan had patterns marked out by smaller strips of vine criss-crossing 
and fastened in place. The rattan belt with pattern and dye were placed in a bamboo tube and heated over a fire. 
After a period of time, the belt was removed and the strips of vine removed. A pattern resulted where the dye 
had not been allowed to permeate the rattan. Apparently, this belt was not infrequently a source of fights 
among the men and women for a reason not explained. It was known as veupa iro (stained belt). 

Purple dye—carbon paper 

Some ingenious person discovered that by boiling discarded pieces of carbon paper, a purple-to-black 
stain would result. The materials, usually leaf strips for mat weaving, are placed in the boiling water with the 
carbon paper. The different colors of carbon paper will obviously yield different shades of the dye. It appears 
to be a fairly permanent dye. 

14.7 Contemporary Drawings and Paintings 

On two occasions, we have been able to elicit pencil or crayon drawings from Rotokas school children and 
from young adults. In the first instance, the children were asked to illustrate stories which had been recorded 
for a Rotokas Story Book (subsequently published in 1974 through a grant from the National Cultural Council 
of Papua New Guinea, Port Moresby). These pictures were drawn with coloring crayons. I later copied them 
for printing using pen and ink. These young people had had only the training provided during the normal 
course of the school program. Two of the pictures are shown in the first set. 

The second set of two drawings were made by young adults. The occasion was during a Writer’s 
Workshop which my wife and a SIL consultant directed in 1982. The pictures were first drawn out in pencil 
and then put on stencils for duplication, using the silk-screen method. Later, they incorporated the pictures in a 
booklet of stories which they had written and printed. 

The name P. Gagaina appears on one of the drawings. He has been painting with oils for some time. He is 
responsible for many of the logos on local truck door panels and signs. His painting of men carrying a slit gong 
appears over the door of the Toi Kae Pie store in Togarao. 

Before leaving Bougainville, we tried in vain to get him enrolled in the National Art School in Port 
Moresby. Color prints of his work were submitted, but, unfortunately, no one from the school responded. He 
had the motivation and his talents could have been developed, I’m sure. 
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Drawings made by Rotokas school children 
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Drawings made by young Rotokas adults 
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15 

Rotokas Celebrations and Music 

15.1 Celebration and Music on Bougainville-Buka 

We learn from Simon Burne that, 

The singsing, or feast, is, of course, a very important part of life in the North Solomons, 
as it is in every society. The most common singsings in this province are Kaur, with trumpets 
and panpipes; Tsigul, where the rhythm is provided by beating bamboo against the ground; 
Sole, where the rhythm is provided by the slit-drums; and Solomon, a line dance introduced 
from the Solomon Islands. 

Self-decoration is important, and while the North Solomons cannot be compared with 
some other provinces, there are still some interesting singsing handcrafts produced here. 

Armbands and belts are made throughout the province, wherever there are mountains to 
provide the yellow grass needed for them (Burne 1981). 

15.2 Rotokas Celebrations—Feasts and Singsings 

There are no stories about how the various dances started nor about why some occasions necessitated 
feasts and dancing while others did not. Some say that the singsings came from the Papuan peoples while other 
types claim their origin to be the Solomon Islands. It is told, though, that in the past the singsings were well 
attended. The groups of peoples participating in singsings were larger than they are today. People would come 
from distant villages across the island. 

It is said that at times the occasion would provide one group with an opportunity to “ambush” their invited 
enemies. For this reason, it was common for the women to dance in the center of the circle, and the men with 
their weapons to dance surrounding them. This traditional arrangement has been reversed today with men 
mostly in the center and women and children around the outside. 

At times, these past social gatherings would give reason for an exchange of gifts. In appreciation for the 
feast at the time of the singsing, others would give gifts to the sponsors of the feast. At a designated time, the 
recipients of the gifts would sit inside the inner circle while the guests would dance around them and throw 
their gifts in to the circle. 

On some occasions, it was said, there were so many dancers in the singsing that those in the center could 
not work their way to the outside if they needed to relieve themselves. This was done “in place”. 

15.2.1 Singsings related to children’s celebrations 

There are at least two special occasions in the lives of the family which call for a celebration. The first is 
when the young child is finally able to eat meat [see section 4.5]. It was on such an occasion that we first 
witnessed one of the more extensive celebrations in the village of Togarao. 

A few days ahead of the singsing, two pigs were killed for the feast. This meat, along with opossum meat 
was precooked in bamboo tubes. While the men were taking care of the meat supply, the women were 
collecting yams, taro, sweet potatoes, greens, etc. 

On the day of the feast, the vegetables were wrapped in banana leaves and baked either over an open fire 
or in a pit with heated stones. Coconuts were also husked and made ready while the food was cooking. 

An old house was “remodeled” and converted into a covered eating area. Several benches and tables were 
made from cane or other materials for dining purposes. 

A one-meter-high human figure was carved and placed on a pole about seven meters up in the air. Cross-
arms were fastened just beneath this figure, and coconut leaves, split lengthwise were secured on these pieces 
as decorations. Other masks were carved and mounted on shorter poles with the decorative leaves attached. 

Several villages had been invited to come. It was obligatory for one of the village groups to construct the 
panpipes and trumpets for the musical accompaniment. The celebration started after a heavy rain had almost 
caused the event to be postponed. 
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Carved statue on singsing pole – 1965 

The neighboring village of Ruruvu was responsible for the music and instruments. They entered Togarao 
village from the west en masse. The sounds of the panpipes and trumpets could be heard long before their 
actual appearance. Two or three dancers preceded the main group. These men carried decorated poles and were 
jumping and dancing about with no apparent concern for the beat of the music. Once the Ruruvu villagers 
entered the main arena, they formed a closed circle surrounding the tallest decorated pole. After the pupi taraa 
(search for tune), during which various tunes are sampled by several participants, the singsing comes into 
“synchronization” and the single tune pattern, as well as the movement, commences. The initial movement 
involves stomping the ground in place to the beat of the instruments and chants. 

After a short time, the entire group moves forward, circling the pole. It is a slow, methodical movement 
punctuated by stamping the right foot until near the end of the musical phrase. The dancers then move forward 
at double time for a short series of steps. During the dancing, decorated staves, bows, bundles of arrows, 
spears, and axes are carried by the men. Children too young to participate are carried on the backs of mothers. 

About eleven p.m., the people were invited to eat. Different village groups would eat, while alternate 
groups continued the singsing. Later in the night, more people came, some from as far as three-hours’ walk 
away. The total number of participants was about three hundred. During the night, another pole was erected 
and a second group of dancers was formed. After sunrise, when the party finally broke up, there were many 
who were content to just sit and watch the others perform. 

The celebration and feast was attended by people from Sisivi, Ruruvu, Ibu, Wakunai, and two people from 
the Aita area (over a day’s journey away). 

The next two days in the village were quiet with most people catching up on their sleep. Only the children 
were up blowing the discarded panpipes or beating on empty tin cans…still very much in the spirit of the 
singsing. 

On another occasion, our family was invited to the birthday celebration of a one-year-old child. Originally, 
we had been assigned to a table to eat, but preferring to be with our friends, we declined and joined them on 
woven mats. There were about forty men and women in the group. Many of the people we had never seen 
before. 

Originally, the feast was to be eaten outside on specially-constructed tables. Rain had made this 
impossible and eventually caused the singsing activities to be cancelled, as well. 

On the mat for all of us were plates of rice, pork, sweet potato, and manioc. Also, a soup of rice, onions, 
and chicken cooked in coconut cream was given to all. Men ate sitting on the mat while the women ate in 
another room. 

Because of the rain, everything was cut short. The party ended when the parents of the child sat just 
outside shaking hands with all of the guests and receiving their gifts. Pieces of sugar cane were handed out to 
them in exchange. 

The second occasion for the family to enter into an organized singsing and feast is at the time the son 
being initiated returns to the village from the training period in the jungle. Once the initiates have paraded 
before their own village people, they are ready to go to other villages, as well. The singsing (kesi pupi) is made 
in another village during this first outing. These celebrations and dances have already been described in section 
5.6. 
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15.2.2 Singsings and/or feasts related to death 

Although not common today, in the past, a feast was given upon request in anticipation of a person’s 
death. When a man or women sensed that death was not far away, he or she would have a feast given as a 
farewell occasion. Villagers contributing food could gain credit by their gifts so as to be entitled to a part of the 
person’s possessions once death occurred. 

The name of the feast is the same as that given to the Eucharist by one of the early Methodist Teop 
pastors, i.e., kovukovu aio. It was reasoned that Christ knew that his death would occur shortly, so he gathered 
his disciples together for a feast with the same intent as the Rotokas have. 

At the time of death, a special cry-song (gau era) is performed. The wordless tune may come in a dream, 
or be remembered from times past. It has a definite melodic structure and is plaintive and sad. The singers are 
usually crying before long. Thoughts are said to go from the dead person to the individual singing the tune. 
They become increasingly saddened by the realization of their own eventual fate. 

A cry-song is reproduced in section 8.1. This particular tune was first heard in a dream by a relative of the 
deceased, who then taught it from memory to the mourners. 

The final occasion for a celebration and feast associated with a person’s death is much more happy that the 
former two. At the end of the mourning period, that may vary in length from weeks to months, a special party 
is given to break the taboos, the time of sadness, and to remember the deceased in a special way. This 
celebration is called oovapa aio (memorial feast). The meat cooked for the occasion is called koora kapa 
(opossum) or koie kapa (pig) and is mixed with fragrant leaves of plants. 

Depending upon the importance of the person, a great number of relatives and friends might come, or just 
a few. In section 8.2.4, the memorial feast for a clan leader in Togarao is described. 

15.2.3 Celebrations to compliment or show appreciation 

In May, 1967, a man from the coastal village of Teakon gave a large feast for the villages of Ibu and 
Togarao. The reason for the occasion was based upon a compliment. An Ibu man was walking together with a 
Togarao man when they saw a very large, productive taro garden. They went to the owner from Teakon and 
expressed their amazement over the size and condition of his garden. As a result of this special compliment, 
the Teakon man subsequently gave a feast for the two men, their families and friends. There is no loss in the 
mind of the Teakon man, since it is the custom for those receiving the attention in the first instance to return 
the feast later on. 

It was said that sometimes when the return-feast was slow in coming, the recipients-to-be would make up 
a story about the donor’s gardens telling of their own surprise, etc., just to speed things along. Evidently, this 
kind of celebration was quite common in the past and provided occasions for friendly social interaction. 

A celebration may also be an occasion for expressing gratitude for some act performed. After giving birth 
to their sixth daughter, the village leader’s wife suffered from a complication in her hip joint. Because she 
could not walk the distance to the hospital at Wakunai on the coast, several men from the village carried her 
the distance—a day’s journey on foot. 

Several months later, when she was well and back in the village, her husband killed several pigs, prepared 
large quantities of food and invited not only the men, but also their families and friends. The party was not 
lengthy and no singsing followed it. 

When our house in the village of Togarao had been completed, the local pastor held a service to open it. 
We had purchased rice, sugar, tinned fish, and candy for the feast. As it turned out, only a dozen of the work 
men actually ate with us. The rest took their portion of the food and cooked it at home. Since the people had 
dispersed, no singsing was held. 

The opening of the large store in the same village was an occasion for a grand celebration, including a 
feast, guest speakers, sports events, and singsing. Because of the many activities, the singsing was held to a 
specific time period. 

After the guests had eaten, the Upe initiates entered from the upper entrance into the village in traditional 
style. The singsing then proceeded with the boys in a tight inner circle. Parents and relatives circled 
concentrically around them. There were both pipes and drums for the accompaniment. 

Sometimes a spontaneous singsing will be held just for the sake of getting together after a busy week. A 
Friday or Saturday night might find someone entertaining himself with a drum. Someone else brings his drum 
along and before long, others come out of curiosity. The group moves to the open part of the village and more 
often than not starts into dance. The singsing might last for two to three hours, or as in at least one well-
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remembered instance, it started at midnight and finished at 4:30 a.m. When the evening is cool, the group will 
build a small fire and circle close to the fire while dancing. 

An unusual type of celebration incorporates joy and anger. The occasion, known as sutim diwai in Tok 
Pisin and korapato in Rotokas, occurs when a natural calamity has caused injury to a person, or nearly so. The 
joy expressed in the singsing is for the fact that the person was not killed. The anger expressed in the activity is 
towards the responsible spirit being. It is intended to persuade the spirit being not to harm the injured person in 
any further way. 

A korapato was held in the village of Sisivi. Visitors came from Wakunai, Mapiaro, Sirioripaia, Ruruvu, 
and Togarao. A tree had fallen and very nearly killed a man. He escaped, however, without injury. In anger, 
arrows were shot and spears were hurled into a large kasava tree, hence, sutim diwai or “pierce the tree”. 

Following this, the arrows and spears were removed, broken, and distributed to the attending guests. A 
singsing in the morning had preceded this activity and the distribution of food followed it. 

It is said that if the victim dies, then there is no reason to carry out the korapato. The breaking up of the 
arrows and spears could bring regret because of the loss of these valuable possessions. However, in thinking of 
the injured person while piercing the tree, the owners are to forget their own matters. 

15.3 Musical Instruments Used by the Rotokas People 

There are a wide variety of indigenous and introduced musical instruments in use among the Rotokas 
people. Probably the most unique is the electronic keyboard, in use around Togarao. In donating our small 
pump organ for use in the village, I was taken aback to see the organ ignored and a recently purchased Yamaha 
amplified synthesizer used at our farewell feast. The young people had formed a small choir and the instrument 
was used to accompany them. 

15.3.1 Aerophones 

The flutes used in the Rotokas area vary in size, shape, and construction. The people have never 
considered them “sacred” as do many of the language groups elsewhere in Papua New Guinea. They are 
described below. 

The utavepa pupi (singsing kaur) makes use of tuned sets of panpipes. The vocal singsing pieces are 
pitched to match the particular pipes used. One set of pipes accompanies one set of songs. 

Panpipes 

The island of Bougainville, together with some of the islands of the Solomons group, are at the center of 
the pan pipe distribution and culture for this area. While panpipes have a wide distribution throughout Papua 
New Guinea, the panpipe culture is highly developed and specialized on Bougainville (personal consultation 
with SIL Ethnomusicologist, G. James). 

The largest set of four pipes (open at both ends and fastened in a single row) is called pureo. A smaller 
variety of this kind of panpipe set is called vaakato. There are two alternate names for this set: pikaketo and 
kukatopuka. These are higher-pitched pipes. 

The kookovu consists of two sets of three or four parallel pipes. These pipes are slightly larger than those 
used in the vaakato and consequently, are lower-pitched pipes. Alternate names are misua and kootatou. 
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Rotokas musician and panpipes 

Pipes for higher-pitched pipes are made from a narrow diameter bamboo found only at the higher 
elevations. An old set of pipes previously used serves as a guide for length and pitch. When constructing the 
double row of pipes, three lengths of bamboo, with one end left naturally sealed, are cut to match three lengths 
of bamboo open at both ends. The second set serves the purpose of “straightening the air.” 

The pipes examined were tuned to C, Ab, and Eb in descending order. Pipes were also constructed an 
octave higher and an octave lower. To get the desired length, a piece of vine is inserted into the set of standard 
pipes and marked for length. The vine is then doubled in length for the deeper pipes and halved for the higher 
set of panpipes. 

The breath is blown directly across the openings from the stopped pipes towards the open pipes. 
Within the last few years, a tuned set of many pipes has been introduced into the area. The instruments are 

called pupi tavara or “blown pipes in a series.” There are lower-pitched sets called kukuriko koova (low 
pitch—‘head of tree’), tasi kovaa (high pitched—‘base of tree’), and ora viro (harmony—‘wrap 
around/entwine’). Tunes are played on the sets of pipes which sometimes can cover two octaves. They were 
observed being used in church services. 

Single pipes 

There are at least four types of single pipes which vary in size, method of changing pitch, and mouthpiece. 
The first is the older traditional style and is shown in the following illustration (A). Pitch is changed by varying 
the number of holes closed. The mouthpiece consists of the notched open end. The end of the tube butts up 
against the lower lip and wind is directed out over the notch, as illustrated. 

The second pipe has a more complicated mouthpiece as shown in (B). By varying the amount of breath 
entering the hole, this pipe had a range from Eb below middle C upwards in this order: Bb, Eb, G, Bb, Db, Eb, F, 
and G. The index finger is also placed over the extreme end, or partially so, in order to get different qualities of 
sound. 

Although we never saw one, a Rotokas musician friend described the third type of single-pipe flute as 
being open on both ends with mouthpiece orifice in the center of the pipe (C). The breath is blown across the 
opening. 
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Rotokas man blowing wooden trumpet 

Wooden trumpet 

The next type is the large wooden trumpet. This instrument is made from a length of carved wood. It has 
the same name as a type of bamboo also used occasionally, i.e., rivuto. A half coconut shell with an orifice cut 
into it is fastened to the end of the wooden tube and serves as a mouthpiece. I have seen a length of PVC pipe 
about ten centimeters in diameter used in place of the wooden tube. The mouthpiece for this instrument was 
also a coconut shell. 

The one we examined was pitched to Db below middle C and Ab one octave below middle C. The sound is 
made as with any brass instrument. The lips are vibrated while blowing into the mouthpiece. This instrument is 
used to signal the beginning of the singsing kaur. 

Triton shell 

One last wind instrument is the Triton shell (D) with orifice cut into the smaller spiralled end. It seems to 
have only one pitch and there is no attempt to match this pitch with that of the other wind instruments. 

Besides the traditional instruments described here, glass bottles are sometimes “blown” during play or in a 
singsing. The harmonica is used as a solo instrument and mainly for one’s own entertainment, not for 
singsings. 

Single pipe wind instruments used by Rotokas musicians 

15.3.2 Idiophones 

The slit gong (toiva), or garamut in Tok Pisin, provides the rhythm accompaniment for singsings. Mention 
has already been made of its importance in communicating coded messages, also. Not as many slit gongs are 
seen in villages today as in the past. 
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The large hollowed-out log may be from two to three meters in length. The inside is cut or burned out and 
the lip is tapped with a pole to produce the sound. The performer usually follows the rhythm and tempo of the 
wooden trumpets and panpipes. 

The slit gong or toiva 

Sticks are also used for marking the beat. They may be hit together or rapped across a length of bamboo 
which adds considerable volume. 

Another idiophone is the bamboo mouth harp (kovokovo) (or jews harp), which produces sound from its 
own elastic constituent material. This instrument is played in the Rotokas and Keriaka areas of Bougainville 
and as far north as Selau. Bamboo is slit in such a way as to leave a narrow strip which vibrates when an 
attached string is tugged. The vibrations echo in the open mouth and the characteristic of the sound is changed 
by varying the volume of the mouth (buccal) cavity. 

A favorite story about the mouth harp is told by Ka.: 

Once there was a man nicknamed sualek (sore leg) because he had a very smelly sore on 
his leg. The women of the village would have nothing to do with him and, in particular, the 
woman he loved scorned him whenever he came near by. 

He became so upset about this that he took off one day into the bush by himself. He was 
not going in any particular direction and soon it began to rain. He sheltered under a kanu 
tree, feeling very depressed. 

A masalai spirit [Iso] in the tree looked down and saw him. To cheer him up, the spirit 
began playing his susap (Jew’s harp) and the sad man below heard the beautiful music that 
he had never before experienced. “Where does that noise come from”, he shouted. He looked 
everywhere, but could not find anyone playing an instrument. In frustration, he kicked the 
side of the tree and the masalai dropped his susap onto the ground. 

The sad man picked up the harp thinking, “What is this?” He twanged it against his 
mouth and made a beautiful sound just like the masalai had made. He could play three notes 
and he was very pleased with it. 

He went back to his village and locked himself in his hut. When all the people were in 
the gardens except the girl he loved, he took out his harp and began to twang it. “What’s this 
beautiful sound?” said the girl. “I must go and look for it.” 

She looked everywhere and finally came to sualek’s house. “It can’t be coming from old 
sualek, surely”, she said. But she looked in one of the windows and there he was playing a 
strange instrument from which the noise was coming. 

She leapt in the window and came to him. “I love you now because of this strong magic 
you brought back from the bush”, she said. “What about my sore leg?”, he asked her. “I 
don’t mind about that anymore, you are a big man now”, she said. And the two lived happily 
ever after (Bougainville Copper Limited n.d.). 
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Bamboo mouth harp 

15.3.3 Membranophones 

The kundu, as this drum is known in Tok Pisin, or raraava tou, is made from a section of the trunk of the 
raraava tree, which  has been carved to an hour-glass shape. The two ends are hollowed out by cutting and 
burning, and a skin, usually lizard, is stretched over one end. Beads of beeswax are applied to tune it. These 
instruments are common in most parts of Papua New Guinea, as are the slit gongs. 

A modern version of this instrument is made by stretching a large, flat piece of rubber inner tube over an 
open end of a four-liter kerosene drum. This is tapped with a short stick and has a soft mellow sound. The 
drum in Togarao was heard being used to accompany a small singsing, but not for a celebration. Its sound does 
not carry far. 

15.3.4 Chordophones 

Guitars and ukuleles have been in use for many years. More recently, commercial amplified electric 
guitars and amplified bass guitars are used by rock groups. The Rotokas had their own rock group, which was 
very popular around the island. It was called the Toki Castaways. In 1980, as a result of the renewal within the 
church, this group changed their style of music and performance and provided Christian music, choruses, etc. 
for churches and young people’s meetings in particular. 

15.4 Rotokas Songs 

Brother Julian of St. Joseph’s High School in Kieta observes that: 

Many new things have been introduced to Bougainville in recent years, among them 
new sounds: the sound of the bulldozer, the 105-ton truck, the power shovel, the 
generator…all the sounds associated with a multimillion dollar copper-mining project. There 
are other sounds, however, which were here throughout this eastern-most District of Papua 
New Guinea long before the coming of any mechanical sounds, and they are sounds which 
will continue through and outlive their new rivals. These are the sounds of the drums, the 
pipes, the bamboo and, above all, the voices of the Bougainville people, raised in the music 
which they love so much” (Quinlan 1974:Intro.). 

The traditional music of the Rotokas people includes both songs and instrumental music where a song is 
one of the several components. The primary tones of the songs are usually those of the major triad, most often 
in the inverted forms, while the secondary tone (or tones) are “filler tones” between either of the two intervals 
of the triad. 

The most characteristic feature of the songs and instrumental music is the polyphonic style of 
performance—each part is cyclic and provides the harmonic element as the “independent” vocal lines sound 
together. 



 202

The most usual arrangement is for these to be two melodic lines that tend to move in contrary motion to 
each other, but sharing a common rhythmic foundation. Occasionally, one finds two melodic lines that move in 
independent rhythms. 

This cyclic style of performance is more noticeable in their instrumental/vocal music where the higher 
parts are the higher vocal lines or higher pitched instruments (panpipes) and provide an additional independent 
line in the middle, and where the lower instruments (different sizes of wooden trumpets) punctuate the 
structure and help give a definite form to any particular piece. 

The polyphonic style of performance is limited to the Islands of Papua New Guinea and a few coastal 
areas in the eastern part of the mainland where the island musical culture has intersected the main coastal styles 
of music (personal consultation with SIL Ethnomusicologist, G. James). 

15.4.1 Songs past and present 

Years ago, in an attempt to document songs old and new, a group of us in Togarao village worked together 
to produce and transcribe over thirty-five Rotokas songs. Some of these were so old that the meanings of the 
archaic words could no longer be remembered. The songs were published in a booklet made possible by the 
National Cultural Council of Papua New Guinea in 1974. Although we did not realize it at the time, both 
Brother Julian and I were working on the same kind of project and for the same purpose. His was much 
broader and the music was transcribed using different notations. Samples of both are given below, starting with 
songs from Brother Julian’s Bougainville Sings. (The numbers 1 to 7 represent the notes of the western scale: 1 
is doh, 2 is re, etc. A dot above the note indicates an octave above, and a dot below indicates an octave lower.) 

124. The waterfall is too fast for 125. Children’s song 
the flying fox to stop 
  Ia-ia  oape ia-ia  oape 
Siri  asiri  siriwa 55 55  25 4.55 55  25 4 
† 5  5 5 5   6 6 5 

Bakopisi  saru  saru 
Biapau  uvui  pauei  urakava  5  2  5 4   2  2   ‡  ‡ 
††  6    5   5   6   5   3 5 †  † 

(Repeat) 
La vua kepisiri 
†   66   5 5 5 5 Ia-ia oape 

55 55 25 4 

127. A chief with a bottle of kerosene and a canoe. (Story dance) 

Rei  reito  o  reito  
55   53 1 3   53 1… 

Rei  reito  o  reito  
55   53 1 3   53 1. 

Aeta   karasirio  puruba  reito  
 6.6.  4 5 6  65   5  3  1   53 1.     (Repeat) 

129. A cockatoo dropped a lizard over the pandanus tree 

Ovareoko  vi  ira  kove  eva  kakata 6  6    6  6   3  
6 6   5  5  3  5   3  1 1 

Uva  ora  ari  ari  roepa  kari  kari  a 
3  3  5  5 5 5  5 5    3  3   3  3   3 3 3 
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Old songs of the distant past 

Only a few words of the Avavata Vivirauko song are understood. The context is that when the parents 
returned from their gardens, while singing this song, they would find the children hiding along the paths in the 
grass. The word piopio refers to a child with scars in his hair or bald patches. 

Women going to their gardens would leave their children in the care of other women in the village. If the 
children began to cry, the song above was sung to soothe them and to put them to sleep. None of the words are 
explained. 
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The song, Kovai Tuupuu, is more of a wail in which a woman is asking, “Who put more taro leaves on my 
stack making it big?” The word tuupuu (big) is now archaic and has been replaced by riro or rei. She had 
prepared a stack of taro to be planted. Returning to it later, she found that more had been added. 

Present day songs 

The words of this song are, “Ae, ae, ae, teach me, you smart one.” The explanation is that when a person is 
doing something and another person comes up and says, “That is not the way to do it,” then the first person 
replies, “Okay, then teach me, smart one, if you know so much about it.” 
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In this song, the two lines are sung simultaneously. 
One asks the question, “Who is that man that you are going to marry?” 

The other replies, “That is the man you are going to marry.” 

This song tells of a young Aita man and woman who are pledged to be married. The young man cares very 
much for the young woman, but she rejects his overtures. 

One day a group goes to trap fish and crayfish. They dam up a river in the Aita area and get a very large 
catch. After that, the young woman likes the man and goes to live with him. Subsequently, he wonders, “What 
was there about that fishing trip that turned her heart to me?” He then makes up the song which says, “In the 
Aita, the two were brought together who could never get along.” 

15.4.2 Future of songs in Rotokas 

More of the traditional Rotokas songs need to be notated and put into print, so they will not be lost. 
Currently, the songs which have been published are all church songs (other than in the Culture Series book 
mentioned above). At the present time, there is interest in revising and republishing a new songbook that would 
also include many of the choruses composed by the young people. 

In order to give composers a deeper appreciation for their own tunes (in hopes that their own hymns and 
choruses would be set to indigenous tunes), Mr. Graham James of SIL held an Inter-Church Music Workshop 
in October of 1983. Musicians from various parts of Bougainville-Buka came together in the Nagovisi area. 
The emphasis in the workshop was on musical literacy—training people how to write down their own 
compositions. For most, this was a “first” experience, and one that proved most encouraging. The finished 
compositions were written on wax stencils by hand, then printed using a simple silk-screen duplicator. 
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Being a first time for many of the participants, editing was kept to a minimum. Hopefully, the lessons 
learned in production of the book will enable the participants to encourage others to make a record of songs 
composed and produce transcriptions, as they gain in experience. One of the prolific composers of Rotokas 
songs attended the course and may follow through with what he learned. 

15.5 Conclusion 

In the Preface, mention was made of cultural dynamics, i.e., changing and stabilizing influences. Without 
trying to make a conclusive statement about the dynamics of the Rotokas culture, we close this work with a 
general observation from the book, Cultural Dynamics, by Melville J. Herskovits: 

We recognize the universality of cultural change when, beginning with the study of 
change in process and the analysis of existing nonhistoric cultures, we find that no two 
groups have exactly the same bodies of custom. Obviously, those peoples who live close 
together, or who, like the English and their descendants in modern Australia, have close 
historic contacts, will have more in common than those who live at a distance and rarely, if 
ever, come to know the cultures of each other. This is merely to say that groups who live in 
close contact have more opportunities to take over innovations from one another than to 
adopt new cultural elements from more distant societies. But since not everything introduced 
into a group will be taken over by it, we reach the basis of a dynamic explanation of local 
differences in culture. 

Whether great or small, observed differences are but points in the historic chain of 
causation that has eventuated in a culture as it is to be seen at a given time. That in 
nonliterate societies scant documentation of change can be drawn upon does not controvert 
the fact that change has taken place. We have too much evidence from historic cultures, too 
many records of contact with nonliterate peoples that, when compared with present-day 
customs of the same people, document changes that have actually taken place, to question the 
presence of change even among peoples noted for their conservatism. 

Change, then, is a universal cultural phenomenon, and the process of change over a 
period of time constitutes the dynamics of culture. Cultural change cannot be studied as an 
isolated phenomenon, for change, by and of itself, is meaningless, until it is projected against 
a baseline of human behavior as of a given time and nature. Above all, it must be contrasted 
to the phenomenon that is always opposed to it, the phenomenon of cultural stability, which, 
in its psychological aspects, is called conservatism. 

The appraisal of either change or stability not only depends on taking both into account, 
but is dependent as well on the degree to which the observer achieves detachment from the 
culture in which he is studying change or stability. The closer the student is to a culture, the 
more blurred his perceptions in accurately identifying or isolating the changes that may be 
taking place in it. He reacts to the culture not unlike the members of the group he is studying. 
If conservatism is stressed as a prevailing pattern, he tends, often quite unconsciously, to 
gloss over changes. If the culture stresses change, as in Euro-american society, there is a 
tendency to slight the vast body of stabilizing elements that, lying beneath the changes that 
are actually in process, give continuity to the way of life. 

The most striking expression of this limitation of perspective was illustrated by our 
example of the attitude of elders toward the behaviour of the younger generation, and the 
reaction of the younger members of a society to restraints laid on their innovations. From the 
point of view of the outsider, neither the old nor the young seem to direct their grievances 
toward matters of great importance. Yet when viewed close up, minor distinctions loom 
large. The over-all picture is only obtained when the culture is seen in more distant 
perspective. But even with the psychic distance of the detached observer, the student faces 
many problems. It is no simple task, even for the trained ethnographer, to sense the 
differences in individual behavior found in a society new to him. What he sees are the 
consensuses, the patterns. Recognition of deviations can only come later. Yet the student of 
culture, sensitive to change, must grasp variations as well as patterns. For at a given moment, 
these variations are the expression of change in process. 
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Students of culture have devoted far more attention to studying change than to analyzing 
stability. There are two principal reasons for this. One derives from the historical development 
of ideas about the extreme conservatism of nonliterate folk held by scholars in the earlier 
period of anthropological science. The second reason, however, is inherent in the problem. 
For it is much easier, methodologically, to study change than to study stability. Both these 
reasons must be held in mind to understand the problems of cultural dynamics…(Herskovits 
1967:144–145). 
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Appendix A 

Rotokas Language Area Survey 

The People 

Village                    Ibu                         Councillor    Iravui        Date   
May 16, 1966   

Mission influence:  Meth RC     +    SDA .  Clans:  Suriketo ,   

Oruikui , Ovuveo ,  Kakata ,    ,    . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Only a handful of men and   

  women were present  /(Time of day)    8:40 a.m. . 

Hospitality:    

  

  

Population in village (at time of census    27/8/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 1        9   11  3    2   4    4  24  20  2       28   29 35   30 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

             2                                                

Births:  Male     4       Female     4     . Migrations:     4      in           out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  2   7  15  7                       

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

                      4   3   2   2   
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Total population (including absentees):   122.     Average size of family:  2.71 . 
The Language 

Dialect:     Rotokas P                                     General observations:    

  

  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous       Hilly       +         Coastal     

Appearance of village:   Excellent    Good Poor    +    

Types of buildings:   Homes    +  Church Men’s House     1    Patrol  . 

Officer’s house     + Other ,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      19    . 

Trail time from:       Togarau /     1 h   to:    Bulistoro /    2h17m   . 

Map of village: 
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Sisivi                     Councillor    Willie Date   May 11, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth    +   RC     +    SDA .  Clans:   Kakata ,   

Ovuveo ,  Oruikui ,   Suriketo ,     . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Well populated when visited,   

  especially in the morning…many men  /(time of day)    12:40 a.m. . 

Hospitality:    The men gathered in the cook house in the evening and we  

had a good time discussing local problems and language. They have always  

been friendly towards us.  

Population in village (at time of census    25/8/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 2    3  25   23  5    4  12    8  34  45  6    6  71   54 43   54 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

             1        1                                       

Births:  Male     2       Female     3     . Migrations:     9      in     1     out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  5   5  12  9                       

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

   2                  8   5   1   2   

Total population (including absentees):   222   .  Average size of family:  3.38 . 
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The Language 

Dialect:     Rotokas P                                     General observations:  Same as Togarau  

  

  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous       ++    Hilly                Coastal     

Appearance of village:   Excellent    Good       + Poor         

Types of buildings:   Homes    +  Church    2 Men’s House     +     Patrol  . 

Officer’s house     + Other ,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank    +    Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      30    . 

Trail time from:       Sirioripaia /     3h05m   to:    Ruruvu /    1h25m   . 

Map of village: 
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Ruruvu                    Councillor    Sioi Date   April 21, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth   + + + RC     +   SDA .  Clans:   Ovuveo ,  Suriketo , 

  Kakata ,   Oruikui ,    ,    . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Two or three men and a few   

  more women.  No children.  /(time of day)    10:30 a.m. . 

Hospitality:    One man offered coconut and kaukau for lunch. We did not  

stay for lunch, however. He also gave me two eggs to take home with  

me. These folks have always been quite friendly to us.  

Population in village (at time of census    26/8/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 4    1   7   11  2    4  10    4  29  30  4    8  36   30 35   35 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

             2                                               

Births:  Male     5       Female     1     . Migrations:     1      in     7     out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

          1   1                       

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

   3        1         7   6   2       

Total population (including absentees):   136   .  Average size of family:  2.87 . 



 213

The Language 

Dialect:     Rotokas P                                     General observations:  The vast majority of  

the villagers speak Rotokas P. A few have married Keriaka wives but  

no significant dialect differences were noticed.  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous       +     Hilly       +         Coastal     

Appearance of village:   Excellent    +    Good    Poor         

Types of buildings:   Homes    +     Church    1 Men’s house     2     Patrol  . 

Officer’s house     + Other  M school,  Aid Post ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank    +    Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      32      (not counting school). 

Trail time from:       Sisivi /     1h/25m   to:    Togarao /      25m   . 

Map of village: 
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Pipipaia                   Councillor    Peoapea Date   May 17, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth        RC         SDA     + .  Clans:    ,   , 

   ,    ,    ,    . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Just a few younger men   

present and a few women and children..  /(time of day)    9:25 a.m. . 

Hospitality:    These young men seemed very hospitable getting us coconuts  

without our asking for them (first time). They seemed anxious to   

sit and chat with us.  

Population in village (at time of census    1/9/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 4    4   31  22 13   13  20   14 64  56 16  10  84   62 74   64 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

     4       1                  1          2          1       

Births:  Male     8       Female     6     . Migrations:     4      in     1     out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  6   2   5   1        1    3      2  

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

                      1   2           

Total population (including absentees):   284   .  Average size of family:   3.17 . 
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The Language 

Dialect:     Pipipaia D                                     General observations:    

  

  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous             Hilly       +         Coastal     

Appearance of village:   Excellent       +   Good         Poor         

Types of buildings:   Homes    +    Church    1    Men’s house     1     Patrol . 

Officer’s house     + Other  SDA school ,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank   (+)   Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      30      (not counting school). 

Trail time from:       Rakaropaia /     1h/50m   to:    Nupatoro /     1h05m   . 

Map of village: 

To 
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Okowapaia              Councillor    Reopairi Date   May 26, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth        RC    +   SDA     + .  Clans:   Ovuveo ,  Suriketo , 

  Kerakera ,    ,    ,    . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    The place was empty except   

for three men and a few women.  /(time of day)    2:40 p.m. . 

Hospitality:    The informant was not very eager to help with the word  

list.   

  

Population in village (at time of census    16/9/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 3    3   10  14  5    8  7    3 41  27  5   3  27   29 46   31 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

                                           2          1       

Births:  Male     3       Female     5     . Migrations:            in           out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  1                                   

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

                      1   1        3  

Total population (including absentees):   133   .  Average size of family:   2.33 . 
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The Language 

Dialect:     Rotokas P                                     General observations:    

  

  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous             Hilly                 Coastal          +  

Appearance of village:   Excellent             Good       +  Poor        .  (Cemetery) 

Types of buildings:   Homes    +     Church         Men’s House     1     Patrol . 

Officer’s house       Other   ,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank    Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      11    .   

Trail time from:       Wakunai /    (car) 20m   to:    Nupatoro /     1h05m   . 

Map of village: 
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Mapiaro              Councillor    Sivai Date   May 10, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth        RC    +   SDA       .  Clans:   Ovuveo ,  Oruikui , 

  Suriketo ,    ,    ,    . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Quite a few men were sitting   

around and more came in the evening.  /(time of day)    12:10 p.m. . 

Hospitality:    These folks were very nice letting me use the priest’s  

bed, giving at no cost a good meal, and cooperating freely in the language.   

examination.  

Population in village (at time of census    23/8/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

 2    3   11  17  6    9  6   7 39  27  6   7  29   43 56   37 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

             1        1                    1                 

Births:  Male     3       Female     5     . Migrations:     9      in           out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  1   4  14  5                       

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

  1                                  

Total population (including absentees):   165   .  Average size of family:   2.66 . 
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The Language 

Dialect:     Rotokas P                                     General observations:  Slight difference in   

vocabulary used. Bilabial stops were noted in the place of our bilabial  

fricatives.  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous         +    Hilly       +         Coastal            

Appearance of village:   Excellent     +    Good      Poor        .  

Types of buildings:   Homes    +    Church     1    Men’s House     3     Patrol . 

Officer’s house      +    Other   ,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo    +    Saksak    +    Limbum    +    Plank    Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      18    .   

Trail time from:       Old Lekaia /      2h40m   to:    Sirioripaia /     1h30m   . 

Map of village: 

Lekaia
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Rotokas Language Area Survey 
The People 

Village                 Kusi               Councillor    Katereo Date   May 18, 1966  

Mission influence:  Meth        RC    +    SDA       .  Clans:   Suriketo ,   

Ovuveo ,  Aita ,   Matova ,   Kurue . 

Impression of populace (at time of contact):    Less than half a dozen men   

were sitting around. Few women and children.  /(time of day)    1:25 p.m. . 

Hospitality:    We arrived at the school yard and they immediately offered  

some oranges. We sat around with the men in the village and chatted   

awhile. They offered us taro before we left.  

Population in village (at time of census    4/9/65 ): 

–1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ Children Adults 
M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M   F M     F M    F 

      2   12   7  7    5  6   7 31  37  6   2  31   24 34   36 

Deaths: –1 yr 1–5 6–10 11–15 16–45 46–55+ 

     2       2        1                    1                 

Births:  Male     1       Female     4     . Migrations:            in           out. 

Absent workers: 

 Inside the district Outside the district 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

                                      

Absent inside the district: 

 Government  Mission 

 Child Adult Child Adult 
 M F M F M F M F 

                               3      

Total population (including absentees):   125  .   Average size of family:   2.89 . 
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The Language 

Dialect:     Aita D                                     General observations:  The nasals were   

very obvious. The Rotokas P speakers with me replaced b, r, and g  

with m, n, and  and the conversations went very well.  

The Village 

Terrain:  Mountainous      +    Hilly                 Coastal            

Appearance of village:   Excellent              Good         Poor    +   .  

Types of buildings:   Homes    +    Church     1    Men’s house     2    Patrol  

Officer’s house      + Other    RC school,   ,   . 

Materials used:  Bamboo   1/2    Saksak   +    Limbum   +    Plank   1/2 Other . 

Number of buildings (excluding cook houses):      18    .   

Trail time from:       Tsubiai /      1h05m   to:    Siribia /     50m   . 

Map of village: 
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Appendix B 

Sample Text: Contract for Sale of Land, 1974 

AUE*A VAOIA REOVOI OA PURAVEVOI VEGEI ORA AVOATA VAOIA RASI 
VARU ORA VATEORO. 

VA VAISIARO VAOIA TUIREPA, OIRE UVA RAGAIPA RAUPETO, VA 
VORIREVOI AUEIA VORIA, VAOIA MONIA, VA UVUIARO OA OISIO UVUIPAI 
($64.20c)  RO KEKIRA. MARCH SIOVARAIA AUEIA NAMBAR 25th VOIVAO 
SIVARAIA 1974 IVA, OIRE UVA AUERE VAOIA, VARE RUGORUGO PASIA 
VAOIA, VORE TUEPAORO UTUPAUA, OIRE UVA IGEIA. 

VAO IGOAPA VA VORIREVOI, VAOIA RASI VARU TUIREPA. OISIO IA. 

VAVIOVIRI 

IROKAE 

VITEIASI 

RAUPETO 

SARERE 

VIAGORE 

OIRE UVA IGEI PAPAO- A VAOIA. IGOA VAOIA RESIA PURAIO VOI, RERAPA 
VA VATESIA VAOIA RASI VARU TUIREPA, ROIA  AVOATA, UVA AUEPA VOA 
KOVOPAREVOI. 

REREATE, VOAVAO ORA VAKOKOI, AROVI, VIORA. 

ARI  ITA, IGEIA USIORE PAPAO, ARI VOAVAOA VAAI AVAO OAIAVA 
VOAVAO PA VA VORIREVOI RERA ROIA AVOATA. OIRE UVA RAGAI 
VAISIAROA VAO VOIA RAGOA VAIA PITUAVOI VAOIA VORIA, RAUPETO. 

 RAGAI VAISIA OA-_________________________ 
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Appendix C 

Trained Teacher’s Certificate 

Methodist Church of New Zealand 
Solomon Islands District 
Bougainville-Buka Circuit 
 
This is to certify that                       Akoitai                             of the village 

of           Tagarao        has completed a course of study and practical training 

at the KOAU METHODIST COLLEGE, and has shown proficiency therein. 

    He       is now recognized as a TRAINED TEACHER OF THE METHODIST CHURCH 

Signed  G. G. Carter MA. Dip. Ed. 
College Principal 

         A. H. Voyce  
Dated this         16th          day Superintendent Minister 
of      December          1951  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  * 

The Methodist Church of New Zealand 
Solomon Islands District 
Bougainville and Buka Circuit, New Guinea 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN. 

This is to certify that                       Akoitai  
is an accredited agent of the Methodist Missionary Society of New Zealand, 
stationed in the            TEOP                           area. 

Signed         A. H. Voyce  
Minister in charge 

Village  
Chief  

Stationed at         Sisivi                                     Village       Rotokas                  District 

Appointed                      1952   

Appointment sustained  

Remarks   
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ROTOKASI AND AETA PREACHING PLAN 1982 
 Ples 27/6/82 4/7/82 11/7/82 18/7/82 25/7/82 
RURUVU T. Kutamai J.Mavin S. Tapisiri E. Rareaviri E. Seriri 
TOGARAO T. Pokambut . . . . . Noah S. Makupai J. Tarasi 
SISIVI J. Tarasi . . . . . J. Vaip E. Kepito J. Kesirivate 
ORIVA D. Ravereto . . . . . J. Tepi Herri J. Pissa 
KERATURI E. Seriri . . . . . J. Vasiviri J. Voiporea S. Pute 
VERARUSI J. Pissa . . . . . J. Rereivo E.Vaip J. Rasoriri 
KURITA Herri . . . . . R. Revaevi T. Kutamai J. Vaip 
WAKONAIA E. Hois P.Morokevan T. Kiririrea T. Pokambut D. Ravereto 
ORUPA M. Vavataevi . . . . . J. Vivirei S.Teveirepa T. Kiririrea 
IAGAM J. Vaip P. Vakute S. Repiriri P. Vakute Noah S 
TURINA J. Voiporea Makupai C. Karuru P. Morokevan S. Repiriri 
KAKAPARA E. Raeriaviri . . . . . E. Hois Samson J. Rerevat 
RATERI S. Pute . . . . . T. Taureviri Amos K. E. Rareaviri 
ARIARIKO J. Kesirivate . . . . . J. Rerevate J. Mavin T. Kutamai 
PIRIA Apolos . . . . . Amos K. J. Binie J. Mavin 

 

 1/8/82 8/8/82 15/8/82 22/8/82 29/8/82 
RURUVU E. Opeti Skip F. J. Rerevate J. Vasiviri E. Vaip 
TOGARAO . . . . . E. Kepito Skip F. J. Vaip J. Kesirivate 
SISIVI . . . . . S. Pute J. Kesirivate Skip F. J. Tepi 
ORIVA . . . . . A. Tevaria E. Rareaviri M. Rereaviri Skip F. 
KERATURI . . . . . J. Visirirea J. Rereivo J. Rasoriri E. Hois 
VERARUSI . . . . . M. Rereaviri C. Karuru M. Vavataevi J.Visirirea 
KURITATURI . . . . . A. Akae S. Repiriri J. Vivirei C. Karuru 
WAKONAI J. Vaip T. Kutamai Noah S. J. Voiporea J. Mavin 
ORUPA . . . . . R. Revaevi Herri J. Pissa J. Rereivo 
IAGAM P. Morokevan T. Pokambut P. Vakute T. Taureviri S. Tapisiri 
TURINA J. Mavin J. Tarasi J. Mavin D. Ravereto Makupai 
KAKAPARA . . . . . J. Vasiviri Samson A. Akae Samson 
RATERI Makupai J. Voiporea Amos K. A. Tevaria Amos K. 
ARIARIKO . . . . . J. Tepi S. Tapisiri T. Pokambut P. Vakute 
PIRIA . . . . . Makupai Apolos Samson Makupai 

 

TOK    SAVE 

Tok save igo long yupela ol brata tok save olsen bai yupela lukluk gut long name bilong yupela, 
wanem hap bai yupela igo autim name bilong God. Mat. 28.19.20. 

Jesus em tok yupela igo long olget hap na autim name bilong mi. Nao taim bilong yumi ol 
Christian long autim name bilong Jesus. 
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Appendix D 

C.Y.F. Agriculture Project 

C.Y.F.    AGRICLTRE    PROJECT                        DATE   17/3/81 

MINUTES  BILONG  MITING  BILONG  STARTING  C.Y.F.  POULTRY  PROJECT 

Miting i bin start long 12.00 noon, namel long 3 pela Didiman na ol 
C.Y.F. Members na tu Head Master bilong Ruruvu Community School, 
wantaim sampela bik man bilong ples. Olhusat ibin present long 
miting. 

Mr. Mamak (O.I.C.) bilong Wakonai, Mr. Jacob Rerevate (D.P.I.) Officer, 
Mr. John Torikepa, (D.P.I) Mr. E. Seriri, Mr. Jerimiah Visirirea (C.Y.F.), 
Mr. Amos Tevaria, Mr. Joel Kesirivate, (Members Mr. Timothy Kutomai, 
Ruruvu Community School, Mr. Matiu Pukopuko, bikman bilong pies). 
Asbilong dispela project ol C.Y.F. Members wantaim ol School pikinini i 
laik kirapim, Na tu long kisim sampela haripim long ol D.P.I. Officers long 
ronim dispela project. Mr. Jacob Rerevate, ibin tok clia olsen dispela 
project imas. 
(A) Training centre bilong ol Youth na School na wanem organsation. 
(B) Heripim ol long kisim sampela mon bilong group. 
(C) Practising Self-Reliance, Mr. Mamak, isapotim toktok bilong 

Jacob Rerevate, na em itok. 
(A) No ken waite tasol long ol Officers bilong D.P.I. 
(B) Business i kirap long hat wok bilong man. 
(C) Gutpela long lukim olsem yupela yet ilaik kirapim ol project. 
Mr. Timothy itok klia moa long as bilong askim ol D.P.I. Officers long ka. 
Em itok olsem. 
(A) Bilong kisim sampela haripim long way bilong lukaut Kakaruk. 
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(B) Bikosem i joint project belong Youth na School imas gat close contact 
long ol Didiman na C.Y.F. Members Mr. Mama, itok (A) Jacob, bai lukluk 
long sait bilong seeds. (B) First poutly project bai usim local kaikai bai 
planting in sait long project yet. Mr. Kiririrea, husat i bin kamap namel long  
miting ibin askim sapos i orait long kirapim project, Kakaruk bilong kalim 
kiau. Mr. Mamak imekim tok olsem inogat santing ipasim ol dispola project 
Tasol yumi mas start long dispela project bilong meat pastaim. Miting ibin 
finish long 1.30 p.m. 

Rough Estimate Bilong Expendenses Bilong Startim Project 

First Round 
 Wires 2    Rolls K 76.00 
 Nails   14.30 
 Petrol   10.00 
 Kaikai 10    Bags  125.00 
 Kakaruk 100  60.00 
 Totol cost  285.30 

95 Chicken at   K4.50 K 427.50 
Total amount spent  285.30 
   __________ 
    142.20 Profit 

Second Round 
 Kaikai  K 125.00 
 Kakaruk   60.00 
 Transport   60.00 
    245.00 

95 Chicken at   K 4.50 K 427.50 
Total amount spent   245.00 
     
   K 182.50 Profit 

 
 Secretary  bilong  minites:  Timothy Kutomai 
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