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ABSTRACT

Apart from the numerous anthropological accounts, there has
been no history written about the original inhabitants of Papua New
Guinea. Whatever history has been written about them has been
considered entirely in the light of European colonialism. So much so
that during the ninety-one years of colonial rule the tendency was to
play down or to outright deny the people's past history. Recently
there has been a growing search into the writing of local traditional
history and this thesis is part of the growing process.

The following work is divided into three parts. The first
part focuses on the environment in which the Kurti people live. This
results from the obvious fact that a people's history and culture is to
a large extent geographically and environmentally bounded and determined.
The type of environment in which they find themselves enclosed demands
adaptation and formulates the pattern of their socio-political and
economic life.

Part two concentrates on their trad;tion of origin, migration
and warfare. The account of how they came to be is centered on a man
called PAT and a woman called ELUH KALUU. Their marriage resulted in
six sons who became the ancestors of the six original KURTI clans. The
groups migrated to seek more space as they increased in numbers and
this led them into confrontation with other groups of people sharing or
occupying the same environment.

Part three examines the coming of the Europeans and their
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intrusion into the Kurti society towards the end of the nineteenth
century and the beginning of the twentieth. This intrusion led to
hostile feelings between the groups culminating in the imposition of
and adjustment to the colonial rule.

To state briefly, this study is the result of the growing
search into the past history prior to the European intrusion. It is a
history common to every group of people in Papua New Guinea; a
tradition on which they stand and from which they draw their strength

and courage in the wind of change.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is about the Kurti people of Manus Island, whose
language 1 speak, of whose society I am a member by right of birth, and
among whom I have conducted my fieldwork.1 Experts in various fields of
social science and the humanities have conducted fieldwork and published
accounts of other Melanesian groups. Margaret Mead; Reo Fortune and
Theodore Schwartz have published articles and books on cultural
transformation, on religion and on the Paliau Movement in Manus.2 But
while their work may be fairly comprehensive with respect to one
language group on Manus, it is not indicative of all of them. Moreover
I question whether their works have accomplished much more than the
written accounts set down by explorers, settlers, planters, missionaries,
and government officials, who viewed the islanders through colonial
eyes. These written accounts are expressions of dynamic changes which
have occurred in the life pattern of the people but fail to reveal
history through the eyes of the people.

To the best of my knowledge, no research has been done on the
Kurti people, their society, or the changes that have affected them
since the European contact. The main body of this thesis rests on
materials that I collected during my fieldwork, consisting primarily of
tape recordings of oral tradition and notes on ceremonial activities and
environmental factors. The composition of this thesis is a challenge
and a duty, since I will be the first person to describe my people's
culture, society and history in a language which they do not understand

and in which I do not profess to be fluent.



In 1967 when I was a student at Chanel College, in New
Britain, one of my history lecturers stated that history existed only in
the independent nations and that in the case of the Papua New Guineans
they possessed no history_of their own, or if they did it was only
within the realm of European contact and colonialism. I took the
statement as truth and tried to convince myself that people in what is
now called Papua New Guinea have no history as such except what has been
made by the Europeans in their own environment. This attitude developed
into an interest in the subject of the 'effects of European contact' on
the Kurti people and thus led me to have informal talks and conversa-
tions with some of them before they died. My aim was to obtain their
impressions and ideas about the impact of European intrusion on our
society. I can still clearly remember my aunt, Eluh Meyek, saying to
me, '"Yes, the Europeans brought many good things but they should not get
our land from us because without land we would be like little children
with no parents to feed them; and they should not get all you youngsters
out of the village, for if all of you leave nobody is going to carry on
our tradition and customs and nobody will bury us when we die."3

In 1973 I was a student at the University of Papua New Guinea.

In our course on the 'History of Papua New Guinea' I pointed out to our

lecturer that the name of the course was a misnomer. It should be

called the '"History of Colonial Activities in Papua New Guinea,' rather

than 'History of Papua New Guinea' because there was nothing on or about
the indigenous people.4 The lecturer replied to my complaint saying
that unless I could provide enough materials to cater for a course on

the history of the local people, the content of the present course would



remain the same. This was the challenge that led me to conduct field-
work among my own people.

I scon abandoned the idea that history is the property of
independent nations alone and came to believe that history does exist
in other societies which are not independent only according to European
political and legal standards. In her account of thé Manus people,
Margaret Mead writes: '"It is the story of a people without history,
without any theory of how they came to be . . . "> Yet from what I
know, the Manus people proper, like the Kurti and other language groups
on Manus Island, have their traditions about where they came from and
how they came to be where they are today.

My own conviction is that '"history is where people are." At
a history seminar held at Simon Fraser University, I heard a speaker
say: '"History today is not only restricted to reporting and recording
about government, political and diplomatic activities, but has also
embraced the 'total human experience."'7 It is my contention that
societies without written records do have a history; a history embodied
in their traditions, culture and experiences, and not circumscribed by
written words; indeed the very existence of any people throughout time
and place declares a consistency and a continuity which is history.

History is to a people as a root is to a tree. It provides
life, a consciousness of themselves and a source of strength, courage,
and energy. Consequently a people without history is dead and loses its
direction like a reed blown by the wind. The Kurti people as well as

other Melanesian groups have long been denied a history of their own;

the history which is embodied in their struggle for survival on the



island world and which has been involved in the formulation of their
culture. Hence, it could be said that the struggle for survival leading
to the formulation of cultural practices is history in itself, though
unrecorded, since it has taken place in time and space.

For the Kurti people their history is a composite expression
of their interaction with their physical envircnment; their symbolic and
mystical comprehension of that environment; and finally, their ability
to comprehend within this cultural spectrum the attitudes, values, and
technological demands brought by European contact. The Kurti and their
neighbours on Manus Island in western Melanesia have been isolated for
centuries from the people of Papua New Guinea nearby. This isolation
was an accident of geography. In order to fully appreciate Kurti
culture and history, it is necessary to understand the physical nature

and fragmentation of the island world in which they live.



PART I: ENVIRONMENT AND PEOPLE

Chapter 1: Geographical Situation, Physical Features and Climate

Manus is the biggest island in the Admiralty Group of the
Bismarck Archipelago, but the smallest island-province in the newly
independent nation-state of Papua New Guinea.l Manus lies between 141
degrees west longitude, 149 degrees east longitude and 2 degrees south
latitude.2 Two hundred fifty-eight kilometers west of Lavongai Island
in the province of New Ireland and roughly three hundred twenty-two
kilometers to the south is the mainland of New Guinea.3 To the north,
the boundary of Manus is the equator, while to the south the boundary
is formed by the administrative boundaries of West New Britain, Madang
and the provinces of East and West Sepik.4 Its western and eastern
boundaries are longitudes 141 and 149 degrees.5 The maritime province
of Manus consists of about 160 islands including the Western Islands
Group.6 The total area of the province is approximately 128,000 square
kilometers, but the land area is only 12,870 square kilometers.

Manus is about eighty-one to ninety-seven kilometers long
and 32.2 to 48.3 kilometers wide at its widest point.8 It is a young
island, geologically; born in comparatively recent times as a result of
a gigantic wrinkling of the earth's crust which buckled the bed rocks
of ancient oceans and piled them up forming a central range, running
from west to east, of which the pighest peak is Mount Dremsel at
718.58 meters with many others over 3,280 meters above sea level.

Perhaps two thirds of the total area of Manus is taken up by

hills, covered with luxuriant jungle, and separated by valleys through



which rivers and creeks flow down to the sea. Among the island's many
streams, the Worei and the Yirii are most notable. Both originate in
the central range; the former flowing southward and the latter
northward, providing alluvial plains which are used for gardening. Due
to riverine erosion sharp slopes have been created and the island lacks
a continuous coastal plain.lo Patches of swamp on the littoral, only a
few meters above sea level, are dominated by mangroves but there are
also areas of beautiful white and brown sand beach.

The island of Manus may be divided into five physical
regions: the south-west peninsula, the western uplands, the central
valley, the eastern uplands and the eastern lowlands.ll The Worei
river runs along the central valley and the Yirii river flows down
through the western uplands.12 The highest mountain peaks on the
island are situated on the boundary between the western uplands and the
central valley.13

Off the eastern end of Manus is the Los Negros Island,
separated from the main island by a narrow channel, Loniu Passage, but
linked to the mainland by a steel bridge. The eastern lowlands
continue on to Los Negros Island in the form of a plain about five
kilometers wide with ridges rising to about 45.75 meters above sea
1eve1.14 The crescent shaped island of Los Negros curves northwest
encircling the magnificent Seeadler Harbour.15

The Kurti people inhabit part of the western uplands, the
central valley and the eastern uplands on the northern-central part of
Manus Island.16 The Kurti land along the coast extends, east to west,

from Kereng Point to NDritilii Point, a distance of about sixteen



kilometers, and extends inland to about nineteen kilometers, making a
total land area of 311 square kilometers.17

The area is rugged, hilly, and deeply dissected by valleys
through which rivers wind their way to the sea coast. The main rivers
in the area are, from east to west, Hurngeu, Lowo, Kohmaran, Yahol and
NDrehndrelei.18 These rivers bave their sources up in the central
valley and the eastern uplands.19 Connected with many tributaries they
drain much soil on to the lower narrow plains on the coast and into the
sea. Between these major streams there are many smaller ones which
contribute to much soil erosion during rainy season.

The highest peaks in the area are Puhlii, Morir, Tomol, Pawih
and Putpuu; they are over 305 meters above sea level in the western
and eastern uplands.ZO Other smaller peaks are Puhtoh, Nakii,
NDruturuu, NDrekeu, Pamurou, Petluhul and Poréwii, all range within the
vicinity of 274.5 meters above sea level.21 Except for the central
valley along the banks of Worei river, there is little flat land. The
whole area is covered with dense jungle except for patches of secondary
growth where there has been some cultivation. Rivers and creeks make
the coastline uneven with patches of mangrove swamp and occasional
white and brown sand beach.

Manus lies near the equator and this means that at sea level
its climate is hot, but the equatorial heat is tempered by the heavy
rainfall and high humidity borne by the prevailing winds from the
northwest monsoon. This wind pattern begins in November and continues
until March when it is followed by the southeast trade wind from May to

October, with doldrums in the intervals.22 Manus has a regular annual



rainfall of about 381 centimeters.

At all seasons the temperature varies little between day and
night although, of course, it falls with altitude. In coastal areas
the temperature seldom rises above ninety degrees or drops below
seventy degrees, and the humidity hovers around seventy per cent at sea
level. Hot and humid conditions are usual during the day but the nights
are comparatively cool.24

Regular rainfall sustains the verdant vegetation of Manus.
Tropical forests occur up to midmountain levels and on parts of the
lowlands. Sago palms grow thickly in the marshy and semi-marshy
coastal and inland plains. Coconut palms dominate the dry coastal
areas. The flat littoral areas, especially on the north, east, south-
east and south, are dominated by mangrove swamps and nippa paims. On

the western end of Manus there is a moss forest with patches of alpine

. 25
vegetation.



Chapter 2: Natural Resources, Subsistence Activities and Trading

Nature endowed Manus with a substantial range of resources
needed to sustain life. Many of these resources are also present in
other parts of Melanesia and the Pacific world. The island has a
luxuriant tropical rain forest and is heavily timbered.1 This timber
is utilized for house building, the carving of wooden food bowls, and
the construction of canoes.2 Pottery is made from clay. Although the
Kurti possess the white clay used for making pottery, they were not the
pottery making group.3 This industry was monopolized in pre-European
contact times by the people of the islands of Ahus, on the north coast,
and MBuke on the south.4

The staple food crops of the Manus people are sago, taro,
sweet potatoes, singapore, yams, and mammi yams, coconuts and bananas.
These vary in distribution, while coconut palms, either naturally
germinated or cultivated, are common to all islands. Sago palms
flourish in abundance in the marshy and semi-marshy lowland areas. As
the staple food crops vary in distribution so also is their importance.
To the Kurti people sago and taro are the staple food crops while the
other crops are cultivated as supplementary. Taro grows everywhere in
the Kurti area and sago palms flourish in abundance in marshy and semi-
marshy lowland areas particularly at Liap, NDritambat and Souh.

While sago remains the basic food for all the Manus people,
emphasis on other food crops differ. Taro is heavily cultivated in
parts of the central valley and the entire eastern uplands and
1o§lands, while singapore is grown in abundance in the southwest

peninsula and the western uplands.7 This results in the emphasis
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placed upon singapore than taro by the inhabitants of western Manus.
The inhabitants of the larger volcanic islands such as Rambutjo, Lou,
and Baluan, where sago palms grow in limited numbers, cultivate taro,
yams, sweet potatoes and bananas. On the elevated coral islands of
Bipi and Pak emphasis is placed on cultivation of sweet potatoes and on
some low atolls, such as Wuwulu Island in the Western Islands Group,
taro is grown in man-made swamps.

These staple food crops, mainly carbohydrate in content, are
balanced by protein derived from land and marine animals and birds, and
vitamins from fruits and vegetables. The most commonly hunted animals
are wild pigs, possums or cuscus and bandicuts. Domesticated pigs are
usually reared for important social functions.9 Fish of all kinds are
caught, and marine plants and animals such as crabs, shell fish, green
sea weeds and sea anemone. Tropical fruits and vegetables of all
types, cultivated and non-cultivated, are abundant. In this bountiful
setting hunger is the result of laziness and a person who goes hungry
blames neither nature nor anybody else for his plight.

Subsistence agriculture generally involves the cultivation of
staple good crops. Sago palms take the least effort to cultivate. The
palms are planted in marshy or semi-marshy areas because an abundance
of water is required for their growth. Occasionally the surrounding
bush is cleared since sago palms, like many other plants, need plenty
of light to ensure their healthy growth. As they grow the palms
produce new suckers and in time the entire environment becomes their

breeding ground.

While sago cultivation takes the least effort, sago making is
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an arduous task but ensures quick returns. The process of making sago
is a perfect example of the division of labour according to sex in a
traditional society like that of the Kurti. The man's work involves
the selection, felling and trimming of the sago tree. After this he
must break the hard skin with an axe, separate the skin from the soft
kernel and beat the soft kernel into a powder with his bow (ndrangkei)
fitted with a ring c¢f bamboo or metal (moro'ou) at one end. The
woman's complementary tasks involve collecting the sago powder and to
rinse them with water to get the flour. The flour, mixed with water,
goes into the container, but precipitates, being heavier than water.
The water trickles down the sides of the container as more and more is
used for rinsing. When all the powder is rinsed, some time is allowed
for the flour to precipitate and then the water is let out through a
little opening made in the side of the container, leaving the sago
flour to be collected in baskets and hung up to dry.11 Sago flour is
cooked in many ways. It is fried, baked, made into pancakes sprinkled
with coconut oil, fried and boiled, and made into a large number of
delicacies. It is eaten with coconut o0il, desiccated coconuts, and
other protein foods.

The usage of sago palm is not only limited to the extraction
of its flour for food. The whole tree is useful. Whatever is left
from its powder, after the extraction of the f{lour, produces a variety
of mushrooms. 1Its leaves and palms are used for houses, its strong
hard skin is used for floors in dwellings, its fronds are used for

brooms and its top is used for breeding beetles which produce edible

larvae (ehet).
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Coconuts are as important as sago. While it may not be
treated as a staple food crop by the people on Manus, where ségo is
plentiful, coconut is certainly the staple food crop on the coral
atolls, especially, in the Western Islands Group.12 Between these two
extremes, however, coconut occupies an important place in the lives of
the Kurti people as well as all the other Manus Islanders. The
cultivation of coconuts is similar to that of sago palms.13 It is
planted at random mainly for domestic consumption and for traditional
ceremonial activities.

Practically everything about the coconut palm is useful. The
trunk is chopped up into sizeable lengths and used as posts for houses,
fences, and bridges; people on coral atolls split up the trunk into
strips for harpoons used in turtle hunting; palms are used for firewood,
green leaves are woven into baskets and mats and dried brown leaves are
used for lighting fires. The fronds are used for making brooms, the
young shoots are cut at their tips to let out the juice for making
'toddy' drinks. 1Its water is a refreshing drink, green and dried nuts
are eaten, dried shells are used for firewood, husks are spun into
ropes, the dried flesh is used for lamps and the o0il extracted from
desiccated nuts is used for domestic consumption as well as acting as
a valuable item of trade.

Next in importance, if not equal to sago and coconut, is taro,
the cultivation of which goes on all the year round. Taro horticulture,
although with minor differences, is described by Tan Hogbin among the
Wogeo Islanders, Peter Lawrence among the Garia people and, Bronislaw

Malinowski among the Trobriand Islanders.14 Cultivation demands energy
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and patience; energy to clear up forests for new gardens and patience
to wait for at least six to eight months before the taro harvest.
Selection of a good garden site requires some preliminary knowledge of
the type of soil and its estimated productive capacity, the kind of
forest (shrubs, plants, and trees) and the types of taro plants that
may grow well there. In the Kurti area the initial task of brushing up
the undergrowth is generally done by the women while the men come in
later to chop down the trees, or if need be, trim off the branches.
This division of labour according to sex, with respect to garden
making, also exists among other groups of people on Manus, and among
the Wogeo, the Garia and the Tangu peoples with the exception of the

Trobriand Islanders where men and women collaborate at the initial

stage.15

The making of taro gardens in Manus differs from what I have
seen in other parts of Papua New Guinea, for example, New Ireland, East
and West Britain, Wewak, Madang, Morobe and in the Port Moresby area
where garden sites are cleared, burnt, and cleaned before the taros are
planted in the bare soil. This method of taro cultivation is noted
elsewhere among the Wogeo, the Garia, the Tangu and the Trobriand
peoples.16 In Manus, as a general rule, garden sites are not burnt,
but the branches and leaves are trimmed as evenly as possible after the
initial brushing. When everything is ready for planting, the women
bring bundles of taro tops and shoots, banana suckers, yam tops and
other green vegetable cuttings for planting.

In Manus, as elsewhere, the only tool used in planting is the

digging stick.17 When planting taro, the women force the stick into
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the ground for about 20.32 or 22.86 centimeters and work it from side

to side before withdrawing it. Then they drop the shoot into the hole
and tamp down the earth around it with either the stick or their feet.
The holes for banana suckers are driven deeper, usually about 30.48 to
38.1 centimeters. In exposed places banana stems are often tied up to
a stake to prevent wind damage. Bananas are planted among the taros,

normally about 3.05 meters apart but they are not necessarily kept in

straight lines.

Occasional and sometimes regular weeding, usually done by the
women, is necessary while the crops are growing. As a rule taros seem
to be harvested first while bananas may take longer. Unless there is a
major social occasion, the harvesting of taro is not done at one time,
but rather at regular intervals to meet the needs of the family. It is
occasionally necessary to cover the ripening bunches with leaves or
bags so that birds and bats cannot attack the fruit. Taro tops are
replanted in new garden sites, leaves are cooked and eaten as
vegetables and peelings are used for feeding pigs or as fertilizer.

Sweet potatoes and yams are also important in the Manus
diet.18 Sweet potato gardens, unlike those for taro, are cleared and
burnt before the debris is removed. The method of cultivation of these
two crops is common throughout Papua New Guinea, at least, from what I
know and have seen in other areas besides Manus. The soil is broken,
mounds are made in which the sweet potato vines are inserted, and the
gardens are weeded constantly by the women, until the crop is ready to

be harvested.

In practically every garden, whether of taros or sweet
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potatoes, one will find patches of crops like yams, tapioca, singapore,
bananas, pineapples, pawpaws, sugar canes, corn, pumpkins, beéns,
cucumber, water melons, ibica and other green vegetables. These are
placed in convenient positions without any regular plan and may be
found in any part of the garden where it is considered that they will
do well. Because the heavy annual rainfall on Manus causes extensive
soil erosion, sweet potato gardens are usually found in level or semi-
level land areas.

The reason why taro garden making on Manus is different from
that in other areas of Papua New Guinea is unknown. However, one can
only assume that it results from the people's knowledge of their
environment. The soil on Manus is largely of the red-clay type and it
dries easily when exposed to éhe sun. Long practical experience has
taught the people that when leaves and branches are left on the surface
of taro gardens they prevent soil erosion during the rainy season, keep
the soil from drying up during the dry season, add humus to the soil
and retain much needed water for the taro crop.

Mixed farming and shifting cultivation are two well documented
characteristics of the Melanesian agricultural system.19 For purposes
of analysis, the phenomenon of mixed farming can be considered from two
perspectives; the cultivation of mixed crops and the rituals attached
to cultivation. We have seen that among the Kurti people on Manus, as
elsewhere, gardens are of mixed nature. Different kinds of crops are
planted together on the same plot, although some may take predominance
over others, for example taros and sweet potatoes. In some areas on

Manus, as in the volcanic islands of Rambutjo, Lou and Baluan, yams and
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mammi yams are cultivated in separate gardens. However, even these are
not entirely dominated by the principal crops at the expense of other
crops like bananas, sugar cane, and pawpaws.

The exact reasons for this practice of mixed farming are not
known, but one can assume that in this way the land is utilized
totally, the danger of crop rfailure and attacks by insects are
minimized, and different crops restore nutrients to the soil.
Moreover, more time is available for other social and individual
activities, such as, hunting, fishing, constructing canoes, house-
building, visiting friends and relatives in other villages, or simply
passing the time off in leisure. Flourishing gardens of mixed crops
possess greater aesthetic beauty for passer-bys and enhance the social
prestige of the garden owner. All these practices and attitudes seem
to be more gratifying to the people than the creation and maintenance
of different gardens for different crops.

Any discussions on the traditional life in Melanesia cannot
afford to overlook the importance of agricultural rituals, for in
garden making as well as in other activities ritual is always resorted
to.zo These rituals blend human labour with spiritual power, making
agricultural practices coherent activities. Agricultural labour falls
into three stages for the Kurti people; clearing undergrowth, felling
trees and planting. However, in gardening there is little distinction
between physical labour and the ritual associated with it. They are
seen as complementary to one another.

The ritual formula among the Kurti people is simple in

content. The gardener utters a brief invocation to his ancestors to
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protect him against accidents that may befall him and to the bush
spirits to watch over his garden and ensure its productivity.< These
utterances may involve throwing some small amount of food into the
forest in the belief that the spirits would eat the offering. Having
performed this simple ritual the gardener then proceeds to clear his
new garden site. No ritual is performed when the time comes to plant,
although, most gardeners prefer to plant their crops early in the
morning, before laying their hands on anything else, because they
believe that this will protect their crops from the ravages of insects.

It is not known for certain how long the system of shifting
cultivation has been in practice by the Kurti on Manus and in other
parts of Melanesia. The system was either introduced by the islanders,
during their migration to the Pacific, or more likely, was developed in
the course of time as their knowledge of their environment increased.
Golson points out that horticulture, based initially on taro cultigens,
has been in existence in the Central Highlands of New Guinea for
upwards of 10,000 years.21

The value of shifting cultivation cannot be sought outside
the people's own experience by which they have come to know that second
plantings are not profitable and that it is better to abandon plots
after a single harvest. Owing to the heavy tropical rainfall weeds
grow up quickly and the people have come to realize that any attempt to
cultivate a second crop on the same plot would be doomed because of
weeds. The soil on Manus is of a red-clay type which quickly loses its
nutrients after the first planting and so must be left to lie fallow.

Moreover, the Kurti people equate land to the human body which can only
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carry so much weight at a time. Thus overuse of the land in terms of
replanting is like overloading the human body, an analogy whiéh
symbolizes the people's deep feeling for their soil.

The fertile humus covéring the wide expanse of red clay lends
itself to an intensive cultivation of useful plants which include, not
only the staple food crops of sago and taro and supplementary crops of
coconut palms, sweet potatoes, yams, and bananas, but also fruit trees
and vegetables of various kinds. Fruit trees are seldom grown in
gardens. They are, by custom, grown at random in and around the
settlement sites, either old or new. There are also fruit trees that
grow plentifully in the forest and their fruit is collected in
abundance at certain times of the year. The most common cultivated
fruit trees are breadfruit, mangoes, malayan apples, oranges, lemons,

pumoloes, guava, nas, sakou, mehveu, morndro, mondrol, puroi, 1lilip,

yiu, ninat, ndrinei and sa'en'on. In addition, there are those that

grow naturally in the forest such as ndrau, pakan, onglou and

22
ngalngal.

A wide variety of vegetables are cultivated such as,
pumpkins, water melons, cucumbers, beans, soya beans, corn, pineapples,

peanuts, sugar cane, pitpit and ibica. Those that grow naturally in

the forests and swampy areas are the ndraweyap, panorok, leksi, nineh,

oso'ot, pe'er, mburtuh, ndrongkarahat, and ndronarmai.

Trade, without undermining its other dimensions and aspects,
is essentially a form of subsistence activity. In the island world of
the Manus people it is a means of survival for those living on smaller

islands where staple food crops cannot be cultivated and for those
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engaged in cultivation on the main island it is a medium through which
excess food is exchanged or bartered for other supplementary items.
There has not been any systematic study conducted on the traditional
trade system in Manus apart from a short description by Margaret Mead.24
The subject has been studied and described in great detail with respect
to other areas of Papua New Guinea: Malinowski studied the Kula system
in Eastern Papua (now Eastern Province of Papua New Guinea); C. G.
Seligman and F. E. Williams analyzed the Hiri system between the Motuans
of the Port Moresby area and the Koita of the Purari delta (now Central,
Gulf and Western Provinces); T. G. Harding worked on the Vitiaz system
which links several hundred communities located on opposite sides of

the Vitiaz Strait, a passage about 321.8 kilometers long and 48.27 to

64 .36 kilometers wide dividing the northeastern mainland of New Guinea
from the Bismarck Archipelago; and A. Strathern wrote about the
ceremonial exchanges known as the Moka system in the Western Highland
Province.25 These major trade systems with many other smaller ones
enabled the flow of valuable goods from one area to another and linked
up the entire New Guinea coast, islands and the highlands.

Whether the Manus people were linked to these huge trade
networks, particularly the Vitiaz system which linked the various local
communities on New Britain and New Ireland, is hard to say; for one
thing Manus is geographically removed. However, the Manus people had
their own trade networks through which food and durable items of value
changed hands and passed from one area to another. Trade units are
based not only on geography but also on long established ties of

intermarriage, clan relationships and friendships.



20

For the sake of general classification, Manus trade networks
falls within four geographical regions: the islands and the Qillages
on the north coast mainland, the islands and the villages on the west
coast mainland, the east and southeast islands and the mainland
villages, and the southwest islands and the mainland villages. Within
this overall network trade links numerous communities on the mainland
with those on the islands and sustains a regional economy.

Within this regional sphere, trading activities are reduced
to what may be termed 'trade units'; that is, one island exercises a
monopoly on trade with one or two mainland villages. Other islands,
wishing to trade outside their units, can do so only after permission

has been granted. On the northcoast of Manus, for example, the island

of Andra claims a monopoly over the mainland villages of Souh and
Mundrau. The island of Ahus claims a monopoly over the mainland
villages of Liap, Lowa, Lobahan and Powat, and the island of Ponam
claims a monopoly over the villages of Mundrupulon and Tulu. For the
people of Andra to trade with either Mundrupulon or Tulu they must have
permission from Ponam. However, there are some exceptions to the rule.
For instance, the mainland village of NDritambat trades with both Ahus
and Andra islands, having concluded trade treaties with each island.
In addition, trade is carried on with them on different week days in
order to avoid conflict. Another exception is that the mainlanders are
not bounded by these trade monopolies and are at liberty to trade in
any units they please.

Food forms the basic item of exchange at local trade units.

Trading takes place twice a week, normally on Wednesday and Saturday
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between the hours of nine and twelve but in some areas it takes place
only once a week. On the morning of the market the islanders.sail down
to the mainland in their canoes bringing with them smoked or fresh fish
and other marine edibles. These items are exchanged for sago, taros,
sweet potatoes, yams, bananas, betelnuts, pepper leaves and other
vegetables brought by the mainlanders. Each unit has its trading
centre where platforms are erected on which items of exchange are
placed.

It is evident that the exchange of vegetable foodstuffs for
marine products (the foundation of much of local trading) derives from
environmentally determined differences in production. Overseas trading
or interregional trading, on the other hand, depends far more on the
distribution of technical skills and established exchange patterns than
on environmental variations including the distribution of natural
resources. For example, the mainland people do not lack the red clay
from which pots and earthenware items are made nor, perhaps the skills
required to produce them. However, they prefer to enter into exchange
the clay pots made by the people of Ahus island on the north coast and
MBuke island on the south coast.

Generally, the interregional trade is guided by a desire to
import specific goods and the exchanges are more often indirect. For
instance, a man from Pak island, to the east of Manus, wishing to
construct a canoe for himself but lacking a proper log, informs his
trade friend from Andra island (north of Manus) who in turn asks his
trade friend on the mainland either from Souh or from NDritambat to

supply him with a large tree trunk. In time the hollowed log is
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prepared and sent to the trade friend in Andra who in turn sends it to
his trade friend at Pak. Whatever goods, for example, pigs,‘turtles or
dog's teeth given in exchange for the log ultimately end up with the

third partner on the mainland. Other durable items of value that pass

from one region to another generally follow the same pattern.
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Chapter 3: The Kurti Concept of Themselves, Their

Society and Their Environment

The Kurti people conceive of themselves as the product of
evolution in time and space. They conceive of themselves as
originating from a couple, a woman, who was known originally as
Kalulwoi Kesak, who long ago left Mount Kesak on the south coast of
Manus and moved to Pat Mundrupureu, an area which is situated about the
centre of the island, and a man, Pat, who lived at Pat Mundrupureu.

When they married her name was changed to Eluh Kaluu.1

The marriage of Pat and Eluh Kaluu was blessed with six sons
who were the ancestors of the six clans of the Kurti people.2 The
significance of this tradition is that every Kurti person can trace his
or her genealogy back to one of the ancestral sons and ultimately to
Pat. Thus the tradition serves to unify, consolidate and create a
consciousness within the Kurti people that they are one people. It also
strengthens inter-relationships within clans as well as cooperation and
collaboration. This is vividly illustrated by the fact that when
customary activities are held almost all members of the clans come to
participate.3 Furthermore this tradition creates in the minds of the
Kurti people a sense of their common history.

The Kurti people conceive of their society as not only
composed of those living but also of the dead members.A To them all
living men are influenced by those who went before. The chain of
influence is almost infinite in its extension through the past. In

addition, every Kurti is a product of the wider culture created before
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his birth by past generations and communicated to him by his community
and society as well as by his immediate family. The ancestral spirits
are more than merely memories of the dead and more than a generalized
tradition which the living acquired from their predecessors. Instead,
the deceased enter history once again. Among the Kurti people the dead
are seen to participate in ceremonial activities particularly when they
are staged in their honour. They even participate in the distribution
and the eating of food; that is, the essence of food.

It is important to note that the spirits of the dead only
contact those among the living to whom they were related, those who
have some kind of intimacy with remaining members of their kin, or with
those places or affairs of significance to a particular family and its
relatives. Another point worth mentioning here is that in traditional
Kurti society, and to a large extent this is still the case today,
people are named after their dead ancestors. The sole purpose of this
observance is to give concrete expression to the ties between the
living and the dead. 1In so doing the dead will be remembered.
Furthermore, the common belief is that the dead will protect their name
sake and impart to them those qualities for which they were famous.
Hence, it is the influence of the dead in their role as relatives which
persists among the living. However, not all ancestors will be
remembered or renamed by the living members. Only the famous will be
recalled. Those who are not remembered in some way will be lost from
living memories. Many are acknowledged only as part of a host of
revered, but individually unknown ancestors.S In general, then, only

the named spirits of the recently departed or exceptionally important
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dead continue to influence the living.

The Kurti people have no definite doctrine of afteg life.
Their general conception, apart from those ideas derived from missionary
influence, is that life after death is a state of rest where individuals
forget the hardships of life. The spirit of the dead members who
appear to the living do so only briefly in the form of blueflies,
fireflies, butterflies, beetles, or frogs.6 But these creatures are
never recognized as the embodiment of ancestors. The children who are
named after dead ancestors are never seen as reincarnations of their
ancestors but rather as independent individuals. Their names only
serve to maintain kinship, family or historic ties with the dead and
with the past.

When such insects enter the houses of the relatives of the
dead, they are respected and greeted. In some cases pieces of food and
tobacco are given or placed near the insects in the belief that they
are the embodiment of dead relatives. This may appear like transmigra-
tion, but it should not be taken as such for two reasons. Firstly, the
Kurti people have no theory or belief about transmigration and secondly,
the belief that the spirits of the dead take the form of insects is
only a temporary phenomenon. In fact, while the spirits of the dead
appear to their living relatives in the form of these insects, they are
not seen as insects themselves.

Generally speaking, the ancestral spirits do not harm living
relatives. However, they make them sick sometimes. This happens if
the ancestral spirits are displeased by some of the things that the

living relatives do; such things as failure to meet obligations to
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members of the family and quarrelling about land and property. 1If, for
instance, two members of the same family quarrel over something and
after that one of them falls ill, this is seen as punishment by
ancestral spirits. When that happens all members of the family come
together, usually around the sick person, each one tells what he or she
feels about the matter, and then the leader enumerates all the
ancestors by name, if possible, and pleads with them to remove the
sickness.

All sicknesses and deaths in the Kurti society are thought to
be the result of magic and the displeasure of ghosts and spirits. If
magic is found to be the cause of sickness and death a counter magic is
used to cure the sickness or to revenge the death by either killing the
magician or any of his relatives. In the case of ghosts and spirits
the exorcists are called to perform the ritual murder to avenge the
dead man's spirit, as in the case of Sinel which will be described
later in this section. If the death of a relative is said to have been
caused by the spirit of a recent dead relative or of an ancestor, there
is nothing done about it. The living members accept it as a warning
that they should be in good terms with one another to avoid further
drastic action from their dead members.

The central goal of life for the Kurti people is expressed by
the term "huyen" which literally means ''good.'" But to the Kurti it
means not only being good, as referred to persons, but possessing
longevity, health and freedom from misfortune in the fullest sense of
life. It means being good not only in terms of material possessions

but also in terms of moral and spiritual dispositions such as fulfilling
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one's obligations towards the living and the dead. This well-being
cannot be achieved without the effective help of human and noﬁ—human
agents coupled with one's own personal efforts. The help of non-human
agents, such as the ghosts of ancestors, is particularly important.
Such assistance is considered vital especially in the context of food
distribution during ceremonial festivities in order to avoid complaints,.
dissatisfaction and anger from the participants as well as from the
ancestral spirits. Moreover, the Kurti are always anxious to avail
themselves of such help in order to avoid annoying the dead and thereby
inviting punishment in the form of pain or sickness. Thus we see that
it was as essential for the Kurti to maintain approved standards of
personal and social conduct as it was to obtain power from the
ancestors because by the very nature of things, one's own conduct, as
well as that of other persons was always a potential threat to the
achievement of "huyen."

The relationships of persons with their ancestors are not
always considered to be gifts. Rather, obligations must be net before
such relationships are established, and once established the
obligations must always be maintained. The principle, of course,
implied the process of reciprocity. In Kurti society, both worlds, the
natural and the supernatural, are combined together as one world
through the process of reciprocity. By this process the supernatural
powers can be manipulated by the living.

A point of importance which should not be overlooked here is
one closely associated with the Kurti people's concept of life. Life,

to them, is conceived as a unity of fulfillment. And this unity of
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fulfillment consists in keeping both the natural and supernatural world
together in harmony. This is both success and life for the Kurti.

The Kurti people do not have a purely secular view of their
society. To them it is a unity, a unity of the natural and
supernatural. To sustain this unity, persons must enjoy a good
relationship with those who are dead and those who are living. Life
for the Kurti revolves around this concept of unity, and its fulfill-
ment. What happens in the natural world is considered as the joint
work of men living in the natural world with those in the supernatural.

The idea of the world is as old as civilization because
people everywhere have felt compelled by the conditions of their
existence to try to understand their environment, both natural and
supernatural, and to articulate their relationship with the cosmos. In
this struggle to rationalize their existence they adopt various
explanations as aids to understanding. Prior to contact with Europeans
and the spread of their knowledge of science and technology the Kurti
people attempted to explain the origin of things around them by
employing legends and myths. This is not uncommon in traditional
societies. Rather than consider in detail the nature of legends and
myths currently entertained by Kurti society, my intention is to
examine their functions.

Among a host of legends and myths employed to explain natural
happenings as well as claims to property there is one which is well
known to practically all of the Kurti people, and which combines both
functions. This myth is known as the "Myth of Lapam Puhlii and Lapan

NDritilii." Briefly, this myth states that Lapam Puhlii, residing on
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his mountain top, looked down one fine day towards the sea, and on the
beach of a jutting point he saw Lapan NDritilii sewing his fishing net,
with his hands going up and down. Lapam Puhlii thought that the
fishermen must be calling him. So he set out the following morning and
journeyed to Lapan NDritilii's house. He stayed there two days. Then
a strange thing happened. After every meal Lapam Puhlii would ask
Lapan NDritilii for some fresh water to drink. Lapan NDritilii pointed
at the sea water and told him to drink it. He drank it and felt it was
salty. Meanwhile Lapan NDritilii went out secretly by his back door
into a patch of bush where he had hidden a pot of fresh water. This
went on several times. On the morning of the second day Lapan
NDritilii told Lapam Puhlii to stay home while he went fishing. While
he was on the reef he had a strange feeling that something unfortunate
had happened at his home. He hurried back and made for his pot of
fresh water. 1t was gone.

While Lapan NDritilii was away fishing, Lapam Puhlii said to
himself, '"this man must have been tricking me. Everytime after a meal

he told me to drink sea water, but he would not go himself, and he must

have some water somewhere to drink.'" So he searched in the undergrowth
and came upon the pot of fresh water. He said to himself: '"this is
it." He stooped down and drank to his heart's content. Then said to

himself: "Since Lapan NDritilii has fooled me into drinking sea water
all of this time, I will steal his pot of water." He lifted it up and
walked away to his abode on the mountain top. When Lapan NDritilii
arrived at the spot, his pot of water was gone. "What am I to do to

get my pot of water back from this man?" He thought for a while and
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said: "Ah! I will get a piglet and run after him." So he did. He
ran after him as fast as he could and caught up with Lapam Pﬁhlii while
he was ascending the final approach to the mountain top. He said to
him: "My friend I want my pot of water back and you can have this
piglet in exchange." Lapam Puhlii said, '"No, you tricked me, I drank
sea water several times, and I am not going to give your pot of water
back to you." Lapan NDritilii held the piglet in one hand and reached
out for the water pot with the other. Lapam Puhlii held on to one side
of the pot and Lapan NDritilii held on to the other. They pulled
together, and the pot broke and the water flowed down the side cf the
mountain. To their surprise the piglet squealed and ran off into the
bush.

I have tried to abbreviate this myth by which the Kurti
people not only explain but lay claim to several things. On the spot
where the pot of water was alleged to be there is a spring of clear,
cool water. This is said to be some of the water that fell to the
ground when Lapam Puhlii lifted the pot. On the mountain top there is
a small, round pool of water. This is said to be the water which spilt
when the pot broke. On the northern and southern side of Mount Puhlii
are the sources of the two biggest rivers on Manus, the Yirii and the
Worei. Their sources are explained in terms of the water which
trickled down the mountain side. Around this pool of water are
fragments of the broken water jug. The piglet which ran off into the
bush became the ancestor of the jungle pigs in this area. Moreover,
this legend is said to explain why most Kurti people hunt for wild pigs

in that area, at the expense of other tribal groups. Down on the
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coast, Lapan NDritilii's fishing net became the forerunner of the
fishing nets which people made later, and the Kurti people claim the
fishing net as their property. Kurti lands extend along the coast in
an east to west direction from Point Kereng to Point NDritilii and
inland, in a southerly direction to Mount Puhlii.

At most times people of all societies live in two environ-
ments, the natural and the supernatural. The distinction between these
two worlds is sometimes sharp, sometimes vague, and frequently the two
worlds seem to merge. For the atheist, there are no gods, for the
pantheist, all nature is supernatural. The Kurti people, like all
Melanesians, are in between these two extremes. To them the super-
natural world is teeming with spirits, disembodied magical forces and
ghosts. Toward them, supernatural beings may be indifferent, spiteful,
intimate, wantonly malevolent, supportive, supervisory, distant,
transcendent or immanent. Toward the supernatural the Kurti may be
scornful, friendly, fearful, awe-struck, manipulative, indifferent,
submissive, reverent, joyful, aggressive, or loving. The two worlds of
nature and supernature confront the Kurti with innumerable mysteries.

The Kurti people identify a number of entities which may be
labelled supernatural and have institutionalized means for dealing with
some of them which may be described under the heading of ritual. A
stranger among the Kurti people can observe the rituals and learn of
the entities without much difficulty. What he may learn from
observation and conversation concerns generally the form of rituals and

their immediate aim, or the names of entities and their major

attributes.
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The Kurti people believe in nature spirits, which have
different names and dwell in different habitats, in trees, récks,
rivers, forests, and mountains. They are not necessarily bad or
harmful spirits though some of them appear to be at times. Let us look
at each group of spirits.

Pihndrul usually dwell in big tall trees. These are
considered to be female deities because their activities are restricted
only to women. At sunset, between five and six o'clock, they are said
to be actively looking down on pregnant women and women with new born
babies. During this hour pregnant women and women with new born babies
attempt to minimize their exposure as much as possible. If they happen
to be walking back home from their gardens and pass through a grove of
big trees at this hour, they must cover their babies in case Pihndrul
might harm them. Pregnant women must cover their bellies in case they
give birth to dead babies an outcome which would be seen as the direct
result of exposure to Pihndrul. There is no ritual attached to these
beliefs. Fear of Pihndrul only causes women to be careful about them-
selves and their new born babies.

As a rule, nature spirits do not harm people who live in the
particular area where the spirits reside; they only harm strangers or
people who live in the area but are not well known to the spirits.

This is the case with Nundrolap. This group of spirits dwells in trees
usually on the beach or on a jutting point. They also dwell at the
mouths of rivers. Generally they are harmless spirits, and are not
considered to be deadly. If a stranger or a person they do not know

very well passes through or by their dwelling place, they blindfold
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him spiritually and set him upon a different route which very often
leads nowhere. Sometimes they make the strangers walk to and fro along
the same path without realizing what they are doing, while at other
times they make them walk around in a circle following the same path.
This trickery may go on for a few hours or even a day. If such a thing
happens, the landowner, usually the person who is well known to these
spirits, goes out and calls the spirits to stop annoying the stranger.
The ritual attached to these spirits is simply a call to them in the
form of a placation or a scolding comment.

Much like the Nundrolap is the group known as Tambalamueh.
This term means the head of a dog and signifies that these spirits act
like dogs. They are said to dwell in a particular forest area and go
about in groups. They bark like dogs and do everything that dogs do.
They do exactly the same sort of thing that the Nundrolap do to
strangers who happen to come across them in the jungle. They blindfold
the strangers spiritually and either lead them to an entirely different
route or make them lose their way. This may go on for a few hours or
even a day. Strangers may even spend the night in the bush, unless
somebody who knows these spirits goes out and calls out to the
Tambalamueh to stop. However, if no one familiar with these spirits is
around, the spirits themselves will direct the strangers back to their
original route after a while. The ritual connected with these spirits
is like the previous one, a call of placation. Sometimes a little food
is used, either sago, taro, or anything at all, which is thrown into
the bush after the placation has been made. If there is no food used

then the forest owner will tell them to eat whatever they can find in
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the forest, mainly fruits and other edible leaves and plants.

Another group of natural spirits which dwell in modntains,
rivers and caves are known as Mandra'alok. As their name implies, they
are looked upon as the 'guardian of the place." They do no harm, but
they are said to become angry with humans if their habitats are
disturbed. People revere them and their assistance is sought after
when people go hunting for possums or pigs or go fishing in the rivers.
They are said to make available within easy reach the hunted animals
and fish. 1In either case, the leader of the group, usually a person
who has some links or traditional rights to the hunting and fishing
area, invokes the guardian spirits and asks them to make his group's
adventure a successful one. The invocation ritual is rather simple.
The leader obtains a bundle of leaves which by traditional right
belongs to his clan or family. With this bundle in his right hand, he
waves the leaves, hits them back and forth on the surrounding plants,
and invokes the guardian spirits, saying: ''those of you who are here,
looking after this place, know who I am.'" At this stage he mentions
his name and his father's and his clan's or family's name; "I come to
hunt (or fish); make the hunted animals available and within easy
reach. Thank you to all." After the invocation the hunting party goes
to hunt or to fish.

The Sinel, another group of natural spirits, which literally
means devils, or evil spirits are said to live in caves, trees, rivers
and natural tunnels or ditches. These are the most harmful super-
natural beings. They cause sickness and death. Humans must take

certain precautions in the areas where these Sinel are said to dwell.
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First, not to pass through those areas at certain times of the day,
particularly in the early evening between six and eight o'cldck, in the
late evening between eight and ten or during the whole night. Secondly,
if people do pass through these areas during the day they should not
have eaten any meat or fish which has a strong smell, or if they have
they should wash their hands thoroughly so that the Sinel will not
smell them. Thirdly, people should not have sexual intercourse in and
around these areas. The ritual attached to these cases is rather
complicated. If a person falls ill after passing through these ghostly
places, an exorcist must be summoned. The exorcist is a person who has
power to drive out devils or evil spirits. Exorcists can be either men
or women. The ritual can go on for some days. First of all, the
exorcist questions the sick person as to exactly what he or she did.
After gathering all of the necessary information the exorcist prepares
to use various articles owned by the victim. This preparation must be
done in secret. The exorcist then uses a special pot of lime, while
rubbing the sick person's hands together. This ceremony is usually
performed in the evening.

The exorcist visits the sick person before he or she retires
for the night, chews some ginger and breathes on the victim. This
being done, the exorcist goes off to bed. No one is allowed to enter
the sick person's room. Sometimes during the night the exorcist gets
up and commands the evil spirits to restore the sick person's health by
departing from their body. The next morning the exorcist rises before
everyone else, sprinkles some lime on both sides and the back of the

sick person's head and then breathes on the victim. After this the
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exorcist pulls out a special rope and ties a number of knots according
to the number of evil spirits in the area where the sick persbn was
contaminated. The tying of knots symbolizes the strangling of the evil
spirits. In the evening the exorcist goes to the area, thought to be
inhabited by the Sinel, collects a bundle of sweet smelling leaves,
ties them up with the knotted rope, sprinkles lime on the leaves and
then waves the bundle around, saying to the evil spirits: ''Now, since
that I have strangled you to death, this place or area is free for
humans to pass through." Then the exorcist goes back to the sick
person to see if he or she is well. The ritual may be performed
several times until the victim recovers.

Another group of spirits which are believed to inflict harm

on humans are called Yowah or Mulou. These spirits have no fixed

habitat but roam all over the place and are said to be active when
there is a shower of rain in broad sunlight. When such a rain shower
occurs people believe that these spirits are abroad on the road.
Consequently, people do not walk around in case they encounter these
spirits. 1If a person walks along the path when such a shower occurs he
or she must hide to let the spirits pass by. They are said to cause
severe headaches, fever and stomach aches. There is no ritual for
these forms of sickness except retirement to bed.

Akin to Yowah or Mulou is another group of spirits called

Ngam. These are very harmful and they are usually associated with a
person, who in reality is what we call a magician. He keeps these
spirits in his house and they accompany him wherever he goes. There is

communication between him and the spirits. These spirits cause
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sickness and death. A sickness caused by these spirits cannot be cured
by anyone except the magician himself. The ritual performed followed
the same pattern as the others. The magician chews a bit of ginger,
breathes on the sick person, waves some sweet smelling leaves over him
and commands the spirits to withdraw from the victim and not to make
the person sick again.

The Pelit are associated with families and clans. They are
considered to be guardian spirits. They protect families and clans and
their interests. However, they may cause sickness. This happens when
two or more members of a family or a clan quarrel over a wrong. If
after their quarrel one of them falls sick it is said that their own
Pelit, the guardian spirit, made the person sick as a punishment.
Sometimes, sickness may be visited upon some relative other than those
involved in the quarrel. This is because of the communal nature of
society where any relative may be punished for the crime of the whole.
The type of ritual performed for this is simple and straight-forward.
All members of the family come together and each one confesses what he
or she has in mind or feels about the matter. After their general
confession, those who were involved in the quarrel put a certain amount
of dog's teeth, shells, and nowadays, money together in the name of
their family Pelit and the leader of the family petitions the spirit to
remove the sickness from the unfortunate victim. The items collected
are kept in custody by the leader of the group and used in traditional

exchange on behalf of the family.
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Chapter 4: The Kurti People, Their Language and Customs

The Kurti people are one of the several culturally similar
communities settled on the central part of the northern coast of Manus
Island.1 To the east, the Kurti land boundary runs with that of the
Lowa people, to the southeast with that of the Puyong pedple, to the
south with that of the Lohii and the Pohwai peoples énd to the west
with that of the Kukohoi people.2 To the north, their maritime boundary
is coterminous with that of the Andra and Ahus Islanders.

The Manus people traditionally classify themselves into three

basic groups, the Mwanus, the Usiai and the Matankor.4 The Kurti

people are an Usiai group who speak the Kurti language.5 The term
Kurti has five different meanings. It means, first of all, the
language which the people speak. Secondly, it means and it stands for
the people themselves.6 Thirdly, it means "here" referring to something
found, seen or placed in a particular spot. In this context it also
means something being given to somebody; an act of giving in a
particular moment in time. Fourthly, it means "this" or "this is,"
referring to the nature of a thing or something. In the context of a
speech or a conversation it stands for the logic of the statement
asserted. Also it refers to the truth emphasized in the statement.
Finally, it refers to the land area on which the people live. However,
this final reference is not commonly used; the argument being that the
area of land inhabited by the Kurti people is not necessarily part of
the people as the language is. For instance, if another group of

people were to conquer the inhabited land area it would be called after
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the victcrious language group.

Customary activities are still important to the Kurti people,
although the force of modern change has altered some of the traditional
forms and practices. These customs derive their importance from the
fact that they revitalize and strengthen social relationships involving
individuals and groups. In addition to the tradition of common
ancestry, the corpus of traditional customs and practices forms the
basis of social solidarity.7 The remarkable thing about customary
activities in Kurti society is that they draw close and distant
relatives together. In this way they come to know one another and to
learn how they are related, whether patrilineally or matrilineally.
Relatives may come from inside or outside Kurti society. This linkage
is made possible through marriages as well as other ancestral ties.

The latter, in the form of traditional friends, come mostly as invited
guests and only within the context of certain customary feasts.8 They
are also invited for political and economic reasons; mainly in order to
extend the influence and prestige of the person who is offering the
feast as well as to place the guests in a state of indebtedness to
their host. These socio-economic debts may remain outstanding for long
periods until such time as the creditor wishes them repaid.

As a rule, customary practices are performed at certain
important events in human life, such as birth, marriage and death, and
in order to regulate human behaviour. Other events, in relation to
these, are initiation ceremonies and festivities held for personal
prestige. As for the regulation of behaviour in Kurti society,

customary activities begin when children reach the age of puberty and
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are considered ready for the initiation ceremonies. Rituals also
regulate the behaviour of the persons who organize major festivities
and the behaviour of the living towards the dead. As far as I know,
there were no initiation ceremonies, particularly with reference to
male children in Kurti society at the time of puberty. In times past
there were initiation ceremonies, known collectively as Nou, for
pubescent female children. These ceremonies occur in various stages
until marriage. Newly born babies are welcomed into the world by

ceremonies known collectively as N'Dre'eng, Kaleweh, literally, the

"dung of ashes'; but commonly known as the cleaning of the ashes in the
. 9
fireplace.
The birth of a new baby is an important phenomenon, in the
Kurti society, not only for the maternal and paternal families but also

for the entire community. The custom of N'Dre'eng Kaleweh is

associated particularly with the birth of a couples' first child.10

Tradition dictates that immediately after giving birth to her first
child the young mother does not show herself or walk around publicly.
There follows a period of one to two months, known as Lon Elei, which
means quite literally "inside the umbrella"; during this period the
mother stays in the house tending the baby. Their section of the hut
is closed in by a wall or elei, an umbrella partition made from
pandanus leaves. No one is allowed to see them, except women, usually
the young woman's mother or other female relatives. The mother comes
out only at certain times during the day, usually early morning and
late evening, and only for sanitary purposes. After Lon Elei, all the

woman's female relatives come to her house with food and gifts which
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are given to the family in the name of the new born child. In turn,
the man's relatives give food and gifts.ll After these presentations,
the woman's mother, or some other female relative, cleans out the
fireplace, disposes of the excess ashes and makes a new fire, while the
other women prepare the food needed to be cooked. During this time the
mother and child have a bath, their enclosure is pulled down and a new
bed is prepared for them. The child is laid on the bed, with the
mother sitting beside it, and the food is made ready to be served.
Prior to the distribution, however, the woman's mother picks up the
child, fondles it in her loving arms and says ''all these pots of food
are yours and in your name I shall distribute them to the people
present." The food is then distributed; first to the mother of the

child, second to the father and then to everyone else.

After this simple ceremony of NDre'eng Kaleweh the young

mother with her baby is allowed to show herself and to walk about in
public. This ceremony is normally performed only for a new, first
born, child, but it can be performed later, when the mother gives birth
to other babies, though this depends on the couple's preference. After
this ceremony, if a male child has been involved, the father reveals.
his name, derived, usually, from one of his living or dead male
ancestors.12 If the father is not anxious to name the child then the
privilege goes to the woman's mother. If it is a female child the
woman's mother may call it after herself or after any of her other
female relatives or after any of the father's female relatives. The
naming of the child is an important and exciting moment because by that

act the child is made a member of the family and also of the community.
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The NDre'eng Kaleweh ceremony signifies a number of important

things; first the cleansing of the new mother and the child, sécond,
the declaring of the woman's vital role in society as the propagator
and perpetuator of mankind. Third, the welcoming of the new born child
into the nuclear family, the extended family and the entire community.
The child is recognized by his relatives and by the community as the
offspring of legitimate wedlock and its upbringing is not only the
parent's responsibility but also the responsibility of the relatives
and the entire community.

The ceremonies, collectively known as Nou, concern only girls
approaching marriageable age.l3 Traditional custom does not
necessarily specify the marriageable age for girls; it leaves the
matter to the girls' mothers who usually determine it by the develop-
ment of breasts and the onset of menstruation. Other secondary but
important factors are the acquiring of knowledge from older women about
women's various activities such as making baskets, working in the
gardens, preparing sago, cooking and caring for babies, and developing
of proper conduct in the form of consideration for others, generosity
and obedience. In fact, the secondary factors can be summed up in two
words; knowledge and character.

Generally, when signs of maturation are noticed, young girls
are brought together and are advised to go through the first stage of
the Nou ceremonies. A special house is prepared with beds, cooking
utensils, focd, firewood, and water. At a set date young girls are
decorated beautifully and accompanied to the house where they will stay

in seclusion for thirty days. Mothers and older women visit them and
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give them instructions on married life and all that that entails.
Great emphasis is placed on maintaining a good relationship with their
future husbands and inlaws. Those who still lack the art of weaving
traditional baskets and mats are taught the appropriate skills at this
time. The period of seclusion ends with great festivities in which
large quantities of food are prepared and eaten. During this festival
each girl is brought to a house, different from her parents', and when
drums or slit-gongs are played all the young single men, with their
beautiful decorations, are permitted to go around to each house where
the girls are. Hugging, fondling and kissing are permitted but sexual
intercourse is forbidden.

After this ceremony the young girls are free to walk around
until the next date set for wooing, at which time the young men and
women go out together in a group to work in the gardens, to make sago,
or to go hunting in the mountains. At night each young man and girl
sleep together, hugging, fondling and kissing one another. Sexual
intercourse, however, is still forbidden. In the morning each girl
pulls a bush rope, makes a loop and hands it to the young man with whom
she has slept. This is a sign that the young girl wants the young man
to hunt and catch her a possum.

They may spend days and weeks in the bush making sago,
working in the gardens or hunting for possums on the mountain sides.
During this time the young men show their manliness and exhibit their
strength and pride in order to win the girl's admiration. The girls
also exhibit their knowledge, character and strength for the same

reason. When the time comes for them to return home each young man
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walks with a girl. They are physically warm with one another on the
way but do not enjoy sexual intercourse. When they arrive home the
girls go back to their parents. During this testing time both the
young men and women have been expected to display not only their
strength and skills but their moral rectitude. This was demanded in
order to impress upon them two important points. Fitst, that genuine
love goes beyond sexual activities, and second, that sex is sacred.
The whole mystery of life is involved in sexuality. In sex is the
noble duty of propagating the species. These are the strong traditional
concepts and principles governing marriage and sex in Kurti society.

The second state of Nou ceremonies begins when a girl is in
love with a certain young man. She expresses her desire to her parents
and relatives, a desire which may have developed over a long period.
The couple may have been in love with each other before, during and
after the first stage of Nou. Occasionally they might have arranged to
meet secretly and talk about their love. Their meetings would have
been arranged by a go-between, who, as a rule, would be either a female
relative of the young man or a malé relative or cousin of the young
girl. These clandestine rendezvous take place for some time before
they are made known to the parents of both partners. When a public
declaration has been made, a date is set by the young man to come to
the girl's house to escort her to his parent's home.

Meanwhile in the young man's home a special bed called Petle
is built on four strong posts, usually of a particular type of tree
called Kukuu, trees known for their strength and endurance. This bed

is constructed at a height of about 1.968 to 2.624 meters above the ground
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depending on how high the house is. A fire is made under this bed and
a ladder is built to enable the girl to climb up. When everything is
ready, the girl is decorated and painted with traditional paint made
from roots and the seeds of certain wild plants, which, when mixed
together, give a yellowish-red colour. Then she mounts to her bed and
is covered with traditional blankets made from the bark of breadfruit
trees. She stays in her bed for upwards of thirty days, being attended
to and leaving only for sanitary purposes. If she decides to stay in
her bed for less than thirty days she may do so. On the first day that
she goes to bed, a certain amount of food is cooked to celebrate her
ascension. After that, small festivities, involving food preparation,
are held every fifth day until the day she decides to come out of
seclusion. This ceremony, although a part of Nou, is also called Lom
Petle, meaning inside the bed. The young man is not allowed to see her
at all during this period. |

A major celebration is held on the day when she comes out of
her seclusion. She washes herself and is decorated. Following this
celebration she is not allowed to walk with her future husband but only
with his relatives. After several days or even a week or two, depending
on the parents and relatives of the young man, a special food is cooked,
usually of taro and possum. Two dishes are prepared, one for the girl
and the other for the young man. Then both come together, exchange
dishes, hold their right hands tightly together and from that moment on
are considered to be married. They can now walk, sleep and go out
working together. In the eyes of their parents, relatives, and the

entire community they are legally and properly married.
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This simple ceremony of Lom Petle, which is the second stage
of Nou, is full of meanings. The trees themselves, that is the four
posts, are cut from the very strong type Kukuu tree. The strength and
endurance of these posts signify the strength and endurance of the
couple through life's difficulties and also the strength the community
will derive through them and their children. The new bed signifies to
the couple, but particularly to the woman, that they are entering into
a new kind of life, the married life. The fire under the bed signifies
the constant warmth of heart and love that they show to each other and
particularly to every member of the community. The elevation of the
bed stands for the high respect the society has for the woman and her
value within the community as a preserver of mankind. The bed and
seclusion signify that she is about to seclude herself, with respect to
giving her body to one man, and that any children born will be the
produc£ of lawful wedlock. These meanings are so important that should
either of them become adulterous great shame will be visited upon them.

The customary festival known as Nak Um (which literally means
'climbing house') occurs either immediately after marriage or about a
year or two later, depending on the situation and the economic status
of the husband; that is, how wealthy or how poor he and his relatives
may be. The delayed ceremony usually takes place when a complaint
comes from the wife's relatives that their daughter has been married
for a long time and has a child while no proper bride price has been
paid for bride's wealth distribution.14 These relatives also claim
that her sole function is working for her husband and his relatives.

When such a complaint is voiced, the husband and his relatives
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start collecting their wealth in the form of dogs' teeth, shells, beads
(nowadays minted and printed money is widely used), baskets, mats made
from pandanus leaves, pigs and other food items. On the day of the
bride's wealth distribution all of the husband's relatives go to the
wife's parents and relatives who prepare food known as Kehuu. There
the wealth is given to the wife's parents and relatives. Sometimes the
festivity lasts for more than a day or two. This happens if the
husband's relatives do not come in time to contribute their wealth
together since, some of them may come from other villages which are one
or two day's walk away. When everything is given the wife's parents
take the items and distribute them to their relatives. If the husband
is a wealthy man and has many relatives there will be more wealth given
to his wife's parents and relatives. If he is not, what he has will
suffice for the purpose.

Another festivity that takes place after marriage is known
as Nowii. This is given by the wife and her relatives to the husband
and his relatives. Again this may take place several years after the
wedding. It comes about when the husband complains to his wife that
she and her relatives have not paid him or his relatives wealth to make
up for what they have done for her and her relatives. The wife then
tells her parents and relatives about her husband's complaint and on an
appointed date her parents and relatives come with wealth in the form
of dogs' teeth, shells, beads, baskets, mats, or money as well as
laplaps, calicoes, pigs and food. The husband and his relatives
prepare food as Kehuu for the wife's relatives, who give the husband

and his relatives their wealth. The distribution of wealth to other
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relatives is now in the hands of the husband and his parents.

These festivities of Nak Um and Nowii are important‘because
they forge strong social ties and establish taboos between the husband
and wife's relatives. They are the basis of cooperation, collaboration
and assistance between the two groups. Nothing can stand in their way
and nothing can annihilate or dissolve these social ties and taboos.
They also serve an important economic function in terms of encouraging
production and a social function in terms of continuously redistributing
wealth within Kurti society.

After Nak Um and Nowii another important activity is Musoh.
It is put on by the husband as a rule either in honour of his wife or
for his own personal prestige. Whatever the reason, it always serves
to enhance the husband's prestige and social status. It is initiated
by the husband during the process of accumulating strings of dogs'
teeth, shells, beads, pigs and other items of wealth such as money.
Strings of dogs' teeth, shells and beads are always stored in a basket
called NDrop. When the husband reveals his intention to his wife, she
then tells her relatives who harvest sago and other food crops and
bring them to the husband who distributes them to his relatives. This
contribution of sago and other food crops is called Kau. Sometime
later the wife's relatives bring large quantities of taros to the
husband who distributes them to his relatives. When the husband is
engaged in such ceremonial activities hosted by one of his relatives
his wife contributes her share of good and other items of wealth such
as dogs' teeth, shells, beads (nowadays money), and pigs. The

husband's involvement in these ceremonial activities may be direct or
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indirect. In most cases they are indirect involvements because prior
to his own Musoh he may be involved in other activities through his
sister-in-law, uncle, cousin or any other relative. In this case, the
wife, as custom dictates, should come to the aid of her husband.

The day of Musoh comes when the husband plants a series of
sticks in a line on an open space, malal. He displays his wealth of
dogs' teeth, shells and beads on these sticks. His relatives, both
male and female, come to help and to display their wealth with his.
While this is being done, the wife and her relatives prepare food for
her husband and his relatives. Pigs are not isolated as items of
wealth. They have an important place not only in Musoh but also in all
other festivities. The husband must have a pig or two in the Musoh and
all the relatives who can afford to purchase pigs elsewhere come along
with them.

When all the wealth has been brought forth the husband
distributes it to his wife's relatives. The process of distribution
demands great skill on the husband's part or on the part of one of his
closest kinsmen, such as his eldest brother, paternal uncle or maternal
uncle. This is necessary in order to avoid quarrels and discontentment
among the recipients, the wife's relatives. Any discontentment on the
part of the wife's relatives may indicate the inadequacy of the person
distributing the wealth. It may also destroy the husband's prestige
and ruin his relationship with his in-laws who may not come to aid him
in his future customary activities.

After the distribution of wealth, the wife's very close male

relatives decorate themselves and one by one, as the slit-gongs are
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played, run out from the men's house, with spears Putleu and their
wealth in their hands to perform dances. As each one emerges‘he shouts
aloud and gives a word of thanks to the husband and his relatives for
their wealth. They dance forward and backwards, stopping to bring
forth items of wealth which they have brought with them and saying,
"those whose wealth that I have received in this distribution, here is
mine to you."16 The beat of the slit-gongs is known, appropriately

enough, as NDrolong Kawa, meaning the beat of gratitude. The bride's

brothers and sisters are given more wealth later on. This is done
after the other guests have departed so as not to offend them.

The festivity of Musoh is held by the husband in honour of
his wife if he considers her as a good, considerate, generous and hard
working woman. In addition it is a sign of gratitude, on the husband's
part, for the number of children she has borne him. Nevertheless, it
is also held to enhance the social prestige of the husband and his
relatives and with the idea of placing the wife's relatives always in
debt to them.

The festival of Yo-on takes place when a new men's house,

Um Kamal, is built in a round shape called Um NDrou, which literally
means 'house moon'.17 Usually, construction is initiated by a house
leader, Kakah, and completed by the clan members.18 It is built on the
land belonging to the house, Um. Generally speaking, the house leader
determines exactly where the house will be located as well as how big,
how high and how strong it must be. The actual construction is preceded
by the levelling of a patch of ground and the carrying out of the

necessary measurements, especially the radius. Then holes are dug at
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various points on the circumference, where posts will be placed, and a
bigger hole is dug in the middle for the tall centre post.19 The
spaces between the posts, at various points on the circumference, are
marked out for smaller sticks called NDrii, which serve as building
ribs. When these preliminarv preparations are completed, the first post
to be cut and placed is the middle one, the height of which is normally
equal to roughly one or one and a quarter radii or 4.58 to 6.1 meters.
The middle post must be the trunk of a very strong tree with a diameter
of 50.8 to 60.96 centimeters. It is cut, pulled to the site, decorated
if necessary, and then placed in the hole. When this big upright is
inserted into the hole a small celebration takes place called "kensun
E§££B9" meaning the celebration of the post.

The preparation and the erection of the middle post is the
major part of the task. While the men are busy with construction, the
women are busy cutting sago leaves and sewing them together, with
special bush vines called "panai," on lengths of split bamboo about
1.525 meters long. When the frame of the house is completed and
there are sufficient sago leaves ready to be attached, a day is set aside
for this task. The time in between is given over to food collection and
hunting. The appointed day comes and men begin to work early in the
morning. Women also engage in cooking food and bringing it to the men
at intervals, making sure that they do not go hungry. When the house
is completed, a cousin of the owner hangs on the dcorframe and sings
while the slit-gongs are played. This ceremony goes on for awhile, and
then the women bring the rest of the food for the final celebration.

The distribution of food is usually done by the owner, or if not, by a
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close relative of his. While people are eating, slit-gongs are played
and people who wish to dance may do so to celebrate the new house.
During this time the leader of the clan announces the day and date for
a bigger celebration, the Yo-on, to which people and relatives from far
and wide are invited. In fact the invitations are sent long before the
completion of the house and the relatives get ready to come with pigs,
taro, sago, possums, and coconut oil. Pigs are considered more as
objects of ceremonial exchange in this context than as food items.

Well before the erection of the house, the house leader
prepares himself by feeding one or more pigs, and making ready big
gardens of taro as well as large amounts of sago. These items serve as
the basis of his holding the ceremony of Yo-on. This is not to deny
the importance of the newly erected house. When the day comes for the
festival to be held, the relatives of the house leader such as
brothers, sisters, daughters, sons, nephews, nieces, uncles, and aunts,
both on the father's and mother's side, come with pigs and other food
items. These items are given to the house leader. The festival is

divided into two sections, known as Tokur and Losengin. The former

term refers to the two or three days of preparation during which pigs
and food are brought to the place of celebration. At this time slit-
gongs, ndral, are played day and night to let people dance to their
hearts content. Some food is set aside to feed the dancers, the
visitors and guests. Pigs are usually brought on special beds known as
pasuk and are carried to the festival ground normally in front of the
newly built house. This bed or pasuk is made up of two big strong

sticks on each side with little sticks across to hold them together
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rather like a small ladder. On the front of these two lateral sticks
hooks are attached made from branches or roots of trees. When nearing
the festival site, a cousin of the house leader goes up to the bed and
dances on it while it is carried with the pig by twenty or thirty
people. Conch shells are blown, accompanied by songs, as the carriers
approach the festival ground.

As the procession enters the festival area slit-gongs are
played, conch shells, ndroh, are blown, and with a loud shout the
carriers rush towards the newly built house, push the front of the
pasuk, onto the upper part of the doorway and pull backwards to enable
the hooks to catch onto the frame of the house. Having done so they
puli and shake the house to test its strength and if possible to break
it down. After that the bed with the pig is put down, slit-gongs are
played, and the house leader dances near the pig in order to welcome
and to thank those who reared it. This ritual is followed by the people
dancing around the pig, a ceremony repeated for every pig that is
brought to the site. When everything is in place the second phase of

the Yo-on, the Losengin, or distribution and eating of food, begins. A

special platform called perkuu, is built about 1,22 meters above the
ground in front of the newly built house. The house leader ascends
this platform to formally thank those who brought food items and
particularly pigs to the ceremony. He thanks everyone in order and
after each acknowledgement the slit-gongs are played and he dances to
the rhythm on the platform. The ceremony of thanksgiving is followed
immediately by the elaborate process of distribution. The leader

proudly calls the dead relatives and prominent dead warriors to come
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forward from their ghostly abodes to take their share of the food.20

He also rebukes or scolds his relatives who may have come without pigs,
saying "why did you not bring pigs for my father, mother, or sister?"
He dances to the beat of the slit-gongs before he descends to distribute
the food.

The distribution of food and pigs is followed by the prepara-
tion of the food, with each group cooking for itself. The main pig
reared by the house leader is given either to his mother or his father
as the case may be. Other pigs are distributed to each family in the
house, clan, to visitors and to guests. The Yo-on festivity ends with
this distribution, cooking and eating. After that the people resume
their normal round of activities.

The significance of this ceremonial festivity is obvious. To
begin with, the house itself symbolizes the unity of the house since it
is the central point where the house members meet. The feast symbolizes
the power and strength of the house leader. By this feast the house
leader creates debts for other houses within his own clan and other
clans and extends his personal, political and economic influence as
well as that of his house over them.21

The festival of Lapan takes place after a leader of a house,
with the cooperation and assistance of his kinsmen and house members,
has produced a surplus of coconut oil, has reared a large number of
pigs in fenced compounds, has worked large taro gardens, has made
enough sago and has maintained a sufficient acreage of forest land that
possums can be bred and hunted for feasts.

When all of these requirements have been fulfilled,
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invitations are extended to important persons in other villages near
and far, who come with lots of coconut oil, pigs, possums, taros, sago,
and other items of wealéh. People who come from the little islands
nearby bring fish, either smoked or fresh, and live turtles.

A month or so prior to the celebration the leader tells his.
house members to erect a special platform, Keleu, about 1.22 meters above
the ground and usually located in front of his group's "Um Kamal" or
men's house. On this Keleu the leader will dance and distribute pigs
and other food items on the day of the celebration which is called the
Losengin. Slit-gongs are played and dances are held a week before the
celebration.

The day of the celebration is a time of great pride and
pomposity. The leader displays all his own wealth and that of his
house in the form of strings of dogs' teeth, lehmueh, shells, sewul,
and beads, mbuyap, which are strung up in lengths valued at, one
hundred, two hundred, three hundred kina, and so forth.zz‘ Baskets made
by the women are also on display. These baskets vary in size and are
made from the bark of trees called poh. They are coloured and decorated
with paints taken from special m;ngroves, called sasa, and from certain
seeds. These items of wealth are usually hung up on ropes for display.
In addition, there are contributions of coconut oil, taro and sago
while the live pigs are kept inside fences. People from other clanms
and villages bring together their food items as well. Whén éll‘is
ready the leader, with all his decorations on, ascends the platform,
keleu, slit-gongs are played and he dances briskly and proudly to the

beat. He pauses briefly after his first dance and calls upon those
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dead or alive who have been involved in warfare, either with or against
him and his clan, to come forward as he is about to honour them through
this festivity. This does not necessarily mean that his enemies should
come forward. Rather it is a gesture of pride, power and gratitude.

The leader begins to dance for a second time, after which he
calls to his house members to open the fences and bring out the pigs
for distribution with the rest of the food. Those who came with coconut
0il would, of course, have pigs in addition to their share of food.
They receive special treatment because the feast is based on the
production of coconut o0il. Pigs are distributed to individuals
according to the amount of coconut o0il they have managed tc bring to
the feast. Items of wealth are not for distribution but for exhibit
only. Some of the owner's pigs, usually the fatter ones, plus some cf
his pots of coconut o0il are set aside for his wife and his female
relatives. The rest of the pigs, plus pots of coconut oil, are
distributed to his house members and the invited clans and villages.

As he calls them, clan by clan or village by village, the representa-
tives come forward and ascend the keleu, where they dance to the
accompaniment of the slit-gongs. This sequence is followed until the
food is distributed. Cooking and eating follow soon after.

The festival of Lapan was traditionally considered to be the
most important feast that any man could put on. As a rule it is
performed only once, but wealthy and renowned leaders have offered
Lapan more than once. This festivity sums up the political and
economic power of the leader and his house. The term Lapan also means

the supreme being or the highest spirit.23 Thus, the feast, besides
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being the summation of the leader's and his house's politico-economic
and social power, is also an honour to the highest spirit or spirits,
who have helped the leader and his house be successful in their
activities.

A short ceremony which is associated with death and burial is
known as Pepei. This ceremony takes place straight after the
internment. It involves the gathering of gifts such as clothing, food,
money, shells, dogs' teeth by the relatives of the dead person. These
gifts are distributed to all those who have taken part in the mourning,
the digging of the grave, and the preparing of the body for burial.2

The Merei ceremony takes place following a person's death.
Five days after the burial, the cousin of the dead person obtains a
leaf and a stick and with a group of men goes out into the bush to hunt
for possums. When they arrive at the hunting ground the dead person's
cousin throws the stick into a tree and says, "if you are here on your
tree make this stick that I am throwing into a possum.'" Then they
begin to hunt. The act of throwing a stick and the plea made after it
does not mean that the dead person is requested to turn the stick into
a possum. What it actually means is that the dead person is requested
to help the hunting group catch as many possums as possible as well as
make them easier to catch. During the afternoon the hunting party
returns home with their catch. The women cook them and distribute them
equally between men and women. This small celebration, five days after
burial, is called Lo Lim, which literally means inside the fifth day.
The same sort of activity is held after the tenth day, Lo Sungoh,

meaning inside the tenth day and after the twentieth day, Lo Rungeh,
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meaning inside the twentieth day.

A big celebration is held on the thirtieth day, Lon Tulngeh,
inside the thirtieth day; prior to which time items of food have been
collected by the women, and possums and wild pigs (if there are no
domesticated pigs available) are killed. The night before the day of
the celebration special beats are played on the slit-gongs by men in
the men's house. These beats are slow and heavy, a tempo which is
called Porko. The women divide themselves into two groups. One group
will devote their time in singing sad songs and mourning, NDrileng,
while the other group does the cooking during the night. At intervals,
food will be brought to all participants in the mourning activity.
This goes on till dawn with short intervals of rest. If there are
domesticated pigs available they are slaughtered in the morning. Some
of the meat is cooked, distributed and eaten with cooked taros and
sago. The uncooked meat is distributed to all those who took part in
the mourning celebration, as well as the close relatives of the dead
who were not able to attend the Merei.

The festivity of Merei, however, does not end after thirty
days. The dead person's relatives keep on counting the number of days
including the thirty days until they reach one thousand days. After
these one thousand days the biggest festivity is held known as Lohopou,
meaning inside one thousandth dayg6 One hundred days after burial,
close relatives of the dead person begin to feed pigs: That is pigs
are reared during the nine hundred days before the Lohopou ceremony.
Also during this period a very close relative of the dead person, for

example, a parent, brother, sister, uncle, aunt, or cousin may decide
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to go without a certain kind of food such as taro, sago, sweet potato,
or abstain from smoking, drinking coffee or tea, taking sugar<in coffee
or tea, eating possum, fish or pigs, or doing without the comfort that
personal cleanliness provides.27 As a rule, the living relative denies
himself or herself that feature of life that the dead person was fond
of. The reasoning behind this is to promote an easier mourning for the
living relatives. About three or four days before the ceremony of
Lohopou, relatives, particularly female, come with pigs and other food
items. During these few days slit-gongs are played and dances are

8 On the day of the celebration women relatives of the dead

held.2
person wash, dress, and decorate themselves in their best traditional
attire including strings of dogs' teeth, shells, and beads. Then they
appear publicly to signify that the long period of mourning is over.2
Food items are distributed with live pigs to all of the dead person's
close relatives as well as to other important guests. The distribution
of food and pigs is usually performed by the closest male relative of
the dead person and brings the ceremony to an end.

It is rather difficult to draw a demarcation line between the
world of the recent dead and the world of the ancestors. The Kurti
people, however, do not draw such a line nor do they have any clear,
logical, distinction between the world of the recent dead and the world
of their ancestors in terms of temporal recession. However, while my
comments may seem to suggest otherwise, the Kurti people do recognize
such a phenomenon of temporal recession. This conceptualization is

illustrated by the fact that after the one thousandth day celebration

the soul of the dead recedes into the past and lives in the ancestral
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world. Yet, this temporal recession does not subtract from the fact
that a dead person's soul is seen to live within the community and
particularly within the bounds of the departed's living family.
Indeed, the soul or ghost is still seen as part of that family. It can
be invoked by the living members, and, in some cases, it can be said to
be seen by the family and its presence felt by them.31
Customary activities govern the entire life of an individual
in the Kurti society, from birth through adolescence, marriage, and

adult life to death. Hence, a new born child is welcomed by the

rituals of NDre'eng Kaleweh or Lomperewit. These occasions serve to

cement relations between the child's various kinsmen and typically
demand exchanges of wealth as well as feasting. The bestowal of a name
marks the child's acceptance into his clan and society. In this act of
acceptance the family, clan and society assume responsibility for the
child's upbringing.

Adolescence is marked by the various stages of the Nou
ceremony, in the case of girls. Bovs, in the Kurti society, do not go
through any ritual ceremony at all. The Nou ceremony represents the
most important event in the lives of young women. It signifies their
transition from girlhood to womanhood; education for their marital and
social responsibilities; and their introduction into the various
aspects of life. In other words, like the welcoming rituals of NDre'eng

Kaleweh or Lomperewit the Nou ceremony welcomes adolescent girls into

the state of womanhood. In a wider social context, the anticipated
marriages consolidate the relationship between parents of both partners

and the clans of which they are members.
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The festivals of Nak-Um, Nowii and Musoh are very much

associated with marriage. The festival of Nak-Um, on the husband's
part, involves the giving of bride price or bride's wealth distribution.
In this activity the husband's entire clan demonstrates its wealth to
the wife's group. The wife, in turn, repays her husband and his clan
by the festival of Nowii in which all her clan members come to equalize
wealth that has been distributed to them. These two festivals, Nak-Um
and Nowii, may be seen superficially as mere shows of wealth from both
sides, wealth given on a reciprocal basis. However, an important
principle underlies these wealth exchanges. Through these festivals,
the marriage is socially and legally sanctioned and the members of the
two clans are united in cooperation. Children born of this union will
be recognized as products of lawful wedlock.

The latter festival, Musoh, is initiated by the husband for
two basic reasons: first, as a further token of appreciation of his
wife, who has been faithful to him in bringing up children and in being
generous towards her in-laws; and second, to enhance his social prestige
and status. In initiating this festival, he involves the members of
his clan, who may also see it as a way to increase the prestige of
their clan member and the clan itself. 1In so doing, they place the
wife's clan members in a state of indebtedness.

The festivals of Yo'on and Lapan, like Musoh, are held in
later life, and are initiated by individual members of the clan,
especially those who can afford to do so. As a rule, these festivities
are associated with the building of a men's house, in case of Yo'on,

and the raising of pigs and the production of coconut oil surpluses, in
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the case of Lapan. The distribution of wealth items by the initiator
places the recipients in states of debt. 1In so doing the initiator

enhances his status and increases the political influence and economic

power in his own clan.32

The ceremonies of Pepei and Merei are associated with death

and burial. The former, Pepei, takes place immediatély after burial,
involving the collection and distribution of small amounts of wealth by
the relatives of the deceased to those who took part in the mourning

and burial. As already mentioned, the ceremony of Merei has various
stages, five days, ten days, twenty days and thirty days; and a final
stage after one thousand days for those who can afford to do so.
Basically, the ceremony of Merei links the dead with the living although
the ghost of the deceased is said to recede in an ancestral world. 1In

a sense, it is a final homage given to the dead by the living members

of the clan.
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Chapter 5: Social Structure, Political and Economic Life

The Kurti language group consists of eight clans, (hokor);
Souh, NDritambat, Liap, Pundru, Wamandra, Mundrupureu, Patlok and
Mundrau; and these clans are made up of sub-clans (hokou) which in turn

comprise houses (um).1

The Souh clan is made up of Kup, NDrokoron and Tolau sub-
clans. The Kup sub-clan comprises Nakii, Putpuu and So'oh houses. The
NDrokoron sub-clan consists of the following houses: Lisii, Loso'ou,
Mo, Mundralau, Mundriyai and Pusu.2 The Tolau sub-clan consists of the
houses of Linas, Liyiu, Lombureu, Mondrohorngoh, NDrahngau, Papat and
Pohlowo.

The NDritambat clan consists of Lonu'ur, NDritian and
Pahndrampat sub-clans. The Lonu'ur sub-clan comprises the houses of
MBuesolop, MBunei and NDrongusun. The NDritian sub-clan is made up of
NDruturuu, Tasih, Telngeruh and Pa'eu houses. The sub-clan of
Pahndrampat comprises Pahndrampat, Sombat and Wahau.

The Liap clan comprises Musinen, Patlok and Sengin NDrukul
sub—clans.3 The houses of Porowondrei, Pondrahyih and Waper constitute
the sub-clan of Musinen. The houses of Longou, Pulndran and Puhwon
make up the sub-clan of Patlok. The houses of NDrulou, NDrongkuu and
Penkelii form the sub-clan of Sengin NDrukul.

The Pundru clan consists of Nangei, Net So'on, Pupoh and
NDrinei sub-clans. The houses of Solndruu and Tundrei constitute the
Nangei sub-clan. The Net So'on sub-clan comprises the houses of

Polose'i and Kepon. The Pupoh sub-clan contains the houses of NDrulei
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and Lingkure'eu. The houses of Weyen and NDrohnu'um make up the
sub-clan of NDrinei.

The Wamandra clan comprises the sub-clans of Anampuu, Kenai
and Lepoehe. The Anampuu sub-clan consists of the houses of Keli'it,
Pipai and Kourih. The Kenai sub-clan comprises the houses of Kehou,
Puwii and Puhii. The Lepoehe sub-clan is made up of the houses of
Poeseheh, Puehe and Kuno'oi.

The Mundrupureu clan is made up of the sub-clans of Kiyoh and
Net NDrohnu'um and each consists of three houses: Kiyoh comprises
Pulmandra, Pulndrit and Hunuu; and Net NDrohnu'um consists of Lin Nas,
Koleng and Net Nekuh.

The Patlok clan consists of the sub-clans of Melyeh, Pahtuwel
and Luu. The Melyeh sub-clan comprises the houses of Pukuu and
NDranon. The Pahtuwel sub-clan comprises the houses of NDrawii and
NDraposso. The Luu sub-clan consists of Pat Ma'au and Pahyut.

The Mundrau clan consists of the sub-clans of Pahal, MBusu
and Manen. The Pahal sub-clan consists of the houses of Meres,
Lingkersim and Kaperu. The MBusu sub-clan comprises the houses of
NDresowai, Nohwan and NDronohou. The Manen sub-clan contains the
houses of Pisilo, NDrohmah and NDrendrempahe.

According to the census and statistics of May 18, 1972, the
Kurti numbered 2,098.4 The population of each Kurti clan is as
follows: Souh-534, NDritambat-393, Liap-375, Pundru-127, Wamandra-192,
Mundrupureu-73, Patlok-252 and Mundrau-152. The bulk of the Kurti
people today live in five main villages: Souh at NDrurei and Lemoei,

NDritambat at Lomurok, Liap at NDrapukou (Petsehit) and Pundru,
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Wamandra, Mundrupureu, Patlok and Mundrau at Kari. Distances between
these villages vary from two to ten kilometers.5

The low population figure of the five inland clans is due to
the fact that some of them left their villages to settle with the Souh,
NDritambat and Liap on the coast. This occurred between 1949 and 1960
when the three coastal clans came directly involved with the Paliau
Movement.6 Some members of the Mundrau and Patlok clans came to settle
with the Souh but later, due to conflict between them, most of the
Patlok and some of Mundrau went back inland to their original settle-
ment sites.7 Some members of the Mundrupureu, Wamandra and Pundru
clans settled with NDritambat and Liap. In 1957, however, the remaining
members of the five inland clans came together for medical, educational,
and administrative, and mission purposes, forming a single village
called Kari, after the river near which the new village is situated.
Nevertheless, the different clans continued to occupy different parts
of the village and to return to their former village sites and clan
lands for gardening and for growing of cash crops.

Politics and economics are tags used to describe certain
human behaviour in a society. Strictly speaking when this behaviour is
concerned or aimed at persuading and influencing the individuals in the
society it is said to be political; economics concerns itself with the
distribution of goods and resources to individuals and groups in the
society. In real life, however, these concepts are inseparable. Both
have to be considered in almost every case of decision making. Just as
they are inseparable in the modern societies, so they were in

traditional Melanesian societies, though in the latter both modes of
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behaviour were seen and considered as one, as is illustrated by the
problem of leadership.

In Kurti society houses, um, are the basic units of opera-
tion. From these houses individuals emerge to acquire leadership,
kakah. These houses consist of groups of families, and as a rule they
are families of brothers and parallel cousins who have the same
ancestor, the founder of the house. Kurti society is patrilineal which
means that house membership is determined by the patrilineal descent.
Leadership in Kurti society is not hereditary but an acquired status.
Because of its nature, acquired leadership has to be kept and prolonged
by the person who has acquired it.

Kurti society is egalitarian. This is not to say that there
are no leaders, that everyone is equal, and that everyone does what he
or she feels and likes; rather, that, in the realm of leadership, most
adult males have an equal opportunity to acquire power. The conception
of leadership in the Kurti society is one of service and in the process
of rendering service to the community individuals gain respect and
consolidate their power. In the social context, the services rendered
by a leader involve caring for widows, orphans and illegitimate
children as well as protecting their rights to property. He puts on
feasts regularly to enhance his social status and extends his
hospitality towards travellers whether they are known or unknown to him.

Marriage is exogamous in the Kurti society. This naturally
helps to unite the various houses, sub-clans and clans together and
strengthens their relationships between one another. These relation-

ships demand respect in their behaviour towards one another and a
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network of cooperation in social and ceremonial activities.10 As stated
earlier, house membership follows patrilineal line, and female members
of the house upon marriage do not lose their membership. As a matter

of fact a married woman has dual membership, one of her father's line
and the other of her husband's line. This being the case, she may, at
the death of her husband, either go back to her patrilineage group or
reside in her husband's lineage. Her children exercise freedom of
movement and habitation between the two houses or lineages.

Leaders in the Kurti society are not particularly noticeable
in the course of daily affairs. They are in their late thirties or
forties but not much older. Their dress is not distinctive except,
perhaps on certain ceremonial occasions when they appear in less
resplendent costume than the other men. They wear no badge of office
nor do they carry any symbol of authority and their place of residence
is not distinctive. The contexts in which they become noticeable are
the settlement of disputes, the exchange and distribution of food,
particularly at big feasts, the performance of certain kinds of ritual,
and in the discussion of matters affecting the whole group. If disputes
become sufficiently involved that they embrace several patrilineage
groups, the leaders of the units concerned will attempt to arrange a
meeting at which most of the members of both groups are present. They
do not conduct these meetings in any formal sense nor do they sit as
arbiters or judges. Rather, they stay in the background while the
disputants in the case speak to the points involved. Occasionally the
leaders will step forward to emphasize a point, clarify an issue, or

voice a strong stance. If the issue seems to be reaching an impasse,
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