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Tim’s books include the award-winning international bestsellers The Weather Makers, The Eternal Frontier and Throwim Way Leg. He has also edited and introduced many historical works, including The Birth of Sydney, The Diaries of William Buckley and The Explorers.








I dedicate this book to Jim-Bob Moffett, his successors and all the other CEOs of mining companies with interests in Melanesia, in the hope that, through reading it, they will understand a little better the people whose lives they so profoundly change.







PRAISE FOR TIM FLANNERY AND THROWIM WAY LEG

‘What an extraordinary book this is…Flannery provides a magical polychrome of this Narnia on our doorstep. You can hear the cataclysmic thunderstorms, smell the hunting dogs, taste the roast possum. No one else could have written this book…The themes he elucidates are the largest themes available to any writer: life and death; religion and questions of belief; greed and the havoc that the pursuit of money can wreak; the politics of colonialism and oppression; the cultural specificity of morality…Flannery is a fiercely intelligent and highly perceptive guide. He is also courageous. This is a journey through and beyond fear…Flannery’s book is as fertile and fascinating as New Guinea itself. It deserves to be read widely and often.’

Michael Winkler, Sunday Age

‘A book which firmly establishes Flannery in the international league of popular writer-scientists.’

Sian Powell, Australian

‘Australia has found its own Stephen Jay Gould.’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Flannery is, the Indiana Jones of science.’

Robyn Williams

‘Tim Flannery…is different. Keeping up with him through the montane forests of New Guinea on his scientific quest for some of the world’s last unrecorded mammals, one finds oneself in the company of a very rare breed…One might even argue that Flannery is a new species, or at least subspecies, in himself. He is motivated neither by self-interest nor by proselytising zeal…He camps in floating bogs, steaming forests, on precipices in freezing fogs; is beset by leeches, ravaging sweat bees, tropical ulcers, repeated bouts of malaria, giardiasis, and dysentery, nearly dying at one point of scrub typhus…This is such a moving book, and so beautifully written.’

Isabella Tree, Literary Review

‘Vivid and compelling…One is completely transported.’

Geoffrey Dutton, Bulletin

‘A fascinating, ripping yarn…a delicious book, full of humour and incident.’

Peter Craven, Australian


‘Gripping…At the end of this wild and adventurous literary ride, readers will feel blessed that a writer of such insight has recorded this remote environment of animal and human cultures on the verge of possible extinction.’

Christian Science Monitor

‘A significant addition to the description, travel and zoology of New Guinea.’

Bary Dowling, Sydney Morning Herald

‘Tim Flannery loves the great island…As clearly as any writer I know, he conveys sights and sounds and smells of New Guinea.’

Peter Ryan, Quadrant

‘Flannery reads…like such scientific adventurers as Edward O. Wilson, Jane Goodall, and even Charles Darwin…along the way he has forever changed himself and his relationship with the world.’

Bookpage

‘In 15 trips into PNG from 1980 he met some of the most isolated peoples on earth, trapped rare marsupials and trod where no European had trod before. He worked among people on high mountain valleys and infested swamps, in places where the white man was barely known. He recorded simple tales that are astonishing and wonderful.’

Tim Lloyd, Adelaide Advertiser

‘An intriguing mix of natural history, anthropology, local politics and descriptions of the rigours and delights of biological research in some very wild country…a most readable book that will appeal to all interested in Papua New Guinea, nature or travel to exotic places.’

Jon Prance, Canberra Times

‘Imperative reading.’

Mark Worth, Courier-Mail
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Throwim Way Leg



In New Guinea Pidgin, throwim way leg means to go on a journey. It describes the action of thrusting out your leg to take the first step of what can be a long march.

For as long as I can remember I have been intrigued by New Guinea. Perhaps it was the stories my uncle ‘Gunner’ Keith told of fighting the Japs in Dutch New Guinea, of spiders the size of dinner plates, and of fuzzy wuzzy angels, the warriors who used their local knowledge to save the lives of many Australian soldiers during the Second World War. Maybe it was the visit to my school by a group of excruciatingly shy yet fascinating Papuan students. Whatever it was, it worked its magic while I was still a child.

I was twenty-six when I first travelled overseas. I went to Papua New Guinea. I can still feel the wonderment, tinged with excitement—even fear—which flared in my breast. The crisp, cool mountain air, the unfamiliar smells, sights and sounds all embedded themselves deep in my consciousness. Everything was new and strange.

[image: image]

New Guinea sprawls like a vast prehistoric bird across the sea north of Australia. After Greenland it is the world’s largest island, and its size, shape and rugged mountains are all the result of its peculiar geological history, for New Guinea is Australia’s bow wave. As the continent of Australia has drifted northward it has accumulated islands and fragments of other continents along its leading edge. Like debris swept together by a broom, these have built up into a long, chaotic pile of landforms. This geology also explains why New Guinea’s flora and fauna resembles Australia’s. Although it is close to southeast Asia, New Guinea has no tigers, rhinos or elephants, but it does have kangaroos. New Guinea’s kangaroos, however, live in the trees.

Mi bai throwim way leg nau (I’m starting my journey now) still has literal meaning, for even today walking is the only means of travel in much of New Guinea. The island’s topography is so rugged that roads service only a tiny portion of it. There are no roads, for example, linking either Port Moresby (the capital of Papua New Guinea) or Jayapura (the capital of Irian Jaya) with the rest of the country. Furthermore, there are no pack animals in New Guinea and, until the arrival of aircraft, New Guineans living in adjacent valleys, or in the mountains and on the coast, were as isolated from each other as people living on different continents. This helps explain why New Guinea is home to about 1,000 languages—one sixth of the world total.

While New Guinea is still one of the world’s last frontiers, its human history is venerable. People have lived there for at least 45,000 years. They arrived by sea from Asia at a time when New Guinea and Australia were joined. As the sea rose and isolated the two landmasses, these immigrants were to diversify into the living Australian Aborigines and the tribesmen of New Guinea.

Nine thousand years ago, New Guineans living in high mountain valleys had already developed intensive agriculture. There they domesticated and harvested the world’s most important plant crop—sugar cane—along with taro (a large nutritious tuber), bananas, yams and winged beans. They had begun this process at a time when my European ancestors were still chasing woolly mammoths across the tundra.

Despite its isolation New Guinea has played an important role in world trade. By the sixteenth century, Sri Lankan princes were adorning themselves with hats made from New Guinea’s birds of paradise. Before that, it seems likely that Chinese were consuming New Guinean nutmeg, and Indonesians rubbing themselves with oil made from New Guinea’s Massoi tree. The ancient Romans flavoured their food with cloves, which are the flower buds of a lilly pilly which grows only on islands just to the west of New Guinea.

During the colonial period, Germany, the Netherlands and Australia all counted parts of New Guinea as their territory. Australia ended up administering the eastern half of the island, which became the independent nation of Papua New Guinea in 1975. The western half passed from Dutch to Indonesian hands, and is now a province of Indonesia.

This brief political history, however, says little of the lives of the village people themselves, for many were unaffected by much of it. Despite half a century of colonial rule, it was only in 1933 that Australian gold prospectors stumbled across the 750,000 people living in the central highlands of Papua New Guinea—by far the largest concentration of people on the island, some of whom live at the greatest rural population density on the planet.

Irian Jaya’s major population centre, the Baliem Valley, was discovered even later, in 1938, when the millionaire adventurer Richard Archbold saw what he described as a ‘shangri la’ from the air. This was the last time in the history of our planet that such a vast, previously unknown civilisation was to come into contact with the west, and it was not until over a decade later that substantial contact was made with this area.
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Biologists have played a leading role in the exploration of New Guinea. Luigi Maria D’Albertis, a Genoese, was one of the first. On 6 September 1872, he had the privilege of being the first European to enter the island’s mountains. There he discovered a biological realm unknown to the outside world. He later explored the Fly River with the aeronautical pioneer Lawrence Hargrave, impressing the locals with dramatic displays of fireworks. Richard Archbold was leading just one of three major biological survey expeditions which he participated in when he discovered the Baliem Valley. The fund he established was eventually to sponsor seven major biological exploring expeditions to the island.

Even contemporary biologists have made significant contributions. In 1974 Jared Diamond explored the Foja Mountains of Irian Jaya. No European had previously set foot in this vast range, and no native people inhabit it. The animals were entirely tame, birds of paradise displaying to Diamond within metres of his face, while undescribed kinds of tree-kangaroos stared at him as he walked by.

I was already studying for my doctorate when I undertook my first expedition to New Guinea. I went there because New Guinea seemed to be the last great biological unknown, and I felt that it was on the island’s biological frontier that I could make my best contribution to mammalogy, my area of expertise.

As I studied in preparation for that first expedition, I read avidly about the island. I found that one had to ferret around in innumerable musty scientific papers to discover what had already been achieved in New Guinea mammalogy. There was no compendium, no single volume where I could go to learn what other researchers had already found. There were few photographs of the mammals, and everything then known about their ecology could have fitted comfortably onto this page. Here, I felt, was my chance to make a lasting contribution. I could write the first handbook of the mammals of this great island.

Fifteen expeditions, two trips to museums overseas, and countless hours in libraries later, I achieved my goal.

In my naivety, I imagined when I set out on this quest that the world was fully documented, and that the great age of exploration had ended in the nineteenth century. I was envious of explorers like D’Albertis, who walked through entire undiscovered mountain ranges, and who lived for months on end on a diet of rice and newly discovered birds of paradise. My role, I thought, was more humble: to bring together the knowledge previous researchers had gathered, add some photographs and ecological notes, and place it all between the covers of one book. If I was lucky, I might discover some obscure creature such as a rat which had escaped the searching eyes of earlier explorers. My greatest discovery in New Guinea, perhaps, was finding out just how wrong I was.

Little did I imagine then that I was to live among largely uncontacted peoples, to whom, just a few years before, cannibalism had been not a rumour but a way of life. Nor did I think I would climb mountains previously unsealed by Europeans, enter uncharted caves, or rediscover animals previously known only as ice-age fossils. Had someone intimated to me that I was to discover what is arguably the world’s largest rat, name four kinds of tree-kangaroos, or stumble on a cave full of the bones of long extinct and entirely unknown marsupial giants, I would have scoffed in disbelief. Yet I did.

I have always worried that my book Mammals of New Guinea would lead students into imagining that the age of exploration is finished in New Guinea. The book looks so glossy, so neat and so complete, but it is, in reality, just a beginning. New Guinea is as vast a field for adventure and discovery as it ever was, and even though the cultures of its people are changing rapidly they will offer a very different way of seeing the world for many years to come. I hope that the great island will continue to exert its magnetic attraction on young adventurers and researchers, and that they will continue where I have left off.









   Part I

   
       

   

   MT ALBERT EDWARD
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One

Buai impressionism


The aircraft circled slowly over a parched landscape. Below, the atmosphere was thick with smoke as the rank, brown savannah burned. In the wet-dry tropics, fire rends the landscape the way an archaeologist strips layers of sediment with a trowel. Here it had revealed a dozen old horseshoe-shaped redoubts (once used to shelter aircraft from bomb attacks) encircling the airstrip, vast piles of discarded fuel drums, and the skeletons of armoured vehicles and other such remanie of the Second World War.

This was Jackson Airport, gateway to Papua New Guinea, a nation which in December 1981 was less than six years old. It was definitely not the luxuriant, jungle-clad New Guinea landscape I had imagined countless times in my dreams.



[image: image]

My first memories of Port Moresby are still vivid. Dark-skinned women and children sitting on each street corner before piles of buai (betel nut) and daka (fruit of the pepper vine chewed with buai), or perhaps neat bundles of peanuts as I had never seen them before, tied together by their stalks.

At first I took the red stains lying on every footpath and wall to be blood. The result, perhaps, of violent assault and bloody riot. It was only later, after much private anguish, that I learned that the stains were buai. When the kernel of the small green nut is chewed with lime (made from crushing burned sea-shells) and daka, the mixture turns bright red. Chewing buai ends when a great red stream of liquid is ejected from the mouth, often with extraordinary force, accuracy and aplomb.

The first flush of innocent inquiry allows a person a kind of liberty which fuller knowledge denies them. Satisfied that the streets of Port Moresby were not steeped in blood, I felt free to roam where I would—even once as far as the front bar of the notorious Boroko Hotel.

That evening, after I’d drunk a beer or two in a hushed silence and surrounded by dark stares, a couple of young Hanuabada lads suggested that they would walk me back to Angau Lodge where I was staying. It was only as we neared home that, noticing the barbed-wire compounds and vicious dogs surrounding every house in Boroko, I realised they had certainly saved my money, and possibly my life.

I soon found that the best and cheapest places to eat in Moresby were the Chinese cafes. The Diamond Cafe in Boroko became my favourite. Its laminex table-tops and simple menu reminded me of the Chinese restaurants of my childhood, of my father bringing our own saucepans to be filled with fried rice and sweet-and-sour pork. One night, I noticed that a curious addition had been chalked on the menu board. Below the chow mein was written Papa Fell Over. Intrigued, and suspecting it to be some exceedingly alcoholic local brew, I ordered a small one with coffee.

Startlingly renamed in Melanesian Pidgin, and transmogrified in a Chinese kitchen, that distinctively Australian dessert pavlova never tasted so good.
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Koki Market nestles by the sea near Ela Beach. This beautiful, exotic place drew me daily. A sea of constantly moving black bodies crowded the square, the musky animal smell of humanity blend with the distinctive spice of buai. Huge red splashes of the latter seemed to be concentrated around a sign proclaiming NO KEN KAIKAI BUAI HIA (BETEL NUT CHEWING PROHIBITED). Nearby, an old fellow sat each morning, dressed in a simple laplap, with just a few buai for sale in front of him, his grizzled head nodding. One afternoon there were only two fruit left as he made a painful effort to unbend his arthritic joints. A woman screamed out in Motuan, ‘Hey old man, you’ve left your balls behind!’ and the entire marketplace rang with peals of hysterical laughter.

Gargantuan piles of fruit and vegetables always covered every market bench. Above this cornucopia hung mysteriously shaped bags and bundles, suspended by wooden hooks from the rafters of the tin-roofed shelters. I could see, occasionally, a bewildered-looking cuscus (a kind of possum) peek from one of the string bags, but the contents of others remained obscure. I desperately wished to acquire some cuscusses for our museum collection. Before I realised that the bundles could contain anything from groceries to babies, I sometimes found myself bargaining, in this language I barely understood, for pikininis rather than possums.

Near the water one day, a mammoth hawksbill turtle lay on its back in the sun, gulping helplessly, its eyes streaming salty tears. This was the seafood section. Someone had already purchased a fore-flipper. Shocked by the cruelty, I abandoned thoughts of turtle soup and instead purchased two live kindam, beautiful painted crayfish, for less than a dollar each. Never did I imagine that my meagre field allowance would extend to such luxuries.

Just behind were the meat stalls. There, piled in their dozens, were the smoked bodies of wallabies. The smell of the smoky wood fire was dense, yet was insufficient to deter the clouds of flies which hovered about. I paid my five kina to an old man, blind in one eye and with his shotgun resting behind him, and at one stroke collected my first specimen in New Guinea and solved the riddle of what to curry for tomorrow’s dinner.

Leaving the market that day, I joined an enormous crowd gathered around the entrance of a dingy Chinese trade store. Young and old alike were pressed together, their mouths forming solemn Os as they craned their necks upward. Their faces were filled with amazement. After fighting my way through the crowd I discovered what transfixed them—television had just come to Port Moresby.

The twentieth century appeared to be catching up with New Guinea. But Port Moresby was a long way from Mt Albert Edward. This high, isolated mountain was the place where I hoped to encounter the timeless New Guinea of my dreams. I had not seen the mountain when I first arrived, for smoke from the innumerable dry-season fires had obscured it. It remained hidden until dawn on the very morning I was to fly to its base.










Two

The fear of heaven



Flatness trains the Australian eye not to stray far above the horizon, so while I stood in the dawn light at the airport, I missed the massif at first. The jagged, dark green peaks of the Owen Stanley Range receded away to the north, their summits becoming increasingly obscured in dawn-tinged cloud. Through a trick of the atmosphere, a pale blue band of sky appeared to rise over the mist. For some reason my eye made an effort to search above this point—and met with a seemingly impossible illusion. There, as if floating, detached above all, were two further peaks. Not dark green these, but golden and purple from the frigid grassland and jagged rock crowning their summit. I fancied that a lost ice age, a new world, beckoned to me from those two islands in the sky. The furthest, Mt Albert Edward, was my destination.


My journey to Papua New Guinea had been made possible by Dr Geoffrey Hope, a palaeo-botanist. At that time he was almost like a god to me. He spoke Pidgin fluently, he had climbed to the Carstensz Glacier in Irian Jaya ten years previously, and knew more about New Guinea than anyone else I had met. A lecturer in geography at the Australian National University, Geoff is one of the most inspiring of all teachers. A real adventurer, he creates irresistible opportunities for students to travel with him to remote places.

Geoff was mounting an expedition to Kosipe, below Mt Albert Edward, because some ancient stone axes had been unearthed there some years before. He thought that sediments in the region might hold fossil pollen which would give some idea of long-term climate and vegetation change there, as well as, perhaps, some idea of the early human impacts on the environment.

On that first trip, Geoff was accompanied by his partner, Bren Wetherstone; their infant son, Julian; Geoff’s mother, Penelope; and his father, Alec. I was also in awe of Geoff’s father, better known as A. D. Hope. He wrote the finest modern poetry I had ever read. Strangely, I thought, this great man would actually talk to me, a mere student!

Penelope Hope, Geoff’s mother, had grown up in the Gulf of Papua, where her father was a trader. She knew the country well, and told me much of her experiences as a child. For her, this was to be a last trip of reminiscence.

With infants and the elderly, however, it was hardly a party that satisfied my desire to undertake life-and-death adventure in a remote New Guinea jungle. The expedition, was, though, to give me experiences I could never repeat. For through it I saw a little of the taim bilong masta—the time when white men ruled New Guinea. I look back on it now as an invaluable peek at the way Papua New Guinea used to be.

A. D. Hope seemed to be quite interested in our work, and was particularly fascinated with the small animals we caught.

One day, I trapped a small carnivorous marsupial, a relative of the Australian Antechinus. A. D. Hope was ecstatic. He questioned me intensively about the beast and its sexual habits, before explaining that his most recent book of poems was called Antechinus. The work had the sex lives of these strange marsupials as a major theme. Their reproductive pattern is unusual in that males live only eleven months, while females can live years. The last month of the life of the males is spent in search of sexual fulfilment, an exercise so strenuous that it inevitably leads to their death. Later I received a copy of Antechinus, beautifully inscribed by Hope in celebration of our time spent peering at a tiny marsupial.

Our plan was to fly Hopes junior, senior and middle-aged to Kosipe, a Catholic mission station at the base of the mountain. Ken Aplin (a fellow student) and I were to be dropped off at Woitape, some fifteen kilometres away, to walk the rest of the way in.

Sometimes walking has advantages over flying, for it gives an entirely different feel for the context of the place you are visiting. The track from Woitape to Kosipe was a good one, used for tractor access. Following it, we wound our way for five hours through forest and regrowth. Someone accustomed to the open forests of Australia begins to feel hemmed in on such a track, for the vegetation is dense, blocking out vistas. But finally a splendid and entirely unexpected scene opened before us.

The mission station at Kosipe lies in an exquisite mountain valley, behind which rises, in tier after tier, majestic Mt Albert Edward. On this clear afternoon its summit glowed purple against the sky. The valley floor was almost entirely taken up with a great swamp. This was what Geoff had come to take a core from, in order to examine vegetation changes through the ages. Around it was a grassland which rose and fell in little prominences and flats. The afternoon air was crisp and cool. There was something distinctly European about the scene. Dotted everywhere around the valley, but particularly on the higher ground, lay immaculate, steep-roofed, double-storey Swiss chalets, between which grazed cattle and horses. Further in the distance, hidden in clumps of trees, wisps of smoke betrayed the presence of the villages of the Goilala people.

This beautiful place was the result of the synergy between two superficially different, yet fundamentally similar mountain cultures. The grasslands of the Kosipe Valley were created by the Goilala, the original inhabitants of the place. Before the establishment of the mission, they had lived down the valley. They had made this clearing in just the past forty years or so. Whenever conditions permitted they burned the forest, creating an ever-broadening expanse of grass.

The chalets, cattle and horses, on the other hand, were the work of Father Alexandre Michaellod, one of the most remarkable people I have ever met.

Father Michaellod had been unfortunate enough to be born the eleventh child of a humble Swiss Catholic dairy farmer. In the early twentieth century, there were virtually no prospects for such a child. The time-honoured—indeed only—option was to enter a monastery. Michaellod did this at the age of twelve. There he learned to make several varieties of cheese and, by his own admission, became bored nearly to death. Then the opportunity arose to become a missionary. After a brief period of training, Michaellod was sent off to New Guinea. Even on the ship, he was under the distinct impression that he was bound for somewhere in Africa.

When Michaellod finally arrived at the Catholic mission station on the south coastal island of Yule, he was assigned the near suicidal task of proselytising in the then largely uncontacted Mendi area. According to one account (possibly apocryphal), when told of his task, Michaellod swore, spat on the ground three times, and stamped off to begin his journey.

Despite the difficulty of his task, Michaellod was outstandingly successful in bringing the gospel to the Mendi—so successful indeed that he was sent next to establish a mission among the Goilala.


The Goilala have a nasty reputation. One of the most infamous raskol gangs in Port Moresby is named ‘105’, a sort of mirror image of the first three letters of the word Goilala. The daring and brutality of the 105 gang is legendary. Just a year after we left Kosipe a Belgian doctor was murdered while climbing Mt Albert Edward. His Goilala guides, newly out of prison, drove an axe into the back of his head before robbing him. The first aircraft ever hijacked in Papua New Guinea (in September 1995) landed at Kosipe, its pilot making the difficult touchdown at the—by then—abandoned airstrip with a shotgun held to his head.

A New Guinean friend once told me about his grandfather, a police sergeant who worked in the Goilala area in the 1930s. As a Papuan with rank, he could lead a police team when tracking down wrongdoers without the supervision of a kiap (government official). His favourite tactic was to track the miscreants back to their village. There, in the early hours of the morning, he would torch the men’s house, then stand at the door with rifle in hand. As the sleepy warriors emerged through the door trying to escape the conflagration, he would shoot them through the head.

In his dotage, the old fellow found his many sins difficult to forgive. He would often ask his grandson about divine justice. Why, he asked, if God was just, would He let an old bastard such as himself live to such a ripe old age, yet see so many good men die young?

Strangely, though, when my friend visited the Goilala area he found that his grandfather’s name was common among younger men. Despite his tactics, the hard old fellow had been admired by the Goilala. A generation of young namesakes was their tribute to him.

This story threw some light on Michaellod. He seemed an extraordinary man just for staying so long at Kosipe. Yet I liked him for much more than that. He was a complex and intelligent person who had given his life in the service of a faith he never questioned. But sadly, by 1981, he was something of an anachronism—newer Roman Catholic missionaries tend to see themselves as facilitators who guide rather than rule. Father Michaellod, in his way, was of the older, more authoritarian school. Having spent much of his life in New Guinea highland societies, he had become profoundly affected by them. Many in his congregation expected their priest to act like a ‘big man’, and in the best traditions of New Guinea big men Michaellod was both feared and respected. This suited the older Goilala, for they were comfortable with such an old-style leader.

Michaellod remembered clearly his first contact with the Goilala. How he had trekked through the dense jungle, alone and clad in black robes, and had terrified the ebullient mountaineers. They fled from their villages, leaving a few frail old women in occupation. Only after some days did the others dare to return. Michaellod, unable to speak the Goilala language, decided that contact with children was the best way to win the confidence of the adults. He would offer a child a boiled sweet, then take it by the hand and lead it into his hut to talk.

Many years later Michaellod at last understood why the mothers had wailed in grief as he led their children away. When a Goilala takes someone by the hand and leads them off to a private place, it is an inevitable prelude to intercourse. For years the Goilala believed that the solemn man with no sexual interest in women was a pederast.

His first attempts at proselytising were a dismal failure. The men refused to allow the women access to religious knowledge. When they finally consented, it was only under the condition that they be taught separately by Michaellod’s cate-chist. This pious coastal man would not look upon the nakedness of Goilala women, and took to holding up drawings depicting Christian doctrine while positioned behind the trunk of a tree. These would then be discussed.

Michaellod was horrified to find that his parishioners all preferred hell to heaven. It took him some time to find out why. On the mission picture card, hell was depicted as a place of eternal fire, peopled by dark-skinned beings with spear-like pitchforks. With these, they occasionally pricked a captive white man. In short, he discovered, the scene bore a close resemblance to the inside of an idealised Goilala hut. Heaven, on the other hand, was depicted as a place of cloud and mist, among which many white people stood, pale and menacing. So—to the Goilala—heaven was too much like the mountain summits, where swirling mists and storms often kill with cold. They feared it.

Even worse in Father Michaellod’s eyes, the Goilala persistently (perhaps perversely, he felt) misunderstood the nature of the Trinity. Not long before our arrival, he told us, a group of the most devout parishioners had come to him in a state of great excitement. They said that the Holy Spirit had appeared to them while they were working on the edge of the forest, and requested Father to speak with Him. Michaellod coolly jotted down a few words (in French!) on a scrap of paper, and handed his agitated parishioners the note. They returned some time later, highly pleased, saying that the Holy Spirit had hopped down off His perch, taken the note in His beak and carried it up to heaven!

Michaellod was every bit as tough as his Goilala charges. He told me that a few months after he arrived he saw two Goilala men engage in a duel with axes. The naked men circled each other warily, like fighting cocks. Each held a long-handled axe upright before him, the blade standing in front of his face. Both looked for the moment’s opportunity needed to drive the wedge of steel deep into his opponent’s skull.

Michaellod rushed forward and put out a hand to separate the combatants. In reflex, one brought his axe down on the unprotected hand, spilling blood onto the ground.

Within weeks the offender was dead, believing that he had released the spirit of the great man along with his blood. The spirit, he believed, would not rest until it had claimed his life.

Father Michaellod, meanwhile, had horrified the Papuan nuns sent to care for him by propping a spare coffin up against the wall of his house, joking that he had bought it for himself ‘in advance’.

This fondness for coffins had, incidentally, rubbed off on his sacristan, who must have been a rum old gent. The devout fellow had visited Port Moresby while his wife was taken ill. He returned home with a present for her—a shiny new coffin. Apparently she was delighted with the gift, and neither seemed to mind when she recovered from her illness and so had to defer its use!

Michaellod’s easy European acceptance of corpses was a great advantage to him. He would often take the battered mission jeep to a nearby village to pick up a corpse for Christian burial. On the return trip, he would simply tie it into the passenger seat. Inevitably, there would be a rush of potential passengers wishing to hitch a free ride to Kosipe. Their horror at the discovery of the corpse gave the old priest much mirth.

While such events doubtless gave Michaellod something of a reputation as a black magician among his parishioners, his greatest triumph came when he brought cattle to Kosipe. It is hard for a Swiss dairyman to see a grassy, alpine valley devoid of cows. Father Michaellod had to have them, but in the early days the trek in from Ononge was difficult for cattle.

Michaellod himself drove the beasts endlessly along narrow, mossy paths through dense rainforest, all the while dreading the last leg of the route in to Kosipe, for then it was just a winding track through the thickest scrub. But when he neared the mission he found that his parishioners had built a veritable bovine highway. The crooked path had been widened, straightened and paved with mats in order to make the progression of the ‘ancestor pigs’ (whose tusks grew impressively from the top of their heads) more comfortable.

By 1981, though, those early days were well and truly past. A few old men in the village still respected the priest who possessed the ancestors of the pigs, and whose blood, when spilt, could kill a warrior in his prime. But the young now grew up  in a different world. They knew of Port Moresby and were familiar with European ways. Many knew that the Europeans could be robbed as easily as anyone else. They opposed the old priest and, while they did not yet dare to do it openly, the day would soon come when they surely would.


[image: image]

As Christmas vacation drew near, groups of people began arriving almost daily on the track from Woitape. They were returning from Port Moresby to celebrate Christmas and New Year with their relatives. Many were clearly hard-working government employees looking forward to a welcome break. Others, however, were arrogant-looking young men swaggering under great, apparently purloined bundles of western goods of diverse kinds. Radios, lamps and other electrical appliances seemed to predominate, despite the fact that the Goilala huts were without a power supply.

On Christmas Day 1981 the sound of Father Michaellod’s great alpenhorn rang out across the Kosipe Valley to call the faithful to Mass, just as it had done each holy day for the past thirty years. And for the first time in more than a decade, I was drawn to a church—apart from anything else, I wanted to hear the old man hold forth in Goilala.

Much of the service was indeed given in the Goilala language, but the sermon contained a strange mixture of Pidgin and English. After sternly commanding lactating mothers to cease breast-feeding in future during the Consecration of the Eucharist, Michaellod set to work on the most ferocious hellfire and brimstone sermon I had ever heard in my short-lived though unforgettable career as a Roman Catholic.

He began with the warning that this might be the last sermon they would ever hear from him, so they had better listen carefully. He was the only guide the Goilala possessed in following that narrow, winding road to eternal reward, yet he was klosap long bagarap pinis (nearing death) and might not last another year. He knew of their slothful, forgetful and downright evil character. He had been there when their grandfathers were still killing and eating each other! Even the new generation was falling away from the faith and into dastardly ways. Left to their own devices the entire tribe would surely perish in eternal hellfire.

The terrible tortures of hell were lovingly dwelt upon, and the multitudinous sins of the congregation spelt out in great detail. Strict, absolute adherence to Christian doctrine, Michaellod concluded, was the sole path to salvation.

I reflected later on the fact that he had spoken partly in English—I was one of the few in the congregation who could have understood a word.

As Mass concluded, even Father Michaellod’s thundering words were gradually drowned out by a banshee-like wailing emanating from behind the church. When I asked him about this, Michaellod said that it was all the result of a terrible accident.

The wailer was a poor widow whose only possessions were two dearly loved pigs. One morning Michaellod had woken to find these pigs rooting up his carefully tended vegetable garden. He had previously promised summary execution for any such errant swine, yet was sorely troubled at the thought of depriving the widow of her only possessions.

Eventually he decided to take mercy upon her pitiful state, but still felt the need to teach people a lesson. He pushed his shotgun out of his bedroom window, closed his eyes and, without taking particular aim, let fly from a great distance with both barrels. To his horror, both pigs dropped, stone dead.

On every public occasion since, the widow had taken to reminding the priest of his heartless act. But as sorry as he was for his miscarriage of justice, he felt he couldn’t offer the compensation she demanded, for fear of releasing an avalanche of similar claims.

By the time I knew him, arthritis prevented Father Michaellod from cranking up the generator which lighted the mission by night, and I soon took over this duty. He still managed to work the churn, but appreciated help in making the soft and hard cheeses which he traded with his compatriots at nearby missions for rough red wine.

This simple priest, who was raised in the rural Europe of the early twentieth century, was much happier among New Guinea villagers than among modern westerners like myself. He would be lost and saddened if he were ever forced to return to modern Switzerland.

As we were busy cheese-making the morning after Christmas Mass, I asked Michaellod how he assessed his achievements. He looked remarkably calm as he explained to me that it had taken a thousand years to Christianise Europe. The Catholic Church was in no hurry at Kosipe.










Three

Out of the ether


Everything was ready for the final goal of our expedition—the ascent of Mt Albert Edward. Early on the appointed morning, Geoff Hope, Bren Wetherstone, Ken Aplin and myself, accompanied by over a dozen Goilala, set off across the valley in drizzling rain. After about two hours’ walk, much of it through the fabulous Kosipe swamp, we came to the southern face of the mountain and began a punishing ascent.

By the late afternoon, both altitude sickness and exhaustion began to tell on us. Geoff had vomited up his lunch on the trail some time before, and I was reduced, through sheer exhaustion, to crawling up some impossibly steep mossy slopes. Finally, I lay on the side of the trail, defeated. My pounding head felt as if it would split, my trembling legs would not respond to my commands.

Geoff stopped beside me and opened a can of Ox & Palm bully beef. Desperately in need of energy, I ate it directly from the tin—skin, fat, the lot—remembering all the while hearing as a child that it was made of beef scraps, mostly lips, ears, scrotums. Revitalised nonetheless, I managed to move forward—and a few metres later the narrow ridge I was struggling up opened onto a broad valley.

A greater contrast with the confining moss forest could hardly be imagined. We had reached the Neon Basin at 3,000 metres elevation, a beautiful, wide, grassy valley perched high on the upper slope of the mountain. Ten thousand years ago it had been a lake, dammed by a glacial tongue coming from the mountain. On this afternoon the clouds lay far below, while above my head soared the vast glacier-carved crags of the summit itself.

On every rise stood clusters of New Guinea’s fabulous Alpine Treefern (Cyathea tomentosissima), their trunks festooned with brilliant orange dendrobium orchids. The ground was covered with tussock grasses, while every now and then a rhododendron bush stood above the tussocks. The entire scene glowed bronze and orange in the afternoon light.

To this day the Neon Basin of December 1981 remains my enchanted place—the refuge I imagine myself in as a means of escape from the interminable boredom of committee meetings.

As I stood contemplating this wonderful landscape, the vision was suddenly snatched from me by a dense fog which came sweeping up the valley faster than I could walk. Soon I could barely see my hand in front of me. I felt the chill of water vapour on my skin and the silence of the enveloping cloud.

Losing all bearings in the mist, I knew the Goilala were right in believing that masalai (spirits) inhabited this place.

Lost and alone, and fearing heaven as Michaellod’s sermon penetrated deep into that part of me where the lessons of my Catholic childhood were stored, I vomited Ox & Palm onto the alpine tussocks.



[image: image]

The sound of an axe biting into dry wood came, and guided me.

Our shelter, when I reached it, turned out to be a fine hunting lodge, constructed with treefern trunks, roofed with the leaves of the mountain pandanus and lined with the soft fronds of the Alpine Treefern. Around the walls hung the trophy bones of animals caught during previous hunts.

It was in this magical place that the unmistakable, slightly acrid smoky smell of a New Guinea hunting lodge first permeated my being. Even now I sometimes pull on a jumper in which the scent lingers, and am instantly transported to New Guinea.

In the middle of the hut lay a long fireplace, now blazing. Filled with smoke and decorated with animal bones and the sleeping brown bodies of our Goilala guides, the hut did somewhat resemble hell as I’d imagined it as a child. I lay down by the fire, and slept off my deep exhaustion.

The fire had died down before dawn, and I awoke shivering with cold, awaiting the sun. Our Goilala hunters and their dogs were also up. After eating a few baked kaukau (sweet potatoes), they headed out across the wet grass to the forest edge. I sat admiring the piccaninny dawn. White clouds lay evenly spaced, like ripples on a beach, against a pink sky. A bright moon still shone out over the Neon, frosting the grass with silver.


[image: image]

My first day on the job as a real field biologist in New Guinea was rather deflating. While Geoff and Bren sounded the old lake-fill, Ken Aplin and I had a very large basin to reconnoitre, and several hundred rat-traps to bait. We set out.

Our traps were aluminium box traps, which catch animals without harming them. They are, however, cumbersome and heavy. In our rat-trapping we were accompanied by Victor, a ten-year-old Goilala boy who had instantly adopted us. As I was still suffering from altitude sickness, any physical exertion left me quickly exhausted, and it was tiny Victor who, after a time, took up my heavy trap box, and to my amazement carried it effortlessly along. As I set the traps in promising places off the track, Victor would follow behind, whispering spells into the open trapdoors to enhance our success.

At the end of our line, when the trap box was empty, Victor shouldered a huge lump of timber and lugged it back to camp. I experimented furtively with the lump, and was embarrassed that in my reduced state I was barely able to lift it.

By afternoon, the camp had been put in order, the traps were in place, and we finally had time to explore our surrounds. In the middle of the basin we found a rock overhang which had been used as a shelter by human hunters and grass owls for generations. Its soft dirt floor was littered with small bones, giving us a good idea of the kinds of animals that inhabited the valley. Further afield we found the remains of a great grass nest made by a farrowing sow, while everywhere lay the droppings of wallabies and New Guinea wild dogs. The place was indeed rich in wildlife.

That evening the hunters returned loaded with possums. They were anxious to eat, so Ken and I had to work fast extracting samples and labelling specimens. One of the possums, a Coppery Ringtail, was brought in alive. We had never killed an animal before and wanted to dispatch it humanely. Fortunately, Ken and I, anticipating such occasions, had brought a bottle of ether along with us.

After allowing the possum to inhale what I thought was enough ether to fell an ox, Ken and I set to work. There were testicles to be cut out for chromosome studies and liver and kidney samples to be taken. To my horror, when we were nearly finished, our possum began to show signs of life. Quickly I fastened the ether-soaked rag to its muzzle and held it there until I was sure it was well and truly defunct.

As the hunters began their evening meal, excited chatter broke out among them. Finally, Andrew Keno (a Goilala who spoke a little English) came up to me and explained that the hunters had misidentified one of the possums. It was not the common Kovilap (Coppery Ringtail), but another, very rare kind. Indeed it was one of the very rarest and most delicious possums of all. They brought me a piece of the meat of this marvellous animal, which I tentatively bit into.

Immediately my tongue was afflicted with an appalling dead palsy.

Ether
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