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Every year for a decade, between 1954 and 1964, it was my great luck to go to the tropics and make natural history films. Initially, our expeditions were organized jointly by BBC Television and the London Zoo and our aim was not only to film animals but to catch some of them. The television programmes, in consequence, were given the overall name of Zoo Quest. Very sadly, however, ill health prevented the Zoo’s representative, Jack Lester, from taking part in the third trip. Thereafter, the Zoo’s involvement was reduced to receiving such creatures as those of us from television managed to bring back. Filming animals in the wild, rather than capturing them, therefore, became our first priority. As time passed our interests also broadened and the tribal people we met on our journeys began to figure with increasing prominence in the films, so the name Zoo Quest seemed inappropriate as the title of this volume. The first three books I wrote about these journeys were republished in a slightly condensed form in 1980 and then once more in 2017 with some additional revision and the title Adventures of a Young Naturalist. Here are the second three, similarly slightly revised.
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Catching a boa in Madagascar


It is over sixty years since we returned from the last of these journeys. Hardly surprisingly, a great deal has changed. The eastern half of New Guinea, then administered by Australia, has become independent as Papua New Guinea, and the Jimi Valley, which then was only beginning to be explored, now not only has roads along it, but also its own Member of Parliament. Queen Salote, who ruled Tonga at the time of our visit, died in 1965 and was succeeded by the Crown Prince as King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV, and he in turn by George Tupou V. The New Hebrides, once governed by that strange and unique form of colonial administration, an Anglo-French condominium, has become the independent state of Vanuatu. In Australia the tiny town of Darwin has become a city and the land around Nourlangie the National Park of Kakadu, complete with hotels and roads suited for such a role. The Asian water buffalo that at the time of our visit were still running wild in great numbers have now been exterminated to allow that wonderful but fragile ecosystem to return to something approximating its original condition. The rock paintings at Nourlangie that we were the first to photograph have now become internationally famous and have featured on Australian postage stamps. Barks painted by Magani, the artist who told us so much about how he worked, are now in the collections of the Australian National Gallery, and the men who painted the rocks near Yuendumu have been succeeded by artists who do indeed use modern paints and whose canvases now sell for hundreds of thousands if not millions of dollars. Some of the details of Aboriginal ceremonial practices that appeared in the original edition have been shortened in order not to offend current Aboriginal sensitivities.


Television techniques, of course, have changed beyond recognition. Sound recorders no longer use tape and do not refuse to work in the tropical sun. Television cameras are electronic and tiny compared with the monsters we used and no longer need to be swathed by special padding to keep them quiet. What is more, they can now replay their pictures immediately so that we no longer have to wait for months before we know whether or not we have the pictures we hoped we had.


Nonetheless, I have left the accounts of these places and events essentially as I wrote them. 


David Attenborough, May 2018




BOOK ONE
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Quest in Paradise
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1


The Wahgi Valley


Among the marvels brought ashore from the ship Vittoria when she reached Spain on 6 September 1522, after having completed the first journey around the world, were five bird skins. Their feathers, and in particular the gauzy plumes sprouting from their sides, were of a matchless splendour and magnificence and quite unlike anything that had been seen before. Two of them had been given to Magellan, the leader of the expedition, by the King of Batchian, an island in the Moluccas, as a gift for the King of Spain. Pigafetti, the chronicler of the expedition, recorded the gift and wrote that ‘These birds are as large as thrushes; they have small heads, long beaks, legs slender like a writing pen and a span in length. They have no wings but instead of them, long feathers of different colours like plumes: their tail is like that of a thrush. They never fly except when the wind blows. They told us that these birds come from the terrestrial Paradise, and they call them bolon dinata, that is divine birds.’


Thus these gorgeous creatures became known as Birds of Paradise. They were the first recorded specimens ever to come to Europe. Pigafetti’s account of them was relatively unsensational. No doubt they had been shorn of their wings by the native skinners in order to emphasize the glory of their plumes. But their breathtaking beauty, their extreme rarity, their association with the ‘terrestrial Paradise’ invested the birds with an aura of mystery and magic, and soon there were stories about them as fantastic as their beauty. Johannes Huygen van Linschoten, describing his own voyage in the Moluccas seventy years later, wrote that ‘In these Islands onlie is found the bird which the Portingales call passeros de sol, that is Fowle of the Sunne, the Italians call it Manu codiatas and the Latinists, Paradiseas, and by us called Paradice-birdes, for ye beauty of their feathers which passe al other birdes; these birdes are never seene alive, but being dead they fall on the Ilands: they flie, as it is said alwaies into the sunne, and keep themselves continually in the ayre, without lighting on the earth for they have neither feet nor wings, but onlie head and body and for the most part tayle.’


The lack of legs described by Linschoten is easily explained, for even today the local people habitually remove the legs of the birds to make the task of skinning easier. The fact that Pigafetti had stated that birds of paradise possessed legs was either conveniently forgotten or else forcefully contradicted by later writers in their anxiety to sustain the romance of the stories surrounding the birds. However, Linschoten’s descriptions of their mode of life posed a number of problems to a thoughtful naturalist. If the birds were always in flight, how did they nest and incubate their eggs, and what did they eat? Soon answers were devised, answers that were as irrational as the fancies they sought to rationalize.


One writer described how ‘there is in the back of the male a certain cavity, in which the female, whose belly is also hollow, lays her eggs and so by the help of both cavities, they are sitten upon and hatched’. Another, after explaining that the birds, during their perpetual flight, fed only on dew and air, added that instead of a stomach and intestines, which would have been useless to so extraordinary a feeder, the cavity of the abdomen is filled with fat. A third, hoping to add credibility to the story of their feetlessness, and having noticed that pairs of curling wiry quills are found among the plumes of some species, wrote that ‘They sit not upon the ground, but hang upon boughs by strings or feathers which they have and so rest themselves, like flies or aierie things.’
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A bird of paradise as illustrated by Aldrovandus, 1599


Even two hundred years after the first skins had come to Europe, the exact identity of the birds’ home, the ‘terrestrial Paradise’, was still unknown. It was not until the eighteenth century that it was discovered that they lived in New Guinea and its offshore islands. When European naturalists saw the living birds in their natural surroundings for the first time, most of the myths surrounding them were dispelled. Nevertheless, the air of romance which surrounded the birds ever since Pigafetti’s time has never quite been forgotten and when Carl Linnaeus, the great Swedish naturalist, gave a scientific name to the species most likely to have been described by Pigafetti, he called it Paradisea apoda, the Legless Bird of Paradise.


But the scientific discoveries of the last two hundred years have revealed that the true facts about the birds of paradise are almost as fantastic as the earlier legends, for the birds possess some of the most splendid and improbable feather adornments to be found in the entire bird world. Over fifty different species are now recognized which differ widely in shape and size. Some, like Paradisea apoda, have cascades of filigree plumes growing from beneath their wings. Others bear huge iridescent shields of feathers on their chests. Some have long, glossy black tails glinting shades of purple. In others the tail feathers are reduced to quills. Wilson’s Bird is bald with a bright blue scalp, the King of Saxony’s Bird has two head plumes twice the length of its body, each adorned with enamel-like plates of pale pearly blue. The biggest are the size of crows; the smallest, the red King Bird of Paradise, is little larger than a robin. The birds of paradise, in fact, are alike only in that their plumage is of almost unbelievable extravagance and they indulge in ecstatic courtship dances during which they display their glorious plumes to their drab hens.


Such beautiful and romantic creatures were surely worth going thousands of miles to see, and for years I had been obsessed by the thought of doing so. The London Zoo had not exhibited specimens for several years, and at the time that I was pondering on an expedition to go in search of them, it possessed none at all. Furthermore, no film had ever been shown, in Britain at least, of the wild birds performing their display dances. I decided that I would go to New Guinea, make an attempt to film them; and bring some back alive to London.


New Guinea is immense. It is the largest non-continental island in the world, over a thousand miles from end to end. It is ridged by chains of mountains as high as the Alps, the upper slopes of which are mantled not with snowfields and glaciers, but with forests of giant trees hung with sodden moss. Between these ranges run huge valleys clogged with jungle, many of them then virtually unexplored. Towards the coast spread vast mosquito-ridden swamps hundreds of square miles in extent.


Politically the island is divided into two almost equal parts. At the time of our journey the western half was governed by Holland and the eastern by Australia. In the highlands of this last territory, close to the centre of the whole island, lies an upland valley where at a small settlement called Nondugl, an Australian millionaire-philanthropist, Sir Edward Hallstrom, had established an Experimental Farm and Fauna Station. He had built great aviaries which contained more birds of paradise than all the zoos of the world put together, and living there was one of the greatest of all animal collectors and an expert on the Paradisea, Fred Shaw Mayer. Nondugl, therefore, was the ideal place for us to visit, if we could get permission to do so.


Sir Edward had for many years been a friend and benefactor of the London Zoo, and when I wrote to him and told him of our ambitions he replied suggesting that we should use the station as our base for our four-month expedition.
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Charles Lagus and I had already tackled three animal collecting and filming trips in the tropics together. As we sat in an airliner being rushed eastwards towards our fourth, both of us were immersed in the worries which unfailingly troubled us at the beginning of a new journey – he mentally checking his photographic equipment, fearful that he had left some vital item behind, I trying to anticipate all the bureaucratic obstacles with which we should be faced before we reached Nondugl and attempting to reassure myself that we had anticipated and prepared for most of them.


Within three days we had reached Australia. From Sydney we flew northwards to New Guinea. In Lae, on the north-east coast of the island, we disembarked from a comfortable four-engined aircraft and boarded a less luxurious plane which each week flew up with supplies to the Wahgi valley in the central highlands.


We sat on aluminium, shelf-like seats which had been set up along half the length of one of the sides. In front of us lay a long mound of cargo running the length of the cabin and lashed with ropes to rings in the deck. It contained mail bags, armchairs, massive cast-iron parts of a diesel engine, cardboard boxes full of day-old chicks, a great number of loaves of bread and, somewhere among it all, sixteen pieces of our own baggage and equipment.


Our fellow passengers were seven half-naked Papuans who sat rigid and tense, with tight lips and set expressions, staring with unseeing eyes at the pile of cargo stacked a few inches in front of them. For some of them at least, this was their first flight – before we took off I had had to show them how to fasten their seat belts – and their skins glistened with little beads of perspiration.


Rain spattered against the small windows, its sound drowned by the roar of the engines. I could see nothing outside but greyness. The plane rocked and shuddered as we rose higher and higher over invisible mountains. I shivered slightly for it was cold and my skin was still clammy with the sweat which had poured from me in the muggy heat of Lae.


The plane climbed steadily until the grey cloud outside began to disintegrate into racing wraiths of mist. Suddenly the cabin brightened as though an electric light had been switched on. I looked out of one of the windows. The sun was sparkling on the polished, quivering wings of the aircraft. Several miles away, dark peaks, like islands, jutted through the immobile billows of clouds. Soon, rents appeared in the white shroud beneath us, each an oddly unreal vignette revealing sometimes the serpentine twist of a silver river, sometimes a few minute huts, but, most often, featureless green corduroy. These glimpses of the land beneath grew in size and number until at last they fitted together into a continuous picture of range after range of razor-backed hills rising in succession, some thickly forested, some naked but for uniform brown grass. One after the other, their crests passed beneath us until abruptly they dropped and we were no longer flying over savage escarpments but along a wide green valley. This was the Wahgi.


At intervals the land had been cleared for airstrips. One of these landing grounds was the experimental farm at Nondugl. Our plane dipped low over the station buildings. A tiny truck emerged from one of the sheds and moved slowly down the thin red line which scarred the landscape connecting the houses to the airstrip. We landed bumpily and, as Charles and I climbed stiffly out, the truck raced round the bend, on to the grassy strip and squealed to a halt beneath the plane’s wing. Two men jumped out. One, a stocky, burly man wearing a broad-brimmed, sweat-stained hat and khaki overalls, introduced himself as Frank Pemble-Smith, the manager of the station. The other, an older, thinner man, was Fred Shaw Mayer.


Together we unloaded our goods from the plane. Frank swore mildly when he discovered that some spare parts for his farm machinery were not in the cargo and spent a few minutes exchanging gossip with the pilot. Then the plane’s engines restarted, it roared down the strip, heaved itself into the air and headed for the next station which, in flying time, was only four minutes away. Frank arranged for his Papuan station hands to load our gear on to the trailer of a tractor which had been waiting close by, and then he whirled us off in his truck to meet his wife and have tea in his house.


As we sat eating scones in his neat living room, I could see standing motionless outside the startling figure of a tall, heavily bearded and semi-naked man. His brown arms and hairy chest had been blackened by soot and his face was painted with dots and stripes of red, yellow and green. His waist was encircled by a broad stiff cummerbund, made from woven fibre, over the front of which hung a narrow length of woolly fabric reaching down to his shins. Behind, like a bustle, he had tucked a bushy spray of leaves. He was decked with a wealth of pearl-shell jewellery: a belt of small pieces hung from a string around his waist; a huge pearly breastplate was suspended from a cord round his neck; a broad crescent encircled his chin, partially concealing his beard; and he had inserted a long slender sickle, cut from the rim of a pearl shell, through the pierced septum of his nose. His most dazzling and resplendent personal adornment, however, was neither his pearl shells nor his paint, but his gigantic feather headdress. It contained the plumes from at least thirty individual birds of paradise belonging to five different species. Ruby, emerald, velvet black and enamel blue, these marvellous feathers formed a crown of unbelievable splendour.


His magnificence seemed the more startling because of his setting, for he was standing on a freshly mown lawn and had, for his background, the wire-netting fence of a tennis court. Parked by his side was a bright red tractor. I found myself looking at him as I would view a circus exhibit or a tourist attraction. Yet when I glanced higher up at the wild mountains behind, it was the tennis court, the tractor and the china teacup from which I was drinking which struck the jarring, intrusive note. It was I who was in the circus, and the man outside, together with thousands of his compatriots in the forests beyond, who was the audience.


Frank saw me staring. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is the local head-man – the luluai. His name is Garai and he’s one of the wealthiest and most amiable of all the local men. I told him that you two fellows were coming to look for birds of paradise and I expect he’s waiting about to be the first one to tackle you in case there’s any trade to be done.’


When we had finished tea, we went out to meet him. He shook hands with us enthusiastically, but with the indefinable awkwardness of someone to whom such action is unfamiliar, and grinned broadly, exposing a perfect set of massive white teeth.


‘Arpi-noon,’ he said.


‘Arpi-noon,’ I replied, pleased to be able to use almost the only words of pidgin English I knew. Unfortunately, I was unable to add anything else, for you cannot speak pidgin merely by adding ‘um’ or ‘ee’ to the end of normal English words. It is a language in its own right, with its own syntax, grammar and vocabulary. It had been created comparatively recently, largely by the people of New Guinea themselves, to enable them to communicate, and therefore to trade, not only with the white foreigners who came to their country but also with one another, for in New Guinea there are several hundred different native languages.


Pidgin has taken its vocabulary from many sources. Some words come from Malay – susu for milk, and binatang, which I had learned in Indonesia a year earlier as meaning animal but which here meant more narrowly, insect. There are also German words, for this part of New Guinea was once a German colony – raus, clear out; mark, which is still often used to mean a shilling; and kiap which seems to be a corruption of kapitan and is now used to mean a government officer. There are also, of course, many Melanesian words. But the bulk of the vocabulary is derived from English. In the transition from one language to another many of these words are run together and have had their consonants softened to suit the native tongue so that, when written with their official spelling, a little imagination is needed to divine their origin – kisim, give him, pluwa, the floor, solwara, the sea, motaka, a car, for instance. This spelling can be so confusing that for the pidgin conversations here, I have adopted a less accurate but more easily understandable version. Some words have taken on a new meaning – stop means to be present not to finish, and fella is added to many words to indicate an entity. Some expressions have had their meaning so transformed that it is unwise to try to improvise recklessly lest some of your remarks take on a highly indelicate and totally unintended meaning.


Frank told Garai why we had come to Nondugl.


‘You lookim,’ he said. ‘Dis two-fella masta e stop long Nondugl. E like findim all kind pidgin, na all kind binatang. Garai, you e savvy place belong altogether pidgin, na you e showim dis place, na masta e givim Garai plenty mark.’


Garai grinned and nodded enthusiastically. I mentioned to Frank that we were also hoping to make a film about the local people and their ceremonies.


‘Suppose you fella like makim big-fella sing-sing,’ Frank continued. ‘Dis two-fella masta e givim picture long dis-fella sing-sing.’


Garai replied with a torrent of pidgin, spoken so rapidly and with such an unfamiliar intonation that I could not understand. Frank translated.


‘Tomorrow night,’ he said, ‘a courtship ceremony called a kanana is going to be held down in Garai’s settlement. Do you want to go?’


It was our turn to nod enthusiastically.


‘Na two-fella masta e like talk “thank you too much”,’ said Frank. ‘Behind, long dark e come up tomorrow, e like come place belong you an lookim dis-fella kanana.’


The next night Garai arrived at Frank’s bungalow to escort us to the kanana as he had promised. We followed him through banana groves and past thickets of bamboo, creaking in the breeze. The air was cold and vibrant with insect noise. It was near midnight but we had no need of our torches to help us find our way for the moon was full and the sky clear.


After a quarter of an hour, we reached Garai’s hamlet surrounded by casuarina and banana trees. He led us past several low, circular, thatched huts. Through chinks between the stakes which formed the walls came the glimmer of fires and the subdued murmur of conversation. We stopped in front of a hut which was larger than the rest and of a different shape. It was about forty feet long and through the thatch at either end projected the ends of a pair of poles. One of each pair was shaped as a female symbol, the other as a male. Banana trees loomed black above it, silhouettes against the starry sky.


Garai pointed to the low entrance.


‘Na you two-fella masta go lookim, one-fella someting e stop inside,’ he said.
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The kanana ceremony


We crawled in on our hands and knees. Immediately I was assailed by stifling heat and choking, acrid smoke. I could see nothing for my eyes were smarting so much that I was unable to open them. When, after a few seconds, I forced myself to do so, I was still able to see very little for tears welled out of them, blinding me.


Stooping, with my hand across my smarting eyes, I clumsily picked my way through a tangle of squatting figures until I found a vacant space at the far end of the hut where I could sit down. As soon as I did so, to my relief and surprise, my eyes stopped watering for the smoke was hanging only in the rafters and beneath the air was clear. I looked around.


The smoke came from a wood fire which smouldered in the centre of the earth floor, its flames providing the only light in the hut. By its side, his back against one of the soot-blackened centre poles, sat an old bearded man. Apart from ourselves, he was the only man in the hut; the people among whom I had stumbled as I entered were all young and buxom girls. They sat in two long lines facing inwards and were watching me curiously, giggling among themselves.


None of the girls flaunted a magnificent headdress like Garai’s which we had seen on our first day, for the low roof of the hut would have made it impractical to wear them. Instead they wore small skull caps, crocheted from the wool of tree kangaroos or opossums and bound on to their heads with circlets of glittering green beetles enclosed in a framework of split cane. Their faces were painted with dots and stripes of many colours, each girl having her own design which had been dictated not by any ritual compulsion but by her own personal fancy. Most wore necklaces of beads or crescents of pearl shell either round their necks or through their noses, and all had the wide waistband of woven orchid fibre that denotes an unmarried girl. Their bodies had been smeared with pig fat and soot, and glistened in the dim, flickering firelight.


No sooner had we found a place to sit than a line of men, headed by a grinning Garai, crawled in. They sat themselves in between the girls, but facing the walls of the hut. They, like the girls, were splendidly decorated and painted but, in addition, most had stuck leaves and pieces of fern in their skull caps. They were not, however, all young. Some had bushy beards; some, like Garai, we knew to be already married, but, although the kanana is a love-making ritual, this was not improper, for the Wahgi society is a polygamous one. These men had all been specially and personally invited to the ceremony and many had come from hamlets many miles away.


For a few minutes, while people settled themselves, there was gossip and laughter. Then a single voice began hesitatingly to sing. One by one, other voices joined in until everyone was singing a slow chant. As the song gained momentum, the men and the girls began to sway their bodies from side to side, rolling their heads as they did so. The cadences of the chant were repeated hypnotically, and the swaying bodies came closer together, each man inclining his torso towards the girl sitting facing him on his right. Closer they came, the droning chant mounting to a climax until, with eyes shut, the pairs of faces met nose to nose, forehead to forehead. Ecstatically each couple rolled their heads from cheekbone to cheekbone in a delirium of sensuous delight.


A few dancers broke away from one another quite quickly, and looked abstractedly around the hut, ignoring their partners. Most of them, however, continued swaying, lost in their pleasure, their faces joined.


The song died and at last everyone separated and began to chatter. One of the girls lit a long cigarette made from newspaper and drew in lazy lungfuls of smoke. Each man crawled around the girl with whom he had danced and sat down by the side of the next girl in line so that everyone, as in a Paul Jones dance, had changed partners. Once again the chant started, the dancers began to sway, and once again as the climax of the song was reached, faces met together and rocked from cheek to cheek.


We sat watching for hours. It became so hot that I took off my shirt. The fire smouldered lower until all I could see of the dancers was a glint of an oiled body or the moving shape of a white owl’s wing which one of the men wore in his skull cap.


One of the dim figures close to me let out a deep chuckle. It was Garai.


‘Eh lookim,’ he whispered, and pointed to a couple who had broken away from the main dance and were sitting in the shadows with their arms around one another, the girl’s legs resting over one of the man’s thighs.


‘Im e carry-leg,’ said Garai.


During the kanana ceremony itself, the dancers are forbidden to touch one another except with their faces. The old man sitting in the centre was there to enforce the rule. But a girl can indicate by the enthusiasm with which she rubs noses whether she likes her partner or not. If a pair are mutually attracted then they may leave the line of dancers and ‘carry-leg’, and such friendships made during the kananas often ripen into marriage. It was indeed like a Saturday night dance in England.


By three o’clock, the ranks of the dancers had thinned considerably. We crawled out of the hut and into the cold night.
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The next day, Garai, looking very tired but having lost none of his cheerful ebullience, escorted us on a walk through the nearby hills.


We had not been walking for more than ten minutes when I heard a distant drumming and singing. We crossed one of the kunai patches and saw coming down the path towards us a spectacular procession. At its head strode several men resplendent in enormous feather headdresses and carrying long three-pronged spears. But they were merely the heralds of an even more impressive sight, for behind them came a man carrying aloft on top of a pole a giant standard, three feet across, ablaze with gorgeous colour. It was a banner of woven cane and grass hung with a dozen shining pearl shells, mats sewn with valuable cowrie shells, tiaras of scarlet parrot feathers, and around its rim thirty or forty sets of bird of paradise plumes. Behind the standard-bearer walked more men, women and children each of whom carried pieces of smoked pig flesh – a flank, a spine, a leg, a head or entrails wrapped up in leaves. One man held a drum which he thumped to accompany his yells as the whole party advanced towards us down the path through the kunai.


We stood to one side to let them pass and Garai told me what was happening. The men had come from the hills on the other side of the Wahgi valley and were on their way to collect a bride. The arrangements for the marriage had been made long before, when representatives from both families had met and agreed between them the exact price in feathers, shells and pigs that the groom must pay for his bride. The price was high and to have amassed it all would have taken years, so the bride’s parents had agreed that the marriage could come into effect on payment of a substantial part of the price, provided that regular instalments were made afterwards until the full sum had been paid off. The bridegroom had then made long and arduous trips into the forest hunting birds of paradise for their plumes. Some of the pearl shells he had borrowed from relations, some he had earned by working for one of the older and wealthier men in the village. At last he had enough to serve as a deposit and two days ago he and other members of his family had set out on the long march to the bride’s hamlet. With them they took the bride-price – the pearl shells, the pig meat and the paradise plumes, which were carefully wrapped in protective folders of dried leaves stiffened with split cane lest during the journey their filigree beauty should be marred. Last night the party had slept in the forest. When they arose at dawn, they had constructed the huge banner and decked it with the shells and the feathers so that the munificence and fine quality of the bride-price should be seen by all. Now they were nearing the bride’s home which lay only another hour’s walk away. Garai spoke to one of the warriors who followed in the banner’s wake and asked for permission for us to follow them.


We walked behind the wedding party for mile after mile. Eventually we emerged from the bush and began toiling up the long grassy spur that led to the bride’s house. A hundred yards from it, we had to climb over a savagely spiked fence that formed a defensive palisade, a relic of the warlike period that had ended only a few years ago. On the other side of it, the standard-bearer was waiting to allow stragglers to catch up with him. Then, when all had assembled and smartened themselves up, the procession slowly and in a dignified manner advanced into the village.


[image: Image Missing]


The wedding party


The bride and her family were sitting in the small clearing in front of their hut awaiting the banner’s arrival. I was unsure as to which was the bride until Garai pointed her out to me. She was the most unlikely looking member of the group for such a role, for not only was she comparatively old, but she was also holding a young baby. She was, Garai explained, a widow.


The standard was planted firmly in the ground in the middle of the clearing, and the bride and her family got to their feet to welcome the visitors formally. They embraced, putting their arms around one another’s shoulders and waists with an air of slightly forced affability not unlike the handshakes between comparative strangers who find themselves newly related by law at a European wedding reception.


Everyone sat down and one of the senior members of the groom’s party, a big powerful man with a luxuriant beard and a headdress consisting of a shock of brown cassowary feathers, delivered a speech, striding up and down in front of his audience and declaiming in a stylized and highly theatrical manner. The bride listened open-mouthed.


The pig meat had been laid out in a neat rectangle on one side under a casuarina tree, the four brown, smoked heads being laid in a row. When the speech was over, another of the visiting men picked up a flank of flesh. The bride’s menfolk sat in a line to receive it. As the meat was offered to them by the groom’s relative, each man bit off several gobbets of fatty, greasy flesh which he let fall from his mouth into his hand and then laid on a piece of banana leaf. Several wretched dogs observed this distribution of food with pathetic anxiety but none received even the tiniest fragment, for when each man had bitten off his share he took it away to his womenfolk.


The banner was now dismantled, and the feathers and shells laid out in rows on a mat. All the bride’s male relations squatted around, and as each item was handed down from the banner there was a long and sometimes heated discussion as to who should ultimately possess it.


When all was finished the visitors took some of the pig flesh, opened banana-leaf packages of cooked vegetables and began to feast. The bride left her family group and sat by her husband’s side and for the first time there was an atmosphere of relaxed festivity. One of the men was obligingly seasoning everyone’s meal by chewing ginger and spices and spitting on to each piece of meat in turn. It was now evening and as I saw everyone eating with such relish I remembered that I had not had any food myself since early morning. One of the men, seeing me staring, offered me a greasy hunk of pork liberally spattered with chewed ginger. It was a kind and hospitable gesture. Hoping that I might not be considered impolite, I shook my head and pointed to a pile of bananas. Laughingly, the man handed me one and we joined in the wedding breakfast.
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Sir Edward Hallstrom, the owner of the station at Nondugl, had had a lifelong interest in tropical birds and agriculture. Here he had built huge aviaries in which to assemble a collection of Paradisea which would provide birds for zoos all over the world. But this part of his plan could not be fully implemented, for Australian immigration laws prohibited the entry of any livestock of any kind into Australia for fear of the accidental introduction of disease. This law applied to Paradisea as to everything else, in spite of the fact that each year thousands of birds of many different kinds fly on their migrations from New Guinea to Australia and back again, oblivious of bureaucratic restrictions. The main commercial airlines to eastern New Guinea all ran through Australia, so unless a special permit was given – and such exceptions were hardly ever made – any birds from Nondugl had to be taken to the outside world by a lengthy sea voyage without calling at any Australian port. This was very hard to arrange, and we ourselves would have to face this problem if we were to take back a collection of Paradisea to the London Zoo.


Nonetheless there was at Nondugl a collection of birds of paradise unparalleled anywhere else in the world, and ornithologists of many nationalities went there to study them.


The man in charge of these birds was Fred Shaw Mayer. He was a thin, greying, gentle person with a slight stoop. If you met him in a city street you might suppose that he was of such a timid disposition that he had never dared to leave his office desk or venture farther abroad than the suburbs of his own town. Yet Fred was one of the greatest of all animal collectors. Born in Australia, he had travelled in some of the wildest and most dangerous parts of the world in search of birds and mammals, insects and reptiles. He had wandered over both the Dutch and the Australian territories of New Guinea; he had made special journeys to remote islands just to find one particular species of bird. He had caught animals in the Moluccas, in Java and Sumatra and in Borneo, and his collections of specimens are now the treasured possessions of many scientific institutions including the Natural History Museum in London. Many of the creatures he found on his expeditions turned out to be previously unknown to science. Three species of birds of paradise were first discovered by him and several creatures bear as part of their scientific name the word ‘Shaw-mayeri’, a tribute to his skill from the zoologists who named them.


None of this, however, would you suspect when you first met him. Indeed he was so reticent that it was often difficult to find him at all, for his days were devoted to the birds in his aviaries. He rose well before dawn in order to prepare food for the birds so that they could feed just after the sun rose, as they would do in the wild state. He admitted that his local helpers were probably quite capable of mixing the bird food by themselves, but he said mildly that he preferred to do the job himself. At that early hour in the morning it was very cold and Fred habitually wore a number of long woolly cardigans, heavy army boots and an odd deer-stalker hat with flaps which came down over his ears; and in this garb, by the light of a paraffin lamp, he mixed big bowls of special meal with diced pawpaw, pandanus fruit, plantains and boiled eggs. Each group of birds had its own requirements. Some liked meat in their diet, so tadpoles and spiders had to be found for them; others had a taste for wasp grubs or the yellow of hard-boiled eggs. Sometimes, if other meat was not available, Fred went to his refrigerator and cut up the fresh mutton which should have provided his own evening meal. The rest of his day was spent walking round the aviaries, tending and cleaning his charges. It is little wonder that he was known by all the local people as Masta Pidgin.


There were many different kinds of birds in Fred’s care: parrots of all sizes and colours; flocks of huge blue-grey pigeons each crested with a fan of gauzy feathers spotted with silver; and on an ornamental pond several of one of the rarest species of duck in the world, Salvadori’s Duck, which came from a high tarn in the mountains behind Nondugl.
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Crested pigeons


But it was the birds of paradise which captured our attention. Here Charles and I saw some of the species which hitherto we had known only from illustrations in books. Day after day we walked round the aviaries watching the birds and trying to familiarize ourselves with their harsh strident calls so that later, when we went into the forest, we should be able to identify distant bird-call and so know what species were in the neighbourhood.


Some of the birds in the aviaries were drab thrush-like creatures. These were either hen birds or else young cocks, for the male bird does not grow his magnificent plumes until he is four or five years old. When he does, he is so completely transformed that the linking of hens and immature cocks with the fully plumed and quite dissimilar adult males can be exceedingly difficult. Most of Fred’s male birds had come to him as youngsters, for if a Wahgi hunter caught an adult the temptation to keep and kill it for the sake of its plumes was very often proof against the rewards, high as they were, that Fred could offer for it. Many such birds had now been in the aviaries so long that they had grown their plumes and we were enthralled by their beauty – the gorgeous Prince Rudolph’s Bird with its haze of sapphire-blue plumes rimmed with red; the magnificent, arrogant-looking Princess Stephanie’s Bird, glossy black with a throat patch of rippling green iridescence; the bizarre Superb Bird with two curling wires projecting from its stumpy tail, a green chest, a scarlet back and a shining yellow cape round its shoulders, a creature which failed to match the grace of other species of Paradisea and looked almost as though it were some amateur’s first inexpert attempt at designing the most extravagantly decorated bird he could assemble.


I was fascinated by two species in particular. The first was the size of a starling, the King of Saxony’s Bird of Paradise. It is the possessor of one of the most remarkable of all feather adornments, a pair of long streamers, twice the length of its body, which spring from the back of its head and are decorated with a line of enamel-blue plates, glistening like mother-of-pearl. The second was Count Raggi’s Bird of Paradise, for this one, which lives in the forests surrounding Nondugl, is the local representative of the classic and most famous species which Pigafetti described and which Linnaeus named Paradisea apoda. Like Pigafetti’s bird it has a green gorget, a yellow head and long filigree plumes sprouting from beneath its wings. It differs in that the original bird had golden plumes whereas Count Raggi’s has deep red ones. I watched the Nondugl specimens with the greatest care. They were unfortunately not in full plumage, but they were the kind which Charles and I were hoping to find in the wild so that we might film their courtship dances. They were the creatures which had brought us to New Guinea.


The local people valued the birds highly for their plumes, which they used not only for personal adornment but also, in many transactions, as an essential currency. We had massive proof of the scale on which the birds were hunted only a few days later. Frank heard that a big sing-sing was to be held at Minj, a place a few miles away across the Wahgi River on the other side of the valley. The sing-sing ground was a wide expanse of clipped kunai grass rather like a football pitch, which had been specially cleared for the occasion. Just beyond the ground ran a deep bush-filled ravine and behind rose the southern wall of the valley, the Kubor Mountains, steep and yellow-green, clear in the cloudless sky. Dancers were due to come down from the mountains to visit a part of their clan which had settled down in the valley. On their way they would stop at each settlement to join with the local people in a dance, so that the whole journey, normally a few hours’ march, would take several days. No one could tell us exactly why they were making the visit. It might be that they were going to transact some business or to make a ritual exchange of food and gifts, thereby reaffirming their tribal bond, or that they were indebted to their clansmen and were going to discharge their obligations by giving a big feast.


Towards mid morning a few women from Minj, heavily painted and dressed in full ceremonial costume, appeared on the kunai ground. They had come to see the performance.


After another hour, we heard faint chantings and through binoculars I saw, high up on one of the mountain spurs, a line of tiny figures emerge from a cluster of huts. As I watched, Charles spotted another similar group descending one of the ridges away to the right. Every few minutes, the line stopped moving forward and contracted into a blob. As it did so the sound of chanting swelled and was joined by the faint thud of drums. Then the blob elongated into a line again and continued slowly downwards. At last they reached the ravine and disappeared into the bush. The singing grew louder and louder as they climbed unseen towards us until suddenly and dramatically, a dancer crested the near side of the ravine. Clutching his drum, his vast headdress waving, he moved slowly towards us, chanting as he came. Warrior after warrior followed him in a seemingly never-ending line until by midday, when the sun directly overhead was beating down with almost intolerable brilliance, the sing-sing ground was packed with hundreds of wildly chanting dancers.


They formed themselves in platoons, five in a rank, ten ranks deep, and, pounding their drums and yelling hoarsely, they stamped fiercely across the ground. Their dance, though simple, absorbed them totally and as the dust thrown up from their naked feet rose around them, caking the rivulets of sweat which ran down their chests and backs, they seemed almost in a state of trance.


Sometimes they halted, but even then they continued to sway in unison to the rhythm of their drums, rising on their toes and bending their knees, the shimmering canopy of their headdresses undulating like a sea swept by a heavy swell. Many of the men had smeared their muscular bodies with red clay; nearly all of them had thrust leaves of a red shrub in their arm bands and wore bracelets of possum fur. Several were armed with spears or bows and arrows, and one or two carried giant stone axes, the blades fixed in a long, curving piece of wood covered in a decorative basket-work which seemed to serve as a counterbalance to the heavy blade.


I was overwhelmed by the glory of their headdresses. Many kinds of paradise birds had been killed to provide these feathers. Nearly every man had two King of Saxony plumes stuck through his nose and fastened in the centre of his forehead so that the feathers formed a superb beaded hoop around the upper part of his face. Some men had so many Saxony plumes that they had included them in their headdresses as well. One warrior had sixteen of them in addition to the feathers of twenty or thirty Lesser, Count Raggi, Magnificent, Princess Stephanie and Prince Rudolph Birds of Paradise.


It was one of the most spectacular sights I have ever seen. I made a rough calculation. There were over five hundred beplumed dancers. Between them, they must have killed at least ten thousand birds of paradise to adorn themselves for this ceremony.
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Charles filming during the preparations for a feast




2


Into the Jimi Valley


I had hoped that we should be able to film the display dances of the paradise birds in the forest close to Nondugl, even though it would doubtless require a great deal of time and patience, but from what we had seen, it was clear that we had a much better chance of doing so if we left the Wahgi altogether and went into a wilder and less settled area.


I had also developed another ambition, for my imagination had been caught by the spectacular stone axes which I had seen being carried by some of the Minj dancers. Fred told me that when the Wahgi was first explored twenty-five years earlier, these axes were used throughout the valley but that nowadays the newly introduced metal ones had almost entirely displaced them. Such stone axes as remained were only brought out on ceremonial occasions. No one in the Wahgi still made them but they were traded from tribes living in the Jimi valley over the mountains to the north.


‘And what chance is there of finding birds of paradise in the Jimi valley?’ I asked.


‘Excellent,’ Fred replied, ‘because there is only a small native population. And not only might you find birds of paradise and an axe factory, but you might also meet some of the pygmies who are supposed to live around there.’


Arranging a trip into the Jimi valley, however, was not easy. In the first place, it was an uncontrolled area and only people with special permits were allowed to enter it. The man responsible for granting permission was the District Commissioner at Mount Hagen Station near the head of the Wahgi valley.


We sent a message to him on the Nondugl radio transmitter asking if we might come to see him, and when the next supply plane landed at Nondugl we climbed on board and flew up to Hagen.


We were shown into the DC’s office by one of his ADOs. The Commissioner himself, a bluff Australian in immaculate, neatly pressed khaki, sat behind his desk and looked at us searchingly from beneath heavy eyebrows.


Rather nervously, I explained as best I could what I was proposing: that Charles and I should go into the Jimi valley and spend a month trying to make a film about birds of paradise and the manufacture of stone axes. I added that, if possible, we would like to walk out of the valley along some route other than that we might take on our way in, so that we should see as much as possible of the country.


The DC listened silently until I had finished and then took a map out of a drawer and spread it on his desk.


‘Look here,’ he said brusquely. ‘The Jimi is pretty wild country. So far, we’ve only sent a few exploratory patrols through it,’ and he traced with his finger the dotted lines which crossed a large white blank on his map.


‘A couple of years ago pilots who were flying from the Wahgi to Madang on the northern coast reported seeing villages in flames and some of the people came over the hills with stories of women and children being slaughtered wholesale. I sent a patrol in to investigate and they walked into the middle of a tribal war; they were ambushed, several of the policemen were wounded and they had to come out in a hurry. So I went in myself with another patrol officer, Barry Griffin, and a dozen or so armed native policemen. We found a site for a station at a place called Tabibuga and I left Griffin there to build it and to try to restore some sort of order. He’s only been out once or twice since and then only for a day or so’s rest here at Hagen. Although things seem to be going all right, he’s obviously got his hands full. I’m not going to let you go in unless he is quite happy to have you. For one thing, if you start traipsing around the Jimi looking for birds and stone axes you will have to have an escort. He is the only bloke who can provide it and maybe he will reckon he’s got other things to do with his policemen than to let them spend their time looking for dicky birds. Apart from that, he may not want to have you anyway. He’s one of those chaps who really like solitude and who ask no more than to be left alone so that they can get on with their jobs. No one has visited him there since he first built the place and he may not like the idea of two strange blokes with no experience of the country arriving out of the blue and dumping themselves on his doorstep. And if he feels that way, I’m certainly not going to order him to have you.’


The DC paused and looked at us hard.


‘If he did agree, I would suggest that you go in to Tabibuga by the trail over the mountains along which his supplies are usually carried. It’s a two-day march; there’s quite a good track now and the people in the villages on the way are, by and large, willing to act as porters. Once you get to Tabibuga, you can sort out with Griffin just how to spend your time. I know he is planning to do a patrol westwards from his station and he might let you go with him. If you want to go out of the valley along a different route, then you’d better cross the Jimi River, go up the other side into the Bismarck Mountains and come out at a place called Aiome in the Ramu valley. There’s an airstrip there and no doubt you could charter a plane to come and pick you up. Would that suit you?’


‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


‘Very well,’ he replied, getting to his feet, ‘the next time Griffin comes up on the radio, I’ll put the proposition to him. But understand, if he says no, the whole trip is cancelled.’


Suddenly he grinned.


‘I hope you blokes like walking,’ he added, ‘because if you do go in, you will have to do a hell of a lot of it.’ 
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Four days later, we received a radio message at Nondugl from the DC: Griffin had agreed to have us, and two of his native policemen would be waiting to escort us in at the Wahgi end of the Tabibuga trail in one week’s time.


Immediately we were overwhelmed with the preparations necessary for the journey. We flew back to Lae to get food for ourselves, sacks of rice for the porters, paraffin lamps, saucepans, and tarpaulins to serve as tents. We visited the airline office and arranged that a small, single-engined plane should fly to Aiome on a day just over four weeks ahead to collect us after our journey and fly us back to Nondugl. We purchased bags of salt and beads, knives, combs, mouth organs, mirrors and pearl shells with which to pay porters and reward anyone who brought us animals. We also bought plenty of matches and piles of old newspapers, both of which we knew to be highly valued in the remoter parts of the highlands.


We returned to Nondugl and tried to sort out all our gear into 40-lb loads. This was not easy, for the only scales at Nondugl had just broken and I had to proceed by guesswork. Time after time I filled a patrol box, lifted it and decided that it was so appallingly heavy that it must exceed the stipulated weight as no one could possibly carry it for more than a few minutes. Then I would have to take out some of its contents and replace them with lighter things such as clothes.


We should be walking for a month and during that time we could not rely on finding either food or shelter. The pile of gear needed seemed enormous and no matter how carefully I checked my calculations and cut down on personal belongings, I could not avoid the conclusion that we should need a huge number of porters.


One evening I confessed to Fred.


‘Maybe we are travelling soft and taking too many luxuries among our food and clothes,’ I said, ‘but it looks as though we might need perhaps forty porters.’


‘Oh! That is good,’ replied Fred mildly. ‘I never seem to be able to manage with less than seventy and you know it can be so tiresome trying to recruit as many as that when the locals are not feeling cooperative.’


Nevertheless, I was still quite worried when, on the day before the date of our rendezvous, we found we had so much luggage that we could not possibly pack it all into one jeep. Instead, we had to load the bulk of it on to a farm trailer, hitch it to a tractor and send it ahead driven by one of Frank’s senior farm hands. We followed with Frank and the remainder of our gear in the jeep during the afternoon.


Kwiana, the little settlement at the foot of the Tabibuga trail, consisted only of three small huts and a house-kiap, a government rest-house, thatched and built of plaited cane round a timber framework. Two huge, muscular native policemen were already there to meet us. Barefooted and barechested, they wore only a neat khaki wrap around their waists and a polished leather belt from which hung a bayonet in its sheath. In appearance they were quite different from the bearded, hook-nosed Wahgi people, for they, like most New Guinea policemen, had been recruited on the coast.


The senior one saluted me smartly.


‘Arpi-noon, masta,’ he said and handed me a letter. It was from Barry Griffin. He had written that the bearer of the note, Wawawi, was a trustworthy policeman from his staff who knew the trail well and would escort us to Tabibuga. He listed the names of the villages on the route, suggested that we should sleep at one called Karap and ended by saying that he looked forward to meeting us.


Wawawi had assembled a large crowd of villagers in the open space in front of the house-kiap. They were typical Hagen men, bearded and naked but for their woven waistbands and leafy bustles. Most carried in their belts knives or axes which hung over their bare thighs, blade to flesh, in what seemed to me to be a most hazardous position. They appeared to have only recently woken up, for many were bleary-eyed, their bustles crumpled and soiled. A few had the smudged remains of painted designs on their faces. It was still cold for the sun had not yet risen and the men wrapped their arms around their bare chests to keep warm.


Under Wawawi’s direction, our baggage was brought out and laid in a long line. The porters-to-be stared dejectedly at the loads, occasionally lifting one to confirm their worst fears as to its weight and surreptitiously moving away from it towards some other which appeared to be lighter. Wawawi, however, moved briskly along the baggage, allocating a pair of men to each item.


When this was complete, Wawawi reclaimed his rifle from the small urchin who, bursting with importance, had been holding it for him, looked towards me to see if I was ready and called an order to the porters. They picked up their loads and followed Wawawi as he strode up the wide red earth track which led into the mountains.


For the first mile or so the path ran along the side of a narrow, steep-walled valley. Beneath us a small river frothed and sparkled as it tumbled over jams of boulders on its way to join the Wahgi River. The sun had at last risen, warming our bodies and dissolving the remnants of mist that hung around us. One of the carriers yodelled at the top of his voice ‘Hooo-aaah’ and prolonged the last lower note as long as his lungs allowed him. As soon as he started everyone else joined in, so that the resultant clamour sounded like a continuous long-drawn-out ‘aaaah’ with a higher obbligato of staccato ‘hoo’s’. It was a music which was to continue throughout that day and become our constant marching companion during the next few weeks.


Soon the track steepened and began to zigzag up the spine of a long grassy ridge. The barefooted porters plodded gamely upwards, digging their toes into the steep mud upon which my nailed boots skidded and slipped. Every hour or so, Wawawi called a halt, and while the men rested he re-allocated the loads so that each porter took a turn in carrying one of the heavier boxes.


Towards midday we passed the last of the pleasant casuarina trees and verdant bush that had clothed the slopes so far and entered a thin forest of gaunt trees, their branches trailing withered moss and gnarled creepers. At one point, the track snaked up a series of dripping rock faces which caused the men a lot of trouble. I lingered here to assist where I could, until all the loads had been hauled up it. Just above, the gradient lessened and it seemed that we were approaching the top of the pass. Thin mist was swirling through the bleak forest. I walked slowly, my eyes on the ground, picking my way through boulders and panting slightly, for we were now at an altitude of over 8,000 feet. Ahead, I noticed that the porters had stopped once again. I reflected that it was hardly the best place for a rest and decided to pass them and go over the crest of the col to find somewhere more sheltered. But as I neared them I saw that instead of sit-ting down the men were clustered round Wawawi and arguing heatedly.


‘Dis-fella men, im ’e talk ’e no like go more,’ said Wawawi as I neared him.


Certainly they looked cold and tired, but I could see no real reason why they should suddenly go on strike, just when it seemed that the worst part of the climb was over. I did not care to think how we should manage if they did abandon their loads in this remote and lonely spot. In my most persuasive tones I explained that now we were at the top, things would be easier, and from here, I said optimistically, the track will go downhill. Have a good rest, I said, and we will pay well when we arrive at the next village; but we must go on. I doubt if they understood what I was trying to say, and it was Wawawi who answered me. The reason they would go no farther, he said, was that the crest of the pass marked their tribal frontier. Beyond lay the territory of another tribe, who were ‘bad-fella too much. Im ’e kai-kai man.’


‘Oh,’ said Charles mildly, ‘he means they are cannibals.’


We both laughed, for the situation seemed so like a far-fetched adventure story as to be farcical. At that moment, I noticed the tip of a feather headdress projecting from behind a pile of boulders, two hundred yards away in the mist. I blinked in astonishment and then noticed another close by it. My smile faded rapidly.


‘Well, cannibals or not,’ I replied with slightly forced gaiety, ‘I think they are over there waiting for us.’


Suddenly, with ear-splitting yells, a horde of men leaped from behind the rocks and rushed towards us brandishing knives and axes. My only conscious thought was that I must urgently convince them that we were friendly. With my heart banging against my ribs, I walked towards them and extended my right hand. My meagre vocabulary of pidgin deserted me and, rather to my surprise, I heard myself saying loudly, in what sounded like absurdly cultured tones, ‘Good afternoon’. This had no effect whatsoever, for they could never have heard it above their own ferocious yells. Within seconds they were upon me. To my total astonishment, several of them seized my right hand and pumped it up and down. Others grabbed my left hand and those that could grasp neither contented themselves with smacking me violently on the shoulder. ‘Arpi-noon, masta, arpi-noon,’ they chorused.


Why they should have concealed themselves and then charged us in such a frightening manner when their intentions were in fact friendly puzzled me for a few minutes. Then it dawned on me that this aggressive display on the frontier was probably merely a routine ploy in their cold war with the Wahgi tribes, designed to emphasize their strength and warlike character, lest their neighbours should decide that they were weak and therefore an easy target for plunder. The Wahgi men, however, seemed unlikely ever to attack anybody as they sat miserably on their heels, shivering in the drizzle which was now falling. Wawawi lined them up and counted them.


‘Four fella ten tree, masta,’ he said. I unlocked my box, hauled out a bag of coins and handed Wawawi forty-three shillings for distribution. This was regulation government pay for a day’s porterage and it was the last time we were able to use money before we got back to Nondugl. As soon as each porter received his pay, he turned and walked away down the trail into the mist.


Our new carriers were a more cheerful bunch. They seized the loads with enthusiasm and, raising a triumphant yell, moved away at a gallop. The ground began to fall and I hurried on ahead, anxious to get below the clouds and look for the first time at the Jimi valley. I imagined that it would be similar to the Wahgi, a single, wide, grass-filled valley with a silver river meandering along the bottom, but when at last I got a clear view I saw something very different. Below me stretched a vast tract of wild country, a complex maze of interlocking ridges and mountains, entirely covered with forest. I could see no rivers, no stretches of kunai grass, and no villages; nothing but an endless rucked carpet of trees.


The ridge we were descending seemed to run towards a small valley, close at hand on our left. One of the tribesmen came and stood by my side. I pointed to the valley. ‘Jimi?’ I asked. The man burst into a roar of laughter, shook his head and pointed into the far distance, screwing up his eyes. Then with the patient air of a teacher explaining some rudimentary fact to a particularly stupid child, he held his left hand in front of my face and, one by one, touched four of his outstretched fingers.


‘Good heavens,’ I said to Charles, ‘we’ve got to cross another four valleys before we get to the Jimi.’


‘More likely he means we’ve got another four days’ walking,’ Charles replied dourly.


I tried to find out exactly what my companion was attempting to indicate with his four fingers, but without success. Indeed, I never did discover. It was merely one of the occasions on which our lack of a common language seemed an insuperable barrier. I was overwhelmed with a surge of loneliness which was not dispelled even when the chanting porters caught up with us. We were entering a new primeval land in which we had no real place. It was true that ahead of us, in a fold of one of the mountains, among the infinity of trees, one Australian had made a clearing in the forest and built himself a house, but he had created no more than a minute pockmark on the landscape. The track at my feet was his creation also, but it was only a slender thread linking us to him. If I left it and walked for five minutes in some other direction, I should be on ground which no European had ever seen before.


We followed the path trustingly as it wound along the crests of ridges, zigzagged down steep muddy slopes and dived into the forest. Every mile or so, we met groups of tribesmen who were standing on the path waiting, no doubt, to see what the shouting was about. As we passed, they enthusiastically attached themselves to our caravan and added their voices to the clamour.


Towards three o’clock, we reached the first sign of habitation which we had seen since we had left the Wahgi, a low palisade of sharp stakes broken only by a narrow gap, flanked by posts painted with tribal markings. Half an hour later we stepped from the forest into a village – two lines of thatched huts strung along the crest of the ridge, enclosing a bare expanse of red earth and girdled by a ring of casuarina trees. The entire population had assembled to meet us, the women sitting in one group, the men in another. The luluai and his lieutenants stood at the far end in front of the largest hut, which I guessed to be the house-kiap built for use by a patrol officer. As we threaded our way towards him, through the squatting villagers, they raised a deafening yell of welcome. The luluai escorted us into the house-kiap and our first day’s march was over.
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