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For the Maisin of Papua New Guinea, the weavers of Harris, the kente makers of Ghana, the ajrak woodblock printers of Sindh, and all those many, many others who are still painting, weaving, pressing, knitting and sewing hidden magic into their cloth.






Sometimes the quilts were white for weddings, the design

Made up of stitches, and the shadows cast by stitches.

And the quilts for funerals? How do you sew the night?

‘The Design’, by Michael Longley








INTRODUCTION

It was 7 November 1992, the seventy-fifth anniversary of the 1917 October Revolution, and less than a year since the Soviet Union had collapsed. For the first time there would be no official celebration of communism. Red Square in Moscow was closed by the new authorities ‘for repairs’. But nearby, Manezhnaya Square was crowded, waiting for something to happen; journalists and undercover police mingled with local people whose world had collapsed and who now had no money for bread. Armed soldiers lined the square. Snow was falling.

The Russians standing beside me in the crowd began to look worried. Then, from a direction I was not expecting, hundreds of people appeared in a silent procession. They were twenty wide, and dozens deep, most of them old men and some old women, all with grey hair, all in military uniforms, some hobbling, others with backs straight for the march. I ducked under the closing cordon of soldiers pushing the crowd back. I was the only one to get through. I ran towards the marchers, pulling out my camera from where I’d been keeping it warm in my jacket. Through the long lens I could see them close up. Their expressions were set, and hard to read. I found myself focusing tight on their clothes. The khaki woollen cloth of those who had been in the army, and the white cloth worn by the navy, puckered at the seams as if hand-sewn. Some of it was torn.

It was this – the frayed, patched, repaired fabric that represented how the people walking towards me had lost everything they believed in, how they were not going to be looked after as promised, how they were proud – that left me, still almost alone in the gap between the marchers and the surging crowd, taking pictures as tears froze on my cheeks.

After that, I began to notice how fabrics can give a glimpse of something truthful, a clue to what is underneath the surface of things. I learned that the word ‘clue’ itself comes from an Old English term for a ball of yarn that can be unwound to show the right path. And, almost in passing, I saw how the stories of fabrics, their histories, are about endeavour and work and secrets and feuds and inventions and abuse and beauty and ugliness, and sometimes they are about tenderness. There were stories, I thought, and I wanted to know them.

It took a long time to get there. I had a journalism career in Hong Kong, returned to England, married, wrote three books, and spent twelve years working with my husband for a small international environment charity. But in early 2015, I was approached about the fabric idea. I both wanted to do it and knew I could not. My father had been ill for ten years after a catastrophic brain haemorrhage, followed by a stroke. He had been a medical miracle and survived, but now his dementia was getting worse and it was harder for my mother to look after him.

‘Do the book!’ she said. But the book I wanted to do would take several years and many journeys and I might not be there to help her.

‘Don’t say no just yet,’ she said. We both knew she meant that my father would probably die soon. We talked about it with my father too; we talked freely about death in our family. He also said I shouldn’t say no just yet.

That April my mother came to visit me in Bath. My husband, Martin, was away and we had the whole weekend to ourselves. The American Museum was running a show titled ‘Hatched, Matched, Despatched – and Patched’, about the fabrics people use at key life moments.

‘We should go,’ she said. ‘Just in case you decide to write that book.’

In the final room, the funeral room, there were two burial skirts made somewhere in Wales, by sisters, to wear in their coffins. We imagined the making of them, a hundred and twenty years or so before: the warmth of the coal fire, a kettle boiling, adjusting of reading glasses, of woollen shawls shrugged around shoulders, the laughter at remembered stories from long ago, the teasing about whether it would still fit when it was your time to go. Such skirts are rare now, of course, as most of them ended where they were intended to, but these two – long, black, glossy, cotton satin,I one diamond-quilted and the other with fine zigzags – were stored in an attic and not used.

Then on a wall nearby we saw a quilted patchwork made in Llanybydder in Wales in 1911 by a widow, Ada Jones, just after her husband died. The caption stated that a friend stayed with Mrs Jones for the first six weeks of her mourning, and helped her to sew it. It was mostly dark crimson, with scattered scarlet diamonds, and a long scarlet strip at the centre with two spider-like black crosses at top and bottom. It was the opposite of restful, though perhaps it gave some repose.

‘We should do that,’ my mother said.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

Many friends would come to express condolences after my father died, she said. This way we could all sit companionably. It would give us something to think about when we wanted to stop thinking about anything. ‘And the funny thing,’ she added, ‘is that it would probably be the worst patchwork in the world.’ She had never had a loving adult around to teach her to sew as a child. She hadn’t been able to teach me. We’d always said we really should learn, and a shared project would mark a new kind of beginning, at a time when we’d need a new beginning.

I drove her back home to Devon, and we told my father about the worst patchwork in the world. He laughed. We all felt happy because it seemed we’d sorted something important.

Four months later my healthy, vibrant mother died. It was absolutely unexpected. I had not known grief could be so physical. That visit to our house in April had been her last, it turned out, and I kept on looking at the chair she had sat on at the table when we’d stayed up late making plans. After my father died she would move to live near us in Bath, we would travel to India, we’d have adventures. Her hands had turned the cloth napkin, folding it and unfolding it as we talked about shaping a happy life without him.

I had written in the past about the colours of mourning – black in Britain, white in Hong Kong, yellow in Brittany, mauve for ‘half’ mourning as you begin to emerge from the first hard frost of grief.II But now I understood mourning clothes for the first time. I needed an armband, a ribbon, any kind of sign that would be understood by strangers and friends to say I couldn’t be relied on, that I was to be treated carefully, that I was not, for a while, in this world.

My father died three months and a day later, at home, in the moment between me wetting his lips with cotton wool and turning away for a drop more of water. I was bereft but I was glad for him. And in the months between the two deaths, as my brother and I struggled with all we needed to do to keep our father out of hospital, when we felt lost and fractured into small pieces, I found myself trying to call my mother back. ‘Where are you?’ I kept crying in my head. ‘You can’t have gone. We have to make the patchwork!’

But as I did this, I came to realise I could make it after all. I’d go out into the world and uncover stories of barkcloth and cotton and wool and linen and silk and some of the other fabrics people have invented and used and worked into being. I’d meet some of the people who made them and learn about some of the people who’d changed the way they were made. I’d explore that quality of truth in fabric I had seen through my lens in Moscow and never forgotten. I’d learn the histories, and I’d find out more about the connection the material we can see has with the non-material world we cannot see.

And that book – this book – would be my patchwork.

I wasn’t, in the beginning, going to talk about my parents. But they kept appearing in surprising ways. So this is, on occasion, a ghost story. Or a book written while grieving, and emerging from grieving, which is also a ghost story in its own way.


	
I. Cotton satin is made from cotton fibres that have been combed so they are long and silk-like. It’s often woven with the weft passing under one warp thread and over three or four, so the finished cloth feels like satin. It’s sometimes called ‘sateen’.

	
II. In the early twelfth century, Balderich, abbot of Bourgueil in the Loire Valley, observed with curiosity that the Spanish dressed in black when their relatives died. Until the fifteenth century it was normal in France and England to dress in the brightest colours and the finest clothes to honour the dead.








SOME WORDS BEFORE WE START

The warp is the first set of threads on a loom; it’s the skeleton of the cloth, the along.

The weft is the second set of threads, the skin of the cloth, the across.

I remember the difference because the last two letters of warp, reversed, are the beginning of ‘primary’. And ‘weft’ is just another word for ‘weave’ – although curiously one of the old words for weaving was warping (worpan in Anglo Saxon, verpa in Old Norse) with its sense of projecting an object through space, or of wrapping, enveloping, binding and tying.

The warp threads need to be the strongest: if they break, the whole cloth is lost. They also need to be twisted harder than the threads that will run across them. This led to the word ‘warped’ meaning twisted or perverted: turned away.

A shuttle is the container holding the weft. It moves in predictable ways, back and forth – space shuttles and airport shuttles are named for it. ‘Shuttle’ is from the same origin as ‘shoot’, as in ‘fire a projectile’, and ‘shut’ as in ‘bolt something closed’.

To weave a cloth or a ‘web’ you need to pass the weft threads through the warp, over and under and over and under. You can do this more quickly by passing the shuttle through a tunnel in the warp called a shed. ‘Shed’ – from the same root as the German scheiden meaning ‘to separate’. Which is, in turn, from the same root as the Greek schizo, to split.

The shed is created by a heddle, which uses cords or wires to lift different warp threads, ready for each pass or ‘pick’ of the shuttle going through. Heddle is from the Old English hefeld, from the same root as ‘heave’, or the German heben, to raise.

If the heddle lifts every other warp thread each time, that is plain weave or tabby. If it lifts two or more neighbouring warp threads at a time that is twill, from the same root as ‘two’. It makes a diagonal pattern; denim is a twill.

The end of the pick, where the weft thread turns round on itself, is called the selvedge, the ‘self-edge’: the edge of cloth that is created through the action of the shuttle.

Yarn was traditionally made by twisting raw fibre on a spindle, a stick with a whorl near its base to give it weight as it turns. And the raw fibre would often be stored on another stick, sometimes cleft, called a distaff, to make it easier to handle before it met the spindle. In the past – from Spain, to Britain, to Germany, to Iceland – people called their mother’s kin the distaff side, their father’s side the sword.






1 BARKCLOTH



In which the author learns how fabric can be a magical pathway for gods travelling between worlds and discovers that barkcloth close up looks like noodles. And while she finds some curious books of cloth samples from Captain Cook’s journeys two hundred and fifty years ago, she also tries to see it being made in Papua New Guinea. Or Fiji. Or Vanuatu. Or the Congo. Or anywhere at all.



It was 19 November, my birthday. My mother had died twelve weeks before, and my father wasn’t doing well. My brother was with him. I’d be going to see them the next day but for today I was in London with my husband, and we’d taken the day off. I’d wanted to see an exhibition at the British Museum, hoping an encounter with the past would somehow help me in the present. We walked from the Tower of London, past St Paul’s, along Fleet Street. Outside Dr Johnson’s house, my mobile phone rang. It was my brother. It wasn’t about my birthday. He wanted me to know the doctor was coming later. She was probably ‘going to recommend a syringe driver’ for our father’s morphine and the other drugs he was taking, and this was the signal he was going to die. The pavements were grey after that, and the sky was grey, and the exhibition on the Celts was grey too. Later, at lunch, I couldn’t eat the food.

What were we going to do with the rest of the day? We looked at each other helplessly. Then we saw a small notice by the northern stairs of the museum. Pacific Barkcloth Exhibition. Room 91. We could try that.

It was dark and there were luminous objects on every wall. Most of it was cloth, that was obvious, but it wasn’t just cloth; that was obvious too. It had zigzags and patterns and whiteness and blackness and a quality of curiously textured brownness or bright reds or yellows. And dazzle. There was plenty of dazzle. The texture and pattern of some of the pieces of fabric provided a strange, almost psychedelic, visual experience. It was neither flat two dimensions nor solid three. It was like it was two-and-a-half dimensions, with the extra half allowing a kind of mystery to enter in.

The Pacific was settled from about sixty thousand years ago by successive waves of people arriving from Southeast Asia. On Western maps it has, since the eighteenth century, been divided into Polynesia (including Hawaii, Samoa, Tonga and Tahiti), Melanesia (including Fiji, the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and New Guinea) and Micronesia (including Guam, Kiribati and the Marshall Islands). When you look at the map, with islands like scatterings of salt on the blue tablecloth of the vast ocean, it seems astonishing that they had the courage to set out at all, and equally amazing that they survived.

Micronesia has only ever had a woven fabric tradition, so it’s not part of this chapter, but many future Melanesians and Polynesians carried with them from the Asian mainland various saplings: paper mulberry, wild fig and breadfruit. And they beat the bark of those trees into cloth.

The word ‘barkcloth’ has always sounded itchy and unappealing. It turns out that it’s seriously badly named. It’s not made from the outer, dead bit of a tree, which botanists call the rhytidome and we generally think of as ‘the bark’. It’s from the next layer in, hardly bark at all, the soft inner periderm layer through which what you could call the ‘blood’ of the tree flows. It’s the layer that brings sap up to the leaves and back down to the roots. Far from being dead, the ‘inner bark’ is the part of the tree that is most alive.

Most communities have their own name for barkcloth: siapo in Samoa and nearby Futuna, ngatu in Tonga (pronounced -gatu with a silent ‘n’), masi in Fiji, nemas in Vanuatu, hiapo in Niue and probably hundreds of different names in Papua New Guinea where there are eight hundred and fifty separate languages. But they also all use a borrowed word, tapa. It comes from the Hawaiian word kapa, which originally didn’t even mean the whole of the fabric, just the edges, the unpainted parts, the liminal areas of cloth.

And ever since people set sail into the unknown Pacific with saplings on their outrigger canoes, they’ve invented all sorts of imaginative and sacred ways to decorate the cloth they could make from them.
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Two-hundred-year-old barkcloth from Rarotonga.



In Hawaii, people created a kind of corduroy effect on some of their barkcloth, using incised bamboo rollers covered in red pigment. On top of the red, they painted black triangles like backgammon motifs. These zigzags were sacred. They represented both genealogy and human spines, as if to say that records of our parents and their parents and their parents’ parents are held in the bones of our backs, holding us up, and making us who we are.

On Niue, they cut out sections to make fringes like cowboy jackets; the Samoans glazed theirs with oil to make it shiny. In Tonga, people used sharks’ teeth and shells to stamp the cloth: from a distance the patterns looked big and bold, but close up there was a perfect intricacy of tiny stamped shapes.

Standing there, in the British Museum, I realised that looking at cloth properly is all about moving in, then away, so the impressions shift and change.

I stopped for a long time in front of a black-and-white barkcloth from Rarotonga, the largest of the Cook Islands. It showed thin, leggy creatures like stick insects, surrounded by black diamonds. From a distance the black was rich like velvet, and when I got close I could see every line was made blurry by tiny zigzags. The border is similar to one on a cloth also from Rarotonga, used to wrap a ‘wooden staff god’ from Rarotonga, suggesting, as the museum label said, that ‘cloths like these might have had considerable sacred meaning’. But you could tell anyway. The pattern pulled you in and danced.

My brother sent me a text. Our father wasn’t going to die today. I breathed out. I knew that I could be present here now, rather than floating like a zigzag on top of the patterns I was seeing.

There were several pieces from Papua New Guinea. The Kovave dance masks, like enormous bird heads in a dream, had been made from stretching barkcloth across bamboo frames: they were teaching tools, created to pass knowledge to young initiated men about how magic worked. There were also six New Guinea loincloths made in the 1890s with busy, curling, abstract patterns that played games with my eyes. One looked like it showed a spine with little faces pulling open the vertebrae and peeping through. Another had interlocking blocks like capital Es and Fs dropping down the long cloth like a sepia Tetris video game.

Most of the New Guinean cloths were a century old or more, but then I found some from 2014. It seemed the Ömie people in Oro province in the southeast were still making barkcloth, and it had astonishing patterns.

Sarah Ugibari, the oldest of the Ömie painters, born around 1919, had painted a cloth covered in diamond shapes like the ‘gods’ eyes’ you make when you wind successive colours of yarn around crossed sticks. They were surrounded by black, red and yellow zigzags like the lines around the BLAM!!! in a comic strip. They depicted the fruit of a local tree. However, Ugibari wasn’t painting the fruit, but the design of the fruit as it was tattooed around her late husband’s navel. I briefly wondered why you would have tattoos around your navel, but then I understood that it is of course one of the most symbolic parts of the body. It is our closest link to another person, to the beginning of life.

As I walked, I felt the colours and the seams of my world coming right again. I felt wrapped in something that might actually comfort me. Towards the end of the exhibition there was a quote from Mary Pritchard who was one of the women making barkcloth – which she called siapo – on Samoa in the 1980s. ‘No one who makes siapo and who has experienced that silent communion ever feels they are making mere handicraft,’ she said. ‘Something deeply felt, like a prayer, gets into your being, your limbs, and through them into the siapo itself.’

I was in that one room for two hours as if I was in a dream. When I woke and came to the end, Martin was there, quietly reading a book. I asked him just now, three years later, what he had thought. ‘I felt you’d at last found somewhere that gave you some peace,’ he said. ‘It was a room full of ritual, and it was simple, and somehow that took you out of the pain. It was you again.’

And because it was me again I knew then that soon, in time, once my brother and I had helped our father through his last journey, I would take a journey myself, to find out more about this cloth which, with its issues of sustainability and adaptation and key life moments and hard work and design and invention and the fine art of wrapping, sums up so much that is important about all fabric. And which also, when I had really needed it, had seemed to comfort me.

But I would start with reading about a British expedition to the Pacific two hundred and fifty years before in 1768, when the crew were fascinated by cultures that were so different from anything they knew. One of the things that astonished them most was the sophistication and beauty of the cloth. And the person who was most interested in it was the chief naturalist, who a decade earlier had learned to look at the layers of the world.

And some of it is fine, like muslin

It was the summer of 1757. Joseph Banks was thirteen years old, and already the despair of his teachers for ‘his extreme aversion’ to studying. One day, wandering slowly back to school along a green lane, entranced by the summer evening and the flowers covering both sides of the path, something extraordinary happened. He realised in a kind of vision that his time would be better spent learning about those shimmering plants than the boring Greek and Latin he was forced to study. He also found in that realisation a kind of pathway to what his life could be. It was a tiny epiphany, one that anyone could have had, but it would change his life and it would give Britain a collection of plants, textiles, stories and seeds it still treasures. It would also mean he would be the first British person to write about barkcloth.

But that was the future. First Banks needed to find out about those plants. He found local women who gathered medicinal herbs for druggists and he paid them sixpence for each new piece of botanical information. Later he was ‘inexpressibly delighted’ to find a torn copy of Gerard’s 1597 Herbal in his mother’s dressing-room, and he was allowed to carry it back with him to school. The following term his tutor was surprised to see him reading, while his friends were outside playing sport.

When Banks was in his early twenties, he heard about an expedition to ‘the new discovere’d country in the South sea’ – the one we now call Tahiti, in the Society Islands.

The government’s ostensible reason was to measure a ‘transit of Venus’ which happens only twice in a century, and could be used, it was hoped, to work out how far the Earth was from the Sun, and help navigators calculate where they were on the sea.

The government’s secret reason was to learn more about the mysterious southern continent.

Joseph Banks just wanted to see plants.

He was awarded the commission as chief naturalist. And he spent ten thousand pounds of his own money – the equivalent of around £1.7 million today – kitting out the expedition with the latest scientific equipment, a splendid library and a natural history dream team made up of a portrait and landscape artist, a botanical artist, several assistants and Dr Daniel Solander from Sweden, protégé of Carl Linnaeus, the father of taxonomy.

HMS Endeavour left Plymouth on 26 August 1768, captained by the thirty-nine-year-old Yorkshireman, James Cook. She sailed east towards Brazil then down past Cape Horn, sighting Tahiti on 10 April 1769.

While they were still offshore, Captain Cook drew up a list of ‘Rules to be observed by every Person in or belonging to His Majesty’s Bark the Endeavour’, which included ‘cultivating friendships with the natives’, treating everyone with humanity, not pilfering the stores, and not exchanging any kind of cloth or iron for anything but provisions. Only when they had all agreed to the Rules were the men allowed to go ashore.

Over the next few days, they were invited to take place in several welcome ceremonies – which included a great deal of fabric exchange.

The first consisted of local people coming on board the Endeavour and ‘taking off great part of their clothes and putting them upon us’. A few days later, in one of the villages, Cook and Banks were each given very long, perfumed pieces of cloth made from the bark of a tree. ‘My peice of Cloth was 11 yards long and 2 wide,’ wrote Banks. ‘For this I made return by presenting him with a large lacd silk neckcloth I had on and a linnen pocket handkercheif, these he immediately put on him and seemd to be much pleasd with.’

It was reckoned in Tahiti ‘no shame for any part of the body to be exposd to view except those which all mankind hide,’ he wrote. But when the people did wear cloth, ‘mostly from the Bark of a tree’, they often wore it as extremely long strips, with the richest men coming to visit the Endeavour with so much cloth rolled around their loins as ‘was sufficient to have clothed a dozen people’. At sunset the women tended to bare their bodies down to their navels, which Banks likened to how British ladies would pull off any finery they’d used during the day and change it for ‘a loose gown and capuchin.’ He also noted that the Tahitians kept their cloths immaculately clean. ‘The superiour people spend much of their time in repairing, dying, &c the cloth, which seems to be a genteel amusement for the ladies here as it is in Europe.’

There was a great deal of interest in the clothes worn by the overseas visitors too. On one occasion, Banks stayed the night in a village quite far from the ship. When he awoke at 11pm, he found all his clothes missing. Making his way, naked, in the darkness he bumped into Captain Cook who ‘was my fellow sufferer, he had lost his stockins and two young gentlemen… had each lost a jacket’. He covered up with a piece of barkcloth provided by a local, and returned to the ship the next day half in English dress ‘and half Indian’.

Banks saw three different kinds of barkcloth. The rarest was ‘the colour of the deepest brown paper’ and it came from something akin to a wild fig. Despite its slightly oily, corrugated texture, people loved it because it was more naturally water resistant than the other kinds. The more senior people in the villages would perfume it, and wear it, Banks said, ‘as a Morning dress,’ by which he meant the formal attire for daytime.

The second was from the breadfruit tree, Artocarpus altilis. It was coarse and was mostly judged to be second-rate, ‘worn chiefly by people of inferior degreeI’.

But the finest cloth was from what he would identify as the paper mulberry, later to be given the scientific name Broussonetia papyrifera. In Tahiti it was called ‘aouta’, Banks noted, and it could be of ‘as many different sorts almost as we have of Linnen’. The best sort, hoboo, was ‘almost as thin as muslin’. When a piece of aouta was dirty, it was carried to the river and washed, ‘chiefly by letting it soak in a gentle stream fasned to the bottom by a stone, or if very dirty wringing it and squeezing it gently.’ Washed pieces were then laid over each other and beaten together, after which they became ‘a cloth as thick as coarse broad cloth, than which nothing can be more soft or delicious to the feel.’

Banks spent many hours watching women dyeing and painting the barkcloth. The yellow came from the root of the Morinda citrifolia or noni tree, whose fruit is sold today as a superfood. It was very bright and pleasing. The red was also exceedingly beautiful, ‘and I may venture to say a brighter and more delicate colour than any we have in Europe,’ he wrote. ‘The beauty, however, of the best is not permanent; but it is probable that some method might be found to fix it, if proper experiments were made.’

I’d learn later that the red dye is called mati, and that making it involves an amazing transformation. There is nothing intrinsically red about the milky juice of the Ficus tinctoria fig, nor anything at all red about the leaf of the Cordia subcordata or sea trumpet (which is now also called the kerosene tree because it burns so well). But the combination of the two makes a brilliant scarlet created by a chemical reaction which scientists are still trying to understand today.

Banks described how after they’d been dyeing the cloth the women didn’t wash the colour off but instead made special efforts to keep it on their fingers and nails ‘on which it shews with its greatest beauty’. They used it as an ornament, the way we use nail varnish or henna today, and Banks was curious to see how women sometimes borrowed the dye from their friends, ‘merely for the purpose of dying their fingers’.

During their stay, an old woman of consequence died. First her body was wrapped in ‘a profusion of Good Cloth’ and then it was taken to a high, covered platform, or funeral house (‘tu papow’), and – to the ‘disgust of every one whose business requires them to pass near it’ – it was left to putrefy.

The men and women had very different mourning ceremonies, although both involved the ritual use of textiles. Banks was astonished to watch the mourners in the women’s ceremony smashing shark’s teeth into their own heads while keening around the body. They used barkcloth to mop up the blood gushing down their faces and then ritually threw the pieces under the funeral house. They did the same with the barkcloth used to wipe their eyes so that ‘under the awning were numberless rags containing the blood and tears they had shed’.
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Chief Mourner with tapa skirt and feather headdress, and a corpse shrouded in barkcloth. After Captain Cook’s second voyage to Tahiti.



The men’s ceremony followed. It was led by a Chief Mourner dressed in a costume ‘so extraordinary that I question whether words can give a tolerable Idea of it.’ In the end, Banks did not even try to describe it but in the published version of his journals he included an engraving which shows a strange, tall figure standing with its back to a dark woodland while to the side the long, thin shape of the corpse lies on a high platform wrapped in rolls of undecorated cloth.

The drama of the Chief Mourner’s costume starts at his barkcloth-covered chest with a shimmering shell curtain, then moves up past a great crescent-shaped plate to a towering headdress made from fifty or so tailfeathers of tropical birds (like the ones Banks and his comrades had been spotting and shooting ever since they passed the Tropic of Capricorn). Looking at the scale of it, from his feet to his feathers, the Chief Mourner must have been more than three metres high.

Banks was keen to get hold of the costume. But even if he was willing to break one of Captain Cook’s unbreakable Rules (the one about not exchanging cloth or iron for anything but provisions) he had nothing that would induce the Chief Mourner to part with it. It was only on Cook’s second voyage that an exchange was made, swapping the precious costume for some splendid red feathers they had previously bartered for in Tonga.

There are only six remaining Tahitian Chief Mourner costumes in the world and the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter has one of them. It was brought back in 1792 by Lieutenant Francis Godolphin Bond of HMS Providence. I saw it in the 2018 Oceania exhibition at the Royal Academy in London. It is still a wonder. Above the chestnut-coloured barkcloth skirt – which looked like the waterproof kind from the Ficus fig tree – there was a cape made of paler cloth, with tightly stencilled and stamped zigzags and diamonds hard-punched into the cloth like codes. Once it would have been red, yellow and black. And although any mati scarlet had faded long ago, as Banks had warned it would, the shape and structure means the overall effect is still dramatic.

It was constructed to seem as if it contained a face far above the wearer’s actual head. This made it like the mask of a giant, an alien, a terrifying puppet. No wonder Banks struggled to describe it. With a man inside it dancing a dance of grief through the woods and between the houses, with the clack of the shells, the shimmer of the feathers and the swish of the fabric and people running from it with a real fear of being beaten I could imagine that this figure, clad in ritual barkcloth, would, in its movement and its strength, have expressed something about the violence of grief we sometimes need at funerals, and do not always get.

Fifteen bodyguards

The Ömie, who had painted two of the pieces I’d admired in the British Museum, had a website, an email address, an art administrator and a history of overseas exhibitions. How hard could it be to arrange a visit? I wrote emails and real letters; the phone went unanswered. I contacted Brisbane gallerist Andrew Baker, who exhibits Ömie barkcloth. Andrew was helpful, and confirmed I was using the correct address and should keep trying. Then he warned me to be careful. When the art administrator visits Mount Lamington ‘he goes there with fifteen bodyguards,’ he wrote. I scribbled down ‘15 bodyguards’ and circled it several times.

Would twelve do the job? Ten? Six? Fifteen was such a specific number and it sounded hard to arrange.

I usually travel alone but this was going to need backup. On my first day as a student at St Andrews in 1983, I knocked on the door of the room next to mine and met Katia Marsh. We became immediate friends. She’d just been hitchhiking in Peru and her room was full of insanely bright woollen things. I later learned her great aunt was the textile designer Enid Marx, whom I would meet – just once – in a charmingly chaotic home in Islington, surrounded by pictures and fabrics, some of which I recognised from having sat on them in the London Underground, for which she had designed upholstery in the 1930s.

Katia and I had always talked about having an adventure together. She’s also a professional photographer. By coincidence she had just been photographing her great aunt’s archive of notes at the Victoria & Albert Museum and she’d found several photocopies of barkcloth designs; Enid Marx had found the curved and striped patterns inspiring for her own work.

Katia said she would come.

Painting a cloth to protect a mountain

The modern Ömie story of barkcloth started on the morning of Sunday 21 January 1951, when a mountain in southeast Papua New Guinea exploded. None of the white administrators had even known it was a volcano. It had just been a remote, benign mountain they’d named after a remote, benign governor of Queensland who never actually saw it.

The local people knew it was not benign though, and foreign missionary women who had climbed it in the early 1930s had reported a great roar at the summit. ‘Sister, listen,’ a local guide had said to one. ‘That big noise not river.’ But nobody in charge had taken it seriously and now Mount Lamington, which the Ömie people call Huvaemo, was the worst volcanic catastrophe for half a century, and some three thousand people were dead.

When there was a major earthquake in the Papua New Guinea Highlands in 2018, it was almost impossible for people to get messages out. It was harder in 1953. The Huvaemo eruption would likely have gone largely unnoticed by the rest of the world except that at exactly the moment the mountainside blew out, a Qantas DC3 plane was about to land at the nearby town of Popondetta.

A ‘terrible cloud’ rushed towards the plane, but the pilot managed to circle around and head out to safety. As he did so one of the passengers reached for his camera and, pointing its fixed lens towards the window shot off the full roll of 35mm film, posting it to The Sydney Morning Herald as soon as he landed. The pictures looked like the atomic clouds over Hiroshima and Nagasaki eight years earlier. They were syndicated around the world.

On the ground, it was horrific. There were bodies hanging in trees with their skin burned off. Hundreds of the dead were huddled together in a church where they’d been attending services.

Police described roads so full of human remains you could scarcely avoid stepping on them.

And afterwards many things changed.

There were two main tribes living on the mountain: the Ömie and the Orokaiva. The Orokaiva were worst hit and many left. The few who returned years later came back with new ideas and new ways of doing things which mostly didn’t involve making barkcloth.

The Ömie were in a less devastated area, though some of their houses are so close to the volcano that their windows look directly into the crater. When the aftershocks were over, the elders spent many days discussing what to do. For them, Huvaemo was not so much a mountain (nor even a volcano) but the centre of their spiritual world.

One elder, Chief Warrimou, said he had a dream that the ancestors were unhappy. Some years earlier, missionaries had forbidden people to tattoo sacred designs onto their bodies, and some of the Ömie elders believed the eruption was a message from the ancestors to say they were angry that their designs were being lost. So although most of the tattoos had been done on the young men, Chief Warrimou now asked the women to keep alive the knowledge of the tattoos, and paint them onto barkcloth.

In 2002 a Sydney art gallery owner, David Baker, heard about the cloth being made on the mountain, and took a small plane to an airstrip close by. He fell in love with the designs. He encouraged the Ömie to make barkcloth to sell, and in 2006 held the first major show of their work in Australia. Previously the Ömie cloths looked different, with sparse imagery and more open spaces. But with Baker’s encouragement, the paintings changed. They became busier, and more packed with symbols, influenced perhaps by the Australian aboriginal desert painting movement, which started – in its contemporary, acrylics-on-canvas, sense – in the Northern Territory in the 1970s.

Knowing the world through painting it on tapa

I still hadn’t worked out how to visit the Ömie. I wrote to writers who had visited the area, to missionaries, to missions, to local government, to anthropologists. Several people tried to be helpful. Nobody could actually help.

Meanwhile seven beautiful catalogues arrived from Brisbane. They showed page after page of shimmering designs in black, red, yellow and white, which told in symbols some of the traditional Ömie stories.

One tells the origin myth of barkcloth designs. It says how, once upon a time, an old woman had a string bag that was so strong it could hold the sun and the moon. Every morning she would climb to the top of Huvaemo and hang the sun in the sky. Then her daughters in the villages below would take cloths they had made from the trees, and use them as canvases to paint everything they saw in the sun’s light: the fruits and the ferns and the spider webs, the bones of river fish, the paths of ants, all the motifs on the barkcloth designs today. When they were exhausted, their mother would climb back to the peak. She would put the sun into her bag and replace it with the moon, allowing her daughters to rest.

Another introduces the first Ömie woman. Her name was Suja, which means ‘I-Don’t-Know’. Like many of us, Suja was born into a complicated world she initially didn’t understand. Her transformation, like Eve in Genesis, is about a shift from ignorance to knowledge. But unlike Eve, Suja didn’t need to break any laws. Her shift was made by taking a piece of tapa, soaking it in red river mud to symbolise her menstrual blood and her potential for having children, and then painting on it pictures of mountains and rivers, the beaks of birds and leaves on jungle vines, butterflies and belly buttons and slugs and eggs. And so by the very act of painting, she began to be one who knows.

Today, the Ömie artists continue that tradition of knowing and giving birth to the world by painting it. Which doesn’t mean the patterns are figurative. Most are abstract, although one of the few male painters, Rex Warrimou, son of the elder who had that dream in 1953, paints his with little outline people, so the ancestor stories will be as clear as he can get them.

How much to charter a helicopter in Papua New Guinea?

One of the travel agents I’d contacted in Port Moresby replied to say she couldn’t help, but she gave me the address of Florence Bunari, who arranges tours based out of Popondetta. Florence wrote back to say she usually takes people on the Kokoda Track – the ninety-kilometre trail over the Owen Stanley Range where for four months in 1942 Papuans and Australians fought the Japanese in appalling conditions.

She had never organised anything to the Ömie before. But she’d heard they still make tapa, and she would check.

A while later, she confirmed that the airstrip David Baker used in 2002 was closed. By foot it might take several days, and it wasn’t clear what the best route was. She would look at the options. Or I could always charter a helicopter.

For a few ridiculous minutes, I found myself doing an internet search on: ‘How much does it cost to charter a helicopter in Papua New Guinea?’ but it’s the kind of question where if you have to ask, you can’t afford it. I started to look for other places to learn about barkcloth.

To insulate from unmanageable power

On the Lau Islands, in the bit of Fiji that is so far to the southeast it is almost in Tonga, barkcloth was believed to be a ladder into this world. It was also the only material that could protect ordinary people, and the land itself, from danger and unmanageable power in the myth of the Stranger King.

In his 1985 book Islands of History, American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins retells the ancient story. One day, a handsome, fair-skinned stranger had an accident far out at sea. A shark saved him and dropped him onto the beach of the island of Viti Levu. When he wandered into the interior he was captured by the tribe. Eventually they accepted him and allowed him to marry the chief’s daughter. When the chief died, the stranger became chief, not only of that island but of all the Lau islands, where he was called Tu’i Nayau, or paramount chief of Nayau island and thus of all of Lau.

By the time Sahlins arrived in the 1980s, the Lau islanders could trace ten generations of Tu’i Nayaus, and the investiture ceremony had long been a reenactment of the myth. Like any coronation, it’s a rare ceremony. The last time was in July 1969, when Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara (later both president and prime minister of Fiji) was installed.II So Sahlins didn’t see it himself, but he listened to many eyewitness accounts and recounted how people told him it had happened on the island of Lakeba, where Mara had been born.

In 1969, the new paramount chief arrived by sea, like the Stranger King. He was set ashore at the village of Tubou and walked to the local chief’s house, led by local chieftains of the land. The next day, he continued to the ceremonial ground at the centre of the island. And at no time did he touch the earth, because all the paths were completely covered by tapa.

Chiefs in Fiji were believed to transmit a dangerous power into anything they touched. The English Methodist missionary Thomas Williams, who visited in 1840, remembered how he once left the house of a chief carrying a delicious ripe plantain, and handed it to a child sitting outside. It was snatched away by an old man, with ‘as much anxiety as if I had given the child a viper. His fear was that the fruit had been touched by the King and would therefore cause the child’s death.’

The only thing that could protect people was barkcloth.

It’s tempting to think that the special paths are the ancient Fijian equivalent of red carpets – a way of giving prestige to honoured people, as if to say they don’t have to touch the ordinary ground like the rest of us. Yet it’s almost the opposite. The new chief is so dangerous during his investiture that he has to be kept away from the people and the land, in case he hurts them.

Then on the second day of the ceremony the new leader drank a ceremonial bowl of kava – a sacred drink made from the root of the shrub Piper methysticum – and the local chief tied a piece of white Fijian tapa around his arm. That was the moment he was said to hold the ‘barkcloth of the land’, the ‘masi ni vanua’. And that was the moment he became paramount chief.
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Some of the pieces of Pacific barkcloth collected during Cook’s voyages, compiled into a book by Alexander Shaw in 1787.



The two barkcloths – the one he walked on and the one that was held – were different.

The barkcloth he walked on was like the ngatus from Tonga, made by felting or gluing many different barks together, and then stencilling the cloth with patterns. The Lau Islands have a special relationship with Tonga. It has always been easy for Tongans to come to Lau: the winds carry them. It is harder to get back, so over the years many have stayed. The Tongan-style barkcloth is popular on Lau, but it is also symbolic of things from overseas – like the Stranger King himself.

The other backcloth, the white ‘Fijian’ masi, is made from younger trees, perhaps only six months old, with the inner bark just eight centimetres wide, about the width of a woman’s palm, when it’s removed from the tree. It is then folded and beaten, folded and beaten, like making filo pastry with sticks. It is such a difficult process that even in the 1980s, there were only a few women who could still do it.

In some parts of Fiji, the white masi was hung in strips from the roof at the sacred end of a temple. People believed it was the path down which the god descends to enter the priest’s body before a ceremony: a kind of secret doorway from another world. Some believed that without barkcloth, it was impossible to make a connection with the sacred. In the 1840s, the Rev. Thomas Williams mentioned to a traditional priest on Fiji’s Taveuni Island how some of the tribes in the New Hebrides (now Vanuatu) thought themselves wise, and had many gods, yet they were living in destitute conditions without even any barkcloth to wear. The priest was horrified. ‘Not possessed of masi, and pretend to have gods!’ he muttered repeatedly, with contempt.

It’s no surprise that people in Lau were horrified when in 2013 the national airline tried to trademark fifteen traditionally owned barkcloth designs to use on its planes. When Air Pacific rebranded itself as Fiji Airways, it commissioned masi maker Makereta Matemosi from Namuka-i-Lau to adapt traditional designs to decorate the fuselage, uniforms and upholstery. But when it wanted to do what modern corporations like to – which is to make sure nobody else can use their branding – it ran into trouble. Because like the tapa itself, the designs can be exchanged and they can be given, but they can never be taken.

I looked up the Lau Islands. There are more than fifty, totalling fewer than 500 square kilometres of land scattered over a sea area of about 115,000 square kilometres. It’s as if the Isle of Man were split into fifty fragments and hidden throughout a sea almost the size of England. Or if New Orleans were scattered in pieces around Louisiana. Although there are some closer groupings, it’s mostly a long way by boat from one island to another.

There’s one flight a week to Lau from the Fijian capital Suva. And that one doesn’t land on any of the islands known for masi, so even if I got on a flight I’d have to find someone to take me further by boat, and get permission from the chiefs beforehand. I thought I might risk it, but then I learned that sunglasses are taboo in Lau. I have an eye problem that means I need sunglasses even on grey days. It wasn’t going to work.


Reinventing barkcloth in Vanuatu

Vanuatu then? It’s the next island nation west of Fiji. Most of the eighty-three inhabited islands don’t have barkcloth traditions, but Erromango (the next stop south from the main island of Efate) does. And it’s a fine one. In the British Museum’s Pacific Barkcloth exhibition, the Erromango tapa, or nemas, was outstanding. Huge depictions of sea urchins and birds and a spirit-being, all painted with great, free, generous brushstrokes on big, rough canvases. I’d loved it. There was a quote by contemporary nemas maker Sophie Nempan, describing the dry season on Erromango: ‘When the coral tree sheds its leaves and its flowers bloom… at that season women are cold and their grass skirts are frayed, then they make barkcloth…’ Which was maybe true in 2000 when she said it. But was the barkcloth still being made, in the dry season or any other season, anywhere in Vanuatu today?

I learned that the people of ErromangoIII call the time before the Europeans arrived ‘The Good Time’. That was when things balanced. But when The Good Time ended, history was brutal. After Cook, many other strangers arrived, from Europe and also from elsewhere in the Pacific, all carrying muskets and all looking for things to trade. Some brought malaria mosquitoes in bottles and smallpox in blankets so that the people living on the islands would die, and the incomers would have freer access to the sandalwood and sea cucumbers. They didn’t care who died. In the 1830s, Erromango elders passed a law which translates as No More White Pigs. Despite this, Reverend John Williams visited in 1839, just a few days after white sandalwood collectors had killed a chief’s young son. Williams was killed and eaten. In 1872, two more missionaries, Hugh and Christina Robertson, arrived and stayed until 1913. Under their tenure, Erromangan women could attend church only if they removed their barkcloth chest coverings and replaced them with missionary cloth. The Robertsons took, bought, confiscated, and were given, a great mass of Erromangan material culture during their four decades on the island, and when they left in 1913, they donated or sold much of it to museums overseas. As a result, the Australian Museum in Sydney now has the world’s largest collection of early Erromangan painted barkcloth. It’s made mostly from breadfruit bark, which is darker and wider than paper mulberry.
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‘It was painted with exuberant shapes like stars and centipedes and what looked like (but couldn’t be) the segments of a lemon.’ Detail from nineteenth-century Erromango nemas in the Hunterian.



So much of the island’s material culture was destroyed or removed during this period that local chiefs told people to paint their clan histories on the walls of secret caves, so that if it all disappeared, people in the future would know the people and gods that had once been here.

I learned from Kirk Huffman, an anthropologist friend previously based in Vanuatu, that the caves still exist, and they still show the designs, although they are still secret, and can’t be visited by outsiders. He said people on Erromango had stopped making barkcloth a century ago. However, in 2002, the Pacific Collections officer at the Australian Museum (Yvonne Carrillo-Huffman, who happens to be Kirk’s wife), brought photographs from the museum’s collection to show the islanders – and later she and her colleagues raised money for Sophie Nempan and her uncle, Chief Jerry Taki Uminduru, to visit the Australian Museum in 2003 and 2006 to see the originals for themselves. When they returned, they were determined to bring the customs back – and now many people throughout Erromango know how to make nemas.

Kirk hadn’t heard from Chief Jerry for a while, but it might be possible to find him, and see if I could learn from Sophie how to make barkcloth. Although I’d have to be fit. There are no roads and getting to the village means a very steep cliff climb from an isolated bay where a boat would land.

I was hoping to go in the next few months, I wrote.

In that case there’s a problem, he told me. It was cyclone season, and when the worst storms strike, the people have to shelter for weeks or sometimes months in caves and other safe places. The island had been hit by ‘Super Cyclone’ Pam in March 2015. When the villagers emerged after three months, they found no houses, no communications, no barkcloth trees, no plants, no food. They had to start from scratch. ‘They are very cheerful and resilient people,’ Kirk wrote. ‘Though barkcloth might not be their biggest priority at the moment.’

I’d also need a research permit from the Vanuatu Cultural Centre. Things take time in Melanesia, Kirk added. It’s always best to plan a year or two ahead.

I started to look at Tonga. Barkcloth in Tonga is huge – at major ceremonies the ngatu cloth can be forty metres long or more, stencilled in bold symmetrical patterns, and as wide as a road. Or I could try Tahiti or the two Samoas. Tapa still has a ritual role in all those places. But by now it was cyclone season. I followed them on the map: Gita, Hola, Linda, Iris, Josie, ripping through the islands of the Pacific, their impact made more violent by climate change. I watched as one after another destroyed lives and Parliament buildings and the homes of hundreds of people. The 2018 cyclone season was one of the worst on record.

The Book of Barkcloth

When Margaret Bentinck, the Duchess of Portland, died in 1785 at the age of seventy, she left one of the greatest natural history collections the world had seen, including one of the earliest European collections of Pacific barkcloth. In a century where everyone who could afford it had a mania for collecting, the Duchess of Portland – who had sponsored all three of Captain Cook’s voyages – outshone them all.

When she died, not one of her four children was interested in the collection. As soon as their mother was buried, they prepared it for sale.

The auction at Privy-Garden Whitehall was one of the biggest ever private auctions: it took place over thirty-eight days. The thirteenth day, Monday 8 May 1786, was dedicated to ‘artificial curiosities’. Lot 1369 included ‘a stone adze, a cloth-beater, a mallet and a pair of mother-of-pearl castinets, from Otaheite,’ while Lot 1372 had a grass mat from Angola, as well as the ‘body linen, made of bark, of Oeerea, Queen of Otaheite with some of her majesty’s hair, braided by herself’. Lot 1376 included ‘three large and various small specimens of cloth, made of the bark of the cloth tree’. And Lot 1378 included ‘various specimens of the inner bark of the Lagetto tree’, which is also called lacebark and comes from the Caribbean. Like tapa, lacebark is also taken from the inner bark of a tree, but you don’t have to beat it out, it just unfurls of its own accord, forming a natural kind of netting.

The following year, a small book was issued by Mr Alexander Shaw of No. 379, Strand. It was titled: ‘A catalogue of the different specimens of cloth collected in the three voyages of Captain Cook, to the Southern Hemisphere; with a particular account of the manner of the manufacturing the same in the various islands of the South Seas.’ There are fewer than seventy copies and the wonder of them is that – following an eight-page letterpress pamphlet – each contains thirty-nine or more specimens of the tapa collected during Cook’s voyages (plus, in most copies, one piece of lacebark, probably from the Duchess of Portland’s sale).

A few stories are given in some detail and the most moving tells of how, when Cook was moored off Tahiti in 1773 during his Second Voyage, one chief ‘took a particular liking to an old blunt iron, which lay upon one of the officer’s chests’. He pushed a young boy, about nine years old, towards the officer, as if to say to ‘take him in exchange’. The officer, knowing he could not keep the child, yet curious as to the outcome, made the exchange, whereby a girl, ‘who appeared rather young for the mother’, sprang from the other side of the ship, ‘and with the highest emotions of grief seemed to bewail the loss of the infant.’ The lieutenant took the child by the hand and presented him to her, at which ‘she unbound the roll of cloth which was round her body… and having spread it before him, seized the boy, and jumping into the sea both swam ashore’.

It is from that cloth, the account says, that specimen thirty-four was cut. And that was the one I was most interested to see.

The trouble is that many of the volumes of Shaw’s book have been rebound in the intervening centuries and the ordering has not been maintained. So in the one held in the Royal British Columbia Museum in Canada, sample thirty-four is tiny with yellow, red and black triangles. In the National Library of Australia, sample thirty-four is like musical staves: five black lines, a space, then five more black lines: with single red stripes slashed across them. And when at last I was able to see the British Library copy (after it had been withdrawn from circulation temporarily, for an exhibition) it appeared that the skirt of the young woman who rescued the child had been pale natural white, without any markings at all.

As I looked through the book, I imagined what the room at the Shaw home, or office, might have looked like the day the barkcloth was sorted for the seventy or more copies being prepared. Apprentices or family members cross-legged on the floor, using the long rolls of strange fabric as cushions; several pairs of tailor’s scissors but not enough for everyone; curses because this servant or that friend had become confused about which was number thirty-four and which number thirty-five; or left the door open so the wind blew through to muddle up the piles. Or did they all just shrug and put the cloth samples in anyhow, as who would ever know?

It was frustrating not to know. Then I remembered reading how the eccentric eighteenth-century owner of the Museum of Curiosities in Leicester Square, Sir Ashton Lever – who had himself bought barkcloth from the Portland Collection – had believed too much system led to the strangulation of both pleasure and curiosity. So I stopped fixating on which piece was which and began to focus on the fabric itself. Because, in the end, my interest was not in the classifying or the numbering or even the story that Shaw had given. It was in touching the pieces; imagining them being made on islands that were still in The Good Time; imagining that these might have been the very pieces that Joseph Banks had written about and marvelled at and watched being made.

I came to number six, which according to the index was ‘from Otaheite, used for bedding’. In photographs, it looks plain. But to the touch it was quite indescribably soft. Like cotton wool or fleece but it had heft to it and flop and strength, like the synthetic chamois cloths you use to dry cars after washing them. It was delicious: I kept returning to it. And I wondered whether it might be the same kind – perhaps the very same piece – that Banks had most admired: the cloth from Tahiti ‘than which nothing can be more soft or delicious to the feel’.

The Ömie say yes

I’d all but given up on getting to see barkcloth in Papua New Guinea. Then I heard back from Florence.

She’d learned there was a road that led to one of the Ömie villages. She’d sent Peter, one of her guides; he’d walked it in three hours. We’d take longer, but surely not that long. The chief was amenable to our visit, and the village constable, and the women who made and painted tapa. It was almost too easy.

Like angel hair noodles

While I was waiting to finalise the trip, I went to visit a team at the University of Glasgow who were reaching the end of a three-year Pacific Barkcloth project. Professor Frances Lennard was in charge of the Scottish side of a collaboration with the Smithsonian and the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, all of which had important tapa collections, though very little research work had been carried out on the two British collections.

‘We wanted to look at barkcloth as a material,’ she said. ‘People have done a lot about it as a designed object, but the big thing for us is that it’s hard even to identify what fibre it’s made out of.’

One of the more surprising revelations for the project’s Pacific Art historian, Dr Andy Mills, was what tapa looks like under low-magnification microscopy.

‘It looks a bit like angel hair noodles,’ he said. ‘The strange thing is that the actual fibres are translucent, like a web. You’d think that the pigments are going to colour the fibres and they don’t at all, they just sit on the outside… You see something that seems to be dark brown but it’s only that on the surface.’

He said that he had previously understood in theory that matter is almost entirely empty space when you get down to the subatomic level, but when he saw the barkcloth under the microscope he felt he had experienced it.

‘As an art historian you’re used to being able to pick things up and handle them and you think about them in terms of being the bark of trees or something akin to paper. But the reality is really quite strange and wonderful. It’s only by really engaging with the tapa that you get a sense of the deeper material reality of a superficially straightforward thing. You realise this is a miniature world that exists but that you’ve never seen before.’

The original basis of the Hunterian Museum was the collection left to the University of Glasgow in 1783 by William Hunter, who as well as being gynaecologist to Queen Charlotte, and a leading professor of anatomy in London, had also been a personal friend of Captain Cook and almost a neighbour of Joseph Banks. For the first seven decades after his death, everything was kept on open display in a room heated by two coal fires.

‘This is Scotland and it’s cold; imagine the soot on all the barkcloth over all that time,’ Andy said.

They are making up for it now. Each long piece is wrapped over tissue paper around a roller, and kept in a temperature- and humidity-controlled environment.

One of these is a huge black-and-yellow piece of nemas from Erromango, which Andy carefully unfurled from its giant roller. It was painted with exuberant shapes like stars and centipedes and what looked like (but couldn’t be) the segments of a lemon. It would once have been worn as a cloak. The material was so fibrous that the original makers had done something clever with the back. They had pulled little barkcloth strings out of the structure of it in order to make naturally integrated ties so they could roll it and carry it around.

Barkcloth for the king

Florence was getting final prices from the Ömie and checking that this was barkcloth-making season, if there was such a thing.

Katia went to get her vaccinations. When we talked she sounded subdued. The doctor in her local clinic also works as an expeditions medic, and a short time before he’d been in the Highlands of Papua New Guinea with a film crew. They’d had a team of guides with whom they’d got on well. He had just heard that after his team had left the guides had had an altercation with another tribe. It was about taking foreigners across a different piece of land and not sharing the money with the landholders.

The guides had been beheaded.

When Florence wrote a few days later to say that the trip had fallen through, I was almost relieved. She explained that another faction in the Ömie area had emerged and they were angry because they wanted a share in whatever profits were to be had from our visit.

‘Of course, you can go if you want to,’ she said. ‘But I’m afraid it’s not safe and I can’t bring you. I’m sorry.’

Perhaps it was time to switch continents. A few months before, Katia had sent photos from her great-aunt Enid’s archive, including a 1961 photo of an Mbuti tribesman in the Ituri rainforest in the Congo, cutting bark off a tree. Mbuti barkcloth had been famous in Europe; Picasso had owned some. I searched for ‘Where to see barkcloth in Congo’. But tens of thousands of people had fled that month from Ituri Province into neighbouring Uganda after tribal fighting had escalated. This was not the time to think of barkcloth in Congo.

Two years before, colleagues working on environment programmes in Uganda had brought back satchels made of chestnut-coloured cloth. They said it was barkcloth, though it was quite stiff, like densely packed short hairs, and it looked nothing like the tapa from the Pacific. I did some research and learned that six hundred years ago, barkcloth in Buganda (now the central Region of Uganda)was so important that only the royal family could wear it. Anyone else had to wear animal skins if they wanted to look well dressed. In 1862, John Hanning Speke, the first British person to see Lake Victoria, was granted an audience with King Mutesa I of Buganda. He reported that the king was wearing a splendid yellow barkcloth that looked like starched corduroy, though he also saw different, harder cloth used by ordinary people for clothes, as well as for awnings to give shade from the sun. It was made by cutting a whole strip from around the trunk of a wild fig tree. This operation did not kill the trees, Speke reported. If you covered the wound with plantain leaves it would heal, and the tree could be used again later.

After Uganda was made a protectorate of the British government in 1894, colonial administrators discouraged the making and wearing of barkcloth because they wanted people to buy British cotton. Barkcloth had a brief revival in 1953 when people started wearing it on the streets to protest the arrest of King Mutesa II of Buganda by the British, and recently it has been identified as a sustainable fabric, hence the satchels. I started looking at flights to Kampala.

And then I heard from Florence.

She told me that her father was from the Maisin tribe, in Collingwood Bay, where some of those nineteenth-century optical illusion loincloths I’d seen in the British Museum were made. He lives in a village called Maume, in a place called Uiaku. Women there still make tapa. It’s still really important to them. Perhaps she could arrange a visit to Collingwood Bay instead?

Obviously I said yes.

She said she’d ask the elders.


	
I. Among the Maisin in Papua New Guinea, breadfruit tree barkcloth was used for practical things like baby carriers and for certain kinds of wrappings.

	
II. His son, Ratu Finau Mara, was reportedly invited to succeed in 2006 after his father’s death, but no installation ever took place. Ratu Finau Mara died in 2020.

	
III. On his second voyage, in 1774, Captain Cook landed briefly, before a violent incident meant that his ships had to leave. People offered them yams, saying ‘armai n’go(n)’go’, meaning ‘it’s good to eat’. Cook’s crew misunderstood, and named the place Erromango.








2 TAPA



In which, without fifteen bodyguards or a helicopter, the author eventually learns to beat a tree into a loincloth, sees for herself the relationship between face tattoos and tapa designs, and hears how barkcloth is helping save an ancient forest.



‘Pot Moby?’ The Englishwoman at the Philippine Airlines desk in London strained to hear.

‘Port Moresby,’ I repeated. ‘It’s the capital of PNG – of Papua New Guinea.’ She nodded, though clearly this hadn’t helped. She called a colleague over.

‘These people say they’re going to Pot Mossy. I’ve no idea where that is.’

We hadn’t heard back from our travel agent Florence for weeks. We would only find out later that the Maisin tribe’s form of village decision making requires consensus from all the elders, so they keep refining details until everyone says yes.

And then everyone had said yes.

‘You can go,’ Florence said.

Within days, my photographer friend Katia and I were flying to Port Moresby via Manila, along with the PNG Aussie Rules Football team returning home in triumph and waving an oversized gilt cup. And now, after a short flight east across the Owen Stanley mountain range to the Tufi airstrip, we were on a small dinghy with an outboard engine, navigating southwards over a turquoise sea.

The local map was like looking at the back of your own left hand with the fingers wide and the thumb stretched out. At the top, where the fingers are, are the long underwater valleys and headlands of the Tufi fjords. Then the shoreline becomes the C of the web between index and thumb and here we were in the great curve of Collingwood Bay, fifty kilometres from tip to tip, heading south to Maume, nestled at the halfway point. To our right was a hem of sand, edging miles of green jungle stretching back to blue mountains. We slowed almost to a stop for a reef and saw a shoal of fish a hand’s reach below. Later we slowed again when we saw birds circling and, below them, flashing silver fins.
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A koefi, or loincloth, made by Victoria Kunei in Uiaku in May 2018.



‘Tuna,’ said Scott Bunari, Florence’s brother, who had come down from Popondetta to be our guide. He was in his early forties, muscular, with a shaven head and an instant smile. He was dressed in jeans, a baseball cap and a black T-shirt. He’d come to collect us with his stepbrother Bartholomew and their neighbour George. As soon as they saw the fins, they all picked up nylon lines and let them run out in our wake. Bartholomew passed me the spare one, though Scott was anxious. ‘When they pull, they pull!’ he said, and kept looking at me as if any moment I might disappear over the side. The hooks were made of bent medical needles, with the plastic syringes making bright red and blue lures. ‘We re-use everything,’ he said. ‘You’ll see.’

I had a fantasy of arriving at Maume village with a huge tuna, but none of us caught anything.

After an hour or so, Scott pointed inland to a dark gash where jungle should be and was not.

‘Wanigela,’ he said. I wanted to look away, like I want to look away from the sad bits in movies. But I followed the brown scar until it disappeared. Wanigela is where the logging of Collingwood Bay has been concentrated for thirty years. ‘They’ll tell you about it,’ Florence had said when we’d met at Port Moresby airport. ‘They’ll want to tell you. It’s part of the barkcloth story. But they’ll wait until they’re ready.’

Forty minutes later, the dinghy turned to shore. There was a small river opening into the sea at an angle; it was hidden behind trees, so you wouldn’t see it if you didn’t know. We chugged upstream. At first there was just greenery, then we saw two anchored outrigger canoes with piles of netting flashing in the sun.

‘Duck!’ Scott said, and we all bent to go under a low bridge before the boat pulled up at a grassy bank, edged with washing lines. The men and boys were mostly wearing shorts and T-shirts, and the women and girls were in colourful dresses or skirts and bright blouses. Most people were barefooted. We stood beside an archway garlanded with red and orange flowers. We had this short moment at the threshold, before the adventure started. I searched inside myself for the residual ache of sadness that had settled there since my parents had died. And I didn’t find it. I felt perfectly happy.

The young chief, Arthur Sevaru, his name pronounced something like ‘Atta’, made a short address. Then two other men spoke and two women put garlands around our necks and led us to the guesthouse. It had just been built, and we were its first foreign guests. It was made of thick mangrove trunks and thatched with palm, with the floor raised on legs nearly two metres high. There was a large veranda and five doors leading to rooms behind.

There was barkcloth on almost every surface. Some pieces were wide, eighty centimetres or so. Those were the skirts, we’d learn later, while narrower ones were the loincloths. Almost all were painted with red labyrinths outlined with black. Most of the black lines had dots or triangular fin shapes zigzagging outside them.

‘Please sit.’ Scott indicated the floor of the veranda where there was more tapa painted with those powerful dark red mazes. ‘We can’t!’ I whispered back. ‘We might sit on the barkcloth.’ He grinned. ‘Yes. It’s our way of saying you are honoured guests.’

We sat.

Many people lined up to introduce themselves. Some told brief stories and others said only their names, and some – although only the older women – had tattoos on their faces. We shook hands with each of them and in that way we were welcomed formally by the Maisin.

I slipped my hand down to my side to touch the cloth I was sitting on. It was dry and fibrous and softer in one direction than another, like the hair of a wiry dog. I tapped it; it made a soft drumming sound. I was going to like this cloth. It had muscle to it.

Scott took us to the men’s meeting platform. It stood waist-high from the ground and had no walls, just a roof thatched with sago leaves. There were about a dozen men sitting on pale mats, woven from pandanus. There were representatives from each of the five village clans and others from the villages nearby. They invited us to say who we were, and what we wanted from our stay. Outside the sun was at its height; I could see the sandy centre of the village, blinding white and empty of people. There was just a huge black pig, called Nixon, snuffling along the edges. He had a silhouette like a cartoon hog, all angles and height.

‘We want,’ I said, ‘to know about tapa. We want to see it made. But more than that we want to know what it means.’ They listened and then after we had finished, they talked among themselves in Maisin. I watched Nixon turn off towards the bush, his large backside and tiny tail carrying him out of sight. The hair on his back gathered into a ridge like a short Mohican. Or the fins along the outline of a barkcloth design.

We returned to the guest house for lunch, and met the women who had been assigned by the tribe to be our personal guides. Jesset Sagi and Jane Gangai would be living with us, and there was also Annie Sevaru, Arthur’s wife, who was coordinating how the women in the village would contribute food for us, in a rota organised according to clan.

Women began coming up the stairs, as they would do every mealtime, carrying cloth-covered dishes; them saying ‘Oro oro oro’ and us saying ‘Oro oro oro’ back, and asking them to join us and sometimes they would and we’d talk and there’d be laughter.

This is Oro Province, Scott had told us earlier. When you’re walking through a village and hear ‘oro oro oro’ you will know you have been noticed, because oro means welcome.

That first meal included silver-skinned fish cooked in coconut and our first taste of taro – like pale sweet potato but starchier and less sweet – without which, for the Maisin, a meal hasn’t really taken place. Afterwards, the women continued talking but it felt as if they were waiting. They were looking at Annie. Finally, she laughed, called over a small child, and sent him climbing one of the slim trees in front of the guesthouse. He quickly ascended five metres until we couldn’t see his head, just two feet linked with a piece of white cloth, giving them traction against the trunk. ‘One time that would have been tapa between his feet, for climbing,’ Jesset said.

The boy returned with a bunch of green fruits like citrus limes. It was betel nut, and they called it ‘buai’, which sounded like ‘blue-eye’. The women divided the little fruits. Annie put one into her mouth, chewed it, then dipped a stem of what she called ‘mustard’ – which looked like a tiny speckled spatula – into a tub of white powder called lime. It was made from pounding burned mollusc shells over a fire made from sago branches.

She put both the mustard and the lime into her mouth. After a few moments she smiled, and her teeth were the colour of blood.

The green nut and the white powder and the brown twig had somehow combined to make, hey presto, scarlet everything. It was a momentary miracle of colour, like the mati dye that so intrigued Joseph Banks in Tahiti in 1769, creating bright red from things that were not red at all. And it was also an important part of Maisin culture, a mild intoxicant, a way to stay awake or to relax.

‘After lunch we ladies like to sit and chew,’ Annie said, as the others pulled out their own lime pots and made their own teeth red. ‘We call it Maisin lipstick.’

Throughout our stay Katia and I would discuss whether to try chewing. ‘I won’t let you,’ Jane said once. ‘It’s so bad for you.’ Jesset said that the first time she tried she’d felt ill the whole day. And that’s what persuaded us: each day there was so precious, we didn’t want to waste any time being sick. So we never did chew, in the end.

Arthur came back, along with Adelbert Gangai, another elder. They had red mouths too. They had put together a programme. Tomorrow we would see how tapa is made. Later we could go to the mangroves to collect shells for cutting the leaves used to make ink and see the ancient form of village governance in action, beside a fire under the stars. We could row canoes to see how people travelled to trade tapa in the past, and still do today. We could talk to the women with tattoos to learn how they connect with tapa designs. And also there might be a feast.

With all that in the future was there anything else we might like to do right now?

We looked at each other. ‘We’d love to pop over to see a garden,’ I said, to see the trees growing, before we saw how they were made into cloth.

There was an explosion of laughter. ‘You can’t just pop to a garden,’ Gangai said. ‘It’s far! Maybe seven kilometres, and it’s hard going.’ He consulted with Arthur. ‘We’ll make it easier for you and later in your stay you can go and see a garden that’s closer.’

So instead we were taken around the village, past fifty or so thatched houses made of mangrove wood, raised on stilts, and with shaded verandas above and platforms below. The houses of each of the Maume clans are in different areas, with the three ‘peacemaker’ clans at the front, closest to meet people coming by sea, and the two ‘warrior’ clans behind, closest to the hills.

There are thirty-six Maisin clans, based in nine villages along Collingwood Bay. Their language is one of the rare ones in Melanesia that don’t seem to be related to anything else. Only about three thousand people speak it: the chances of me having randomly found Florence, or anyone else who could arrange for me to come to this centre of barkcloth-making, had been extremely small.

Scott pointed out the wobbly bridge that led to the beach. We weren’t allowed to walk across it: it was too precarious.

‘It’s not just that you could fall in the water,’ Scott said. ‘It’s that if you do fall in, then any ladies seeing you would have to jump in in sympathy. And then to thank them you’d have to organise a feast. So better just take a boat.’

We learned that unless there’s a special occasion you don’t go through the middle of the village plaza but stay around the side.

‘Like with tapa,’ Jane said. ‘We Maisin always start with the edges.’

As we walked, it was as if there were two places occupying the same physical space. There was what we were seeing now, and there was what we would have seen before 11 May 2007. That was the day Cyclone Guba arrived. Maume had been beside the beach then; now it was that wobbly bridge away from the sea. Guba spat sand over the fertile land close to the village. She tore up the church and part of the school and several of the houses; she carried away chickens and pigs; and she ripped through the gardens, stealing the food crops and most of the barkcloth trees. Most people lost almost everything. Nobody died, though, and they were grateful for that.

In the night I heard something I couldn’t make sense of. It seemed almost like the sound of my own unconscious. It was rhythmic, soft, a mix of caress and hiss. I crept off my bed and opened the door to the veranda. Jesset had her back to me and was on her knees, sweeping with a small loose brush. She looked serene, in a private world. I looked at my watch. It was a quarter to three.

I went back to bed and after a while the sweeping stopped. But then there came the same soft sounds from other houses around us, like when the jazz percussionist whispers a drum brush on cymbals and you know something is about to happen. As dawn came, I heard tapping. Pang-pang-pang, so regular. Like a building site in a street far away or a woodpecker on a tree close by. Then a pause and it resumed. I lay back on my mattress, basking in it. It was tapa being made in one of the houses. Sweeping and tapa-making, these were the morning sounds of the Maisin.

Scott appeared to tell us that we weren’t to go near the plaza until he came to collect us. There was to be a surprise.

When he returned, he led us around Annie and Arthur’s house, past the men’s meeting platform, and towards the centre of the village.

It had been transformed from a place you walk around the sides of into a place where things happen. There were five big woven pandanus mats on the ground; everywhere there were pink and orange flowers and there were people, and many children, and a sense of excitement.

‘This is the first time they have done a tapa demonstration outside,’ Scott said. ‘They’ve designed this for you.’

When I’d first talked to Florence about this journey to find barkcloth I had imagined that we would be detached observers. I had not expected this exuberance, nor the fact that the showing of tapa would in itself be a gift.

The cutting

There are five stages in the making of barkcloth. As we walked into the sunshine, Scott whispered that there might have been more but there are five clans in Maume and each of them wanted to have an equal role, so in planning the demonstration they had divided it into five, and the first would be the cutting of the bark.

At the first pandanus mat stood Georgina Sevaru, wearing a blue batik blouse and a painted tapa skirt with a red border around it. It was tied with a plain tapa belt. In her grey hair were brown feathers and red flowers. In her hands was a thin, silvery pole, which, the day before, had been a tree growing in her own garden. It was a year old, a metre and a half long. If she’d wrapped her finger and thumb around it, they would just have touched. This was the size for a men’s loincloth or koefi. For a skirt, or embobi, she would have let the tree grow for another six months.

Georgina scraped off the outside crust and showed us the cross section of what was left. The main thing, she said, is to look at the rings. We looked at the rings. There was a central core, and then there was the ring of recent growth, which would become the tapa. ‘You see the circle’s not quite even? The bark hasn’t grown equally all around the tree?’ It was true. Perhaps it was about where the wind blew harder or the sun shone less, but the inner ring was more an ellipse than a circle and one side was thinner.
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From top left, clockwise, Georgina Sevaru shows the cross section of the wuwusi – she’ll cut where it’s thinnest; Georgina cuts down to separate the inner bark from the core; Quincy Siroven uses her grandmother’s fisiga to beat the inner bark into cloth.



‘That’s where we cut,’ Georgina said. ‘The thin bit will be the edges of the tapa. The width doesn’t matter so much at the edges because we will cut them anyway, but the centre must be strong.’ She cut down from top to bottom with her bush knife and it was like slicing a leek.

Within moments she had removed the core, which would be used for furniture, and had opened up the inner bark. It was a flattish surface, about eight centimetres wide, a metre and a half long, perhaps half a centimetre thick, with the inner side covered in moist droplets as if – like us – it was sweating in the heat.

‘We’d normally do this cutting in the garden,’ she said, ‘so we don’t have to carry the whole tree.’

It smells of mown grass, the inside of the barkcloth tree. That’s what I wrote in my notebook after encountering the newly cut inner skin of the Broussonetia papyrifera for the first time. But when I returned to England at the end of May and there was mown grass all around I realised that the barkcloth straight out of the tree had smelled more like a meadow before being mown. The scent was fresher, lighter on the breeze.

The beating

At the next mat, twenty-five-year-old Quincy Siroven was holding a barkcloth beater or fisiga made of black wood, with a simple design like a curly bracket scraped onto it in white paint. It was like a half-scale cricket bat; one plane flat and the other slightly triangular, with two sharpish edges down the sides. It was different from beaters I’d seen from the Pacific, with their four equal faces ranging from thickly corrugated to fine. Instead the Maisin beaters had three gears: the edges for the first bit, almost flat for the second, and totally flat for the third.

Quincy was wearing a checked shirt over her embobi, as well as layered necklaces of white shells. She had two armbands with red flowers and painted tapa ribbons attached to them. She also had a shell headband with small sections of pink coral suspended on string, so they swayed as she moved.

She sat on the mat and put the piece of inner bark on a square wooden beam in front of her, with the smoother, wetter side up. I felt it with my thumb-nail. It was like a slice of ginger, all fibre and moisture. She started hitting it across the diagonal with the edge of the fisiga, moving the bark with her left hand as she bashed with the right. It expanded quickly, like pastry straight from the fridge.

After reaching the end, she went back and beat along the opposite diagonal, like cross-hatching a drawing. The sound was echoey, surprisingly high. Higher than the sound I had heard that morning. In some Pacific Islands, the women select the beams and beaters specially for their pitch, to make a kind of tapa music across the village. They don’t do that in Maume, Quincy said. Her mother had taught her to beat tapa when she was nine. She usually uses a metal beater for this part when she does it for her own use. For the demonstration she’d borrowed the fisiga from her grandmother, who had used it for at least fifty years.

The Maisin don’t, like some other Melanesians and Polynesians, combine two or more barks by sticking them together or by felting to make a bigger cloth. They also don’t, as other Pacific people do, soak the bark before beating it. ‘We don’t need to,’ she said. ‘Our tapa trees are soft already.’

When she reached the end, Quincy rolled it up. She took a heavier wooden mallet called a fo and hit the whole roll together. Each time it got wider and thinner. She had a tub of water beside her and regularly touched the surface of the barkcloth with drops on her fingers.

‘We don’t want it to be too dry or it might tear,’ she said. The ribbons of tapa attached to her armbands shivered as the beater moved. After about half an hour, she had finished: the tapa was almost as wide as her lap.

Now it would hang on a washing line under her house out of the sun for a couple of days, she said, hanging the piece to show us. After the demonstration day, I would notice cream-coloured cloths drying on lines under many houses. Although once I saw some pale tan cloths from a distance, hanging under a house. Small tapa? I asked. But when I got closer, they were clearly cotton nappies for babies. I felt like the Don Quixote of tapa, tilting at the wrong things.

The mending

As we turned to the next mat, I realised the sophistication of this demonstration. The women had planned not only to show us what happens to the cloth at each stage, but also to take us a step further each time into Maisin traditional dress.

All of our guides were wearing barkcloth skirts but Georgina had had a blouse on, as had Quincy, along with more shells and those hypnotic ribbon armbands. For the third stage, thirty-two-year-old Mary Dora Mokada was wearing a triangle of painted tapa tied around her chest and knotted at her back like a bikini top. She had a white cockatoo feather in her hair and orange flowers at her ears. Her armbands were an exuberance of pink and red hibiscus, with bright green fronds like the tail feathers of birds of paradise.

In the past, Mary Dora explained, their grandmothers used to sew patches over the holes in the barkcloth using needles made from the smallest wing bone of the flying fox.

‘Then, as time went by, they found some glue.’ She pointed to a shrub with little green berries, growing beside one of the houses. They call it bukaplas – plas, or plasta means sticky as in sticking plaster, and buk is book, because the children use the berries to stick papers into their schoolbooks. It’s not native to the area but was introduced a few generations ago. It looked like Cordia dichotoma, known as the Indian cherry tree, or in Australia the more vivid ‘snotty gobbles’.

We helped Mary Dora mend the holes. There were about twenty of them where once upon a time a branch had tried to push through. The holes were different shapes: long, round or crescent, like the phases of the moon.

It is rather like fixing punctures on a bicycle. You tear an appropriately sized patch from a tapa offcut then squeeze the glue-berry around the hole, leave it a moment to get tacky then fix the patch and press.

When she’d finished she took some scissors and cut the edges to make them straight. Once upon a time it would have been a stone axe, she said.

‘But scissors are easier.’ The barkcloth would now be stored flat under a sleeping mat until it was ready to be painted.

‘We call it our Maisin ironing.’

It is also, Jesset said, about putting ‘a bit of ourselves’ into the tapa.


The designing

Scented smoke drifted from the other side of the plaza. Fifty-three-year-old Velma Joyce from the Ogaiyo clan was crouched over a small pile of burning coconut husks, fanning the flames with a palm leaf. She had made tongs by folding a thin strip of wood in half, and as soon as the husks were charcoal she dropped them into a pot of cold water. Afterwards she mashed the mixture with her hands, squeezing a black liquid into a plastic bowl – I tried it: it was like oily clay, slightly crunchy. Then she took fresh leaves from a wild creeper she called wayangu, collected from the bush earlier that morning, and shredded them into the bowl using a pair of sharp, round mollusc shells the size of her palm. The clam inside had been eaten for dinner, the shells would later be burned into lime powder, and now they were instant scissors. ‘Triple purpose,’ Scott said. It would be four to seven days before the paint was ready, Velma said.

When she stood up to go and collect a bowl of paint she had made a week before, I saw her clothing properly. She looked spectacular. Her narrow armbands had posies of feathery flowers tucked into them, alongside black cassowary plumes giving a sense of shimmer and down. Her clan is the only one that has the right to wear cassowary, she explained. She wore a wide headband with flat coral stripes alternating with black shell, all outlined with thin shell lines of white; it had been passed on by her great-grandmother. The belt holding up her tapa skirt was somehow woven into diamond shapes. It looked like it was made with blue, brown, yellow and green beads.

‘Do you know what that is?’ Scott asked. We didn’t. ‘They stripped the coatings off old electrical wires and cut them into small pieces to make a belt,’ he said. ‘You see how we use everything.’

Most Maisin women’s face tattoos finish just under their chin, but Velma’s continued down her neck, ending at her collarbone. Below it she was bare-chested, with an exuberance of necklaces, including several apricot-coloured shells as wide as her wrists.

Although they now have steel pots and Western clothes and a modest cash economy, the Maisin still, even today, maintain their own traditional chains of exchange. They have trading relationships all the way up and down the coast. The best shell necklaces come from south of Milne Bay. The round, black pots for feasts come from Wanigela where there is an excellent volcanic clay. The price is a big pot for a tapa skirt, a small pot for a loincloth; and there are other fixed prices for stone axes, pigs, headdresses, necklaces, canoes and pandanus mats.

All the people in Collingwood Bay and Tufi are aware that they need to keep making and (just as importantly) wanting those traditional things. They know that if they stop wanting tapa and clay pots and shells and dugout canoes it’s not just the material objects that will be lost. Something intangible and vital – the relationships in this complex world with people who speak different languages and with whom they need to be friends rather than fight with about land rights and fishing rights – will be lost too. So they consciously try to sustain their need for them, by holding ritual feasts, and teaching their children how to make and use these things.

Velma had returned with another pot of paint, which she called mii. It was thick as mud and it smelled awful. It had the stink of silage – fermented grass – or the smell you pick up when you drive past a pig farm in the countryside. There was another note to it that wasn’t decay, but more like the darkness of certain flowers. I moved closer to try to work it out and got it on my nose. We all laughed.

Velma sat on the mat with her legs in front of her and put a flat piece of wood on her lap. She had a betel nut in her cheek, which had the effect of making the round circles on the cheeks of her face tattoo stand out like contour lines. ‘You have to chew to do good design,’ she said. She picked up a stick from a black palm tree. It was the size of a pencil and she used it to draw two lines around the border.

Maisin tapa almost always starts with painting an edge, Scott said. It’s about spacing, so you understand the boundaries. But it’s also symbolically about marking a beginning in any enterprise.

When she had finished the border, Velma stopped. She breathed out, and seemed to go into a different space. After a moment she was ready. She started by drawing four straight parallel lines in the middle of the cloth. She joined two of them and curved the others around. Straight line. Curve. Join. Straight line. Curve. Bold diagonal. Curve. It was mesmerising. Whenever the end of the pen became clogged she snapped it off and started again. She dipped the pen frequently; each dip gave just two or three centimetres of design. The labyrinth kept expanding.

In the background I heard somebody making a canoe, a deeper pounding than tapa. A baby cried. A bird screeched. (‘What’s that?’ we would ask, in the beginning, when we heard a new call. ‘That’s a bird,’ they would answer, only specifying the species if it was a hornbill, whose sound was unmistakeable, like the low hum of a helicopter coming slowly into land. One flew over now.) Then the background faded and for a while it was just the paint and the barkcloth and the lines.

‘The blueprint is up here,’ said Gangai, tapping his forehead as Velma worked. ‘This takes time. Sometimes days. You have to chew betel to keep yourself going.’ When it’s not a demonstration for visitors, the women design on their own, sitting quietly, away from children and distractions. A ‘nice design’ usually comes from being focused, Scott said.

When I’d done research among aboriginal artists in Australia, I’d learned that there were things you can ask and things you cannot. And that there were hidden maps beneath the surface of art just as there are hidden messages beneath the surface of language. I knew the Ömie painted animals and myths into their art. I wondered if the Maisin did something similar.

‘Does this represent anything?’ I asked.

‘No,’ said Jesset. ‘It’s just from Velma’s mind. Whatever comes into her mind she just puts it on the tapa.’ The other women agreed. ‘The design, it’s just imagination.’ They were keen to tell me that there was no story; that aspect was important. And yet, as I’d hear later, it was in fact part of the story.

After finishing the lines, Velma picked up a thinner black palm pen and started to add dots – sufifi – along some of the lines. Just on one side, never on both. She added little crosses and triangular fins where she thought the patterns needed some interest. As she drew, she was conscious of the space between the lines, she said. Where there were dots was a message to herself in the future, to say that this side will be left unpainted. And where there were no dots, she would know to put the red paint. It doesn’t sound hard, but watching her, I found that I couldn’t hold the information in my head; I couldn’t work out what it would look like in the end.

Making red

There are two ingredients in the red. One is bark from the saman tree. The other is leaves from the dun tree, which gives the paint its name.

Jane Oiro, Bartholomew’s wife, and representing the Kaiso clan, showed us how she tore thin strips from the pink saman bark then layered them with the pale green leaves in a traditional clay pot placed on a cooking fire. As she put the ingredients in, topping them up with water, her necklaces rattled lightly, like the first drops of rain.

She had another pot that had been boiling for two hours and was ready. The red was the red of strawberry juice, not of blood; it had a softness to it. She took a dried pandanus fruit, which resembled a tiny shaving brush without a handle, and tested the paint on a spare scrap of barkcloth. When she was happy with the quality, she put a cloth she had designed earlier onto a board on her lap and started to paint between the black lines, using the dots as her guide. This was the first coat. Later she’d go over it again.

As soon as the red was on, the maze made sense in a different way. It was as if, when it was just black and white, the tapa was full of possibilities: it could go one way or another; your eye flipped between the lines. But with the red, it became as if your eye was being guided along roads that run parallel then veer. The experience of looking became more playful.

The tapa was absorbent, but not like blotting paper. The paint sat on the top for a while and then sank in. I was reminded of what I had learned in Glasgow about how tapa is always itself below the paint, which stays on its surface. That is its nature.

In the old days, Jane said, there were rules. ‘When you painted red, you couldn’t chew and you had to be quiet,’ she said. I had read that there were other rules too: that men and infants couldn’t come close for fear that they might weaken the power of the paint; that you couldn’t say its name while you were using it, substituting instead the word for ‘red blood’; that you couldn’t have sexual relations before painting; that the red could be regarded as veins in the human body, running in meanders and creating life. Those rules were part of the past.

‘Nowadays you have to sit and think, but there are no restrictions,’ Jane said.

As with Velma, Jane’s ritual costume had no blouse. Her shell necklaces seemed almost crocheted into each other; she looked glamorous. Down her back a chain of shimmering shells extended to her belt, ending with four palm-sized shell rings the colour of the moon. They were yua, carved from the giant clam. They’re valued throughout the country; in some areas they’re sacred, and in many places they’re exchanged, like money.

The pattern on Jane’s skirt was like nothing I’d seen so far. It was the same black and red colours on cream. But the design was sparser. It had simple zigzags – straight lines, not curved, and plenty of empty space. She said it was the pattern of crocodile skin.

‘Only our clan wears this,’ she said. ‘It is for special occasions.’

It was a clan design, an evovi, and unlike the other patterns we had seen it did not come from the imagination. It came from the place where the myths and the stories were stored. Some of the clan designs come from long ago and were passed from mother to daughter, Scott said. They might represent mountains, or a river eel, or the patterns on a chief’s lime-pot. Other designs came from dreams, and from the Maisin belief that sometimes dreams connected you with spirits.

When Gangai was a child, the old women used to keep pots of mii and a spare page of tapa beside them as they slept. ‘They woke and transferred their dreams onto the barkcloth,’ he said, laughing. ‘The whole house would stink of that black paint.’

The dream might have been a snake, he said, ‘or wind blowing over woven fans or the legs of a wallaby or the ears of a wallaby.’ And after you had dreamed them those designs could not be transferred to anybody else, except by inheritance.

As he talked, I watched Jane going over the red lines a second time. The colour had begun to glow scarlet in the sunshine.

While the Ömie tapa makers had decided that they would sell cloths with their tribal designs, the Maisin had long ago made a different decision. They had designs that came from the imagination and they would sell those to help pay for their children’s education or for medical supplies. But they also had other cloths with designs they had earned or had inherited the right to wear. It’s not that those designs are secret. But they are sacred, and they are not for sale.

I tried painting.

‘You’ve got to be fast, as it dries quickly… Yep, you’re doing fine, dip it again.’

It needed a lot of dipping. Mine was uneven; Jane had done it so quickly and smoothly.

‘The same hand that the brush is in, use that one to support the board.’

That was easier.

I found myself thinking how much easier it was, and the moment I had that thought, the red blotched. I went back over it, to make it more evenly uneven.

There was something addictive about following the lines. I hadn’t joined the craze for colouring books in the early 2010s, but now, on a mat in Papua New Guinea with a board on my lap and a pandanus brush in my hand, I thought I understood. You just want to do a little more. I liked the way the colour paused a moment before it sank. I wanted to see that again and again.

After everyone had packed up, and we were back in the guesthouse drinking black tea, Jane and Jesset said that the morning had been good for the Maisin too. ‘We learned about our own culture today, and so did the children. They didn’t know some of the things that were said.’

Gardens

One day we went to a garden. Not to the closest one. The Maisin had decided that we could go to one of the gardens seven kilometres away after all: we’d clearly passed some kind of test.

Jesset carried my bag, and a band of children came with us. There was the atmosphere of a holiday outing and they sang songs. Most carried bush knives. I couldn’t get used to the sight of infants running with huge, sharp knives in their hands.

At first it was easy going. And then we got to the mud. At times it was above our knees. The Maisin were barefooted, and Katia just pushed through, her boots soaked already. If I’d known how much mud there would be I’d have done the same. But instead I swapped between flip-flops on the dry ground and bare feet in the mud and water, and I felt every stone.

There was laughter and excited talk behind us. ‘They were looking at your footprints,’ Scott said. ‘All the women know everyone’s footprints so they can see who’s in the garden today, and whether they were in a hurry or tired… and they were saying yours look so different.’

I looked at the ground carefully after that. Only Katia’s boot prints were clear. Everything else was tiny indents. Nothing really to tell. And I thought about how if two people could look at the same path and one of them could see the subtle histories and presences and speeds of those who had walked there before, and the other couldn’t see anything, then might not their response to the subtleties of designs in art and fabric also be entirely different?

The river meandered like a tapa design; sometimes we crossed it and sometimes we waded along. At some points the water was above our waists. I understood now why Jesset had insisted on carrying my bag. This is the journey the women do almost every day. Those with babies carry them up to the gardens in their empty string bags or bilums; in the afternoon they carry them back, perched on top of the vegetables.

The path rose; we were in the foothills. As we turned a corner, I was distracted for a moment by a small black snake, freshly killed, being prodded by two children, and then I looked up.

What made me think so clearly of the Garden of Eden? It wasn’t just the snake. Nor was it just the orange and pink flowers with yellow butterflies over a lusciousness of green. Nor the clusters of thin wuwusi paper mulberry trees like ghostly sentinels at gates you could not see. Nor even the plump white cockatoos, with their spiky yellow haloes, flying up like chattering cherubs at our arrival. There was something abundant and wonderful about this place. It had so many layers of heights: creepers on the ground, taro with their heart-shaped leaves at knee-height, waist-high ferns, and the giant, ancient trees of the jungle clustering around the sky. And although almost nothing was in straight lines, and there was a lot of wild, it was like finding constancy in chaos. You knew a gardener’s mind had made this, and that every little taro or tomato plant, every bean, every sweet potato, every wuwusi, every something you didn’t recognise, was planned, watched and loved.

This is the kind of shifting cultivation we learned about in geography as ‘slash-and-burn’ and today is known as ‘swidden’. At school, we were taught that it was damaging for forests, although ecologists now realise – as the people who do it have always known – that it’s beneficial, and perhaps vital, to the diversity of life. A Maisin garden will be fertile for two or three years, and then it needs to be left for a decade or more until you can use it again. Jane Oiro had made this one just nine months before, so the previous garden was still partly productive, and she was using it for bush bananas, sugar cane, and some of the tapa.

There are at least sixteen varieties of Broussonetia papyrifera in the world. The Maisin are proud of theirs. In the 1980s, they told anthropologists they were nervous that other tribes might take their saplings and make their own cloth from them. In 2018, they were still nervous, mentioning their concern several times.

Most of the wuwusi were about five metres high, with branches forking out at the three-metre point. The leaves had serrated edges and were shaped like the spades suit in cards. And they were large, at least thirty centimetres long, about the length of a school ruler. The trees in Jane’s new garden had been planted in two lines five metres apart, so they’d grow straight and not compete with each other. But in her old garden they came in clusters of five or six where they had been cut at ground level and new shoots had sprung up. Paper mulberry can do that: in some parts of the world it’s seen as an invasive species, choking out native flora because it uses so much water. When Cyclone Guba came, many were blown down – their roots run shallow.

Is there a wuwusi tree ready to be cut, I asked. There was rapid discussion. Jane looked at her trees, assessing them. There was one. It was six metres tall but skinny, the width of her wrist, just enough to be a loincloth – ‘for a fifteen-year-old boy’ someone joked. She cut the undergrowth then walked around it with her bush knife, making about twenty hacks at ground level. When it fell, she cut it where the branches started. It all took less than two minutes.

As we started home, with Bartholomew carrying the little tapa tree, Annie came back from her own garden further up. She had filled her bilum with taro and sweet potatoes, and was carrying it on her back, with the string handle straining over her forehead. I asked if I could try. ‘It’s heavy!’ she laughed. It was astonishingly heavy. Heavier than my travel bag, which had weighed in at fifteen kilograms. I could only carry it ten metres. My neck muscles were simply not strong enough.

She carried it seven kilometres, through the mud and water, and she didn’t break a sweat. ‘We start when we are little girls,’ she said, indicating a child with a tiny bilum string stretched across her forehead. Like all the Maisin women, Annie’s arms and shoulders were taut muscle. In the UK, they would all have been athletes.

Where tapa designs came from

‘I was sixteen when they said it was my time for tattooing.’

Sarah Hector leaned back against a piece of tapa hanging on the wall of the veranda. We’d finished our dinner of sweet potato, fried fish and, of course, taro. And now we and several Maisin women were sitting around on pandanus mats, under the silver glow of a solar lamp. They put betel nuts into their mouths and we sprayed ourselves with mosquito repellent. Then Sarah told her story.

‘The one who tattooed me was my auntie and she had come from Reaga down the coast.’

The old rules said that, just like painting the red, you couldn’t chew betel nut while you were being tattooed. ‘Was that tough?’ I asked, and all the women laughed, their Maisin lipstick looking black under the lamp. ‘Very tough!’ Sarah said.

She had a choice about whether to have it done. ‘I decided to because it’s our culture. I was nervous. But my auntie told me: you must be strong. You are here to get a tattoo, not to get scared or to turn your face away. Now lie down straight and be brave.’

That first day, Sarah’s auntie sketched designs on a piece of tapa according to what she thought would suit each girl. The girls, who had never seen their own faces – mirrors were not common in Collingwood Bay in 1979 – used the drawings to decide on the designs they would carry for the rest of their lives.

On her tapa Sarah would have seen a symmetrical pattern with lines about a centimetre apart and about half a centimetre thick, centred on three lines down her nose becoming, when they reached her forehead, two separate arcs of three lines each. She would have seen those lines become curved when they reached her cheeks, and a series of waves at her chin. But always managing to be the same distance from each other, always managing to seem planned, filling every space.

Then when she had agreed to the design, Sarah lay on her back in the semi-darkness of the interior, and her auntie knelt behind her. She put Sarah’s head on her lap and drew the patterns in ink. Then she punctured her skin along one line, and the process began. She used metal needles, though earlier it had been done with thorns. But the ink was a traditional recipe. Like the black mii paint, it was made from crushed and wetted coconut charcoal mixed with a special leaf, though it was a different leaf, and it didn’t smell as bad.

The repetition became lulling after a while and there was a sense, Sarah said, of something exciting being created. It was hard being kept inside in that prescribed isolation that had been part of the girls’ coming of age ritual for so many centuries. They weren’t even able to wash for the two or three months that it took for the tattoos to be made and the scars to heal.

But when at last Sarah and the other girls emerged into the sunshine to show off their new faces, everyone was excited. This was their design. Their beauty had emerged.

Their faces had gone from foe, which they pronounced ‘fwey’ and translated as ‘white’, to fully realised – designed. They use the same word, foe, for blank tapa.

Only one other group of girls was tattooed in this village after that, before the custom finally stopped, although it continued for a while among other tribes around Tufi.

‘I was one of the last,’ Sarah said. ‘I was lucky.’ She put her head back and laughed.

We knew that the long piece of tapa on the wall behind her had come from her own garden. Sarah had beaten it into cloth but Jesset, her niece, had designed it. Unusually, it had no border, nor was it divided into four or five similar sections like most tapa. Instead, it was a single, unbroken painting of shapes like links in a chain, rocking down the length with a sense of movement. Which gave what happened next an almost mystical power.

Because as Sarah laughed, just for a moment, in the half-light, her tattooed face merged with the tapa cloth and seemed to switch places in a piece of optical magic. And I knew what she was going to say.

‘Tapa is like tattoos and tattoos are like tapa,’ she said. ‘They come from the same place.’

This was one part of the story-that-wasn’t-a-story, about the designs that ‘just’ come into the minds of women. Growing up, they see tattoos on the faces of their mothers, their aunts, and (if they are older than fifty) their sisters and friends, though not usually on themselves: mirrors are still not a thing. Chevrons on a forehead, circles around a cheek, curves tumbling down a neck – these are lines that represent beauty and creativity, as well as culture and familiarity. It is hardly surprising they’ve been inspired by them.

There is another part to the story. It’s found in the betel nut, the mild intoxicant they chain-chew while designing; in the quietness they require to do it; and in the quiet breath they take before they start. Designing ‘just from the imagination’ is the story the tapa makers don’t tell in words. As with the tattoos, it’s about pathways into the subconscious.


[image: Image]
‘Tapa is like tattoos and tattoos are like tapa. They come from the same place.’ Sarah Hector telling her story in the guesthouse.



Within a day, I’d stopped finding it startling to see a tattooed face; within three days I began to recognise the designs from different tribes along the coast – lines wider apart suggest she’s from Wanigela, more diagonals and she’s probably from Tufi. I began to find the tattoos beautiful; if I’d stayed longer I’d probably have wanted one myself.

‘Where is that place?’ I asked Sarah. ‘Where do the Maisin say tapa and tattoo design come from?’

The women conferred. We became used, in our time there, to this kind of conversation. It was all about finding the point of agreement. The men did it too: during their meetings they never voted, they waited for everyone to agree. It was calming to listen to, like circling and murmuring. In this conversation, they were deferring to Annie, and she was the one who spoke then in English.

‘There is a story, but we don’t know it. You’ll need to ask the elders.’

The next day we asked the elders, and after conferring, they told us the story. How one day a long time ago a deep hole appeared beside the river that runs north of Mount Victory, which they also call Kerova. And out of it emerged a band of people, complete with the knowledge of clan designs and magic and how to make barkcloth and tattoos and a garden. And later they came south around the coast, to this village, and they found tapa trees that were much better than anything they had known before, and they called them wuwusi, and they settled and became the tapa makers.

Later, back in the guesthouse, I relayed the myth of the hole in the ground to Annie and the other women. They nodded. ‘Yes, this is the story we thought,’ Annie said.

The story had sounded familiar to me too, and when I returned home to my anthropology books I worked out why. There is a myth from the Trobriand Islands (some two hundred kilometres north-east of Collingwood Bay) that originally people lived in villages underground, with lives very similar to our present life on the earth, together with clans and designs and magic and even property claims. In 1914, when this was documented, islanders could point out the precise places, the ‘grottoes, clumps of trees, stone heaps, coral outcrops, springs’ where their ancestors had emerged.

The word for this kind of origin story is autochthonous, from the Greek words auto, self, and khthon earth or underground. It means something or someone that has sprung from the land fully formed. As itself.

The word is reminiscent of the essential nature of barkcloth. Barkcloth emerges fully formed from the tree; the design of it emerges fully formed from its maker’s mind. Unlike almost all other cloth in the world it doesn’t have to be knitted or woven or felted. It is there already. And the role of the makers (just like that of parents with a child, the Maisin say) is simply to let it become itself.

But better.

A missive from Wanigela

One morning I went swimming in the sea. It was just after dawn but the water was warm. My shorts and T-shirt ballooned around me as I kicked back in the water. I looked over at the coconut trees along the beach, each planted and owned by a family, and at the wisps of wood smoke rising at each wooden house, and I listened to the echoes of barkcloth beaters, the individual rhythms resounding across the bay. It was all astonishingly beautiful. Then, when I got out of the sea, I joined a gang of small Maisin children, huddled in their colourful towels, sitting along a giant log, drying off before breakfast.

Scott was there, looking for a phone signal to send a text. He pointed to a number painted in fat white figures at the end of the log: it looked like DC5716. The log had been washed up in a storm a few weeks back. It had come from Wanigela. ‘There’ve been more recently,’ he said. ‘The company must be logging. There’s no other explanation.’

Beating the tapa and counting to five

Scholarstica and Lillias were sitting on the platform beating tapa. They invited me to try. I remembered learning how to use a pasta machine, starting on the thickest setting and then working down: if you tried forcing it through the thinnest space straight away, the dough would fall apart. Tapa is like that; it needs to be coaxed. If you hurry it, the body will not hold.

Once I got into a rhythm, it wasn’t too difficult, although the beater kept landing anyhow. This piece, I warned Scholarstica, was going to be rather uneven.

I remembered reading how, in 2009, a team from Guangxi Museum in south-west China discovered the oldest known barkcloth beater in the world. They dated it to 5900 BC. It was stone and it measured just six centimetres by seven. You could tell it was a tapa beater because of the grooves on both sides. When I read about it, I had been puzzled as to how anyone could beat tapa effectively with something about the length of a credit card. But then I heard about how barkcloth was made from Ficus, fig tree bark, until about a century ago by communities in Central Sulawesi in Indonesia. Each family traditionally had a set of five barkcloth beaters: two big wooden ones for the first stages, then to finish it they used three smaller grooved stones like the one found in China – the stones hafted with rattan handles to make them springy like fly swatters. This made the cloth softer, though it was hard work.

A band of children had arrived, laughing at me trying to beat Schola’s barkcloth. I thought I would entertain them by learning the Maisin numbers. Sese (‘sessay’). One. Sandei. Two. Sinati. Three. Fusese. Four.
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Everywhere we could see tapa drying: the cloths to the right and behind show traditional evovi designs; to the left is a design ‘from the imagination’.
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Two friends in Ganjiga village sit together to paint.



‘What’s five?’ I asked after I’d repeated the other numbers enough times to remember them, with my barkcloth slowly expanding to the count.

‘Fuckety-tarossi,’ one child said, or that’s what it sounded like. Crikey. I moved quickly to six and seven. Fuckety-tarossi sese. Fuckety-tarossi sandei. I stopped. I checked. A child showed me her exercise book.

It was spelled faketitarosi and it was the real Maisin words they were teaching; they weren’t teasing me. I then realised that not only did it sound, deliciously, like swear words in English. It also sounded like it was in base five.

The women confirmed that the Maisin counting system was based on hands and feet. You count five fingers then it’s one hand one finger, one hand two fingers. Then two hands (faketitautau). Then two hands one foot one toe.

‘What happens when you get to two hands and two feet?’

‘For twenty, we say tamati which means “one man”,’ said one woman who had come to watch. ‘And then we say: “One man one hand two fingers” and that is twenty-seven, it works like that.’

It is a counting system that other tribes further up Collingwood Bay share in their own languages. It is useful for calculating how many pieces of tapa you are making, or how many pots you need for a feast. It’s not a system for pure mathematics.

Nor for auditing the numbers of trees, tens of thousands or more, that had already been taken from the ancient forests inland from Wanigela, far above the gardens of the villagers.

How tapa is saving the forest

In the early 1990s, the Maisin elders debated whether to allow commercial logging on their traditional land.

After the Second World War, PNG’s rainforest had been protected to some extent by its diversity. A mix of nine thousand species makes logging complicated; you want to concentrate on one or two commercially viable ones. So while forests in Indonesia and Malaysia (and the Amazon and Congo and too many places) were destroyed rapidly, early logging in PNG happened on a smaller scale. But by the 1980s, Rimbunan Hijau, the vast Malaysian company responsible for felling hundreds of thousands of ancient trees every year (‘the Monsanto of forests,’ one Maisin elder said) had moved in, together with Japanese companies looking for cheap plywood.
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‘This cloth is helping protect a whole ancient forest.’ The edge of Maume and a road to the gardens behind.



Most of the land in Papua New Guinea is communally owned by tribes. And if you’re going to take the forest legally, you need the approval of many landowners. In the beginning, the way companies did it was to promise to provide schools and medical centres, and they would perhaps also offer bribes. Then they’d take out a ninety-nine-year lease, using a government agency or local company as go-between. Stories spread that – despite promises – gardens were being destroyed along with the forest; that medical centres hadn’t materialised; that the landowners had no say on the logging; that the oil palms that replaced the trees supported no cassowaries or wild pigs or other animals hunted for feast days; that the huge profits were not passed on.

That is the point at which the Maisin said no.

It wasn’t easy. Many tricks were employed: one company even created fake documents with forged signatures from tribe members living in Port Moresby. The Maisin were enmeshed in expensive court battles they could not have won without support from conservation groups. Their first win was in 2002 and they thought it was done, but it was not. Court cases were fought one after the other.

‘In 2016, the national court ruled there can be no logging in the whole of Collingwood Bay,’ Gangai said. ‘It’s illegal. But we still see logs like the one on the beach coming down from Wanigela. And those are only the ones that floated free.’

The logging companies have power because people need cash. Houses, food, canoes and medicinal herbs come from the land. But villagers need clothes and schoolbooks and school fees. They want solar lamps and chargers and phones. They need doctors. Florence had warned us – the day before we flew from the UK – that there were no medicines in Oro Province and I’d raced around Bath buying paracetamol from every pharmacy that was open. But we had not realised that ‘no medicines’ really meant nothing. Not even a sticking plaster. There was a clinic, but it was closed. In an emergency, they have to travel the hundred and fifty kilometres to Popondetta in an outboard dinghy, spending hundreds of dollars on fuel.

When the logging crisis started, there was almost no money in the villages. But there was tapa. And in the 1990s, with the help of Greenpeace and others, a tapa cooperative was set up. Families were given hand-operated sewing machines. They learned how to make barkcloth into hats, headbands and bags, and other tourist items. A few men and women went overseas for tapa exhibitions in museums.

‘For thirty years, tapa has been the shield protecting our rainforest,’ Gangai said.

It wasn’t perfect: there were rumours that some people weren’t treated fairly; the cooperative didn’t last. But tapa brought money into the village and it still does. It has solved some of the problems. It has, at least for now, saved the Maisin from needing to sell their trees.

‘There is cloth like this, from outside, for ordinary days,’ explained Jesset later, pointing to her cotton skirt and T-shirt. ‘And that’s OK. But then there is tapa, which is also cloth and it’s completely different. And you could say it saved our lives.’

What is the meaning of the tapa?

‘The men have asked you to join them now,’ Scott said on the morning of our last full day. ‘They want you to tell them what you have learned about the tapa. Not to tell them the process. They want you to tell them what you think it means.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Give me five minutes.’

‘Rather you than me,’ Katia said, laughing at my look of panic.

It felt like an exam I hadn’t known I was going to sit. The Maisin had given us so much that I wanted to do them justice – and now I had five minutes. I ran for a notebook and quickly sketched a mind map with the word ‘Barkcloth’ at the centre, and veins of ideas travelling outwards. I scribbled notes about the work it takes to make it, the vital role of women, the way the patterns play with the eyes, the meditation in making it, the practical use of it, and how there are secrets wrapped in its two dimensions. Then I paused, and added a note to say that the tangible, the mystical and the practical are somehow all held within it – in how it’s exchanged, how it’s made, and how it simply is – all at the same time. These were all things that are particular to tapa but also shared with every other fabric in its own way. And then there were the special things, the rituals, the way it had brought cash and protected the forest. But as we went across the veranda my eye was caught, as it always was, by the tapa on the wall. And I knew what I wanted to say.

‘They’ll be talking about other things before you arrive,’ Scott said. ‘They don’t talk about the thing they are going to talk about until they do.’

‘What do you know so far?’ asked Gangai, when they stopped talking about the other things.

‘Tapa is like the heart of the Maisin,’ I said. There was a murmur of agreement. ‘It’s not something pretty that your grannies used to make. It’s how you mark your rituals, and it’s how you make your money and how your children are educated. It pulls everything together, and everything leads back to it.’

But there is something else, I said. In the life of the village, there are certain due processes. Like just now when they were talking about other things before the real thing, or how the women, when I asked them the origin story of the Maisin, said I should ask the elders first. Or how if we’d fallen in the water, others would have jumped in too, in sympathy. Or how we had needed to give our gifts of books and medicine to Arthur to distribute to everyone fairly, rather than handing them to individual people.

‘Things here are not set in stone, but there are ways of doing them. There are pathways. And tapa design is also pathways. They can go one way or another way. But they all follow the rules. And perhaps tapa is a reminder about the importance of that.’

‘Have we passed the test?’ I heard Katia whisper to Scott. ‘You’re doing good,’ he whispered back.

I looked around then in the half dark, at these people who had been so generous. Outside in the cooking house, the women were chatting, preparing a special dinner for the evening. I knew each voice; so many of them were now friends. I’d expected chasing barkcloth to be an adventure, and it had been. But it had been something else. It had been authentic and truthful. This was a small community struggling against huge forces, and although they had problems and worries, the people were powerful and united.

As if he had read my mind, another elder, John Wesley Vaso, said there was one more thing to add.

‘When you pull on tapa, it expands and you see a lot of fibre that comes with it, and it’s very strong,’ he said. ‘I want to apply that to Maisin society. Maisin has thirty-six different clans. Like the tapa, we have extended out. But if you cannot break the tapa as a fibre you cannot break the Maisin as a tribe.’

‘Write about us,’ Arthur said. ‘Tell people outside how barkcloth is a small thing. But it is saving our big forest.’

You learn through doing

That last afternoon, watching Jesset painting, I thought of how patterns are repeated in fabrics and wallpaper and how sometimes when you see them on a large scale, they are much more than the sum of their parts. I tried to copy the lines into my notebook as Jesset painted them. She created islands and caterpillars and crescent moons. She hatched her paths with spears; she added tiny posts and dots to one side and not another. I remembered a game I had had as a child where you could make fantasy rail tracks from straight pieces and curved pieces, and how, by turning them over each other, they became rivers and shanty towns and impossible pathways in my imagination, like a way of curving time and space.

‘You don’t teach design with words, but by watching and doing’, Jesset said. She had learned by watching her mother, as her daughter has learned from watching her, as her husband Leonard – who has started painting tapa to earn money for the family – has also learned. We learn; we draw; we make the designs go to the edge of the page; we start again; we concentrate; we squint; we hum a little. This is work and it is play.
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Annie Sevaru at the Maume guesthouse, with all the walls and doors covered in barkcloth.



It became dark and Jesset borrowed our head torch in order to keep painting. She kept it overnight and we heard later that she had stayed up for hours. In the morning, she had four paintings, two for each of us. Two were the ones we had seen her create, and two were surprise ones that she and Leonard had made, with writing on them. Mine said, in rounded letters with an outline of dots: ‘Thank you very much for your short stay with us & we hope you’ll come back again in the future Victoria.’ It is on the wall of my study, as I write.

When we left, there were many gifts: embobi and loincloths but also tapa bags, hats, even mobile phone cases made to measure by Jane’s husband George on their sewing machine. Giving farewell gifts is Maisin tradition, and it was moving.

As our dinghy pulled out from the grassy riverbank and we waved to our friends gathered with their babies in their arms and children running around, waving back, both Katia and I, to our surprise, found ourselves crying.


Rolling back the cloth

We had left the Maisin a few days before and had gone north to spend some time in the fjords. We were both covered in sandfly bites, and whenever we saw each other rubbing them we’d say ‘scratching!’ to remind the other person to stop. Mine hadn’t healed. On the way to a birds of paradise forest with a guide before dawn, dozens of sticking plasters had dropped off my arms and legs, and on the way back we’d picked them up feeling like Hansel and Gretel finding our way home. The skin was red and the bites were weeping. I took paracetamol and wrapped bandages over them and tried not to scratch and figured I’d be home soon.

Early on the last morning, Katia was on the beach photographing the men setting up a triangular sail on the outrigger canoe we’d hired to bring us back to Tufi. At one time the sail would have been made of tapa, though this one was a patchwork of plastic strips that looked as if it had been made on a village sewing machine. I sat on the grassy peninsula watching them, feeling grateful for all the twists and turns in the story that had brought us to Collingwood Bay.

The scene in front of me fell away as if it was itself a dream, and to my surprise I found myself talking to my mother. I told her what had happened in the past two weeks and how grateful I was now for all the things that had seemed to be frustrating as I planned to find barkcloth. I remembered the kapa from Hawaii with its sacred spinal zigzags, and the PNG loincloth in the British Museum that had a design like human vertebrae. I imagined her and my father sitting in the bones of my back, looking out and holding me up. At the end – oddly, I know, I knew even as I did it that it was odd – I said I hadn’t asked this before, but if she was around, I’d really like her to show me.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. A woman from the village. ‘The coconuts!’ she said, pointing upwards. ‘The wind. It’s not safe.’ I laughed and moved, thanking her, amused at the coincidence.

On the beach our host, Lancelot Ginari, looked worried. The wind had just picked up, there was a storm coming. We looked around. It seemed fine. We needed to catch a plane.

You can go, he said, but I’ll follow. We put our bags beneath a tarpaulin on the small platform between the hulls and settled ourselves where we were told. As two young men rowed us past rocky promontories, the sky to the east began to darken. Lancelot on his smaller canoe was now a bay behind. He phoned in to our steersman on his mobile. We should get ashore. Quick.

We were just in time. The black clouds roared in, the air went cold and we ran across the beach to a shelter, joining people huddling around a fire as the rain lashed. We were lucky, Lancelot said, if we’d still been at sea we’d have overturned.

Two hours later the sun returned. We arrived back at Tufi Resort in a dinghy with an outboard engine that Lancelot had located, and checked our luggage in for the flight. The manager’s wife, Roya Boustridge, looked at my arms.

‘I don’t like that one bit,’ she said. ‘We have a team of volunteer doctors from Australia coming for lunch, I’ll ask them to look.’

‘They’re here to help local people,’ I said. ‘I can’t ask them.’

‘I insist,’ she said.

After lunch Dr Barry Teperman from No Roads Expeditions checked my arms and legs. When I removed the plasters, the red under my skin had spread even further.

‘Have you felt feverish or dizzy?’ he asked.

‘Not really,’ I said. And then I remembered. ‘Though I did find myself talking aloud to my dead mother this morning.’ He looked at his colleague, the kind of look that you pretend you haven’t noticed because it said too much.

‘You have cellulitis,’ he said. It was serious. It had triggered sepsis, which was my body responding to infection. Untreated, it can lead to organ failure. And death.

‘You’re lucky,’ he said, cutting a strip of just enough of the team’s precious antibiotics to get me home.

‘A day or two more without these and we’d be airlifting you out.’ I learned later that there were only two lunchtimes every year that an emergency medical team visited at the resort, and this was one of them.

‘OK, Ma, enough of the saving-my-life thing,’ I muttered as we got on the small aircraft a short time later. ‘I believe you’re here. Honestly I do!’

As we took off across the emerald water of the fjords I found myself hallucinating that the tapa in my hands had done for me what some tribal people in the Pacific believe tapa has the power to do. I imagined that for a moment it had rolled back the curtain between worlds and had shown me a glimpse of that flip between one way of being and another.

Or you could just say it was the sepsis talking.


Ending with the trees

Fate, or my mother, had one last treat for me. I’d wanted to know more about the logging, and behind me on the plane were two men, chewing gum and playing music on their mobile phones without bothering with earpieces. They weren’t tourists. Katia was sitting by another window and we caught each other’s eye. I knelt up and said hello and asked where they were from. ‘Malaysia,’ said one. ‘Indonesia,’ said the other. I asked if they’d been on holiday. They said they had been at Wanigela. How nice, I said, how long had they been there? Six months. I looked perplexed. Hadn’t someone mentioned that the logging companies had been forced to leave? A law or something?

‘We’re a different company,’ one said, ‘a new one.’

‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘Are you logging too?’

They looked at each other, sly glances with a flash of warning. ‘No’, the other one said, ‘We’re just building a road. We’re waiting for permission. It’ll come.’

I clutched the bundle of tapa from my Maisin friends and thought of the huge log that had washed up on the beach, the many others they’d seen drifting past on the current. The barkcloth had more work to do. And we had more work too when we returned home, doing what we had promised, telling people about the cloth which comes from the skinny little trees that are holding up a whole forest.
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