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Coming of age

in {ilenge

{(cooyriznt reserved by author, april

Jricago is a good

noze wno want to be

training-ground for future

anthronoiogists,

true urbanites,

to Tunction in the city as a

whole, are com ed by go's ethnic diversity to zrasy some
pasic¢ understanding o7 otner cultures, other life-styles, rfron
neighborncod to neighbornood, area to area, obvious differences in
atore sisns, sto disnlays, and religious institutions eflect the
resizents' dzeper dififerentiation in origin, bacxground and culture,
Just 23 Uhicago is a cultural mosaic, so Loo is the rest of the
world n2 change and continuity of city life mirror events in
man<ind as a wnole,
hus it was that I was dack in rfactua ew uinea, about to study
2 3:2a11 hit of that "manxind as a whole's AS we stood at the shin's
ra.linz, watching the anvnreoaching land take on detail, I and =y wife
Ji1l wondered wnhas wonld we lixe in .ngais after being away
r fayr  ear: e nad done our anthrovolosgical fisldwork with the
s 27 23% ew ritain in 19%7- and now my emnlorer,
tre wiversitv of zZoun ew nminea, wWwas snonsoring our return. e
wers comines b To o oatuiv coatiaculiy and change in viilace Llife,
ul Toere owas o Lltole time o to and day-ireanins acout wnat we
v 7 4. e coul  3ez th2 villa~wes huiuled =zt the nage of t,
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Talawe, and hear the chugzging of the mission launchs I hurriedly
made sure our gear wasS ready. In a twinkling, it seemed, the launch
was alongside and loaded, and we began our run in towards the beach.
surrounded by old friends, we crowded into the house we were
temporarily to call hone,

30 much was the same in the villages, and yet so much had changed.
_angila, a volcano located on the other side o' it. Talawe, still
velched clouds of ash and steam, ilen and women still toiled in their

N .

ubsistence gardens, raising their stavle foods of taro, yam and

0]

sweet potato. Peovle continued to expnloit the resources of the

i

)

ocean, men rishing from their canoes and women zatheraing shelllish

L))

from the reef., The daily cycle of 1life was much the same as before.
zut raia village had not remained unaltered by the vassage of
Time. Ine Catholic »nriest, with the vacxing and hard work of the
villarers, had installed a vpure water supply. rresh water Irom the
a r2 laced *the tainted and »ra ish water that had caused so
nucn disease in the past, Jillage magistrates were a new feature of
viiiage life: they carried with them new notions of law for the

local neonle. ew nouses nad teen built, and old ones destroyved.

184 friends nad died, new children born, and people faced new
raplens as money necame 2 growing vart of their lives,

i1l and I had alsc cranged. In 1977, le often asked us
W v we didn't have any cnildren: a neaithv out childless young couvnle
1i1dn't mare zense to the villamgers ow, we were The roud narents of
an onth oil dausrntar, zni maring was the center of
antent.on for tne ten waskxs 48 staved in  ngalia, . eonle were nleased
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ascertained our right to use it by pointing out that one of my
'Tathers' belonged to a group that owned the name., Through Amaring,
we found that in svite of the changes surrounding us, some things
had stayed the same., Rich and colorful ceremonies remained an
imcortant part of :lilenge life.

rirst-born children hold a special vlace in Xilenge culture. They

are the focal voints of a never-ending series of rituals and
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of a young first-born, we found ourselves

involved in this kaleidoscope of feasting, dancing and singing. It
started our second day in ngaiae a groun of women, masquerading as
men, stomped and danced on the sand in front of our house. [his was

narikanra, the homecoming for a first-born who has made his or her

first long trio to foreign varts. Laughing and joking, often at the
exvense of the narents and =srandparents, i1s the keynote of this
jovous cersmony. ~.though we were expecting it, the next part of

the narikanga came 2s a zit of a shocke Jill and I were unceremoniously

dumped into the ocean, along with ome of Amaring's 'grandmothers',

¢ ually, we had returned to ngaiae.

ur n3 the following weex, villagers made feverish nlans for

(@)

ur daugnter's na uvokuvo, a feast asually neld shortly after birth

cut delayed, for obvious reasons, in our case. Lne oif maring's

nd of ours, arranged fer a vig to be
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7illed 1n her honor igs are the ultimate symbol ol wealth in
mesnt o elznesia. o31a5 1735, men create and rewnay devts, accumulate

anz 23tuclizn tnelr lmportance in villace atfair: ne
1inl sive oI even one  1s 13 A significant social acct,
ey pefore in sur exsarience in  ngaia nad we veen associated
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with a pig presentation. ‘he death of that one pig vividly impressed
on us our changed social statuse. Jill and I, by having a child, had
become far more "human" in village terms,

omen broucht great guantities of food and firewood down from the
mountain gardens in vrevarationf the feast, Cn the day of the
feast, they busied themselves preparing the mumus (stone ovens) to
cook taro, »am, cassava and sweet potato. after the stones were
heated on a fire, ney were soread out im a circle. Layers of food,
wrasoed in banana leaves, were sandwiched between the stones and

aoportioned about 130 lbs, of rice and two

[a=]

left to steam cOOKe
cases of tinned meat fo women frcm the various village groupnse. it

sunset, cooked food was distributed with little ceremony, and eople

feasted courtesy of their little visitor from orth aimerica.

Trhe zubseguent weexs 3aw women educating Jill in the less
esotaric aspec:s of crnild-raisinge. - € came back to *the house
¥ith e2ndless lists of focd a taby and mother could and couldn't eat,
Zeonle ay just as much attention to the aother's diet as to the

oaby's, because what the mother eats affects the childi's development,

Jill, a coconut milx junxy, found nerselr sneaking <ulau (drinking
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in nrivate-- wnenever women saw aer drinking that refreshing

i ula, taey lectured rer on aow 1t would give . aring coldse Jill

les tne songs and games that every wotner =zhould . now, and nmuch

1o our delight, arartng 2njoyed those activities e came to annreciate
tne ‘ov  of navin: a Lar-e extended family, for wren e want 4 to

VoY Tn Y Was 2 surm iy of saovsitters, a ed 5 to 35, willins
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I, too, received an education in parenting. One day, when Amaringuwas
sicx, <Jill's 'mother!' came and lectured to me about the dangers of
taking an infant too close to the men's house. Men's houses
“hroughout Fapua ew uinea 3erve multi-faceted roles as social
centers for men, revositories of sacred objects, and abodes of
powerIul svirit forces, Approach to these buildings, let alone entry,

is strictly forbidden to fe

9]

3

ales, Amaring's illness, it seems, was
caused oty spirit powers of the men's house, who had taken her

anun a (life force) away from her. iy %other-in-law' told me she had
arranzed for an old zman to sleep in the men's nouse to find amaring's

wanderine snirit. Ihe next morning, . learned that he had met with
= D¥

success. ~nile dreaming, he found her anunia, frightened and crying,
stranded at th2 o oI a coconut tree, He ciimbed the tres and gently

o her 9nodye e seovnle at:iriouted maring's
reccvary to the treatments she recelved at the mission hosnital;

othars said that the old an nad done his dob well; and man
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~aT th2 nosnital and rthe dreamer wor ed in concert., Regardless of

th2 verdict, nevar azain 1id take my daushter near the men's

the villaze =2lders debated wnhat to do next

Jor ne ‘action feli that a simple small feast and srort
iznce in 22 onor wWwould ne enough other faction ushed for a
fil =<zale ini-iation, 2 na  -len a. In a nakallenga, voung girls
Ara iressed, =« roun~ novs sucerincised. In Ty role
iTe, tried = reuain aloof Trom tne desate,.
‘‘‘‘‘ 232l nan 2ltner tion wouli 1isase e a1 that I
o Toozitiiar Wit rice, tins, tea ri topacco
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that wanted a simple ceremony had several telling arguments: Amaring
should wait until the initiation of other children in her age category;
naxailenga traditiorally demanded a long period of discussion, organi-
zation and vlanning; and the aporoaching rainy season would probably
ruin any elaborate ceremony. Those nressing for an initiation
ccuntered that no one new whether Amaring and her parents would be
able to return to Cngaia wren she was truly of age', so it would he
vest to zet 1t done now. & marathon discussion in the men's house
settled the issue: amar:ng would have a nakailenga. Underlying the
day-long debate was a guestion of dinau {(debt). Cne man, an

initiat:ion guardian for a child the year before, wished to cancel

the adebt he incurred in the nrocess,., He ofle

"3

ed to act as amaring's
3ronsor, arrange a zuardian, and onrovide a oige. ls brother-in-law
also volunteered 2 larze viz. 0, amaring's initiation would occur

ik

aszs nart of the on-going ceremony called 1a, the Dance of fThe .hite

<

Cockatoo. 3ia rancers, with their feathered and nlumed hats, and
pird-lixe motions, 2voxe strong images of the white cockatoo. In
1377, wren we witnessed the beginning of this 1ia cycle, litile

4id we +dream *“hat one iay we would 3esz our daughter initiated in

B

tneir own dancing costumes, 221 our close friends reaiied araring's

iriz.at on 34irt:s and hat. Althourh the exact 7ate of the ceremony
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had yet to be set, women and girls stockpiled firewood for the
mumus., in the face of all this activity, the svonsors at last
agreed on a day for the ceremony, and in the days vprior to the
designated time women collected covious quantities of food from
the gardens.

Finally, the day of the nakailenga dawned., With the sun rising, I
watched the xilling and butchering of one of the two pigs that would
establish 4 aring's name in the village., 45 the women grated coconuts,
taro and cassava for coconut cream pudding, and heated stones for the
ovens, . anxiously eyed the darx clouds on the horizon. ould the
ra s5poil it all? he ominous skKy weighed heavy on y mind all morning.

_ast minute prevparations continued. come of our neighbors, with

the a3id of a visitor Ifrom robe, concocted a snecial beverare that
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cing ability. -en gathered in the men's
nouse, ate a meal orf vork, vaked tubers and rice, and made the
firnal adiustments to treir dancing costumes .omen carefully

sundiied food in leaves and constructed their mumus. ifhe time
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the nakailenga had arrived.
roun of wrmen surrcunded maring and began naint a red

circle around ner nead. .i3concerted by this unusual treainent

frcm oner Iriends, maring heran to cry. aer tears streamed as the

¥

woTen ed zlue =2int to her nead decoratione. with her nair

women and children jathered to see nmaring

racelve ner I mal resc,. i and valuable armbandas were 311 ed over
ner iITI.  8r new irts were ti=d on, and ner Tace ainted. much
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to the amusement of the crowde. The men gathered and began the
opening dances of oia. Jill and I were at loose ends, trying to
follow all the events and record them on film and in notebooks.

Iwo young women, decked out in flowers, dogs' teeth ornaments,
grass skirts and shell money, lifted maring and carried her between
them to the head of the nrocession. len danced behind as all headed
into the center of the village., Then e saw the most important
symbolic feature of the ceremony: JUld women flung themselves into
the pnath of the dancers, and amaring and her escorts steoped over
them, Amaring's vassage over the women dramatized her entry into
the community, the replacement of the older generation dy the

ycunger, [he moment »ass

[

d swiftly and the boisterous procession

=

arr.-ved at the village center, where veovle settled in to enjoy
several hours oi tracitional entertainment and sociability. All but
forzotten for the moment, .maring went home for a well-deserved nav.

r» the instructions of her ‘mothers', Jill had carefully

prenared lanlavs (wrap-around skirts that are standard daily garbo
s < foashind dlondiutetiidiinnil Ey s D

for both men and women) and other gifts for those wno helped
deccrate amaring, an Ior those osver whom she nad nassed. Unsure

of now to distribute the 1ifts, she handed the resmonsibil_ ty,
and the la lavs, over to a friend, ..uch to our surn»rise, our
iend necan flinging the »resents nizn into the 3ir over the

dancers, and pandemonium nerindically nunctured the dancing as

~escmlis scrambled for the o . watcned in amazement as over =C
Tanlan fluttered I1nto wWaiiin  nandise
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singing procession snaked its way up and down the vill

the nakailenga had come to an end. In a blur, I watche

disperse,
on the village to find Jill and I emotionally drained.

the threatening rain, cur daughter had been initiated:

established her name, her identity, in the village. As

wound down, we relaxed,

‘hat, we thought, was that!

arly the next mcrning, my 'mother-in~law' infcrmed

final matter needed attending to. I had to make the fi

with aring's initiation guardiane. 3everal hours nass

as villagers searched for the approoriate gift

bowl ol just the and quality, a dadang cl

~5 the hours dragged on, I despail

the annronriate items., Zut at len; last,

5]

resto! the

Srt

ne not-so-distant future, 7
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ct

1fts

EeH

T i3

age, Finally,

d the dancers

the mumus opened and the food distributed. Night settled

We had escaped
we had

the feast

me that one
nal exchange

ed in confusion

ay vnot of

red of ever

~maring's 'zIrand-

o

were

initiation was comnlete,

Jur exneriences

ires v
Larinzg

what was done

been 1nitiated in the ways

T

v i aay Hilange
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the past may impede our future, but tThen again, it might just give
us the sense of stability, of continuity and purpose, that we need

to cope with tomorrow,.

vlarty Zelenietz was a visiting lecturer in anthropology at the
University of Panua isew 3uinea in 1631-2. Born and raised in

he currently lives in Zarimouth, ova scotia,.



