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Preface
From April 1950 until August 1954, I lived with my parents in then Netherlands
New Guinea as a young boy. My father was a harbour master in Hollandia (now
Jayapura) and later a circuit judge (landrechter). My mother taught us school at
home. We loved the land and the people.
When we repatriated in 1954,1 knew - somehow - that one day I would come
back. My 'leave of absence' lasted almost twenty-four years. I returned to Irian
Jaya in April 1978, now with my wife and two young daughters. Much had changed.
For one thing, this half of the island of New Guinea had been integrated into the
Republic of Indonesia.
Of greater significance, however, at least for me personally, was the fact that
the Central Highlands, which in the early 1950s were virtually unknown territory
(except for the Paniai area), now had opened up to the 'outside' world. Large
populations had been 'discovered'. The Dani, Yali and Me (unfortunately long
known as Kapauku) became familiar to anthropology students through the publications (and films) of field researchers. Lesser known groups were the Moni and
Damal (Amungme) in the Western Highlands, the Nduga in the Central
Highlands, and the Nalum Ok in the Star Mountains near the international border.
One relatively large society remained virtually terra incognita for many years: the
Goliath pygmies, later more aptly called the Mek people, wedged between the Yali
and the Mountain Ok in the Eastern Highlands. I wished to study their way of life.
It took a little while before this became reality. First we had to learn Indonesian. Then we lived among the Western Dani in Karubaga in the Swart (Konda)
valley for a few months, and among the Hupla in Soba, in the Eastern Highlands
not far from Wamena, for a year. We briefly visited Korupun in December 1978.
After these wanderings through the highlands, interesting for comparative
purposes but otherwise unsettling, we moved to Sela Valley in May 1980 and lived
there - apart from a furlough during the second half of 1981 - until May 1985.
Since then we have been back there several times, although only for brief visits.
But I had found my niche.
Were it not for the readiness of the Sela people to talk with us about their cultural
heritage and values, this study would never have seen the light. It's as simple as
that. Their co-operation and help were indispensable. They will as yet not be able
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to read this book - this may quickly change, though - , but will be fascinated by
the photographs of their land, their villages and their people. I sincerely thank
them for allowing us to live and work among them.
While I was in Irian Jaya, I worked under the auspices of two organizations.
First, from 1978 until 1985 I was sponsored by what eventually would be called
the Evangelical Church in Indonesia (GIDI), for we were missionary workers with
RBMU International (Canada). I wish to express my appreciation to the
leadership of both church and mission for making it possible for us to study the
language and culture of the Sela people. Thanks is due also to several former
colleagues who were stationed in either Korupun or Sela Valley and who helped
me in one way or another. They are Ms. Elinor Young, whose dictionary and other
linguistic write-ups became valuable resources; Mr. and Mrs. Bruce McLeay, who
were very interested in the Sela people, but unfortunately had to return home
before their anticipated move to Sela Valley; Mr. and Mrs. Orin Kidd, and Mr. and
Mrs. Paul Kline. Furthermore, I am very grateful to my friend and colleague Mr.
John Wilson M.Th., himself an able student of Yali culture, for his interest to this
day in my Sela studies. His support has been quiet but effective.
Second, from 1987 to 1989 I worked at the Irian Jaya Study Centre under contract with the Cenderawasih University in Jayapura and the Directorate General
for International Co-operation of the Ministry of Development Co-operation in
The Hague, the Netherlands. While the primary focus of my assignment was the
study of cargoism within the context of the development of Irian Jaya, I could also
continue my research in the Sela area. For this I express my gratitude. My thanks
goes to the previous Rector of the university, Dr.Ir. Rudy Tarumingkeng, to his
successor Drs. August Kafiar MA, and also to the present Governor of Irian Jaya,
Mr. Barnabas Suebu SH, who has always been interested in what I was doing in
Irian Jaya.
We were seconded to these organizations by Knox Presbyterian Church,
Toronto, Canada. Throughout the years Knox has shown a warm interest not only
in us, but also in the Sela people and their welfare.
We are also thankful to the Mission Aviation Fellowship and the Summer Institute of Linguistics for flying us to and from Sela Valley many times over.
In contrast to the Mountain Ok, for example, the Mek have been studied by relatively few scholars. I have been interacting with several of them. I mention Dr. Jan
Louwerse (formerly a missionary at Langda), Dr. Dietrich Helmcke, Dr. Wulf
Schiefenhovel, and Dr. Volker Heeschen whom I visited in Kosarek in January
1981 and who visited Sela Valley in turn in December 1983. The last three were
members of the German Research Team that did fieldwork in the Eipomek valley
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in the 1970s. It will be clear from my account below, that the results of their
research have been invaluable for my own work. It is hard for me to adequately
reciprocate this form of academic generosity.
I consider myself very privileged to have had you, Prof.Dr. Pim Schoorl, as my promotor. Over the years, you have shown great sympathy with my work and studies in
the 'field' and, moreover, you were deeply interested in the highland people among
whom we lived, as you are in all of Irian Jaya. This made my work under your
supervision much more meaningful. My thanks also to you, and your wife, for your
hospitality at your home.
I thank Prof.Dr. Reimar Schefold for reading through my manuscript as the
referent.
This book has been dedicated to the memory of Prof.Dr. Jan van Baal. I owe him
much, very much. He taught me a basic lesson for doing fieldwork, namely to look
around, to listen to the people and to jot down notes. He also did what good
friends do: warn me for mistakes I was about to make. Whenever I wrote to him
for advice, he always responded promptly. I recall with gratitude, and with a tinge
of sadness, the many hours we sat together in his study, conversing about Irian
Jaya. He knew the Irianese people as few others did. I thank his wife, Mrs. Hilda
van Baal, for kindly agreeing to my request to honour her husband in this way.
Several of my relatives and friends helped me prepare this manuscript, and I thank
all of them for their kind co-operation. Drs. Johsz Mansoben translated the
summary into Indonesian. My daughters Helen and Ingrid thoroughly edited the
summary. My wife Dea read and commented on the manuscript as one who shared
my field experiences. Ms. Vidheya van Bilsen prepared the kinship charts, the
maps and the front cover on her computer. My brother, Mr. Louis Godschalk,
virtually took charge of lay-out and formatting and made it a pleasure for me to
finalize the text on his computer.
Finally, a personal word of thanks and gratitude. To my mother (and my father),
for had they not decided to move on to New Guinea in 1950, my life would have
run an entirely different course. To my wife and daughters for helping me finally
reach my goal, which all too often seemed depressingly elusive. And most of all to
my heavenly Father, a trusted Guide throughout my life. To Him alone be the
glory.
January 1993
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Abbreviations

ASAO
B
D
DGIS
F
GIDI
GKI
H
M
MAF
NRC
PUSDI
RBMU
S
SIL
TKNAG

Association for Social Anthropology in Oceania
Brother
Daughter
Directoraat-Generaal Internationale Samenwerking
Father
Gereja Injili di Indonesia
Gereja Kristen Injili di Irian Jaya
Husband
Mother
Mission Aviation Fellowship
Netherlands Reformed Congregations
Pusat Studi Irian Jaya
Regions Beyond Missionary Union
Son
Summer Institute of Linguistics
Tijdschrift van het Koninklijk Nederlandsch Aardrijkskundig
Genootschap
UFM
Unevangelized Fields Mission
UNCEN Universitas Cenderawasih
Verhandelingen van het Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en
VKI
Volkenkunde
W
Wife
Sister
z
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Orthography

The letters i and u represent high open front, respectively back vowels, which tend
to shift to the mid close position. In Korupun they are written e and o.
In addition to the well-known glides ai, au, ei and ou, there are also the glides
ae and ao.
Both aspirated stops (ph, th, kh) and aspirated continuants (mh, nh, Ih, wh, yh)
are found in the language spoken at Sela Valley.

Chapter 1
The Setting

The purpose of my study is to present an ethnographic sketch of the communities
living in the greater Sela area in the southwesten sector of the Mek culture area in
the Eastern Highlands of Irian Jaya, the easternmost province of Indonesia.
Relatively little is known of the Mek people, possibly the last one of the larger
highland tribes in Irian Jaya, of which detailed ethnographies are still lacking. The
only exception are the Eipo people in the central part of the Mek region, where a
team of German scholars carried out a series of interdisciplinary studies in the
1970s. Their results continue to be published. Individual studies have been, or are
being, carried out in a few other areas, mostly by scholars affiliated with mission
organizations.
Almost nothing is known or has been published about the Sela people amongst
whom I did my research. This rather general study is a first step, and no more than
that, towards learning something about their life and customs.
My ethnographic account begins in this chapter with an overview of the various
(language) groups within the Mek culture area, beginning with the communities
where I carried out my fieldwork. This overview is followed by a brief description
of the societies surrounding the Mek culture area. By means of this I outline the
geographical and cultural mosaic in which the Sela people find their own niche.
The maps printed on the previous pages show the location of villages, rivers,
mountain ranges, and so on.
Then I give some information about the climate in the Sela area, especially the
rain data, and about the impact of the weather on the life of the inhabitants. A few
other natural 'events' are briefly mentioned.
This is followed by a summary of some of the demographic data based on a
census carried out in the greater Sela area in 1984 and on a subsequent update of
it a few years later. More demographic information will be found in the
appropriate sections of chapter 3.
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After this I give a brief account of the history of contact between the Mek communities and the 'outside' world. This is a rather neutral account. How the Sela
people responded to what for them were, without question, unprecedented events
as well, will be discussed later.
In the final section I deal with the conditions under which I carried out my
research, both during the early years when I lived at Sela Valley with my family,
and later on when we, or I myself, visited the area from time to time.

1.1

The Mek and their neighbours

1.1.1 The greater Sela area
The people who are the subject of this study inhabit a number of steep valleys on
the south side of the Eastern Highlands in an area surrounding, and south of, the
mission station Sela Valley (Sela is in fact the name of a nearby hill). The coordinates of the airstrip at Sela Valley are 139° 45' east longitude and 04° 31' south
latitude on the older maps published by the Dutch in the 1950s, but 139° 44' 30" E
and 04° 33' S respectively on a map published more recently (Helmcke, Pöhlmann
and Pohlmann 1983).
I did most of my fieldwork among the population living near Sela Valley, which
is situated in the upper drainage area of the river, named the Brazza by the Dutch
in 1910, but called Thay by the people in the West Sela or Dagay by those in the
East Sela. Almost 1500 people (July 1989) live on the (north-)west side of the
Thay river (see map 3). The ten main villages are Kwarangdua, Phoy, Mùnamna
and Sùlda situated on slopes drained by the Ùm creek and the Lù' river; Oldomon
and Orisin in the Oli river valley; Surumdamak, Mekdou and Eyupmìnak on a hill
between the lower Oli and lower Alùp river; and Mundon, a former garden village
linked to Eyupminak but now much larger, across the Oli river and not far from
Kwarangdua.
From Sela Valley one looks 'down' on a small tributary valley (plate 1) to the
southeast, drained by, among others, the Ok and the Yae river. Over 650 people
live in seven main settlements, Megum (or Weriduahak), Bangkwola, Kyoas,
Sikyaga (or Hemhak), Ìdyama, Bera across the Yae, and Uklìn at the top of the
valley.
Several kilometres south of Sela Valley - but it takes half a day of walking
through a steep gorge - a major tributary, the Hao (also spelled Ao or Atù) river,
flows into the Thay river from the east. About 130 people live in a village, called
Haromon, in the upper part of the Hao valley; they have close links with their
neighbours in the East Sela. In the lower Hao valley, less than 190 people live in
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small and scattered settlements, nowadays known together as Sinayom.
Finally, a mountain range (called the Tasman range by the exploration teams of
the 1910s) separates the Hao river valley from the valley of the Weip river (and
the Yay river valley to the east), which descends directly into the southern
lowlands. Several small villages are found there. They are, on the west side,
Kwelamdua, Bolkiriknadua and Yalidomon (with Bamdua); many of the
approximately 240 people are now living near the airstrip at Kwelamdua. On the
east side there is one settlement, Bidabuk, with about 200 people living in the main
village as well as in small garden hamlets.
The total number of inhabitants in the greater Sela area, therefore, is approximately 2900 as of July 1989. Of those, less than 1500 live in the West Sela, about
800 in the East Sela (including Haromon), and over 600 in the Lower Hao valley
and Weip valley. They live within an area of about 300 square km, of which naturally large sections are not inhabited.
Despite the relatively small number of people living in the Sela area, the language
situation is very diverse. The West Sela and East Sela people speak the same
dialect, but different communalects which reflect a relationship with the language
spoken by their respective neighbours, on the one hand those living in the Korupun
area to the west and the Nalca region to the north, and Una language speakers to
the east on the other. For example, an adult male is called ningabù in the West
Sela, but sal in the East Sela. Another difference is illustrated by the way in which
the Brazza river is called: Thay versus Dagay.
The inhabitants of the (lower) Hao valley and those living on the west flank of
the Weip valley speak a different dialect; this dialect area almost certainly extends
further to the west, to include villages on the southern edge of the highlands.
An altogether different language is spoken by the residents of Bidabuk on the
eastern flank of the Weip valley. It probably belongs to the Saynme (Bomela) dialect of what has been called the Una language by Louwerse (1988; the boundaries
indicated on his maps, however, are incorrect). It is of interest to note that a word
comparison indicates a closer connection with the language spoken in the Bime
area, much further to the east.
As the Una language belongs to the Eastern group of Mek languages, the
boundary between this group and the Western group in the Mek language family
(see Heeschen 1978:10) runs between the Upper Thay and the Ey river valley, then
between the Hao and the Sayn river valley, and finally along the middle of the
Weip river valley.
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The Mek culture area

The Mek people inhabit the valleys in the central area of the Eastern Highlands in
Irian Jaya (see map 2). We briefly mention the various sub-groups.
The western neighbours of the Sela people inhabit first of all the Erok river
valley system (mainly the Duram and the area around the mission post Korupun),
including a small valley to the west with just one small village (Wura). Furthermore, the much larger Dagi - or more correctly Phuldùbla (named after the phul
tree or its fruit) - valley directly to the west of Sela Valley. And finally, they live in
two villages, Gobogdua and Sisibna, in a valley south of the Dagi which descends
directly into the lowlands, as well as in Debula, a village situated in the Nïri river
valley, a western tributary of the Thay river. Relations (not always of a friendly nature) are maintained between villages in the West Sela and those in the Erok and
Dagi valley, between Sinayom and the Dagi, and between the hamlets in the West
Weip valley and Debula (marked by enmity). A distinctly different dialect, called
Korupun Kimyal, is spoken in the Erok and Dagi valley. The inhabitants of
Debula, Gobogdua and Sisibna probably speak the same dialect as those living in the
West Weip and lower Hao valley. Linguistic studies, including the compilation of a
dictionary, have been carried out by Young (1981), a missionary formerly based at
Korupun. There are virtually no ethnographic studies available of this area.
The eastern neighbours of the Sela people live in the Yay river valley just west
of the Goliath Mountain, in the valleys of the Saynme and its tributaries and in the
Eyme (or Heyme) valley system. The relations between the Sela people and those
groups are not very close. There is a trail leading from the East Sela over the high
range to the Eyme valley. Another connection links the East Sela (and Haromon)
with the Saynme valley. There is apparently more frequent interaction between the
inhabitants of the Weip valley and the communities in the Yay and Saynme valley.
There are a few more populated valleys further east of the Eyme valley, in the
catchment area of the upper Eilanden river. Not much is known about those who
live there. The same language - Una - is spoken throughout the entire southeastern sector of the Mek culture area. Linguistic studies have been carried out by
Louwerse (1978, 1988), formerly a missionary based in Langda. He also wrote a
missiological thesis (1987) that includes some ethnographic information, mostly
about Una worldview.
Turning now to the Mek population living north of the watershed, we begin with
those at the western end. The In valley is inhabited by the so-called Yalenang. This
is a transition area. The people speak one of the Mek languages, but culturally
they have much in common with the Yali people. Heeschen (1984, 1986) has
published some comparative ethnographic studies of the Yalenang and the Eipo.
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Mek people are also living in two villages, Piniyi and Pindok, in the upper ùbahak
valley, near the juncture with the Sosom valley (see Zöllner 1977), which otherwise
is inhabited by the Yali.
Not much is known about the people living in the IIup, Bo, Tap and Nalcamek
valleys. A few villages in the northern part of the West Sela maintain relations with
villages in the Nalca (Olsikla) area. There are trails leading from both Sela Valley
and Korupun to Nalca, and also from Korupun to Nipsan in the IIup valley,
Kosarek in the In valley and Angguruk in the Yahulï valley. In the early 1970s,
missionaries carried out preliminary linguistic studies of the language spoken in
the Nalca area, which was at that time called Hmanggona.
The communities living in the Eipomek (and Famek) valley have become wellknown through the publications of the members of the German Research Team in
the 1970s. We will frequently refer to those studies for comparative purposes, although the Sela people have no (direct) relations with the Eipo people and do not
appear to be familiar with them. Volker Heeschen and Wulf Schiefenhövel above
all have been, and still are, prolific authors of both linguistic and ethnographic
publications; together (1983) they published a very useful dictionary of the Eipo
language, in both German and English. Other ethnographic studies were published
by Michel (1983) and Gerd Koch (1984), while Bùchi (1981) published a short
study on the physical anthropology of the Eipo people. Eibl-Eibesfeldt, too, collaborated in a number of publications.
The people living further east of the Eipomek valley inhabit the Tanime and
Bime valleys. A few members of the German team carried out some studies there,
but until now only scattered references to these groups are found in the published
literature.
Finally, there is a large, but thinly populated, territory in the northeastern
sector of the Mek culture area where the same language, Ketengban, is spoken.
Andrew and Anne Sims, missionary linguists with SIL, have carried out linguistic
and anthropological studies here (see the bibliography).
The Mek languages have been provisionally assigned the status of a sub-phylumlevel family (a one-family stock) of the Trans-New Guinea Phylum (Wurm
1982:187-189), because of its relative isolation. The languages within the Mek
family itself appear to be rather homogeneous (Heeschen 1984:113). They are
distinguished in a Western and an Eastern group. The Western group includes a
diverse group of languages, spoken at Kosarek, Nipsan, Nalca and Eipomek on the
north side of the range, and at Korupun and Sela Valley on the south side. The
Eastern group, which is more uniform, includes the Ketengban language on the
north side and the Una language on the south side of the range (cf. Heeschen
1978). The boundary runs between the Eipomek and Tanime valley, between the
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Eyme/Saynme and Thaymak valley, and through the Weip river valley. The Eipo
language seems to occupy an intermediate position.
The cultural features of the area are fairly uniform. At the western 'frontier', a
mix of Yali and Mek features has been observed. Otherwise, the Mek cultures are
generally oriented more towards the Mountain Ok cultures in the east. In this
respect, they conform to the same pattern found among the Yali, the Grand Valley
Dani and the Western Dani.
Within this configuration, the people around Sela Valley occupy a remarkable
position. Their language belongs to the Western group of Mek languages, but
there are eastern 'traces', in particular in the mos songs. In respect to cultural
traits, one encounters influences from both the east and the west (and north)
within the valley.

1.13

The neighbours of the Mek

The Mek people share their western border with the Yali. The Yali people inhabit,
from east to west, the Solo, Seng, Heluk and (east side of the) Kwik valleys on the
south side of the range, and on the north side the upper Yahùlï, Habilik and Landi
valleys, and furthermore numerous smaller tributary valleys. Klaus-Friedrich Koch
(1974), an anthropologist, and Zöllner (1977), a former missionary at Angguruk,
wrote their doctoral dissertations on warfare and religion respectively among the
Northern Yali, and also published studies on other aspects of their culture. Wilson,
also a missionary, wrote an article (1986) about male im'tiation practices among
the Southern Yali and a master's thesis (1988) about their oral culture in relation
to the translation of the Bible and the creation of a Yali hymnody.
The eastern boundary - its exact location is not entirely known - is shared
with the Mountain Ok. On the south side of the range, a large swath of no-man's
land apparently separates the two groups. On the north side, the line appears to
run between the Ok Bi valley and the Bame (also known as Ok Bap) valley.
Following the Netherlands New Guinea Expedition to the Star Mountains in 1959,
several articles were published on some aspects of the Ok culture in this region,
namely by Kooijman (1962), Pouwer (1964) and Reynders (1962). But it was the
missionary Hylkema (1974) who wrote a perceptive study on the worldview of the
Nalum people at Apmisibil.
Turning to the southern border, the mountains abruptly descend into the
lowlands. Trails lead down the steep slopes at various points, and there are
occasional contacts between the Mek and their southern neighbours. But to my
knowledge there are no permanent settlements in the mid-altitude zone. Below
this zone live people who used to be known as the Somahai, but today are called
Momuna or Momina, a relatively small group of people who maintain a semi-
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nomadic way of life in a vast area extending from west of the Balim river to the
Steenboom (Ey) river in the east. They are lowlanders whose language, according
to Voorhoeve (1975:32), appears to be more related to the Ok and Muyu
languages than to the Asmat languages. More recent linguistic studies have been
written by Reimer (1986 for example), a member of SIL assigned to study this
language. Henson (1988), a missionary living at Sumo, wrote a paper on Momina
spirit beings.
The area to the southeast is virtually unknown. According to an SIL missionary
(Kroneman, pers. comm.), the people living near Seradala, situated in the lowlands
south of the Eyme valley near the west branch of the upper Eilanden river, speak a
language closely related to either the Ok language or what has been called the
Kupel language.
Finally, the northern frontier is very indistinct. The mountains gradually turn to
row after row of undulating foothills which are sparsely inhabited. Eventually the
hills give way to the Eastern Lakes Plain. Very little is known about the population
living there.

1.2

Climate

1.2.1

Rainfall

The rainfall at Sela Valley was measured virtually each day from May 1980 until
March 1991. The Bureau of Meteorology and Geophysics of the Ministry of
Communication at Jayapura provided a raingauge of the 'VanDoorn' type as well
as a supply of record cards. The gauge was initially located on a slope near the
airstrip, but was later relocated about 100 m because of interference by trees that
had been planted there in the meantime. Readings were taken at 7 o'clock in the
morning. From June 1980 onward, data on the daily rainfall and on the number of
raindays (defined as days with a rainfall of least one half mm) were recorded on
cards which were forwarded to the Bureau mentioned above each month. Annual
records were mailed at the end of each year. In March 1991, a huge landslide
wiped out the mission post at Sela Valley. It missed the raingauge by a squeaker,
but rainfall readings came, for obvious reasons, to a sudden end. The data cover an
uninterrupted period of just over ten years and, therefore, represent the most
complete body of information of this kind collected in the Eastern Highlands
between Wamena and Oksibil.
The averages of both rainfall (in mm) and raindays for each of the calendar
months are given in table 1.1. They were calculated for the period beginning in
January 1981 and ending in December 1990.

Sela Valley
Table 1.1 Averages of rainfall and raindays at Sela Valley
month

January
February
March
April
May

June
July
August
September
October
November
December

rainfall (mm)

raindays

483.6
471.7
461.7
391.4
277.1
256.1
183.7
263.3
267.4
262.3
270.6
446.4

27.2
25.3
26.1
24.0
23.1
22.7
21.7
23.5
22.7
22.3
21.3
26.9

The monthly averages are 336.3 mm and 23.9 days; the annual averages are 4035.3
mm and 286.8 days.
The highest daily rainfall (107 mm) was recorded on December 17, 1987. The
longest period of continuous raindays recorded is forty-four days, from December
1989 to February 1990. Twice there were nine continuous days without rain, in
May 1985 and July 1987.
The average annual rainfall of just over 4000 mm, while being the highest on
the southern fall of the Eastern Highlands, is lower than had been expected. The
probable factors are in my opinion the fact that the site where the raingauge was
located, was at a fairly high altitude (1890 m), was rather close (about thirteen
km) to the central range, and was situated in the rainshadow of the slope, facing
the highlands rather than the foothills or the lowlands to the south.
This average is much lower than the amount of 5171 mm over a total of 312
days, recorded by Hoffmann (1985-89) in the Eipomek valley from November 1975
to December 1976, with two interruptions. On the basis of this he estimates the
annual rainfall to be close to 6000 mm. It is true that the average rainfall recorded
north of the central watershed is generally higher than that measured south of it.
But the amount recorded in the Eipomek valley is in my opinion not altogether
representative; moreover, the recording period was both short and discontinuous.
The effect of the so-called El Nino weather pattern during 1982-83 shows up
very distinctly in the records. In June 1982, the amount of rainfall began to drop
well below average, and from that month on until December 1982 the monthly
totals were the lowest on record, as were the number of raindays. In November
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1982, only forty-nine mm of rain feil over a total of seven days. During that time
the valleys began to fill up with haze and smoke, drifting in from the lowlands and
rising up to as high as 3000 m. The forest became crackling dry, and rivers and
creeks dwindled in size.

1.2.2 Weather patterns
An average day in this part of the highlands has the following pattern. At sunrise,
the sky is virtually clear, there is little or no wind, the humidity is between ninety
and one hundred percent, and the temperature ranges between twelve and
fourteen degrees Celsius. As a result of the sunshine, the mercury rises quickly until the temperature reaches twenty-five degrees or higher, while the humidity goes
down to about eighty percent, sometimes even lower. Before long, cloud formations appear on the high ranges and around the peaks. After 9 o'clock the wind
picks up. Clouds float into the valley from the lowlands through the Thay river
gorge, slowly dissolving at first. When the saturation point is reached, the valley
closes down quickly. By noontime visibility is virtually zero on the slopes. The
humidity level is increasing and the temperature begins its long downward slide.
The wind may calm down. Shortly after noon a drizzle (mùru) begins to fall, which
soon changes into a steady rain (mùk). The afternoons are monotously foggy, rainy
and cool. Towards dusk it may sometimes clear up a little. Rain continues well into
the evening; clear nights are rare. After midnight the sky usually opens up.
What is the effect of this on the people? In contrast to, for example, the Yali or
the Hupla, the Mek people are early risers. They are up and around well before
sunrise, and are on their way to the gardens before 7 o'clock in the morning. There
they work until 2 or 3 o'clock in the afternoon. They try to be back in the village
before the rain starts coming down. But it is not uncommon to see women
returning in the rain, heavily loaded with potatoes, firewood and sometimes a little
child perched on top of that, followed by men carrying heavy logs on their shoulders. After nightfall they rarely venture outside.
There are also seasonal variations. From December until April, the mornings
are clear and sunny, but there are heavy showers during the afternoon and
throughout the night. Beginning in May, precipitation begins to decrease. But from
then on until about August a persistent fog blanks the valleys. Humidity is
continuously high. Within one or two hours after the sun appears over the
mountains, fog rises up from the valley floor and quickly spreads over the slopes.
The temperature hardly rises and hovers around twenty degrees. In September, the
weather improves markedly. This is the onset of the dry period. The days are
bright and clear. The temperature range is wide. It is the time when one
occasionally sees a dusting of snow high up on the ranges. Humidity is generally
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lower. By December heavy rains pick up again.
This fluctuating pattern affects the people also. While gardens can be prepared
throughout the year, large sections of secondary growth are cleared and burned off
during the latter part of the year; smoke can be seen rising from various places in
the valley. This is also the time when people travel around more often. They spend
most of their time outside. This changes, of course, during the rainy season when
drenching rains keep everyone inside in the afternoon. The foggy season, however,
is not an enjoyable time. The gardens yield less food and shortages occur, forcing
the people to eat the smaller and less desirable potatoes, otherwise given to the
pigs, and to go to the forest to gather leaves, ferns and small rodents or other
animals. On the one hand, it is a time when sicknesses (sometimes of an epidemic
nature) make their rounds and deaths occur more frequently. On the other hand,
the fact that the people are forced to collect a greater variety of food and so
become less dependent on their staple food, the sweet potato, seems to have a
positive effect on their health condition.

1.2.3 Other natural events
A rainbow is called menu (imange). The same word refers to a kind of snake
belonging to the python family, which is not found in the valley itself, but in the
lowlands.
Occasionally strong mountain winds occur, in particular in the early mornings.
They are called khau.
Lightning (beba, bepya) lights up the evening sky regularly, from all sides. But
the thunderstorms are far away in the lowlands (both north and south of the
range), and thunder (limang) is rarely heard. Hardly ever does a thunderstorm hit
the valley itself.
The upper highlands can be freezing cold during the night, especially when it is
raining. More than once we heard of people who had died high in the mountains,
because they did not make or find a shelter.
Snow is not unknown, and the word for it is blom deya. Van der Ven (1913:180)
often saw the high peaks covered with snow after clear nights during his sojourn on
the peak of Mt. Goliath in February 1911.I have rarely seen snow on the ranges of
the Eastern Highlands.
Earthquakes (suguma') occur regularly; tremors are felt once a month on average. A strong earthquake, the epicenter of which was situated in the Solo valley,
about thirty km to the west, occurred on January 20, 1981, shortly after midnight.
In the following months, hundreds of aftershocks rumbled through the valley.
Several people were buried under subsequent landslides. Scars from huge slides
are visible throughout the valley.
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The census of 1984 and its update in 1988/89

13.1 Introduction
In 1984 I took a census in the greater Sela area. It covered over 2600 persons. A
selection of the data is tabulated in Appendix A (and Appendix D).
The list of questions (questionnaire is too fancy a word) was first tested out in
one village, to smooth out the way of interviewing the people, and also to determine their response. It turned out that their reaction was quite positive. In each
village there were always some willing to help us, and we were usually surrounded
by a crowd of men and women who were happy to give whatever information we
asked for.
Then I obtained the help of young men who were literate and who lived in the
village for which they were asked to collect data. They left with notebook, pencil
and the list of questions, and wrote down the information. When they returned, I
went over each line of information, and additional data were also written down.
All of this was used and cross-checked whenever I visited a village. I could not go
to all the settlements in the area at that time, but the data were verified several
times over. Whenever people came to the mission post, I checked with them any
information regarding them and their relatives that we had on record. Throughout
the process, of course, we found and corrected errors.
We recorded the following information:
1. The (proper) name. Name changes are not uncommon and often I obtained the
name used at that time as well as the 'old' name.
2. The clan affiliation. While the people were sometimes unsure of someone's
name, the clan affiliation was always known. The clans are further discussed in
chapter 3.6.
3. The place of birth. If people were born outside the Sela area, the name of their
valley or area where they were born was sometimes supplied. By coupling this
information with that on place of residence and clan affiliation, we could begin
to tracé how people, that is members of a given clan, move about, whether or
not this is called migration.
4. The gender.
5. The age group. We made use of the categories used by the Sela people
themselves, but combined some of them to arrive at the tripartite division of
the young people (mi/kilmi; ningmabù/kilmabù), the adults (kabini/kabinikïl;
ningabù/kilabù; hong yakni/-kil), and the old people (nong nang/nimi); see also
chapter 3.1 through 3.3.
6. The marital status. If people were married, the monogamous unions were
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distinguished from the polygynous ones. If they were not married, we noted
whether they were single or widowed. Data on marriage and marital residence
are found in chapter 3.3.2.
7. A few primary kin relations were recorded, in particular to the head of the
household. The purpose was only to place a person in relation to his or her
immediate kin. Where a man had more than one wife, the order of marriage
was noted.
8. The affiliation of adult men with a men's hut.
9. A note was made of those who had been baptized.
In 1988/89 I rechecked and updated my census data, to correct any further errors
and document the most significant changes that had taken place in the intervening
years. Seventy-four corrections were necessary. Information on twenty-three
persons had been overlooked or omitted, while there had been eighteen doublé
entries. Two questionable entries were removed. The result was that the population total increased by three. The other corrections were related to - in decreasing
frequency - clan affiliation, marital status, age group, place of birth and gender.
Several of the changes will be noted in the relevant sections below.

1.3.2

The villages

I will now give a brief description of each of the villages (see map 3). Settlements
themselves change continually, and they move, although rarely over a great
distance. My description will be based on the situation of 1984, but I will also
indicate significant changes that have occurred since then.
We begin in the West Sela. Kwarangdua (1800-1900 m), near the airstrip, consists
of a number of wards, spread out over a gradual slope (plate 3). They are Blengblengko, Kwarangdua, Sisayak (and Saimdua). The first two wards moved about
100 m in the mid 1980s. Saimdua has dwindled over the years, and does not exist
anymore today.
Phoy (1920 m) is a small settlement situated to the northwest, fifteen minutes
walking from the strip. The village appears to move up and down the slope,
depending on where the gardens are.
North of it is Mùnamna (1900 m). This is a composite village. As a result of the
heavy fighting in which their neighbours of Orisin were embroiled in the late
1970s, the people from Kwalboron and Sùlda fled to Mùnamna. By 1984 some had
returned to Kwalboron (1980 m), and by 1987 Sùlda (1900 m) had been rebuilt. I
have on record who have moved back, but I have not split up the data collected in
1984.
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The village of Oldomon (1980 m) is situated in the upper Oli river valley. It is a
compactly built village, built on a promontory overlooking the valley. From there,
a major trail leads to the Erok valley via the Olmin pass.
Down the valley lies the village of Orisin (1740 m; see plate on front cover).
The huts are also built closely together. Although it is located at the foot of a steep
mountain, the Kùmnang range (2750 m), the location is safe from landslides.
A number of villages are found on a ridge between the Alup and the Oli river.
Surumdamak (1970 m) is built on its crest. Mekdou is located next to it; it used to
be situated at some distance, but it moved over, possibly at the urging of the evangelist from Korupun. From this ridge, and from Orisin, a trail leads over the high
range towards Nalca.
A little down the slope is a small village, Eyupmïnak (1890 m). A garden village
across the Oli river became permanently inhabited several years ago, and the village of Mundon (1550 m) has since outgrown its mother village. Mundon is located
in an amphitheatre-like setting, the only flat land on a steep slope. It consists of
two wards, Lukluas and Baruwi. It is here that the most influential leader in the
Sela, Wanyasirik Sul, has settled with his three wives and many children.
We turn to the East Sela. The first village is Megum (1550 m). It was located on a
sharp ridge overlooking the Thay river, and is clearly visible on the aerial
photographs taken in 1945. In September 1987, however, everyone packed up their
belongings, took down their huts and relocated to a new site, about 500 m away,
called Weriduahak. This happened after a series of 'unexplainable' deaths, attributed to a bisa'kil, a (female) spirit which is greatly feared (see chapter 4.2).
Bangkwola, although near to Megum and very close to Weriduahak, is a small
but distinct community.
Kyoas (1650 m) is located further up the valley on a gentle slope. A former
settlement, Angkalana, used to be situated a little higher up.
On the same slope, but much higher, one finds Sikyaga (1830 m), also called
Hemhak after a nearby river. From there a trail leads to the lower Hao valley.
At the upper end of the valley is the village of Uklïn (1980 m). It is compactly
built, and is located near the forest. From there a trail winds its way to the upper
Hao valley. Another trail crosses the Mul river and follows the upper Thay river to
the pass and on to the Eyme valley. A small garden hamlet, Dïblam, about four
hours away from Uklin, straddles the Thay river bank. The Phu river, a source of
rock for stone blades (phudala), joins the Thay river just .below Dïblam. An
offshoot of Uklïn is the village of Idyama (1630 m), which is located far below on a
small plateau a few minutes from Kyoas.
Bera (1615 m) is the only village on the north side of the valley at present.
There used to be another village, called Lïblum, just across from Uklïn.
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Then the villages in the two valleys to the south. In the upper Hao valley we find
the village of Haromon, at 2100 m the highest settlement in the Sela area. It is
densely built on a flat area near the forest. From there a trail leads into the
Saynme valley, and another one south to the Weip valley. There is also a trail
going down the valley, but it does not appear to be traveled much at all; one has to
clamber down a steep gorge. For demographic purposes, I have listed Haromon
under the East Sela category.
Sinayom comprises a number of small settlements in the lower Hao valley. The
largest is a new one, called Kumdakla (1370 m), to which many people are now
moving. Another one is Kabìdìya (1310 m), the lowest settlement in the area.
From Kumdakla one can walk to Sela Valley in less than a day.
Finally the villages in the Weip valley, from where the lowlands can be clearly
seen. Most of the people on the West flank have moved to live close to the site of
the new airstrip (see chapter 5). There are, or were, three distinct communities,
Kwelamdua (1500 m), Bolkiriknadua and Yalidomon. In earlier days, people were
also living in Bamdua, a few hours up the valley, near the juncture of the Weip and
the Yali river. That site is also visible on the 1945 photographs.
Across the Weip river, which also functions as a language boundary, is the
village of Bidabuk (1590 m). The Bidabuk people live far and wide on that side of
the valley and even in some locations in the Yay valley. From Bidabuk, a trail
leads to the east. From this valley there are also trails going down into the
lowlands (plate 2).

1.3.3 The households and the men's houses
The members of a household are those whose names were given to me, when I
asked who lived in, or was affiliated with, a family hut (diba). They are usually a
husband and wife (or wives) with their children, some other relatives, like a
widowed mother or a brother and his family, and certain non-relatives, such as
'adopted' children or single males. There is a great variety of possibilities. The
male adults and adolescents sleep in the men's hut, while the females and the
younger children sleep in the family hut and are its actual occupants.
I noted a few times that there were more than one fireplace in a family hut,
separated by an inner wall, with or without an interior connecting passage way. In
those cases the number of households equalled that of the fireplaces. One could in
this case also say that there are two huts which share one roof.
In each village one usually comes across a number of males, from each age
group, who are not affiliated with any one family house. These 'leftovers' were, by
my informants, marked as members of a certain men's house. They are of course
included in the total number of inhabitants, but do not constitute a household.
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Their number is so low, that the impact on the analysis is negligible. There is one
exception, however. In the Southeast there are eighty-nine males (one old, seventy
adult eighteen young) who are not affiliated with a household; of over 80 percent
of them, one or both of their parents had died. Including them would skew the data
on the average household size in that area.
The number of 'occupants' ranges from one to eleven. The size of the average
household is 4.7 (5.9 in the Southeast when the ninety or so males are included, 5.0
when they are not).
The number of households in a village ranges from seven (Bolkiriknadua) to
fifty-six (Mùnamna, undivided) or fifty-five (Kwarangdua), corresponding to some
extent to the size of the village.
The figures I arrived at are similar to those calculated for a few villages in the
Eipomek valley (Roll and Zimmermann 1979:6,14-15; Michel 1983:25).
Adult men were also asked for the men's house (yùwi) they were affiliated with.
Sometimes this question remained unanswered, for example if a (garden) hamlet
did not have a men's house, or if a man lived outside a village in a hut near his
garden. But if a man lives in a village, he belongs to one of the men's houses of
that village, although not necessarily to the one of the ward in which his family hut
is located.
The number of men's houses in a village ranges from one to five, and
corresponds basically with the number of wards or hamlets making up a village.
But one should note that several villages are built quite compactly, and that no
wards are distinguished there; then we find more than one men's house. The traditional men's houses are all named.
Nowadays, men also live in houses where devotions are held or which double
up as rooms for literacy classes. It is my impression that younger men are more
likely to live there. Once I noticed that a new men's house had been built as an
extension of the traditional men's house. It had no name and was occupied by
younger men.
In three out of five cases, father and son(s) are occupants of the same men's
house. Over seventy percent of the brothers live in the same house.
The number of occupants ranges from four to thirty (adult males), but is higher
if the older boys are included, who often sleep there, too. The average is approximately twelve. These figures are similar to those for the Eipomek valley (Michel
1983:25, 31; Koch 1984:17). The men's houses in Eipomek are also named.
1.3.4

The age groups

In 1984, the young age group constituted 39.8 percent of the total population, the
adult age group 54.7 percent and the old age group 5.5 percent. In 1988/89 the
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percentages had changed to 46.1, 49.7 and 4.2 respectively.
The sex ratio for each of the three groups was 135 107 and 38 respectively, and
just over 111 for the entire population in 1984. These numbers had changed little
four years later (see Table 2 in Appendix A).
The sex ratios are fairly balanced in the East Sela and show a greater variation
(among the young) in the West Sela. In the Southeast, however, they are very
different. There they are for 1984: young 216, adult 135, old 13, total 150-; and for
1989: young 219, adult 124, old 26, total 150+. This means that there exists either a
surplus of males or a shortage of females. The ratio of the young age group to the
total population was, as we noted, almost forty percent for the greater Sela area in
1984. This is, according to Van Baal, a normal percentage in a pre-contact situation. But in the Southeast it was more than three percent (36.7) lower, and this
may point to a shortage of girls due to the practice of preferential female infanticide (see further chapter 3.1.3). Although in 1988/89 the ratio of the young to the
population increased to 46.1 percent (45.5 percent in the Southeast), there was no
correction of the imbalance in the sex ratio; on the contrary, for the young age
group it increased to 219. I have elaborated more on this in an earlier paper
(Godschalk 1990; see Appendix D in this study).
On the basis of the pattern of the sex ratio and the ratio of the young to the
number of inhabitants, I have included Haromon with the villages of the East Sela.
The demographic picture in the Eipomek valley parallels the one that I have
encountered in the lower Hao and the Weip valley (see Schiefenhövel 1984 and
1988:67-84).
Concerning the age group of the old people, there are relatively few of them in
the Southeast. In 1984, over 72 percent of them were women; this increased to
over 76 percent in 1988/89. Of the men, slightly more than half of them are still
married. But most of the women (four out of five) are widows. Thus five out of six
who have been widowed are women. When a spouse dies, the surviving partner
may continue the household. But in most cases, he or she moves in with the household of one of their sons or, less often, one of their daughters. The preference towards being incorporated in the household of the son's family may be a reflection
of the relationship between parents and their children. On the other hand, most of
the men, after they marry, remain living in the village of their parents, while only
half of the women do.

13.5

How people move

With regard to every person, I asked where he or she was born. Those who are
considered to have been born locally were born in the village in which they now
reside, though not necessarily in the same ward, or on sites (for example in huts
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near the gardens) that are associated with that village, or in places which have
since been abandoned but are considered related to that village. Each village has
its own interesting history, and this shows up clearly in the information concerning
the place of birth. Immigrants are those who were born in other settlements, either
within or outside the area of study. At one time or other they moved to where they
are living now. I have no specific records about those who moved out of the greater
Sela area.
Given these parameters, 76.6 percent of the population was born locally (in
1984; see Table 3 in Appendix A). In the Southeast it is 86.0 percent; it seems that
the villages there are more self-contained. The range is from ninety-three percent
in Sinayom in the lower Hao valley to almost fifty-three percent in Phoy in the
West Sela.
Apart from those who moved within one of the three main regions or between
them, it is of greater interest to see the pattern of the movement of people from
outside the Sela area into this region. We note then, first of all, the relatively large
number of people coming from the valleys to the west: seventy-six. Forty of them
originate from the Korupun or Duram area alone. All but two of the seventy-six
moved to the West Sela, and none to the East Sela. It is significant that more
people moved to the West Sela from areas to the west than from the East Sela
(forty). Geographical proximity apparently does not imply social proximity; or in
other words, rivers function more as boundaries than mountains do. But
geographical nearness does play a role. For those from the west moved to the
westernmost villages in the West Sela (Phoy, Mùnamna, Oldomon), while those
from the East Sela moved to places like Mekdou or Mundon.
Only eleven people, all of them women who are - or were - married, are
recorded to have come from valleys to the east. They now live in either the
Southeast or the East Sela, but not in the West Sela.
When we, finally, look at both the marital status and the gender of the immigrants, we note once more a distinct difference. There are 106 (formerly) married
men (out of 197 male immigrants), but 368 women (out of 418 female immigrants)
who are or were married or who remarried (see Table 4 in Appendix A). These
women constitute 60 percent of the total number of immigrants, and 88 percent of
the total number of female immigrants. Almost half of the number of marriageable
females has moved away from their place of birth at one point in their life. It
seems to us that most of the females move with a view to marrying (either virilocal
or neolocal mode of marital residence).
Of the other ninety-one male immigrants, thirty-eight are single men and fiftythree are children; of the other fifty females, forty-three are children and just seven
are women who are not (yet) married.
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13.6

Sela Valley

The 1988/89 update of the census

In this paragraph I just mention some of the more significant changes, in as far as
these have not yet been referred to. The population in the greater Sela area
increased to almost 2900 people (see Table 1 in Appendix A). Over an averaged
period of four years and four months it grew by just under 10 percent (see Table 3
in Appendix D), or more than 2.2 percent annually. The increase was only 5.2
percent in the East Sela, but 15.7 percent in the Southeast, where Bidabuk topped
the list of villages with an increase of 19.5 percent.
This increase is solely due to a net gain within the young age group. This group
grew by 27.4 percent in the region (see Table 4 in Appendix D), increasing the
ratio of the young to the total population to over 46 percent. In the Southeast, the
young age group increased by 43.4 percent. There I noted a high number of 'new'
marital unions. This was not completely unexpected, for in 1984 I had been told
that quite a few young men had already been 'promised' to their future wives. In
spite of this, these couples accounted for only 20 percent of the children born
between 1984 and 1989. Another 20 percent were 'first' children of couples who
were (just) married in 1984. The others were born in families which already had
children. More important is the fact that many more boys than girls (sixty-two over
against thirty-nine; sex ratio of 159) were recorded to have been born in these
years, keeping the sex ratio of the young age group far above normal. In fact, it
went up from 216 to 219, for a variety of reasons.
Furthermore, the birth rate increased significantly. During the period mentioned above, 377 children were born (see Table 5 in Appendix D); fifteen of them
died, together with twenty-four other children. Because the interval between the
original census and its update coincided roughly - it was slightly higher - with the
average interval between the birth of children, I recorded one birth per mother in
five out of six cases. The other cases are interesting, however. Some women had
two children, but spaced at least three years apart. But others gave birth to a child
within three years after their last child was born. The closest interval was nineteen
months. This indicates a departure from a custom found in the highlands, where
children are spaced three to four years. The reply I received on my queries was
intriguing. The local people have noticed that the Dani families (all Christians)
usually live together as nuclear families. When they themselves become Christians,
and especially if they are chosen for a church ministry, they tend to emulate this
new pattern. But, unlike the Dani, they do not have access to anti-conception
drugs. Hence a higher frequency in pregnancies and births among them.

The Setting
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1.4 Contact with the outside world
Rather than focus on the Sela Valley area alone, I will give a brief account of the
contact of the Mek people as a whole with the 'outside' world.

1.4.1

The first encounters in 1910-1911

The highest (snow-capped) peak of the Eastern Highlands (its elevation is estimated at approximately 4700 m) was sighted by members of a military exploration
team from a distance of about 80 km to the south on September 6, 1909. It was
named the Juliana Peak (Hellwig 1910a; Heldring 1910 includes three panoramic
sketches); its co-ordinates are 140° 16' E and 4° 41' S. It has since been renamed
Gunung Mandala by the Indonesian administration.
From that time on, these teams, while exploring and mapping the numerous
rivers in the southern lowlands, made an effort to reach the highlands from the
south. In 1910 they worked their way up along the Eilanden and the Kolff river
further to the west (Hellwig 1910b). In June 1910, Schaeffer reached the Pandan
Hill, where he found a few (tree) huts and left some trade goods behind (Schaeffer
1910). In August 1910, he and Van der Ven ascended the next ridge to the east; on
the 21st they reached their highest point (2500 m). On August 30, about twenty
people approached from the north and began throwing stones, but they quickly
disappeared after a few volleys were fired. In January 1911, Schaeffer and Van der
Ven resumed their explorations, and on February 5 they reached the peak of Mt.
Goliath (elevation 3340 m; the local name is ùil), where they stayed for three
weeks, mapping the ranges and taking bearings of over 150 peaks. In the valley to
the northeast (the Sayn river valley) they saw a large village with about 60 houses,
situated on a small ridge (a man from Kwelamdua told me that its name could
have been Kìtiknahak). They met a few people, presumably from that village, near
their bivouac (Van der Ven 1913; the article includes a map, three panoramic
sketches and six photographs).
At the same time, A.C. de Kock1 came in contact with people on the south side
of the Goliath. On January 31, 1911, he met a few individuals and a family on the
trail. In the following weeks he was able to visit a village on the west flank of the
Goliath (in the Yay river valley, near present-day Yalmebi). There he met men
and older boys, but he never saw women and smaller children. He counted eleven
huts, but was not allowed to enter any one of them.
De Kock wrote a most interesting and quite accurate report (De Kock 1912)
about these people, and this in fact is the first ethnographic account of the Goliath
1 Not MA. de Kock; see the correction in TKNAG 29:598.

