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Introduction:

This paper discusses the post contact history of Kovai agriculture
as a basis fornlearning more of the effects of cash éropping on the
subsistence economy. As far as | can see now it wifl be difficult to
investigate this since cash cropping is only one of a vartety of factors
influencing agriculfuraf practices. Since This paper is written in The
initial stage of field research, | have not atfempted to make a compre-
hensive discussion of the subject, and |- should sfreés +ﬁa+ many of my
findings are tentative; additicnally they pirobably have a Bérang—Omom
bias since. | made my field base in These closely~joined villages, and

there | got most of my information.

The People and their Environment

The Kovai are shifting cultivators living in the western part of
Umboi island in the Vitiaz Strait In between the Huon .Peninsula and
New Britain. Population density in the area is low, about 6,75 people
per square kilometer, and large tracts of the island are covered with
primary rain forest. Umboi has remained isolated, although Lutheran
missionaries settled there in the 1920s; a government station was not
opened until 1963, Comﬁercial development has been slight with the only
large scale enterprise being a plantation owned by the Lutheran Church.
Labour migration sterted after the first World War and has remained
considerable‘ever since. Many people of Kovai descent now |ive elsewhefe
in tThe country; currently about 3000 Kovai live on the island. Théyfare
predominantly land oriented and derive most of their livelihood from!.%

inland resources.
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Nowadays there are 12 Kovai villages, all, with one ekcepfion,
situated inland at altitudes between 210 and 575 metres. The present
location éf almost all villages has come about under mission and
government bressure. Before, the pscple had villages in well defensible
locations on spurs and hill fops overlooking the sea. Then, as weli as
now, residence was varied in that people at times moved o bush houses
én their own land.

Village territories form rough segments exfending‘from the
mountainous interior of the island downwards to #the beach and reef
areas. They differ considerably in size. The laﬁd used for gardening
by Barang andFOmom vil lages is between sea level and about 500 metres,

hence all in lowland rain forest areas.

I. PRE;CONTACT AGRICULTURE: VARIATIONS IN CULTIVATION PATTERNS
Siﬁce.conTacT Koval subsistence has radically changed and to
stress This‘l have written the foilowing paragraphs in the past tense.
This does not mean, however, that the present day situation is
altogether different. The technical side of taro cultivation has not
changed, and, to a certain extent men still practise competitive exchange.
The Kovai maintain that their food situation has improved since
the arrival of the missionaries. They say that before that +ime'+hey
were often seriously short of food, especially of their staple crop,
taro. Its yields were variable in the course Qf the year. When it was
in short supply, pebple had to supplement the menu with seasonal crq@g,
and gathered various kinds_of nuts, with sago, wild yamvand so on. This
was one of Thevreasons-for the variations.of residence paTTernsvin The
course of the year. During the taro ssason people tended to live in

the nucleated villages, while the rest of the year they often lived in



bush housés closer to the coast, hﬁnfiné and gathering in the forest

and in fhe beach and reef areas. Taro, the Koval say, doss not grow
welf near the coast. Most Omom and Barang peopie had their taro gardens
near the villages, or & bif further uphill where the higher rainfall and
the slightly cooler climate was believed to favour its growth. Tarc
yieldg aiso tended to vary in different ysars. |t is an exacting crop,
reachhg unfavourably fo adverss cbndi+ions, and, further, is susceptible
to pests and diseases. As far as c{imafe is concerned, insufficient
rainfall, coupled with an excess of sunshine, reduced taro harvests
sharply. During droughts people took out the taro plants and planted
the sticks in swampy areas closevfo rivers or to the coast to tide the
crop over fhe dry period. They lived in their bush houses attempting

to live on emergency foods. Clihafe conditions vary in the different
parts 6f Umboi and people with relatives elsewhere might temporarily
migrate.

Harvests of individual cul+iva+ors varied also. A man had to work
hard and be observant in order to get a good harvest. Taro cultivation
is a seasonal operation and the Timing of the operations is governed by
seasonal events, primarily the behaviour of a forest species, gaup
(Kovai), the leaves of which change colour around June, in the middle

of the dfy season when the south easterly trade winds blow. This is

the time to start making taro gardens.

Men were eager to get large harvests. They needed fhem to +;ke
part in the large food presentations which took place in Kovai socié+y.
Kovai men 'fought with food' (Young, 1971); they engaéed in ccmpetitive
exchaﬁges while a wide range of evénTs, primariiy rites de passage, were
marked by food offerings. The more lavish the presentations, the more
prestige the donor or donors acquired..

Men who ignored the seasonal indications and who did not properly

time their gardening activities were considered irresponsible. [T was
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thought they did not locok after properly tneir families who then had to
go hungry, and they might have to resort to stealing, either deliberé+ely
or accidentally, by hunting or gathering on somebody efse's tand. This
in furn would lead to hostilities and saddle the rest of the villages
with quarrels, or even fights.

l Maéical précfices, partly fo be performed by specialists, and, on
the other hand, restrictions on behaviour were thought to benefit taro
growth, | have not so far investigeted this aspect of agricu!ture.

-In many cases investigators have concluded that reports about
'seasonal hunger' did not mean that people actually had to go hungry at
such fimes, but only that specific foods Qere in short supply. | seems
possible that this was also the cause with the seasonal shortages in
the pre-contact Kovai subsistence economy. Even now, people‘asserf they
are short of food, but the comment seéms to be prompted by the fact that
there is less taro than they would like. But there is evidence that in
the past the irregularly occurring shortages owing to bad harvests were
serious. First, weather in the Kovai area seems to be variable. In
1978 more rain than usual fell during October, while the rainy season
was late to start. A drought causing harvest failure occurred in 1965,
necessitating government food relief. Dry weather again occurred in
1972 in the Umboi area, although amoﬁg the Kovai food support was
not necessary. Furthermore, two elderly men, commenting about the
past, mentioned the practice‘of infanticide during famines. One told -
me that he was é baby boy during a fahine and that his father's father - -
had saved his |ife when his father had wanted to kill him; pointing out
that the child could be fed the pith of the | imbung (pidgin) palm,

The other man said he was born under similar conditions. Hiw twin sister

had been killed while he himself had been allowed fto live. Finally, I
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was struck that several accounts of the introduction of dahcem started
with the remark that men had taken up residence elsewhere fo escape
local food'shorfages.
| Present day assertions that previously food supplies were

generally limited, fit well in my view with the competitive element

in the Koval economy. In a situation of atundance, individual effort
does not matter much, but where supplies are |imited greater effort
can marginaily iﬁcrease yiields which gives a hard worker an advantage

over less industrious men.

2. CHANGES fN SUBSISTENCE DURING THE COLONIAL ERA.

The Kovai attribute the improvement in their food situation since
the arrival oflfhe missionaries to several factors. To begin with,
their Technolegy has become more efficient. Before the arrival of
the white man they had to make do with stone tools which made the
establishment of gardens even more laborious than it is now. Gardens
were smaller than nowadays and consequently there was less to harvest.

However, besides steel axes and knives, guns were introduced and
their effects on the diet are in the long run becanfng negative. Game
resources in some parts of the island have now decreased. Reports
about the pre-contact size of the village pig herds confiict. The
majority of men | spoke with said that there are now more domesticated
pigs than before. [f this is the case the decrease in game has fo be-f
tallied against an increase in pork consumption, but it is neT possibfe.”
to assess if the two changes amount to a net gain or loss. In terms
of efforts expended on garden cultivation the decrease of the wild pig

population has had a benefit, since less labour has fo be spent on

surrounding gardens with fences.
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Before contact, the pu]k of the domesticated pigs was.obfained by
capturing yduhg piglets in the bush and by subsequently domesTicafing
them. 'Migran+ plantation labourers offen took pigs with them back to
the Islanq;:on completion of their contracts. | was told that pigs
might form part of Their‘paymen?s. The introduced pigs tended fo grow
To arlaﬁéer_size than the local ones and as is reported from other parts
of Papua New Guinea they may also have produced larger |itters; the Kovai
have not told me this so far. Finally, pigs are now often given green
copra to eat while formerly they got a larger proporfion of their food
from'foragfng. Green copra is, probably correctly, believed to fatten
them,

'Labouf migrafion also resulted [nlinfroducfion of a varieTy of crops.
Some were taken back home by refturning migrant workérs, others were
introduced by mission workers from oThernparfs of New Guinea Qho were
sent to work on Umboi. Before, people were heavily dependenT 6n taro,
subplemenTed by banana and some yam and mami. Now taro is still an
important crop, but it is supélemenTed by sweet pofafo, Chinese taro and,
to a‘small extent, cassava., These additions have become eésenfiél since
taro harvests have declined owing to pests and diseases. The change was
not éimply one of diet, however, bufialso concerned labour inputs.

Both with taro and with swee+ potato cultivation the land is care-
fully cleaned. The debris resulting from clearing the land is heaped
together and burnt. The Pidgin expression i once heard for this précedure

was brumim graun, swéeping the soil. People say taro ptlants can

both benefit from the heat - of the sun = and the cold = of The rain,

but very wet, or very dry, conditions are thought to hamper taro growth.

Since taro is planted at distances of about 70cm, and since the plant

does not provide a great deal of shade, taro gardens have to be weeded

regularly.
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Sweet pofato is planted in smail mounds of icose, broken up soil,
possibly in imitation of the mounds Kovai evangelists and other church
workeré Saw‘during work in the Western Highlands. So far sweet potato
cultivation has taken more effort than taro, but sweet potato runners
cover the soil more extensively, so weeding takes less effort. Swest
po+a+o hés larger yields per area.than has taro and it is less susceptible

to disease. Cassava cultivation is similar to that of sweet potato.

Yields are also large and the crop is not yet discase prone. My impression

is that it is mainly used for puddings consisting of a mixture of coconut
oil and grated cassava, which can substitute for taro puddings. But taro
is still the preferred crop. Kovai Thfnk that i+ tastes beTféﬁ and that
it is more nutritious than the other fubers. |

Chinese faro is planted in garden sites where large quénTiTies of
debris are still present. The undergrowth is cut down and not removed.
Afterwards taro isApIan+ed and subsequently the larger secondary trees
are cut down covering large parTé of the site again. The taro sticks
may be damaged in the process but recover. This +e¢hnique was apparently
introduced by Finschhafen mission personnel| wofking on Umboi. It is much
less labour consuming than cultivation of other tubers. In the past
Chinese taro did very well, but now it is, like taro, affected by pests
and diseases.A They distinguish three faro afflictions:

l. a small black beetle, kirkir (Kovai), feeds on the tubers.
This is not always noticeable since it does not necessarily
affect the leaves.

2. taro leaves turn vyellow and wither, and the plant subsequenfif“

dies, .This disease is referred to as misam (Kovai)

3, taro leaves become twisted - and deformed. The disease also

affects the fubers. [+ is referred to as umbur (Kovai).

These -afflications occurred in the past also, but on a much smaller scale
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and people are at a loss what to do about fT. Many people still attribute
their occurrence to magical practices, alfhough at least some young men
sfrqngiy disapprove of such an idea. One man said that it resulted from
The‘chénges in the environment, such as the remo?él.broughT about by

road building of frees or stones mafking historical evenfs.“u:

Péople seem to try only traditional means 1o get rid of the
afflictions. Affected garden sites are left and new gardens made away
from the old ones. Diseases are thought to be contagious so affected
plants should be Tbrowﬁ out. However, [ could still observe them in
gardens. Taro consumed, but suspected of having beasn diseased should
be'digésfed éompiefely'before the person whb has eaten it enters an
unaffected Qarden. The pracftcal result of these measuresbis that taro
cuffivafton hés become more labour infensive.

>Swee+ potato, Chinese taro and cassava are only a few of the great
many imported crops, but they are the only ones which have aggrgciably
influenced labour inputs. Several greené have been in?roddced,émosf
notably pumpkin shoots, coco shoots and a variety of crops referfed fo
as kapis (Pidgin) and sayor (Pidginl, but | have né information about
these. Other introductions are watermelons, cucumber and pumpkin.
Information obtained so far indicates that these crops have neither changed
cu}Tivafion patterns nor made a quantitative change in the diet. Corn
and peanuts are currenfly cultivated to a small ekTenT, as are vegetables
suthas tomatoes and french beans. »

An ihpoffanf change has been the increased culTivaTioh of coconﬁf;
Previohsly there were very few palms and fhe nuts were ih short supply.

As mentioned below palms were introduced for cash cropbing, bu+ the nuts
are also used for subsistence, directly, for human consumpfion,,andy
indirectly, because green copra is fed +; pigs. - Many familes eat coconut

oil almost dally and it has acquired a more prominent parf'of food such as
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taro puddings used during{*elebrafions. Coconut oil is said toc some
extent to have replaced ggllg (Pidgin) nuts as an ingredient for such
: ;

foods. |t is likely that ?his change in the subsistence economy has

meant an increase in labour inputs, but It seems irrelevant to assess

-if It hqs:been worth the effort given its results on the dist.

Other changes which have cccurred are llkely to have affected

the subsistence economy, although the exact consequences are again

~ difficult, if not Tmpossible, to assess. Firs+ly,‘&bgfore¢‘pacifrcafion,

hostilities between Koval villages were frequent. It may have I[nterfered
with agriculture, either because people had less time at their disposal,

or because gardening exposed them to enemy attacks. Secondly, the

Lutheran stsIonafies é++emp+ed to make the Kovai discontinue the

competitive feasting arguing that such feasts fed to rivalry and bitter-
ness, and might result in fighfs. The also disapproved of the prestige
seeking underlying the feasts +hinkiﬁg it unchrtsffan. The missionaries
did not succeed in their efforts, althﬁgh they may have reduced any
expaﬁsion of feasting, and hence of food production, whiéh otherwlise

was |ikely to have occurréd (cf. Lacey, 1977:12)."Thirdly,‘household

composition may wel! have changed, directly influencing subsistence

‘efforts. The Kovai population is now increasing répidly, a situation

which | don't think occurred in the past. |f | am correct there are

“now often more dependents in single households than before and hence

the active members of such households have to work harder. This trend -

is reinforced by the fact that more adult men than adult women are

absent from the village working elsewhere in the country. Finally, one

should take into account the changes that have occurred with regard to

| people's health and how they have affected their capacity to work.
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3. CONSUMPTION OF FOODS BOUGHT FOR CASH
A most Important change In agriculture has been brought about by

the availability of Imported food stuffs in the villages and the cash
needed to buy them. In all Kovai villages there are trade stores which
stock the usual rénge of imported foods: white rice, navy biscuits, white
;Egér, Tiﬁhed'mackerel, and tinned 'meat'. | pufkfhe last Item in Inverted
commas because most tins contaln meat adulterated with cereals and other
substances. Because of the lower price, they are in larger demand than -

the better brands. The dietary quality of most Trade s+ore foods Is
'low, if not negative, as in the case of the cheese pops and chewing . -
~gum; their availability Is to be regretted.
in Bafang.and Omom many families spend several kina weekly oh imported

foods. |t is done for a variety of reasons. There is still an emotional

appeal in consuming the gutpela katkailbilong'mas+a~ People also like the
i taste of rice and biscuits. Consumption of rice especially is stimulated
by the |imited suppliés of Taré for which it now acts as a substitute.
Harvesting traditional foods has to happen regularly, almost daily, so

on days when there Is little time left for harvesting, it is.handy to

buy trade store foods. Food presentations are easier to make when the
amount of food can be supplemented by bought food. A case which happened
very recently was of a man who had to offer food to his co-villagers to
signal them that his wife was about to end the first bhase of a mourning
period. He bought a bag of rice and several tins of meéf and fish and
added traditional food harvested by the wives of élose_ki.’nsmenm in the
past, he said; he would have had to rely more on their support and to
organise a hunTihg pany to provide animal food. Large scale food
preSenfaT[ons formerily required long term planning, since gardens had to
be sufficiently large to provide the amount of food required. Subsequently
newly made gardens had to be available to plant the large amouﬁf of taro

sticks which were the by-products of ‘the harvest.. The availabtlity of
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Imported goods has made the planning task easler.

Currently fhe Koval seem to have plenty tc eat. However much of
the food bought In stores is of dubious quaiity. Because people have to
have access to cash for their normal food requirements, it seems incorrect
to me to say that they live in 'subsistence affluence'. I+ may be better
To‘speak of 'food affluence!, and, anyway, my tentative conclusion is that
such affluence did not exist prior to contact but results from conditions

which haQe come about only afterwards.

4, TRADE

The Kovai are included in the Vitiaz Strait +rad1ng network described
by Harding (1967). He reports an initial expansion of trade favoured by
pacification. Before that time the Siassi* traded with only a couple of
Kovai communities whence the goods were traded on to other parts of the
Kovai area. Af+er pacification direct trade befween_Siassi and all the
Kovai took place. Harding mentions (l967:22!) ThaTlin the early 60s, at
the time of his research, Siassi imported into Kovai cléy pots, wooden
bowls, pigs, dogs, mats, fish, and |ime, against taro, betelnut, tobacco
and logs sold by Kovai. As predicted by Harding (1967:187) much of this
trade has since been discontinued. People ciaim trade is still going on,
but during the three months of my stay there was only one visit by Siassi
carvers who were offering bowls for sale. The bowfs were orldgtrally of
Tami design, but are now made bylfhe Siassi themselves. This was also the
only occasion Siassi traders attended the main Kovai market, held on‘+he
government station in the centre of the Kovai area. Harding‘describééw
(1967:150) an informal market he witnessed on one of the KoQai beaches

during which Siassi traded with Kovai. People tell me sqqh}markefslstlll

* .I'usé"The name Siassi in this paper to refer to the inhabitants of
the“small islands off the' southeast +ip of Umboi.
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- occur, but | do not know of one taking place during my stay.

As far as the Koval are concerned, trado has declined because there
are alternative ways to obtaln the above mentloned Tradé goods. Nowadays
the Kovai themselves can go to the New Guinea mainland, making use of the
regular shipping service. Many Kovai have relatives in Lae or Madang,
whom they can ask to buy them goods. These obéervafions apply mainiy to
dogs, pigs and clay pots, which are‘sfill used in ceremonial payments,
Mats are made locally, as is lime. Fish is usually bought tinned in trade
stores. The only goods for which they sfill rely on the Siassi people
seem to be the wooden bowis which, like the clay pots, are still used in

ceremonial payments.

5. CASH CROPPING

Some of‘The cash spent on purchasing imported foods is earned by
cash cropping buf other important sources are pensions and money transfers
:by migrants. Cash cropping started around 1930 when the kiap, during a
ba+rol to Umboi, instructed the Kovai to plant The}sprouftng coconuts he
had brqﬁghf with him. The people were apparently confused about this
and did not understand why they had to do so. Although many men had been
away from the island wofking as labourers on plantations, their descen-
dants now claim that they had not realised that running a plantation was
a way of making money. Hence they thought at first that they had to
plant the ﬁufs to supplement their diet. |t was only later that they were
told they could-earn cash by selling the nuts to +He nearby plantation.

I+ seems symptomatic of the isolation of Umboi that around 1930 the Kovai

_were Ignorant of why Europeans ran plantations and other businesses.

ReporTs‘from more central parts of the Morobe province make it clear that
there people knew what business was about, although-they thought it was

a European prerogative.
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The Kovai establlished communal plantations neor the coast. Hence they
were slituated on the land of only a few mon @nd In at least one village
this has led to quarrels over the explolitation of iho patms. St peopla

conTinué to plant palms used for making copra near the coast since this
facilitates transport of nuts and copra. Morcover, Kovai say that coconuts
planted near the villages do not produce good quality copra. This may be
due fo the slightly cooler and much wetter climate of the Umboi interior
(cf. Harding 1967:122), and/or differences In soil (UNESCO 1977:183).
Selling nuts and green éopra remained the oniy cash cropping activity
until after the 50s when people started building and operating copra driers.,
Kovai now'giVe the credit for this fo Mr. Ted Foad, an expatriate entrepre-

neur who Ean,a ship (Harding 1967:215) which regdlarly called into Umboi

- to collect copra. Agriculfural extension officers urged the Kovai to

extend their plantings and also introduced new cash crops, primarily cocoa
and, to a much smaller extent, Robusta coffee.

Nowadays people spend a lot of time away from the villages, Eh make—
shift buildings near their coconut holdings. A few families spénd most of
their time there, looking after their pigs also. The central government
and the .local government council have long cahpaigned_aga[nsf letting
pigs run free in the villages, partly for hygienic reasons, but partly
because the animals may destroy food or cash gardens. For the Koval
themselves the latter argument seems to be the more important one. The
number of pigs In villages is indeed small and many people have made pig
enclosures, often near the coast. 4

~ Food gardens are mainly situated near the villages since the people
think that taro does not grow well near the coast. | am not sure of the
effects of the absences on subsistence production. In the past such
absences also occurred (see p. 2}, fhen, however; for hunting and gathering
purposes. Hence these sectors of the subsistence economy may be most

affected by cash cropping.
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Cocoa holdings are often closer to the villages, As happens ol sewhero
in Papua New Guinea,'holdings are established by Interplanting young cocoa
seedl Ings wl+h food crops In nowly made gardens, Thiw means that alﬁcn’
the introduction of cocoa, food garden areas are being increasingly

__nggqyerfed into cash cropping areas. vl doubt if this will lead to a
shortage df gobd garden land given the low population density. It will,
however, lead to more distant and hence less accessible gardens.

The history of cash cropping is one of slow expansion accompanied by
frustrations and setbacks. Transport has remained a major problem through-
out the period. Road construction on the island has §[+gra||Y almost

'bqgged‘down. The proposed road system encirclihg the island and linking
all viILageS - which eérly patrol officers seem To have been confident
would be built in a few years time (Siassi patrol reports) - has not come
about. There is now a road leading from the plantation inland +o the

~government station, and another one linking most of the Kovai villages.
They have to be maintained at great cost. The road system wili have to be
upgfaded if the increasing cocba harvest is to be transported to the coast.

A second bottleneck in the transport system is that the Kovai area
has only one wharf with easy sea and land access. It is part of the
plahfaflon facilifies.. A second wharf has no good road access. At other
points produce has to be collected from anchorages and is not possible
throughout the whole year because seas in the Vitiaz S+réi+ are seasonally
very Equgh.

The third bottleneck is the shipping service. The Kovai cash croppérs
have become share holders in the Finschhafen Marketing and Development
Society. The Society runs a ship, the m.v. Vitiaz, which infrequently
and irrégularly called in Umboi. Hencé a lot of coconuts were either
not harvested at all, or, when they were, coppa might go bad, because it

was not collected. This problem is mentioned agéin and again in patfrol

reports. Various sailing schedules for the Vitiaz were designed, all
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without the desired result. Owing to such frustrations copra sales varled

greatly in the course of the years, They seemn to heve never been at

maximum capacity. With the other Umboi islanders, the Kovai planned to

purchase a work boat which should travel around the island picking up

copra and delivering it at the two wharves where i+ could be picked up
- _by a larger vessel. When after many delays the ship arrived, it very
rapidly broke down. After a long absence it returned fo the area o brezk
down again on the same day (Siassi patrol reperts). Nevertheless people
have started to raise money for another work boat. Nego+iaf76ns +o buy
this ship have now started. In the meantime the Kovai still have to rely
on the services of Lutheran Shipping and a ship of This ccmpany calls at
the plantation wharf twice every three weeks.

of ail the Kovai villages Barang and Omom are least bothered by these
boTTIenecks. They are located on the road to the plantation and their
cash crop holdings are close to the wharf. It may>be that Barang and Omom
people consequently earn more cash and that +he food expenditures which |
noticed in the two villages are accordingly higher than elsewhere in the
Koval area. | |
Notwithstanding the uncertainties about +ranépor+ The‘Koval are extending

thelr cash crop holdings and they are now forming a Farmers Association to
boost and vary cash cropping and to make purchases of equipment easier.
Generally people keep showing great Interest in business ventures and,
given the many setbacks, their persistence in this regard requires an"

explanation which, so far, | am not able fo give.
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