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The people included in this chapter are mainly the Elema who l ive 

along the eastern shores of the Gulf of Papua from C ape  Posse ss ion t o  

the Aivei mouth o f  the Purari River , a di stance  o f  s ome 1 2 0  mi les . 

With them are two very small groups of  people , the Raepa-Tati in the 

vicin ity of Kerema , and the Kovio , wh ose home i s  inland along the upper 

reaches of  the Lakekamu River . The former t otal 2 6 6  ( 19 7 0  census ) ,  and 

the latter about 150 . 

In marked cont ras t to these small groups are the Elema who total 

3 7 , 0 0 0 . Although , as with trib al group s e lsewhere in Papua New Guinea , 

the Elema were never a polit i c al unit , they may b e  regarded as a s ingle 

ethnic group , sharing a c ommon tradit ional culture , and speak ing lan­

guage s and diale c t s  that have a close  relation ship with each other . A 
b road eas t-wes t  linguis t i c  divi sion can b e  made amongst them . The 

Western Eleman forms of s peech , whi ch inc lude Orokolo and i t s  ass oc iated 
di ale ct s ,  are characterised by the absence of the phonemes If I and lsi 

whi ch are present e ls ewhere . There are , however , regul ar sound change s , 
and words in Toaripi whi ch have the s e  phoneme s initially appe ar with Ihl 

in Oroko lo and its  relat ed dialect s ;  e . g . f l , h i  ' ary ' ;  f a ve , h a ve  

' s tone ' ;  s i r i , h i r i 'mi Zdew ' ;  s a re ,  h a re ' sun.  day ' .  The following 
table shows s ub-tribe s  with the ir language s and dialects , t ogether with 

population figures taken from census s he et s  dat ed 1970-71 , except for 

the Sepoe and Toaripi speakers whose census sheets are dated 1 9 6 8 . 
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TAB L E  1 

S ub-tribe Dialect or Language 

Sepoe 

Eastern Eleman Linguistic Group 

Sepoe l 

Moripi-Iokea } 
Moveave-Toaripi 

Melaripi-Kaipi 

Uaripi 

Toaripi 

Kaipi2 

UariP i3 

We stern Eleman Linguistic Group 

Opao Opao 
Hae Hae la } Keuru ( Belepa ) 4 

Haura Haela 

Aheave Haela Aheave 

Muro } 5 Orokolo 
Orokolo 

7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 2 .  T H E  B E G I N N I N G  OF L I T E RA C Y  

Population 

1 , 0 7 7  

5 , 3 4 3  

9 , 0 18  

4 , 689  

2 , 47 0  

2 2 , 59 7  

1 , 116 

1 , 21 9  

2 , 6 09 

6 9 5  

9 4 4  
6 , 39 5  

12 , 39 5  

When the London Missionary Society opened up work amongst the Elema 

early in the l880s , the mi ssionarie s  found themse lve s  fac ed by a number 

of forms of  Eleman spee ch . It  b e c ame neces sary to choose one as  the 

medium through whi ch to work . Toaripi was the ob vious choi c e , for i t  

was t h e  dialect spoken by the large s t  and most ent erpris ing group o f  

peop le with whom c ontact had earlier bee n  made in Port Moresby through 

the h i r i trading voyages . 6 The speakers of  this dialect lived , moreover , 

in the vicinity of  the mis sion headstat ion e s t ab lished by James Chalmers 

in 1 8 8 4  between the dual vi llage sett lement of Mirihea-Urit ai , known to 
the Motu by the name of Motumotu . There two South Sea teachers were 

s e t t led , both from the i s land of  Manihiki . One of the two , E sekiela , 
lived only a few months , but the other , Tauraki , a mos t  intelligent and 

energe t i c  man , made a good beginning to t he work . It was he who wrote  
the first  book in  Toaripi , S���e K��o�o Mu��� S���������� Elem� U�� 

( ' Boy Writ ing Read Teach Elema Language ' ) ,  the c ont ent s b e ing reading 

le s sons , a short Bib le hist ory and 2 4  hymns . 7 
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Chalmers himself  t oge ther with h i s  wife li ved at Motumotu for a b rief 

period , but finding the site unsuitab l e , he moved the headstat i on to 

Moru , near Ioke a .  Toaripi was still  the di alect spoken i n  t he vic inity 

of  the mis sion s tati on . In former times t he Moripi-Iokea had t he ir own 

dialect , but had changed from this to Toaripi many years before the 

coming of Europeans . 8 

The s uc c e s sor t o  Chalmers in 1894  was Rev . J . H .  Holmes . He made a 

b eginning in Bib le  translati on ,  and pub li shed his  first book in Toarip i ,  

BURa O v a�iav e  Fa�a , 9 7pp . ) ,  in 189 7 .  I t  c ontaine d  Scripture port i ons , 

hymns and a vocabulary of Toaripi words . The following year he moved 

wes twards t o  Orokolo , where he again succeeded Chalmers . Although he 

was no longer in a Toaripi-speaking area ,  he c ont inued h i s  t rans lat i on 

into Toaripi ,  for it was then be ing used as the church language for both 

the e as tern and western Elema . His Toaripi pub licat ions in 1 9 0 2  were 

two primers , Atutemo�i ve BURa Meha , Books 1 ( 37pp . ) and 2 ( 4 3pp . ) and 
an enlarged vers ion of his first b ook enti t le d  BURa O v a�ia v e  Ahiah i 

Ha�ia M eha ( 210pp . ) c ontaining Scripture p ortions and 81  page s o f  vocab ­

ularies Toaripi-Engl ish , Engli sh-Toaripi .  In the same year the British 

and Foreign Bib le Society pub li shed his four Gosp e ls , J eh u  K e�ih O v e  

Evanefia . After his  move to Urika in the Purari De lt a ,  Holme s did no 

more work in Toaripi . 

Rev . E .  Pry c e  Jones in the meantime had sett led at Moru , and as he 

acquired familiarity with the vernacular he took over t he work of  pro­
viding books in Toaripi . His chief contribution was the c omplet ion of 
the New Tes t ament , pub li shed by  the Bib l e  Society in 1 9 1 4 . He c ont inued 

working on this trans lat i on , and a revi sed versi on appe ared in 1 9 2 8 . 

Another book of his appeared first in 19 2 3  and c ontinued through re­

prints  unt i l  1 9 5 2 . This was Fa�a a ea S afamu aea U afa� e fa f O Ri f eita 0 

( ' Hymns , Ps alms ( extract s )  and Prayers ' )  ( 167pp . ) .  

Be lieving that through educat ion he c ould b est further his  w ork , Pryce  

Jone s t ook a keen  intere s t  in  the mis s ion s chools under his  direct ion . 

In the Government Report for 1909  he received high commendat i on for the 

work of his s chools . The Government Report o f  1 9 1 1  s t ates  that east­

wards from Kerema ( i . e .  the mis s i on s chools under the supervis ion o f  

Pry ce Jones ) ,  t here were 1 2  s chools w ith a t otal attendance  o f  1 , 12 7  

s cholars . English had b een taught i n  the s chools from 1 9 0 5 , b ut t he 

mis si onary required fluen cy in the vernacular ( i . e .  Toarip i ) reading and 

writ ing be fore the s cholars proceeded t o  English . To assist reading in 

the vernac ular he produced a s chool reader in Toaripi . The Miss ion 

Report for 19 15 gives 1 , 2 0 0  as the t otal s chool enrolment , and st at es  
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that over half were ab le to read the New Tes t ament . Thus Toaripi was 
e ar ly e s t ab li shed as the literary dialect throughout the Eas tern Elema . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 3 . L I T E RACY  AMON GST  TH E W E S T E R N  E L E MA 

Wes twards from Kerema as far as the Aivei mouth of  the Purari River 

Toaripi was also being used as the church language . There it had cer­

t ai n  drawbacks . In  contras t t o  the Eastern Elema there was no large 

b ody of indigenous speakers of Toaripi .  While not completely unintel­

l igib le , it was to a varying degree strange to them all . 
A further difficulty was that there was no one to teach Toaripi . The 

mi s s i on s taff at that early period came mainly from various South Sea 

Is lands - Rarot onga , Niue , Tahiti  and Samoa - where the London Mis s i onary 

Society had estab li shed work . As t ime went on s ome mis s i on teachers 

were appointed from t he Central District of Papua ; the s e  were Motu­

spe aking . Whether South Sea or Papuan , each mi ss ion teacher came t o  his  

appointment amongst the We st ern Elema ignorant of the local language . 

There was no set  course o f  s tudy for the newcomer,  but according t o  his 

abi lity e ach one pic ked up a working knowledge of whatever was the dia­

lect  of  the locality where he was settled . In his church and s chool 

work he had however to use books printed in T oaripi ,  a form of  the 

vernacular unfamiliar both t o  him and to his people . 

Whi le Ho lmes was mi s s i onary at Orokolo his intere st in and famil iarity 

with Toarip i gave it some local relevanc e .  In 19 07 , however , he moved 

into the Purari Delta to open a new s tati on at Urika . Here he became 

involved in trans lat i on work in the Namau ( Koriki , Purari)  language . 

The new mis s i onary at Orokolo , Rev . R .  Bart let t , came t o  his appointme nt 

with the s ame language difficulty as h i s  mi ss ion staff ; t he books for 

use in church and s chool were in Toaripi ,  but the local vernacular was 

Orokolo . 

His  s uc c e s s or , Rev . H . P .  Schlencker , who s e t t led at Orokolo in 1912 , 

was an experi enced mis s i onary already fami liar with Motu . Finding that 

Toaripi was not we ll unders tood amongst the Western Elema , Schlencker 

be gan trans lating int o Oroko lo . In 1 9 2 2  he produced a Gospel Harmony 

whi ch was printed private ly . Four y e ars later , and a year b e fore he 

retired through i ll-health , the Bib le Soc iety pub lished his Four Gospels 

and Acts , c las s ed by the Societ y  as a ' tentative ' version . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 4 . L AT E R  TOAR I P I  P U B L I CAT I ON S  

In  the same year that Schlencker retired , Pryce Jones also re signed 

from Moru , although he sub sequently returne d for a brief period in order 
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t o  complete the revision o f  the Toaripi New Testament . Short ly after 

his final departure from Papu a ,  Ava 0 ,  a short c atech i sm , was print ed 

in Sydney from a manuscript which he had prepared . 

Apart from reprint s ,  16 years e lapsed before the ne xt publicat ion in 

Toaripi appeared . This was in 1 9 4 4  when a s chool hymn book Atutemo�i 

ve Fa�a Buka , that I had written , and an illustrated s chool primer o f  

mine , Atutemo�i v e  Mutita B uka ( ' Children ' s  Reading Book ' ) ( 4 7pp . ) ,  

were published .  Other b ooks th at I have written in Toaripi are : Fa�a 

aea V e v eu ( ' Hymn and Servic e ' ) ,  ( 155pp . ) ,  pub li shed in 1969 , t he third 

of a succession of  such books to be print ed , each larger than its  p re­

deces sor ; O v ava L ei Peita Mai ( ' Way of Light ' )  ( 4 8pp . ) ,  which was pub­

l ished by the Scripture Gift Mi s s ion in 1 96 3 .  The Toarip i  Old Te stament 

is being pub li shed by the Bib le Society ; Salamo ( ' Ps alms ' )  came out in 

19 6 0 ;  G en e4 e  ( ' Gene s i s ' )  in 1963 ; E 4 0 d o  ( ' Exodus ' )  in 1965  and I o bu 

( ' Job ' ) in 196 8 .  For the last three books I designed covers along the 

lines of  the traditional Elema art , thus taking a firs t step t owards 

rehabilitat ing it . 9 I am curren t ly working to c omplete the whole  Bib le  

in Toaripi . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 5 .  LAT E R  OROKOLO  P UB L I CA T I ONS  

It  was Schlencker ' s  succe ssor at Orokolo w h o  cont inued w ith the work 

of Scripture trans lati on . Rev .  S . H .  Dewdney was appointed to Oroko lo 

in 19 36 , and he c ontinued there unt i l  his retirement in 19 7 0 . This long 

period amongst the We stern Elema made it pos sible for him to gain a surer 
knowledge of Orokolo than any of his predecess ors . Thi s  he put to good 

use in his revis ion of Schlencker ' s  Four Gospe ls and Acts , the inade­

quaci e s  of whi ch had long been apparent . It  was in 1 9 5 1  that the long­

awaited E vanelia Buka Ha�i I la aea Apo4 etolo ve Ho�ova ( ' Gospel Books 
Four and Apostles ' )  appeared . The entire New Tes tament enti t le d  Pupu 

O ha�o A�e ( ' Taboo Word New ' )  wa's pub l i s hed in 196 3 .  Two other b ooks 

had appeared in the meantime , one be ing a s chool primer , Ako�ema�i v e  

Mu�eaki Buka ( ' Children ' s  Reading Book ' ) ( 4 7pp . ) ,  19 4 7 .  Thi s  was an 

adaptation of the Toaripi s chool primer . The other  pub lication , dat ed 

1 9 4 3 ,  reprinted in 1 9 52 , was a hymn b ook and cat e chism , Hivi Buka 

Apevelav ela O ha�o ( 9 5pp ) . 

Following the publicat ion o f  the New Testament , Mr Dewdney turned 

his attention to the Old Testament . In 1 9 7 0  Gene4 e  ( ' Genesis ' )  was 

printed with the same format as the Toaripi Gene4 e .  Ruta ( ' Ruth ' ) ap­

pe ared in 1 9 7 3 . As a c onsequence o f  thi s work in Orokolo , Toaripi c eased 

to be used as the church language amongs t the Western E lema . 
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7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 6 .  RAE P A- TAT I A N D  KOV I O  

The vernacular spoken by the Raepa-Tati people i s  remotely akin t o  

the Eleman language fami ly ( see ( I )  2 . 7 . 8 . 4 . ) .  In basic vo cabulary there 
is agreement that ranges from 17% with Toarip i to 2 1% with the ir we s tern 

neighbours , the Uaripi , and 2 0 %  with Kaipi to the east of them . 10 Of 

the ir three hamlets , two are s it uat ed at the extremity of  the Koaru 

Church Circuit , and henc e the people are fami liar with Toaripi . The 

third , Uriri , is o ff Kerema Bay . As  i t  lies within the Orokolo C ircuit 

the pe ople the re are accustomed to using Orokolo as a church language . 

Kovio i s  an Aus tronesian l anguage that has it s c lo sest affinity w ith 

Mekeo . The ir nearest neighb ours are , however , t he Moveave-Toaripi . A 

numb er of them are bilingual , with a knowledge of Toaripi that t hey have 
gained while  at tending s chool as b oarding s cholars at the mi s s i on sta­

tions o f  Koaru or Moru . I have translated St Mark ' s  Gospel  into Kovi o , 

but it has not yet b een printed . A few t ypes cript copie s  are in use . 

The two village pastors , thems elves Kovio men , use the Toaripi Scripture s  

and Service  books in their work . 

7 . 4 . 5 . 1 3 . 7 . T H E  U S E S  O F  L I TERACY  

A s  t h e  names of  pub licat ions i n  Toaripi and Orokolo demonstrate , 

lit erat ure in both languages i s  restricted almost  entirely t o  religi ous 

books , the exceptions  b eing the s chool primers , and t hese  are designed 

to enab le people to read t he religious b ooks . The Elema have t hus a 

very narrow range of  reading , t he main reason for t hi s  being the high 
cost  of  publication . Such printed lit erat ure as is available is th e 

out come very large ly of the support of  the Bi ble Society whic h  has me t 

not only the he avy init ial cost  of  publicat ion , but also by s ub sidies 

has enab le d  the b ooks t o  be sold at low pri ce s . ll 

However , although books are few , the peop le put their literacy t o  good 

use in other ways . Local opportunities fo r advancement being few , large 

numb ers o f  Elema people during the pas t  two decades have b een mi grat ing 

t o  all part s o f  Papua New Guinea , p articularly to urb an centres . The 

large s t  group of the s e  migrant s will be found in Port More sby , but con­
s iderab le c olonies of Elema people will be found in any of  t he t own­

ships . They s ti l l  retain their language in their urban environment , and 

also links with their home village s . It is through the medium of letter 
writing that these peop le keep in t ouch with village and fami ly affairs . 
The E lema , part i cularly the Eastern Elema , for literacy in Toaripi was 
e arly estab li shed , must be amongs t  the mos t  industrious letter writ ers 

in the c ountry . 
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Amongs t young pe ople a not able u s e  for literacy is  in t h e  writ ing o f  

love letters . In s o  doing the youth of  t oday c ontinue i n  a way the 

traditional mode whereby a young man made known his desires t o  a girl . 

This was by carving his clan designs ont o a betel  nut which he sent t o  

the girl . Such a des ign was known as k a r o ro in Toaripi or h o h o a  in 

Orokolo , words t hat are nowadays used to mean ' Z e t ter ' ,  ' wr i t ing ' .  A 

depart ure from t radit ion is  seen in t hat nowadays not infrequent ly t he 

girl init iates the c orre spondence . 

A l e t ter has obvious advantage s over the pers onal approach , parti cu­

larly in the early stages of the affair when the response of  the other 

person is still  uncertain , although b ot h  boy and girl are living in t he 

same vil lage . I f  t he out c ome be a rebuff , it  i s  b e t t er for it not t o  

b e  an open one ; unsympathe t ic peop le may laugh about it . The approach 

by letter in love affairs is favoured by another fac t or , the feeling 

of m a e a m a r i t i  ( Toaripi ) ,  m a e a m a k i r i ( Orokolo ) ,  not uncommon on such 

occas ions . The word has ' s hame ' as its general meaning , but in t his 

c ontext ' bashfu Zn e s s ' would be a bet t er trans lat ion . 

A s omewhat similar feeling gives rise t o  other t ypes o f  l e t t ers . A 

reque s t  of one kind or another will often be penned rathe r t han voiced , 

even though tbe writer b e  his own me s senge r .  A pers on wishing t o  tell  

off  another wil l  put his angry w ords to  paper , although in  such a case  

he wi l l  seek  someone else  t o  deliver the l€t t e r .  

There are other and more import ant u s e s  for literacy , such a s  i n  t h e  

u s e  of  the vernacular t o  keep minutes of  Circuit and o ther Church me et­

ings . Village c o-operative societies  likewis e  record their minutes in  

the vernacular . The ability to  write enables  people t o  set  down details 

ab out the various exchanges that are made b et we en fami lies and groups , 1 2  

and t o  preserve i n  written fo rm any family traditions . 
I t  could be c oncluded from the pauc ity o f  printed books t hat lit eracy 

in the vernacular is of small importance to t he Elema people . In 

as ses sing t he import anc e  of  literacy , account should however als o be 

t aken of  the innumerab le let ters t hat pass t hrough the mail , or are 

c arried by hand , and of o ther uses  that are made of the wri t t en word . 

Since  it is  in Toaripi that t hey have become familiar with t he written  

word of the vernacular , speakers of  other diale c t s  amongs t t he Eastern 

E lema will usually use Toaripi when putt ing pen to paper . 

Since t he opening o f  the radio station at Kerema in June 1 96 4 , 

Toaripi and Orokolo have achieved added importanc e over other  dialect s  

i n  that they are us ed t ogether with Hiri Motu and Engli sh as the lan­

guage s for broadcas t ing from that s t at ion . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Called ' Lepu ' by Ray ( 19 0 7 ) ,  a name that has no local currency 

what soever . I have not , therefore , used it . Pos s ibly it should have 

b e en ' Levo ' ( = Motu ' El ema ' ) , the name given to the Sepoe by their 

e astern Roro neighbours at Kivori and Waima . 

2 .  Calle d  ' Mi lareip i ' by Ray ( 19 07 ) . I give t he name ' Kaipi ' t o  t he 

dialect becaus e the Kaipi are much more numerous than the Me laripi , and 

are s aid to have b een first on the c oast . An acc ount of the tradit ions 

re lating to the early sett lement of  t he coast will be found in the 
Annual Repo�� 1 9 2 5 - 2 6 . 40-1 . 

3 .  The t ownship of Kerema , which is within the Uaripi sub-trib al are a ,  

h a s  a mixed populat i on totalling 1 , 5 52 ( 19 7 0 ) .  The people are mos t ly 

E lema , but as their names would have b een rec orded also in their home 

village s , there is no need t o  allocate the t own populat ion t o  t he local 

group s .  

4 .  Th e word h a e l a ,  whi ch appears i n  three o f  these name s , means 'peop le ' .  

Hence such name s are hardly suitable t o  use i n  that form as the names 

of  diale c t s . The Hae Haela are also known as ' Keuru ' , the name used by 

Ray ( 19 0 7 ) .  Hence  I have c ont inued with it as the name for the dialect . 

Haura Haela , Ahe ave , as w e ll as K euru and Orokolo , are name s used for 

the Haura Hae la , although local ly Be lepa refers to a p lace  within the 
Haura Hae la area .  

5 .  Called ' Elema ' by  Ray ( 19 07 ) .  

6 .  See chapter 7 . 4 . 3 . 1 .  in thi s  volume . 

9 9 6  
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7 .  This was pub l ished i n  1886 . The following year Tauraki was killed , 

together with h i s  small son , whi le endeavouring to stop an attack on 

some Toarip i  people by Moveave warriors . 

8 .  Thi s  i s  re corded by Ray ( 19 0 7 : 3 33 ) ,  who gained his informat i on from 

Holme s . Enquiries I made about this tradition confirmed it , b ut like 

Holmes I was unab le to recover a s ingle word of  this e arly dialec t .  

9 .  A s  a consequen ce o f  my designing these  covers I was commis s i oned 

to des ign a set of  Papua New Guinea stamps along the lines of the Elema 

traditional art . The set appeared in 19 6 6 ; a second set was i s sued in 

1 9 6 9 , and a third set is appearing in 19 7 7 . 

10 . See Franklin 19 7 3 : Appendix H .  

1 1 .  The subs idy i s  s omet imes large . The Toaripi E� o do , for example , 

cost  7 5 t  ( Aust ralian ) each t o  produce ;  the selling price  was fixed at 

lOt . 

12 . One such family rec ord book that c ame to my not ice  s ome years ago 

was a second-hand ledge r .  Amongst the entrie s  there was a li s t  of 34  

peop l e  who w ere c ontrib ut ors to a marriage payment . The  items they had 

given were neat ly tabulat ed in seven columns , cash ( from 1/- to £ 1 , i . e .  

lOt t o  $ 2  Aus tralian ) , armshe lls , dogs ' teeth , cups , spoons and the 

like , the last column b eing mis cellane ous . This list  did not include 

the main c ontribut ors . On another page a much short er list named t hose 

who had made up t he return gift given by  the bride ' s  people on this same 
occasion.  
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