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There i s  me r i t  i n  The Nandi of Kenya. D r . Lang l ey t i ptoes 
a round c e r ta i n  p ract i ces and avo i ds s t a t i ng out r i ght tha t there 
a re i n i t i a t i on r i tes that  a re ha rd l y  l es s  than fema l e  mut i l at ion .  
But  s t i l l  readers  d eserve better  because there a re better books 
i n  pr i n t . Anyone i n t e res ted i n  f i nd i ng out wha t  l i fe i s  l i ke i n  
Kenya and wha t i t  fee l s I i ke t o  b e  a Kenyan wou l d  be we l l served 
by s e l ec t i ng Ngug i over Lang l ey .  

--Jean B r i ght 
Rutherfordton, NC 

ANDR EW STRAT H ER N )  ONGKA : A SELF A CCOUNT BY A NEW GUINEA 
BIG MA N .  N ew Y o r k : S t . M a r t i n ' s  P r e s s , 1 9 7 9 , 1 6 2 pp . , 
$ 1 9 . 9 5 .  

Ongka, A Se tf Account by a Ne!J Guinea Big Man i s  an  ora I 
na r ra t i ve of  the h i s to ry and  cu l t u r e  of a New Gu i nea b i g  man 
named Ongka . A b i g  man i s  a po l i t i ca l  l eader w i th i n  the Mel pan 
cu l ture  of New Gu i nea .  O n g ka has served as  a l oca l government 
coun se l l o r  and  i s  a n  ou t s tand i ng po l i t i ca l  f i gure i n  h i s  home
l and . He p resen ted h i s  na r ra t i ve to And rew S t rathern i n  the 
Me l pan l anguage v i a  cas s e t t e  recorder  and St rathern trans lated 
h i s  wo r d s  i n to Eng l i sh .  

Ongka ' s  s to ry t a kes p l ace i n  t he h i gh l and reg i on of Papua , 
New Gu i nea . H i s  home a rea i s  Mou n t  Hagen . The stap l e  crop i s  
t he sweet pota to , a n d  p i gs a re a ma i n  source o f  revenue. The 
Hagen peo p l e a re f rom a po l ygynous cu l t u re and l i ve I n  c l ans . 
The c l an members  l i n k  t he i r  or i g i n  to a s i ng l e  ancestra l  founder ,  
ter r i to ry and sacred oa t h  subs tance . 

Ongka i s  i n  h i s  s i xt i es a t  t he t i me of th i s  na rra t ive when he 
sens i t i ve l y  d e sc r i bes  the c l an l i fes ty l e from ch i l dhood to adul t
hood . He e l a bo ra tes  on  t he re l a t i on sh i ps of the men to the i r  
women a n d  c h i l d ren . He  i nc l udes a d e l i ghtfu l  d i scuss ion of 
the i r cou rt i ng ,  ma r r i ag e  and  d i vorce p rocedures . Ongka has f ive 
w i ves , t h i r teen c h i l d ren and  seven g randch i l d ren . He i s  con
s i dered to be success f u l  i n  h i s  home l and and per i od i ca l l y  i n
c reases  h i s  fam i  l y  t hu s l y ,  "women wou l d  come to me and say , you ' re 
a b i g  man ,  l et me ma r ry you . "  Ongka ag reed and ma rr i ed them. 
But  l a t e r  i f  he s aw t h em runn i ng a round w i th other men he told  
t hem , l i to be off l l  a n d  i f  t he r e  were any ch i l d ren , he  kept them 
say i ng to t he women , "you d i dn ' t  b r i ng these ch i l dren w i th you 
when you came a s  a g i r l to me" a nd sent  the women off to marry 
someone  e l se i f  t hey l i ked . 

Ongka a l so recou n t s  s i gn i f i ca n t  event s  i n  h i s  l i fe such as 
h i s  b i rt h ,  b i r t h p l ace , nam i n g , h i s  yout h , h i s  w i ves , fami l y  and 
wor k .  He des c r i bes c u l t u ra l  t ra d i t i on s  such a s  the ceremonies 
a t  h i s  mot he r ' s  d ea t h ,  h i s  fa t he r ,  Kaepa ' s  ro l e  as  l eader and 
wa r r i or for  the  Kawa e l ka peop l e ,  t he u sage of s tone axe and 



........ tool s  pr ior to the arriva l  of the f l rlt Europen8s I n  the �. s ,  warfare and Moke . 
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MoIc.a Is an Important concept of the Hagen peopl e .  Stra thern 
�tes an ent i re chapter to Ongka ' i  d i scuss ion of the B i g � 
of 1974 wh i ch even tua l l y  became the bas i s  of the Br i t i sh f l l .. 
_sed on Ongka ' s  reco l l ec t i ons and Strathern ' s  research ent i t l ed Il(Ingka and the B i g  Hoka . "  I was fortuna te to have seen th I s f l l  � 
_ich I n  comb i na t i on w i th th i s  book gave me a c l ea rer percept I on  
of Ongka ,  h i s  cu l tu re and The B i g  Hoka . Moka I s  a form of exchange 
or wha t ear l y anthropo l  i g i s ts ca l l ed Tota l Presta t l on , by wh i ch 
i� lv t dua l s  or groups a re bound together and compete for pres t I ge 
� I nf l uence . The ru l e  i s  that to make Hoka one must be generous . 
� mus t  g ive away a grea t dea l of wea l th .  However , th i s  I s  con
sidered an I nvestment because the rec i p i ent mus t rec i procate wi th 
wen more generos i ty in o rder to ma i n ta i n  pres t i ge in the i r so
ciety . P i gs ,  shel l s  and money a re some of the p r Ima ry i tems of 
exchang e .  The b i g  Hoka event occu rred as Ongka was I n  charge of 
return i ng a Hoka . H i s  peop l e  had been g i ven 400 p i gs by a nel gh
�r l ng group thus i t  was t i me to retu rn the Hoka . Ongka and h i s 
�pl e  ma i nta i ned the i r  pres t i ge by g i v i ng among other th i ngs , 
700 p i g s , ten thou sand do l l a rs , and a motor b i ke to the n e i gh

�r i ng group . 

And rew Stra thern punctua tes th i s  na rra t i ve w i th a deta i l ed 
Introduct ion tha t  p rov i de s  n eeded background i nforma t i on about 
�ka a nd the He l pa n  soc i ety , ma ps that i dent i fy unfam i l i a r  l oca
tions ment i oned i n  the n a r ra t i on and photographs of Ongka , i n  
�ri ous cu l tu ra l  d ress , h i s  fam i l y  and c l an smen . He a l so has 
uny explanato ry footnotes . These footnotes a re necessa ry I n  
Mder to understand the l i n gu i s t i c and soc i o-h i stor l ca l  fea tu res 
that a re unfamt l i a r  to the r ea d e r .  

Stra thern has s t ructu r ed the d i scussed chapters o f  th i s  book 
� subj ects ra ther t ha n  i n  a chrono l og i ca l  sequence of even ts .  
I t  appears tha t he d i d  not ed i t  Ongka ' s  words very much . and . 
�sequent l y ,  some chapters have repet i t i ve i n fo rmat i on . con
fus i ng organ i za t i on and segment s  of dua l narra t i on .  However . 
this na rrat i ve i s  genera l l y i nteres t i ng , i nformat i ve and we l l 
�rth read ing . I t  prov i des the reader w i th a g l i mpse I n to the 
l i fe and cu l ture of the Moun t  Hagen peop l e  of New Gu i nea as 
vi sua l i zed throug h  the eyes of Ongka . a New Gu i nea b i g  man . 

--V i rg i n ia Stamper 
Afro-Amencan Studies 
TJJ/-Mi lwaulcstl 


