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Where Did We Come From?   By VICTOR SCHLATTER
Might any of these people be from your province?  Do you have any inkling you may have seen one of them somewhere? Or perhaps they resemble someone you know?  Before you read on, you may like to have a quick try to 

identify where they come from.
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I was immediately captivated by these photos when I first saw them last October among a mass collection on the office wall of a photographer friend in Jerusalem. “Where did you get these Papua New Guinea photographs?” I quizzed.  “They’re not Papua New Guineans.  They’re Ethiopian Jews,” he responded.

Indeed, the people here are authentic Jews, exiled in Ethiopia for hundreds if not thousands of years, only to return recently to their long dreamed of homeland in the land of Israel.  The three girls are sisters and all have the same father.  It would be most interesting to also know details of their mother, but none were available. 

I became quite excited.  Of course, even though I have lived in PNG for 30 years, I was not born here.  Even an expat of three decades is subject to a few cultural errors, so I decided to call in the experts.  

The next day I eagerly led my three friends from Tari in the Southern Highlands to further evaluate the photos.  Without disclosing the secret of their true origin, I let them make their own impromptu guesses:  “She’s from Pangia for sure!”  “Mendi”.  She’s from the Gulf—no, maybe from one of the islands”.  I ended the speculation.  “Sorry, but these are black Jews from Ethiopia!  Just last May they returned to Israel.”

Then came the flow of stories from my Tari friends.  It seems one Abram Pamu was one of the most revered if not the greatest of their Huli ancestors.  He was the one who passed on to them some of the high moral standards that have subsequently been lost in the colonial period when young Hulis by the thousands thronged to the plantations and to the cities to follow a new god initially known as the Pound.  It was later renamed the Dola, only to finally end with a more cultural name, the all powerful Kina.

But patriarch Abram Pamu’s original wisdom passed on the ancestors was quite to the contrary, “Do not steal; do not kill; do not steal another man’s wife; do not tell lies.”  It appears that Abram Pamu’s moral heritage has long been forgotten with the newer enthusiasms of politics, democracy and so called development!

Moreover, the Huli people were otherwise tribally known as the Hela people, a most fascinating disclosure to a linguist.  The ‘h’ is a form of aspiration that is easily added or dropped in the linguistic evolution of any language.  The all significant ‘el’ therefore becomes the stable segment of the name.  El is the common Hebrew term for God.  El Shaddi means “God Almighty” as many Christians well know, and the name Israel itself means “to struggle with God.”  Is it only a remote coincidence or does the name Hela actually carry some ancient significance along with the patriarch of ages past, Abram Pamu?

Absorbed as I was with the insights from these Tari pilgrims in Jerusalem, probing into this mystery was hardly new to me.  To the contrary.  It only deeply reinforced my assumptions from three decades of cultural and linguistic identity among the Waola people, the Huli’s nearest tribal neighbors to the east.

My earliest impressions among the Waolas as a linguist, Bible translator and  Bible teacher was that I was not really telling these people a totally new concept about the God of the Bible.  It seems they had always known of a benevolent God “up in the sky somewhere”.  But that was about the extent of their information.  One was not sure of how best to get his attention!  Likewise, many of the standards of village morality was quite high in those days, but again not always within reach.  That of course made the task of teaching about God much simpler, and translating the Scriptures into the Waola language was clearly an inside cultural development, adding to the bits they had already known.  The bottom line is that it was not some white man’s god we were telling them about.  To the Waola people, as well as with their neighbors, it was the God of their ancestors.

Then there were those physical features that are such a diversity in the Highlands.  There are the incredibly light skins that have no linkage with any sort of European ancestry mixed together with a further spectrum of pigments from medium to dark.  In the literature from the first patrols to enter into the Tari Basin in the 1930s, this is one of the recorded observations that was an utter amazement to the puzzled explorers.

Moreover, the variety of facial features has long been a focus of my own fascination.  Some of the noses in the Southern Highlands are of undeniably Semitic quality.  I have a treasured photograph of an old Bedouin chieftain sitting in his tent.  He could most assuredly pass for a “cousin brother” of one of my intimate Waola friends.  Their respective noses unquestionably had to come from the same back pocket of the Creator!

And then there are those intriguing linguistic similarities, that has long caused me to ponder where our Highland languages did indeed come from.  The Huli word for father is aba.  Our Waola word next door is ab, while the dialects even further to the east of us are a variation from aba to abu.  As Bible scholars well know, the Hebrew word for father is also abba, and the Arabic word is the closely related, abu.  Likewise our Waola word for mountain is har.  The Hebrew is identical even to the characteristic rolled “r”.  Mount Zion is Har Sion.  Obviously there is much of the linguistics that are not related, and this observation is most certainly the weakest side of the argument.  But there are some interesting similarities.  By contrast, perhaps, the strongest linkage of all is the oral literature—the tribal stories of our Waola family.

Time and again as we translated stories from the Old testament, our people would say, “Yes, we know that one.”  To be sure, their versions were slightly different when they told them, but a basic pattern of the original story always seemed to be present.  How could the story possibly stay intact with no literacy and even being passed on by word of mouth for several thousand years?  The amazing aspect is that they remained as close to the original as they did!  We have a very close parallel story of the Great Flood, and a good replica of the account of Jacob and Esau.  And there was the one which approximated the Tower of Babel.  

The classic is a story bearing resemblance to the original account of Adam and Eve.  The first man and the first woman had given birth to a baby boy.  The father instructed the mother not to feed him from her breast; he would go to the garden and bring back a saonim, a popular local edible gourd, which when the child would eat it, he would live forever.  When the father had gone, the child became hungry and began to cry.  The mother being loving and caring, disregarded the father’s word and fed her son from the breast.  When the father returned he was acutely aware that his word had been violated.  As the mother confessed her deed, the father declared, “And now we have lost eternal life!”  Anyone who knows the Genesis account has little problem in seeing the relationship; the woman, something not to be eaten that was eaten, and the resultant loss of eternal life.

I understand that this tale has its equivalent as far away from its biblical source as the Southern Highlands, as I am sure do many of the others.  I can only speak for the cultural lore of the Waola people with which I am thoroughly familiar.  What we do of course know, is that linguistically all of the Highlands are related.

Finally, a most thought-provoking evaluation was not from this Bible oriented scholar.  As much as we would professionally want to avoid it, one often may be unconsciously tempted to interpret data much in the light of his own field of study.  However, our final consideration comes from over 50 years ago, and with an immense diversity of interest from my own.

Hydes and O’Malley, the original explorers who in 1937 trekked through the Tari Basin, across the rugged homeland of the Waolas, south down the Lai River Valley and into the headwaters of the Kikori River, left a distinctive account of their experiences in the book, Papuan Wonderland.  It was uniquely complete with even bits of notation of linguistic terms from both the Huli and Waola languages.  The old black and white photographs pinpointed many cultural identities and locations through which they had passed.  Was it by accident that this patrol crossed the Waga River less than 10km from my current home in Waola country near Margarima?  They included a very clear photograph of the great grandparents of my present neighbors and captioned them, “The black Pharaohs of Papua”.  This was indeed a tribute to the regal way in which my Waola friends presented themselves to the first outsiders.  Moreover, they made an observation as to their possible identity that just doesn’t seem to go away!

Is it possible that Papua New Guinea does in reality have an ancient link with the sons of Abraham—or as the Huli Tribe called him, Abram Pamu?

