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What are .... e made to kno.... when people of non-literate societies relate to us
their account of event In theIr hi lOry? It IS almost a commonplace to ay that
we get a socially patterned ver Ion of hlstoncal events; yet. even commonplaces
can be true Vansina") has convincingly disentangled some of the problems
concerning the relatIOnship between history and oral tradlll'lOs. The pre~ent

paper IS Intended as a contribution to a further understanding 0
'

thiS relatIOnship.
The paper dl cus es two set of data about the saine e,'ents which took place

on Bellona Island In the Solomon Island~ "t the end of the last centur). The
events bear on a ca~e of blackblrdlng. an aCllvlty common In the South Sea'.
In tho~e day~.

In the repnnt of Wa.... n.(c) Kuschel found an ::lccount of the adventures of a
Ikllone~e. by the name of Tom. who .... ent to Queensland to .... ork in the sugar
plantallons. but was returned to Bellona In the Solomol1 Islands after some
years Kuschel sent the account to Monberg In 1974..... ho .... as at that lime on
Bellona. Monberg inqUired whether anyone on Bellona had ever heard of thl'
Tom. Without haVing een the account (most Bellonese can nOLl read some
English). a number of people on the Island agreed that thiS mu t be the person
.... ho was knC'.... n by the name Tome After some deliberation Daniel Tuhanuku.
one of the best-Informrd "hlstonans" on the Island. suggested that he tell hiS
ver Ion of what was known :~bout Tome on Bellona. HI account .... as heard by
a number of other outstanding men such a Taupongl. Sa·engclka. and Telka
None of them found anything to alter to or to add to hIS narrative.

We shall present the two ver~lon~ and compare them The follo .... lng are (hose
e'(cerpts from Wawn' book which concern Tom(e) and Bellona Island.

I sailed from Maryborou~h In command of the Slormhird. on June I:!. IR7H.
hound first for the New HehmJe., .... Jlh "returns".

Among the Kanaka boatmel' I had shipped for the Loyage .... as l!lle
ordmanl) called Tom - an abbrC\lalion of hi real name - Tamoan
He had been a long time In Queensland. e"er Ince he .... as a child. and ululd
neither remember the name of the "e~>~el that had brought hllll there nor
that of her master. Soon after hl\ arnval. he had run otf fwm hl\ emr10yer
.... Ith some other~. stolen d boat .... lIh them. '.II1d gone north .dong the L'O,"t
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The:- came to gnef on Wide Bay bar, and all I.\ere drowned except Tom.
He I.\a, found h~ ~()Il1C lumberers 111 a half-crazy state. and had been taken
I,) "'1ar~ horough b~ Ihem. 1.\ here he had I.\orked for vanous employers
JUring len or tl.\eh'e year.

I had knll l.\l1 this youth for a couple of years. and he constantly asked
l11e \ll lind hiS island and take him home. All he knew about it was that its
nallve name "'as Mungigl. and thai It I.\a~ near other Islands. of which one
I.\a~ called Mung.l\a. I had searched all my charts and "directories" in vain

I could r.l't IClcale hl~ home. At last he had fastened himself upon me,
per,uaJlng me to engage him as boatman; in the hope that. while crUising
'" It h me. he might ~ome day come to hi native island. (pp. 155-6)

In Apili. IHIlI. I 1.\ as once more appointed master of the SIOIIley. I lOok
ch... rge of her at Maryborough. and sailed WIth the intention of gOing dIrect
to Ihe Solomol1 Is

Tom Tamodl1. Ihe islander who had accompallled me If1 the Slormbird.
and I.\ho. In S,'ulh Sea \ernacular, "had been lose him Island". went with
mc ,t~am as a bClatman

Tom ~til! had hopes that I would find out what island he belonged 10.

SCI he brought all hiS property with him. For he was to be landed If our
~earch should prove succes fuJ. (p. 215)

SandOy Passagx was n,y next anchorage. betl.\een the middle and northern
of the Florida" There. poor Tom Tamoan. who had almost gi\en up all
::opes of c\cr seeing hi" l'-lng-Iost home again. at last discovered wf)ere hiS
natl\C Island lay. ;dthou/lh he \\as stili some distance from it.

The bad IS \\ere <It the bl-ach or. the northern island. Gala. I.\hen a nati\c.
'" hll had been gazmg al Tom for some time, suddenly accosteJ him in
£nl:ll<h, "Hulin. rom"

Tom stdred. hut fall::d to recognize him. Then the Gala man told the
recru:tcr hol.\. ye,lrs "r,~ probabl:: ten or twelve - the barque Woo.tlarA.
of Sydne). had come to Gala; how her captalll had engaged •.IIld ta~en .ll.\ay
"plenl\ bo)" 10 "'(jr~ 0n p!.l:1la;I()I1s in Queensland; ho"'. on her return
'0 lhat colrmy. sht' pas~fd close 10 Bellona. the smallest of the two Rennell
is., and how a canoe came ofT to her with twl' men and a boy. The men
returned to Ihe Island. bl'l the boy. Tamoan, eleClI:<i to remain on board,
am; ',~!:l to ()ucen~lan(] In the Woudlark.

[In a 110:~ on p 44(, the editor give Ihe followlllg lC'formatlOn: On 19
Januar} no I. the W(l(idl(/r~. arnved at Bnsbane Y>lih 58 male recruits
aboard. one of whom ",as frnm &':IIClna (·Rcgi~t·.r of the arrival of vessels
bringing PaCific 1,landers \0 var,our, ports, 2 June 1868 -. 23 December
IHXI" QSA, IPI 3'1.l]

Ai Idst. then. Tom knew (he \\hlle man's nam~ for his ISldnd. Nothing less
\\ould ser\e him lhan my getting under way at once. to take him there.
fllr lh~ Gala mall had t.Iescnbed the Island as belllg close at hand, (p. 235)

I-rllfl1 VI. dndt'n:r Bay one "hoard" on the port tack took the Swn!c'1' o\er
III IkllonJ I. I.\hlch Tom rccognlzed at once as hiS long-lost home, The
natlq: n.t1~l': of Ihl~ Island. J,S given me by Its inhabitants at thc time of my
\,\1,. w... , t,~ulghl. though Tom rron()unced II Munglkl. The large~t of the
Renn..-II gr0up IS called M ua\ a.

Standlllf' close In under the lee of the Island. which IS hardly more than
<J 111l1e 111 length. and about two hundred feel III height. I 'ught for an
anchnrage "',thout success. thc shores all round belllg "sta...0", Off the
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easter.n end I neared the rocks in the boat. but the sea would not allol.\ us
to land. Tom, however. was impallent, and. eelllg a party of hIS countrymen
at ha~d watching us. he stripped off his clothing and sl.\am ashore through
the breakers. He landed on the rocks at the cost of a brUi e or tl.\O. then
lowly climbed up 10 the outsklrt of the dense fore.. t \\hlch covers the

Island. There a dozen natives had gathered together. I.\atchlng hiS e\cr}

movement.
The noise of the waves breaklllg on the rocks prevented our hearing an}

of the conversation. which. it was eVIdent. was pas IIlg betl.\een them.
Presently one man walked cautiously up to Tom, and felt him allover. as
though 10 ascerlain if he was really flesh and blood. and not a ghost. Thl
examinallon having proved satl factory, the 1.\ hole party clustered round
Tom I.\ith loud cries and laughter. and began handhng him. Jabbenng and

gesticulatlllg like a lot of exclled monkey. .
Next. a small light canoe I.\as lugged down Irom amongst the trees. and

launched clean over the breakers. off the lOp of a huge boulder. Two .feII0\\ 5

took a header. and so scrambled Into her They then came alongsIde our

'I'OliCHING NOSltS.

(from 1893 edition of Wawn p. 237)

boat. strippmg off their rude beads and other ornaments. and forcmg them
upon me. jabbenng away all the 1.\ hill' like a couple of manIacs

I then pulled back to the lee of the island. III search of a safe laf'\dlllg-place.
There I managed to get on shore dryshod. with the G.A. Then. accompanied
by about a score of the islanders. men and women. we walked to a scattered
village near the centre of the Island. Arrived there. we touched noses wllh
the old chief. a ceremony which i. peculiar to Islanders of the true PolyneSIan

race.
These people are apparently pure PolyneSian They are large-framed.

fleshy. wllh brown skillS and frllll) hall' SCIme of the \\omen ",ere very
light in colour. They practise tattOOing to some extent. Their house.. arc
of the same pattern as those of the EquatOrial Islands a roof supported

by posts. the sides being left open.
I re' 'ned on shore a few hours. but could do nOlhlllg In Ihe way of

recruit.. c Tom seemed half-dazed - he wa~ al\\dYs a little "daft" arid
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was either unwilling or too stupid to interpret. Towards evening, however,
he let me know that no recruits were to be obtained at present. By-and-by
In the course of weeks, some might be induced to engage. '

I was much dis~ppointed. Tom had assured me that he would do all he
could to assist me In retur~ fo~ my taking him home. Now, I saw that, having
go~ all h~ wanted, he was indisposed to fulfil his promises, On a subsequent
VISit, I dl~overed that Tom had really acted in opposition to me, dissuading
those of hiS countrymen who wished to engage. (pp. 236-8)

I left Hervey Bay on my last voyage in the Stanley on the eighth of
Sc:ptember, .1881. J was bound for the New Hebrides and the Solomon Is.
with a conSiderable batch of "returns" on board. (p. 242)

I did not delay long in the New Hebrides, running through the group as
qUIckly as poSSible, landing my returns. I then pushed on to the Solomons
for the trade-wind season was now far advanced, and that of the hurrican~
was approaching,

At &lIona, or Muighi ./., .we found Tom Tamoan apparently satisfied
wlth hIS hom.e, and un~lllIng to leave It again. He came off to the ship with
a cro~d 0: hiS people, In the recruiting boal and canoes; but none of Ihem,
he said, Wished to be engaged. Somehow, when Tom told me this, I fancied
he. was not telling me the truth. The party had not been on board many
minutes before I became sure that such was Ihe case.

Some. of the younger men appeared to be much excited, and presently
a lot 01 squabbltng wenl 011 between them and Tom, who was eVidently
ba~ked up by two or thrl't: old fellows Suddenly one of the boys made a
rusn towards me, though T,ml tned to stop him, threw himself down on hiS
knees, and c1aspe-d his arm~ round my legs. jabbering away at a nne r;lte.
T:'en I saw wl'lat all 'he fuSS was ahout.

"Tom, thiS boy wants to go with me!"
Tome mumbled out ~ome.'hing .ibout the- man b.:ing cranky; but that

was on:y an excuse to ge-t him back on shore. f'inally, he was obliged to
give In, and Lo acknowledge that some of them did want to go with me.

I e~gaged five. Two were youths, but the other three were big, strapping
men:, and,: tv look lIl, splendid fellow for WOl k. Nevertheless, they turned
out ~oft ,provug ~lf Itttle use to their employers. One Papuan woulct have
been ~ orth the JO! o~' them,

At the Rennel h., none of the natives co~!d be Induced to lea\~ ;,ome
(pp. '243-4)

r The f~lIowing is a translation of the story about Tume, as told ty D<lnlel
J .uhanuiC.u to 11 group of Bellonese and !O Mor-berg Jvly 31, 19'14, in Mataheilua
Village, Bellona:

T0n:'e was .a ma~ :rom Tbe Lake [East Rennell]. [He) came [to Bellona)
and sta~ed with Sa 0 anglkl,lJl the grandfather of Sa'engeika. One day their
pi.lr\y went to 'One [at the north coast), A ship was there; Bellona doesn't
know ItS name. [The newJ came up to the sand beach and mel Tome and
h~, party who had gone I,l 'One. And the crew came up and liked Tome
and they t~ok him onbodl'd [the dlnghyJ and took him [out] to the ship:
And lhe ship left [and the BelloneseJ went up inland [from 'One]. None of
the p.:uple who came up to tell [Sa'o'angiki about itJ knew the name [of the

3. Elbert and Monberg 1965: Genealogy 6, Generation 19.
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shlpJ. [TheyJ said: "We went v.ith Tome to the coas!. and a hip v.. as there
and It lOok him abroad." Sa'o'angikJ heard It and mourned. becau e [TomeJ
v..a~ a rnan v..ho had come from RennelllO sta} v..lth him: hut the ship had
taken him onboard: perhaps he v.ould die. Thl' IS the rea on v.. h~ Sa'o".tng.lkl
mourned v.hen Tome left for the lands abroad. but [the mourning) v.. a bnef
becau e people did not knov. to where the \hlp had taken [hlmJ. and
Sa'o'angiki thought that [heJ v..ould die -- and afterv..ards he did n,11 thm\..

about it [the incidentJ.
And Tome went and lived in the white men's homestead~.

Then, one day, a ship came [to RennellJ and sailed back to the h0me tead
where Tome was [in AustraliaJ. They [lhe crev.) brought .oft basket v...hlch
the ship had found and bought from a group of voyager~ v..ho had gone
from Bellona to Rennel!. Tome sav.. them [the ba~kelsJ and came to think
of Bellona and started crying. One among the "hlle men for "hom Tome
worked went and asked Tome v.. hy he wa crying. Tome said that he av..
the sofl ba ket and cned becau e they were basket, "from one of my
homelands [Rennell and BellonaJ". And the bos~ v..llh v..hom he [TomeJ
stayed felt sorry for him. and he gave order, 10 ha~e Tome taken back here

10 Bellona.
And the hip came here and arrived at 'One and dnfted In the ocean, and

a dinghy came a hore bnnglng Tome and hi boxes v..lth goods v..hich [heJ
had brought along. As Tome v..anted to go ashore he told the dinghy to
keep dnftlng in Ihe ocean [near the coast] In ca e nonod\ "'anted to come
dov..n [to the coastJ and follov.. [him) back to Ihe places [mlanJ) from where

they had come
And Tome v..ent ashore and met the people v..ho had come dov..n to the

~hlp, and Tome sail! "\\hrre I~ Tongaka [Sa'o'angl\"IP" A.nJ no one knev..
"hat '"nd of stranger thIS v..a v..ho spoke the language [of BellonaJ, as he
v...iS dre 'cd In long trou ers and shoes and \\ a, v...Cdllng a "hlte shirt and
a hal. A i1ttle later Sa'O'angikl came do""n 10 the cua,t from Inland. And
somebody spoke and said to Sa'o'angl\..1 "A qranger has arrt\ed on the
hip and IS asking for you '''. And Sa'o'arglkl ~hOUIClI .. \\\)C, v..oe," and

thought of 1 orne v.. hom a ~hlp had ta\..en onboard long. time ago And
Sa'o'anglkl went down 10 him [TomeJ and said to Tome ... \\ ho are you ?".
And he [Tome) said: "I am Baiabe." And Sa'o'anglkl sald:"1 that true?"
And [TomeJ pulled oren hIS shirt and thus dl played hIS talloolngS Then
Sa'o'angikl believed him and said to people standing around. "Woe, woe,
o It I~ true! This young gentleman came and stayed v..llh me [on BellonaJ

and a ship came and took him onboard without rermlSSlon, and I thoughl
[he) was dead, and, Oh, he has been brought bad. here'" And Sa'o'anglkl
ran to hIm and they pressed nose~, and then Tome v..ent dov.. n and beckoned
to the dinghy. And lhe ship [the dlnghyJ came and came m Ide the reef and
brought Tome'~ boxes and hIS blankets a~h{lre. And T<)me handed the no",es
In which there ""ere a 101 of things: axe and knlyes and calico and hsh-hook~
and bead and bead necklaces; [handed themJ over to Sa'o'anglkl for him
to be In charge of them. And [Sa'o'anglklJ ~houted to reople of Bellona and
dlSlnbuted among them all the g00d, v.hleh Tome had hrou~ht l\ll1le v.ent
lip Inland and stayed ""lth Sa'o'angl\..1

un a later occa~lOn he gathered [some] [)Cople to g\1 <inroad It\1 AustralIa
v.lth hlmJ \0 find Sa'engeahe and hIS l1Ian~ lelhll\ Ira cllers v.. hom a ship
had come and taken onboard. And Tome "ent \(1 l\1o\.. lor ~,t'engeahc to
take him back [from Australia to BellonaJ And Ihe\ v..cnl Sa'engc.Jhe and
hl~ party hat' ·'ed. Tome collected a part) of tr.J\cller [In Auslr .. lia] and
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they returned to Bellona and told that Sa'engeahe had died in Potumake
[Port Mackay].

This is all I know about Tome.
When Tome came back from Australia and stayed here [after his first

trip] this was the party with which he then travelled [again] to look after
Sa'engeahe. these were their names: Sau'uhi and Tangosia and Tepani and
Semua and Tukungei. And they went on their voyage and it is said that
[they] went to Monobaka [in Ausllalia]. and went to work in the sugarcane
fields. Semua and Tukungei died, Sau'uhi and Tangosia dnd Tepani
survived, and they then returned here to Bellona. Tangosia was then killed
and Sau'uhi just died. And Tepani went back to Rennell and died there.

We have here two accounts of what IS beyond doubt the same sequence of
events taking place about 100 years ago and with a Bellonese man Tom. or Tome,
as the chief ch"racter. One is written by a British sea captain and presumably
based on notes taken down about the time when the events took place. The
o!her was told in 1974 by a Bellonese story-teller who had heard the story from
hiS father, who had himself heard about these events from his father al a time
whell Tome's adventur('s were common lore on the island.

The two aCCOlln,s arc strikingly similar, yet the same events are looked at
differently as they are seen and re!ilted by persons of two cultures. Similarities
and differences can best he shown by direct comparison:

Tom informs Wawn that no Bello­
nese can IX: recruited as labourers­
apparently because Tom has dIS­
suaded people from gOing.

Wawn leaves Bellona. He return
five months later and meets Tom.
In spite of Tom's attempt to prevent
it, Wawn manages to recruit five
men, two young ters and three
adults.

Tomc SIU\ \\ IIh Sa'o'ung!l\1 on
Bellona.

Latcr a ship recruits fi\e (namcd)
men on Bellona

Tome collect a (named) group of
Bellonese 10 go to A ustralla to search
for missing Bcllonese (m order to
take them back 10 their Island l. He
learns that they have died there.
Together wllh three of the earchers
he returns to Bellona.

WAWN'S STO.. ,>,

Wawn tells about Tom's life in
Australia. How he escapes from his
employers in a stGlen boat, is ship­
wrecked at Wide Bay. is taken to
Malyborough and work~ ,here as a
labourer for a decade. (;m'OlI1l:ltion
in Note: Tom had arri\t:a in Hnsbane
January 1871.)

Wawn takes Tom 10 lh~ Solomons
to find his home. Arri','cs at Florida
Island i.-·l8SI. A Fiorioa man Iclh
til"t a recruiting ship pas~ing Bellona
was n··et by a canoe .... ith :wo men
and a boy. The boy (1'OfTI Tamoan)
taken on board and sailed to Allslralla

Wawn proceeds 10 Bellonll ..Tom
recognj~s !tis island. and. when dose
to the shore. strips off his ::Iothes and
swims ashore. Wawn watche:. recep­
tion from ~hip: one man sleps for­
ward, examln~s Tom -- and great
rejoicing IS heard. Two Bellonese
come ,wt to the ship and present
Wawn wid1 gifts

Wawn goes :,sl;ore and inland.

Meets "old chief".
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Tome i~ identitied as a man from
Easl Rennell who had corne to
Bellona to stay with an important
lineage elder, Sa'o'angikl.

Tome taken on board an arn'lll1g
shi;:> and sail~d to Australia. $;:'(.
'angiki mourns.

lome see3 Bellona baskets i:l
,o\uslralia and gets homesick.

Tome taken home. Arrive'> at Bel­
lona, goes ashore in white man's
clothes, but is identified by Sa'o
'anglki who is bestowed wilh the
privilege of distributing the European
goods which Tome has brought with
him.

The t~o account fit neatly together The only conflicting statement seem to
be that Wawn claims that Tome swam ashore after havmg undressed, whereas
Tuhanuku makes Tome come ashore In a dlngh! and clad m hiS best European
clothes.

To c1anfy Tuhanuku' original account some Bellone c. mcludmg Tuhanuku
himself, supplied the followmg mformation:
I Tome's onglnal name \\d~ Teaaghoa. Tome ;\ not J Bellone e name. He was

from the Lake dlstnct at East Rennei!. It IS thlJ~ likely thaI hi name was abo
Taumoana (see Wawn: Tamoan) a thiS I~ a cornmon Lake name.

2. The following is the sequence of the first Bellonese voyages to Australia m
European ships visitmg Bellona:
(a) Tome goes to Queensland.
(b) Tome returns.
(c) FIve men are recruited (see Wawn's account): Sau'uhl of Baltanga lineage:

(adult), Tangosia of Nuku'angoha lineage (adult), Semua of Hangekumi
lineage (adult),'4) Tepani of Rennell (teenager), Tukungei of Rennell
(teenager).

(d) Another group IS recruited: Sa'engeahe of Mata'ubea Imeage,l \) Kalpua
of Ghongau linea~e. Baiabe of Nuku'angoha lineage. 1 aklika of Baltanga
lineage, Haikiu of Matabamgei Iineage,lld Puangongo of Tongomamge
lineage;') and Kamangau. a woman of Matak,'ubea lineage.

(e) Tome decides to rcturn to Queensland together \\ Ilh Panlo of Renr.ell
and Ma',mua Teone of Hcngd.uml Ilneagc to search for Sa·engeahe.
Arriving there, the) learn that all the Bellone e who travelled With
Sa'engeahe have died ('(cept for the woman. Kamangau Tome hnds her.
and she tells that Puangongn ,md Hal":IU have c1lcd recenliy from C' IlIklng
the sap of a pOisonous vme. Whcn TOllle IS read' tl' rcturn 10 ncllonil,
Kamangau become SIck and d,c\ 100

(r) After Tome has returneu to Bellona. three men d the \cconu grClur or
voyagers (see (c) abovc). Sau'uh:, Tangm,a and 1cr,WI. rCI~rn 10 Bellona

4. Eiben and Mor"':rg 1965 Geneah'gy 4. Gcnerallon 20
5. Eiben and MI rg 1965 Genealogy~. Gcnerallnn ~O

6. Eiben and Monoerg 1965 Genealogy 9. GCI1Cr:~IIl'n 1'1
7. Eiben and Monocrg 1965 (iencalligy 9, Gene,a l,l''' 1'1
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(g) Tome \ ISltS hl~ home dlstnct on Rennell and dies Ihere. Informants ha\e
seen hi, gril\C at the home~tead. Tonga in East Rennel!.

The 1\\0 accounl, are Interesting In that the; concern the same events as seen
from "abroad" and from ··home". Each culture obvlOu I; focu e on different
tOpiC" A, a \\hlle man. \-\a",n I'> parllcularl) concerned \"'th such European
pecultarille, a date, and ~car.,. and'" Ith legitlmlsing the attempts to obtain
cheap mu,c!l: po\\er for lhe Queensland ,ugar plantations. HI, account has a
faint llngt: of surprise \\ hen he relates the !'>Iander . "almo t human" reacllons
of home Icknes . jO) and sorro". Yet "hal he tell also eem rather matter-of­
fact and probable.

The Bellone e account IS obViously In all ways Insular. It empha~lse "hat
happellcd on Bellona In connecllon \\-Ith Tome and with Rennelle e voyages on
foreign ,hlp,. What Itfc \\a, Itke abroad I of Itttle concern. and the Itttle "e hear
about II i, clearl)' "hal the returning labourers themselves have told.

Both accounh thu, seem true to life and supplement each other "'ell In spite
of the events being percel\ed by person of entirely different cultures and thu
emphasls;ng dlfft:rent types of "facts".

In order to evaluate the historical reliability and valtdity of an oral tradition
of a certain ocietv tl is necessary to a certain \\-hal its members consider
significant in relall~n to a specific equence of events. A person who IS not
familiar Wllh I he S) stem of philosophical values of the oClety. or '" ho Ignore
It. \\-i11 easily make the m!'>lake of disregarding the actual hi toncal veraclly of
an account because the raconteurs have not menlloned or Included those
condltion~ which he. acc rdlng to hIS own cultural background. considers Import­
ant. but which are of Itttle or no importam:e for the members of the oClet)'
In questIon.

Another maller of Importance is the deeper understanding of the semaJllle
content~ of the orallradltlu'1s The story abnut1 ume mal be taken at face value.
and the decodlllg of ItS messao,e IS fairly uncomplicated On Bellona there art:.
hn"ever. ,everal <,Iral:1 of' understanding" In oral communlcallon. A slory ma~

t>c lold so thaI II ,eem, Immedlatel; Intelligible to anyone Yei. the same slor)'
mas Cnnlaln refcrei'ce, to e\ent IUl0\\n only to certain Itsteners who have
mo're background kno'" ledge than the average listener. An example I~ found
in the so·called J..UIIUIl/?U songs whIch on one level seem completely stralght­
forwarti. hut which CO'1taln a set of Impltcit meanings beyond those Immediately
hl'ard .", The decoding of su.:h songs IS only po slhle \\Ith the assistance of an
tnformant who IS famlltar With the actual. detailed background of the song
ThiS mav be the case also With certain histoncal or quaSI-historical account told
by Island II1formant~.

The problem" concerning the ~tory llf Tome bnng up yct another question
which I~ hardh e\t:r adequalel) dlscu sed. and one which has been almo I

complctel~ negiecled by Vansina. As traditIOnal stone~ are obVIOusly me,UuKI'I.
\\e may neccssanh a\k \\hat type of messages are the stones as they are actually
recorded and puhlished hv l!nthrorologl\ts Are they stones in the form and
qvle a~ the\ arc: [(lId amO'1g WI'fllI!' helongll1g to the culture. or are they stones
h~ the Ipcal "tl'acher," related In peda~o~lcal form to the more or Ie ~ kno\\l­
e:tgeahlt' rCcorder lff.'relpl '~Ientl'tl"

The 1111'" Ii~eh .111'>\\er I' Ih.1l thc} are hOlh. dependll1g on the circumstances:
hut Ihe: .krior..:hl:: fact IS Ihal \\C hardl~ e\er hear of these Circumstance, from
the recorder, The'lor of Tome ma; offer an e\ample of the problems involved.
Had the tor:- Ocen told to Monberg during hl~ first Slay on P '10na 111 1958-59.

H. Ml.nberg 1'17.t
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il \\-ould undoubtedl~ ha\e been quile different The Rellone,c nJrrator \\ould
ha\e e\pecled him to he Ignorant concernll1l! a cC1I1sldcrahie numher 01 details
such as the genealogical positions of lhe pe;,ons IIl\lll\ed and lhe rea,c)n' lh~
Bellonese deSired to be recruited. and he \\ould ha\c lI1eluded comment- on
these matters in the narrative.

Oral tradition. and e peciall; genealogical charter, h.l\c hcc:n lbf'~lral!ed
as acting"a charters of rre ent SOCial In tllutlom rather thJn ii' fattl;ful
histoncal record of times past".I'" ThIS IS nOl neCeSS3r1" a characlen~llc of lhe
primary data themselves. though It may .ometlme, t>c LJnuer certain conditions
it may he the result of the lype of relation hip \\-hlch eXI I~ Oct\\een lhe II1formant
and the recorder.

As the story has been presented above tt IS told not onl:- to Monberg (thc
recorder). but also to a group of Bellonese countrymen When Daniel Tuhanuku
told hiS story. he expected hi~ listeners to kno\\ \\ ho the main character, \\ere.
what the reasons for acceptll1g recrUitment "ere. e.g. lhe alkced deSire for \\hlte
man' goods and. in connection \\tth thIS. In<.:e sant mutual Jealousy. If your
neighbour had been abroad and thus acquired high prestige, you were Itkely to
follow. Only fear of death and mlsfonune in the strange land prevented people
from lea',lI1g the island. (In fact. only a fe\\ Bellonc e "ere actual" recn,lled by
black birders. ThiS may be another reason why the stones ab{JUl them are so
well remembered.) All thl IS not told In the story be<.:ause It 's assumed (0 be
known by the audience.

There are also cases in which II1formants are reluc!ant In pre erl! the recorder
with detailed accounts because he IS a stranger and perhap, Ie" familiar "'ith
the local language. An example of lhi~ I found In the stones collcned by Ku chel
on Bellona in 1971 and 1972 1111' Somc Slone~ ... re gl\'en In 1\\:' \a;lallts. for
example A33 (C) and A33 (D) one recorded al the beginning of Kuschel's sta)
and only 12 rrinted lInes 111 length. and the other. coJll'cted elghl month latcr.
of 62 printed lines. The teller dpparenlly fell thaI Kuschel',; command of the
language and hiS kno\\ledge of lhe cullure. at th.. end d hl\ ~Ia\ ('n lhe I\land.
would enaole him to under tand the ~tory in rr..lrc detd"

Before cvaluating oral tradpions. hoth fer their "h"torlcal" .,jllult\ and for
their cultural Significance. they should be vle\\ed a~ me~sages tr~nsmltted
between specific individuals. Their form and their validity are dependent nn
not only who transmits, but also on \\>ho receives the messQge ThIS IS "'hat
decIdes their quality. -

Oral tradition from different source on Bellona have 111 \e\erai ca,cs proved
equally accurate. For example. Kuschel and Monberg have. at dltfcrent times
and with different informant~. collected detailed cel1'u, InformatHlil on the
population of Bellona (42R per~onslll1 19.111. The data mat'h colllplett:l~ SlI1l1lal
expenences have occurred with other data. such a' celtaln C\cnt- '.onnectcd
with the II1trodUCllon of Chnstlanll; 111 19.111 1111

There IS no doubt that the Bellonese or~1 accounl of Tome and tlls lra\el,
contains a considerable number of elemcnt~ of truth: but l'an \\C II1fcr from th"
that oral lr<ldition~ In general arc fairly reltahle h"II1r1<.:al ,OUrl'C\ ')

W'e "'ouid con~lder th" a Illul-h too l-!ener.:1 Inlerel1l:e I Hlill C\f'I'IiCIlLI \lltll
prevlQu \\ork on oral traditIOns.":' II 1\ po,,,hle ll' Pl111ll In lertolill 1.ILllIr'
which mal permit u, to cnn'ldcr the slory anlll/! romc.I rell.lble (llll·. \I her;,'.I'.

9 Glwdy and Wall 197~
10 Kuschel 1Y75
II Elbert and MI
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othcr I) pc'> (,f or.t1 tradition,> lOa) be rather unreliable. al It:a t from the pomt
of \ IC" of a V. e,lcrn hl'>lOrian.

A, often '>t<.ltcd. Orallr<.ldiliOIlS of non-literate socletle conlain what v.e would
term mythlc<.ll element,>. They are commonly full of upernatural creatures and
,>urernatural event'> lhey not only sene to creatc homoeostasls. siructurally
and organl'>atlonall). hut also 10 codlf) conflicts bclweenpecific social groups.
Dlffercnl \er~IOlh l,1" the 'ame ,>tOrlC'> e\I'>1 In different social groups. and. rather
than evaluating su h ,tOrle as either true or untrue. they should be taken al
face valuc and analy,ed for thclr relation to the entIre social structure of the
sociely In "hlch thc) e\l'>t.

In '>ome rc~rect'> Iradltlon such as that of Tome fall outside Ihe major types
of oral tradition,>. al least on Bellona. The Tome story IS non-political 111 various
'cn'>e, and for \ ~lrlOU' rea'>ons. Whereas the majority of BellonC!>e stories are
concerned "lth thc rI'>e and fall of patrilineal de cent group or clans. feuds.
fight,. and alliam:es. and thus manifestly form Ihe "charter" for existing order
or conAll:t on thc bland. the story of Tome IS what may be termed common lore.
II is nOI conccrned with the relationship between rival groups. The main
character. Tomc. I, - according to informants - a person of no particular
soclill SWlu Mllrco\t:r. he IS not a Bellonese and his genealogical relationship
10 an) 11\ Ing Bellonc',t: I' unknown. It may also be said that, in a Bellonese sense.
the traditions ahout Tome do not constitute a finite story. Rather they are
Incldenls extracted from the total fund of traditional knowledge ofearly Bellor:ese
\oyaglng on European ,hlp, The e tradition do not in any particular way o;erve
a, "charters" for the eXlslI'lg SOCial structurc on the island. Rather. they are
"ccount'> of the mdf\ els experienced by people of an extremely isolated Island
upon thclr fir'>l conta.:t v.jth rcople from the outSide \I> arid. For these reasons
the Bellonc,>e may remember the events in more VIVid detail. and they have hild
less Inclination tll ,Ianl the traditions for any purpose of. for eXclmple, glOrifYing
one lineage (lr .:Iall. and liU'l1lliatlng arlOther. A history of thiS type IS therefore.
In (1Ur opinion ..1 fairly re:labie histOrical ource for the acad-.:mlc h:stonan.

CU TllJSIO
In recent )'ear,> ,Ill IIlCrl.:a'llig number of works have been published shov.lIlg

that oral tradlt Ions md), lInder specific Clrcumstdnces. be used as histoncally
reliable data.' I" S'Neeplllg statements on oral traditions belllg useless as historical
source,'''l arc becomlllg posse.

A~ thll1!,!s stand no'N, what we need is more empirical studies which may
c1anf) the limits (,f dlfTerent types of oraltrad:tions (genealogies. ritual formulas.
n~) Ih . tale,. ..tnd roetry) as documentary eVIlJence within the conceptual frame­
"or\- 0f Ihelr cuhurcs of origm. First wc need profiles of the validlly of such
matenal from ,I number of cultures: then we- shall be able to see whether 1\ is
pm"hlc III a,ccrtall1 the \alidlty of those orallradltlons which reach the dissection
taolc of the a adel11lc analyst. And. before even this stage is reached. clear
cntena should he found for 'Nhat is actually meant or understood oy such
c0l11n1l1l11) u~J Icrlll" as hl,>toncal \ alidity. reliability. hi,torical eVidence and
'll (111 It 'Cel1h Ih.11 h\ no\\ the u'>es of 'uch terms have their roots in specific
P(1!I!lCti. Ideoll1~Il'JI .. nd S(1CI<.I1 value »'lel11'>. alld IllS therefore highly debatable
\\ bellll'1 thc,,' terllh ..Ire nl'l Just a, amblguou, as the question of veracity and
rella!ldw. (11" the J~Il,1 "hlch a certain person from a certam cuhure presents to
u, <.I, hI'> (11.11 ,uhurJI Iradillons.

11 Ahr.lham 1%1. \ an'lna 1961; Wylie 1965.
14 111rdod I'IW
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