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travels with the Dani of Irian Jaya
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Thrusting fron: the island of New Guinea’s steamy equatorial jungle, a snow-capped

age people, the Dauni. To them, the peak is Dugnndugu, which.is also their word
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To the Indonesians who rule Irian Jaya  the late 1960s a @Harvard-Peabady anthropol-

western portion of New Guinea, the world's ogy expedition lived with the Dani near

second largest island aflter Greenland), the  Wamena, two hundred niles from Carsiensz
maountain is Pascak Jaya or*Vicwory Peak.” And  Pyramid. They discovered piles of bones chat
to the Western world, it's Carstensz Pyramid,  seemed o imply ovcasional cannibalismg and

alter the Dutch explorer Jan Carstense whao

described ic from Ius ship
in 1623 during a rare break
in the fog. Naming the peak
was one thing. Getting
there took more than three
hundred years. In 1914, a
British expedition of 262
peoplespent fifteen months
inching just thirty miles
into the jungle. Following
the expedition, A.F.R.

Wollaston reported to Britain's Alpine Club:
“Lven if wespent twice that time in the country,

I doubt if we should
have come as far as the
foot of the highest
range,”

Indeed, the first
foreigners to climb
- 16,023-foor Carstensz
were Heinrich Harrer
and team in 1962. They
made firstascents of the
three highest summits
while getcing to know
the Dani people of the
surrounding jungle. In
his book, I come from the

Stone Age, Harrerevocatively describes che climbs
and the year he spent among the people he

the Danmi, when pressed, would adoae thae
perhaps such deeds hap-
pened. Mostly, chough, the
CCam df"-lnt_rll.}{.'d Constant
ritual warlare, with men of
rival villages gathering on
a hillside to fight with
sharpened sticks. The fight
S cnds as soon as someone is
mortally wounded, with the
losers [leeing to their home
Carstensz Pyramid ok Moo LerCItoOry. Betore lung,
however, both groups begin preparing for the
nexe battle—deaths must be avenged toappease
the spirits. Such battles
have since beenstopped
by missionaries and
government soldiers.
In 1962, the
Dutch turned over
control of Irian Jaya to
Indonesia. For reasons
still unclear, the new
proprictors closed ac-
cess to the entire
CarstenszPyramidarea.
Perhaps the Indone-
sians didn’t want visi-
tors to think their
country primitive, Perhaps there was too much

cruh o rumors of fighting becween natives and

described as “gentle cannibals.” Gentle from his  Indonesian troops.

own interactions. Cannibals by reputation.

In any case, the effect was to limic the

While cannibalism on the islane af New — Dini's eoneer with e onrside world oo i few

Ciuinen Isa fsee, the loenl evidence s ppclear Tn
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: mwmmm pierces its perpetnal shi mf::’ ﬂﬂmu.t Dfej; in themountain'’s shadow live a stone-

andi ice. Téey believe the mountain'’s ice fgfﬁf S strength, like the white meat of their pigs.

inhabiting remote areas close to the mountain
had had almost no contace at all, In 1979,
Britishers Peter Boardman and Hillary Collins
arranged [or a missionary pilot to land them
illegally near the mountain. They returned wich
wild stories about the natives—and an u[luring
photo ofanunclimbed two
thousand-foot rock wall 1“
leading directly to the
summit of Carstensz Pyra-
mid. When 1 saw their

% slide show, I had to go.
N~ July, 1980: Bob
Shapiro, Sam Moses, and |
bounce down a grass run-
way at missionary/pilot
Leroy Kelm’s home out-
side of Jayapura, the capi-
tal of Irian Jaya. QOur
Aerocommander lifts off,
bound for Ilaga, the clos-
est Dani wvillage to
Carstensz Pyramid, We
drone inland over an end-
less expanse of jungle-
green hills furrowed with
jagged, twisting canyons.
The peaks grow larger,
more dramatic as we near
the Carstensz Massif; [lac
land is nowhere to be seen,
We wing over a few
clusters of round brown
huts and terraced fields

clinging to the steep green Rainwear, Dani-style Godt abin
pounding and screeching.

Leroy steps out, a big grin splicting his
silver muctonchop sideburns, He makes eye

contiet with i couple of Dani in the (ront. They

walls, “There’s no landing strip,” Leroy drawls,
“I'll try to puc her down in that sweet-potato
patch,” pointing to an ominously tiny clearing
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Lord's Prayer under lus breach. My terror mounts
15 we swoop to the sloping, muddy field.

We touch down soltly enough, but Leroy's
wide-eyed look says something is seriously
wrong. The plane doesn’t slow down, instead it
skids on the mud as if it were ice. The end ol the
clearing looms closerat an
alarming rate. We slide
diagonally uncil one tire
sticks in the mud, and spin
vivlently toahaltwith the
lelt wingtip five feet from
the dropoff to an oblivion
of jungle.

As Leroy chops the
engine and silence washes
over us, my heart races
with giddy relief. Buc
when I look around, new
sightsand sounds electrify

me withajoltofadrenalin.
From all sides, men and
boys come at us, scream-
ing a guttural “oooh-
whah, oooh-whah,” with
their voices cracking to a
falsetcto on the “whah.”
Each carries a spear or a
stone. All are naked ex-
cept for a kebowak, or penis
gourd, which they pound
with their palms, drum-
ming a resonant counter-
point to theirshrieks. They
surround the plane,
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lﬂnnng on a small cassecte rciéﬁtd:;,ﬁnd when
‘he plays it back the sounds brealfthe ice com-
pletely. Dani boys cluse in around us, yelling
and singing, curiousity filling their eyes.
Below us stretch terraced sweer-potato
fields, some only fifteen feet wide, linked by
footpaths down to a central group of dwellings.
Scattered on the surrounding slopes are a smat-
tering of round huts and other fields carved out
of the foliage. Furcher below and all around,
tangled rainforest hems the inhabited land.
Here in cthe high fvothills, warm tropical air
sweeps up to meet cool mountain breezes, cre-
ating a zone of near-constant mist and precipi-

tacion.
Leroy's inventive pantomime organizes a

group of Dani men to wrestle his plane out of
the mud. We unload our packs and he hops
aboard, revs the engines, and takes off, leaving
the three of us
to find our way
to the moun-
tain. We havea
two-hundred-
word Dani vo-
cabulary list
from the Har-
vard anchro-
pologists and
ten loads of
gear, We hope
to enlist ten
Dani men as
porters to haul
icall to che base
of Carstensz
Pyramid—or
Dugundugu,
as we under-
stand in the Dani tongue. For payment we've
brought ten steel axe-heads, ten bags of salt, ten
bags of sugar and ten Boy Scout knives.

We embark on our own wild game of

charades trying to explain what we wanc. Only
throe of our Danl words seem lamiliar co these

¥ g &4

Thie Dani are still livele touched by the modern world,

llaga village i ndredui‘m €s Frum the
tribesmen ytfa anthropologists studied.
We draw pictures and show photographs of the
mountun, One older man, Seppanous, becomes
very excited and demands my pen. [ hand it to
him. He immediately removes the am whyalk,
or boar's tusk, from his nose and proudly inserts

the pen.
We sit on the ground amid a cluseer of

thatched huts, negotiating, gesciculating,
laughing. The women go bare-breasted, wear-
ing only beads and loose grass skires. Naked
infunts and children play in the mud around us.
Pigs, their only domesticated amimals, roam
freely. Women carrying stone hoes walk paston
their way toand from che fields. A lew steel axes

are the only visible sign that we aren’t in the

Stone Age.
Weareateight-thousand feet,and despite

A - o RS our proximity

LENTATE: ¢ to the equator,
when it clouds
over and rains,
I feel chilled.
The naked
Dani seem per-
fectly comfort-
able and a bit
amused as |
search for my
rain top.
Eventu-
ally we think
we've struck
an agreement:
'T"i""':1;:: ten men will

carry our loads
bl

and escort us
Ll Talun through the
jungle to Dugundugu. After a night of singing
we hand out ten equally-weighted packs. To
our horror, the Dani rip the bags open and
spread gear all over the ground. Villagers come

by, picking from our things. Bob, Sam, and l
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L s qulcl-:_ly ougrclimb is over. As we watch help- feothes down. 'much “gooh-whah-ing” and
X 4 i ] 1 % : g I
. & lessly, pdo egs ::.f men, women, and children 'f poupding. op the kebowaks accompanies the
garbjr up gur belongings and file out into the 3 ;jd;sﬂenr.ﬂy the time we set up vur tene, the Dani
forest, ffhﬂhllﬂg msong have buile a wooden hut covered with a water-
We're left with no choice. We gecupand  proof layer of Pandanus leaves,

follow the merry
expedition past the
farthest cultivated
fields and into the
cool, dark jungle.
We wander under
a canopy of dense
foliage, sometimes
in chick mud,
SOmMerimes on roc-
ting logs suspended
high above the
ground, always on
trails thac I could
never follow on my
own. At first, the
compass says we are traveling north; a few
minutes later it reads south, Before long, we put
the mapsawayand just walk
along, hoping we are hik-
ing toward Dugundugu.

Strands from palm leaves make organic thread. Geoff Tabin

Minutes
later, Martinus, one
of the older men,
sees me strugeling
to boil water on my
pack stove. Ile re-
turns with a pot of

boiling water. |
thank him with a
piece of chocolate
and watch,amazed,
as he rakes only a
tiny nibble and
then brings it
around so everyone
can have a taste, At

night they build a huge fire in their shelter wich

the flames licking atr the wooden roof. Songs
and laughter radiate from

the smoky hut well into
the night. :

After five hours we
stopinasmall clearing. The
Dani spread out, shouting

“I come lo see that
the Dani live in utter
harmony with the
rugged forest.”

Aslobserve the Dani,
they observe me. They are
fascinated by miracles (like
zippers) that I take for

and laughing, each taking
on a task, Some gather fire-

wood while others chop at
large trees with stone axes. Yoni, a graceful

athletic young man, takes dry moss out of his
kebowak, strikes two flines together, catches
the spark in the moss, blows gently, puts the
glowing pile on the ground, covers it with wet

wood, and fans it into roaring (lame,
Women take Pandanus fronds, break che

tips and pull single strands from the fibrous
palm leaf to make instant organic necdles wicl
thread. Then chey sew the fronds together to
make a waterproof covering for their shelter.
When a giant oak is about to topple, great

debate ensues about where it will fnll, As it

granted. But I see no sign

of jealously, either toward
us or among themselves. Not a single item of
ours will disappear. When che scronger Dani
men drop their loads at the top of hills, chey go
back to help the older and slower members.

‘Their emotions seem very close o the

surface. Displeasure shows quickly, often evok-
ing tears. But moments later, che same two
people embrace and laugh, They are constantly,
amused by my scruggles to adapt to the chang-
ing environmencand care for myself wichall my

bulky possessions.
Every day | grow more amazed by our

companions, We maouncaineers wee imniedis

R




ately dependent on themn for our directions. By

the second night chey bring us wacer, tire, and
other necessities—treating us like children
who have not yet learned w care for them-
selves. When I try o kindle the sopping wee
wood
lighter and finally
fuel from my
stove—allwichout
success—Yoni

using a

from a distance,
Just as my frustra-
tion peaks, he
walks over, plucks
a clump of moss
from his kebowak,
strikes two pieces
of fline, blows, piles
on soaked wood,
blows some more,
and stands back,
smiling at the
blaze,

I come to see
that che Dani live
in utter harmony
with the rugged,
hilly rainforest.
The forest meets
their needs as
surely as the malls provide ours at home, Most
of theirdiet consists of fire-roasted mibee, or sweet
potatoes, which they carry in yums, orchid-
decorated woven reed bags thac hang from their
foreheads down their backs, Buc they also gacher
roots, grubs, and insects to eat as we walk,

Onour third day in the jungle, Wanimbo,
a tallachletic Dani in his mid-twenties, presents
me with a live bat he's holding by the leet, Ie
smiles gently; I flinch away, With a shrug he
takes an arrow, pushes it into the bat’s anus and
sticks it into the fire. A few minutes later he

carefully divides the meat among everyone,
Twenty-four Dani scay wich us for the full

The forest meees all che Dani's needs. Godi 1 abis

ten days i takes wo reach Dugundugu. In the
last days, we climb steep, muddy hills Fq.ﬁ“a ly <}

i oy .-.."'
emerge from the fgresc onto the expansive .

Ngorilong Plateau, aflat, moss-covered bog. AE
[ 2,000 feed, our naked escores stay warm wich
Irequent fires and
Pandanus-leaf
ponchos made on
the spot. We cross
a4 snow-covered,
sharp-cobbled
limestone puss ac
nearly 15,000 feer;
they all pad along
barefuor.

MNoone seems
surprised to see
snow; they have
clearly come this
way before. I won-
der why naked
people  would
climb to a snowy
mountain. Pechaps
the easiest trade
route involves
climbing through
the high mountain
_ passes rather than
v Dt fighting thick jun-
gle. Unfortunately,
we are still communicating through gestures
and I cannot ask such a complex question.

In the end, we succeed in making our
planned first ascent on Carstensz and a few other
line climbs besides. And while 1 came for these
routes, the real experience was the privilege of
spending time with the Dani, “To cheir moun-
tains we have broughe the latest in Gore-Tex
rainwear, freeze-dricd foods, high-tech.every-
ching. Still, we are humbled by our Stone Age
companions. With one stitcch of a palm-leaf
needle, one scrike of a fline against kebowak-dry

moss, [ learn how much we have sacrificed in

A

[ ] L -

our modern world,
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