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Synopsis

In the late 1800s, missionaries and government officials stationed along the south coast of Papua
New Guinea began to observe large fleets of indigenous Motu sailing ships coming and going out of
present-day Port Moresby. Each year the women of nearby villages manufactured tens of
thousands of clay pots to be loaded onto the ships that men built, then sailed with their cargos
westward some 400 kilometers. Upon arrival at prearranged destination-villages in distant lands to
the westA¢a -4 ¢lands populated by peoples speaking foreign languagesA¢a -4 ¢the pots
together with the shell valuables were exchanged for hundreds of tons of sago flour. While in those
villages, the men dismantled their ships and built them anew, literally from the bottom up, because
trees of sufficient size to make large sailing ships did not grow in the landscapes of their home
villages. Both the Motu of the Port Moresby region and sago producers of the Gulf of Papua to the
west knew of these ventures as hiri. Through first-hand archaeological research at recipient villages,
archaeologists Robert Skelly and Bruno David investigate the origins of this indigenous maritime
trade system, from ancient roots in the famed Lapita culture of three thousand years ago up to the
present. They offer details from archaeological digs that led them from the first ceramics of the
south coast of Papua New Guinea to pottery with unmistakable signs of the ethnographic hiri. Along
the south coast of Papua New Guinea, the maritime endeavor that is the hiri is revealed in historical

perspective, including stories of its colonial past.
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Customer Reviews

Hiri is the first real synthesis of the large-scale ethnohistorically recorded maritime trading networks



operating in eastern Papua at the time of European contact, placing them in an Austronesian
historical and cultural context. It presents new evidence from intensive archaeological excavations
in an area in which no previous research has been carried out.--Bryce Barker, professor of
anthropology, University of Southern QueenslandA magnificent study on the archaeology of an
often neglected area, the Gulf of Papua. This volume is the product of years of painstaking research
into this region’s archaeology. By examining the Gulf’s past and its relationship to known exchange
cycles along Papua’s south coast, we obtain deep insights into the development of traditional
societies we see today. This volume is an important contribution to understanding the past in Papua
New Guinea. It is a breath of fresh air.--Glenn R. Summerhayes, professor of anthropology and

archaeology, University of Otago

Hiri is the first real synthesis of the large-scale ethnohistorically recorded maritime trading networks
operating in eastern Papua at the time of European contact, placing them in an Austronesian
historical and cultural context. It presents new evidence from intensive archaeological excavations
in an area in which no previous research has been carried out. (Bryce Barker, professor of
anthropology, University of Southern Queensland)A magnificent study on the archaeology of an
often neglected area, the Gulf of Papua. This volume is the product of years of painstaking research
into this regionA¢a -4,¢s archaeology. By examining the GulfA¢a -4,¢s past and its relationship to
known exchange cycles along PapuaA¢a -4,¢s south coast, we obtain deep insights into the
development of traditional societies we see today. This volume is an important contribution to
understanding the past in Papua New Guinea. It is a breath of fresh air. (Glenn R. Summerhayes,

professor of anthropology and archaeology, University of Otago)
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