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The woman came all the way through the village, walking between the two rows of 

houses facing each other between the beach and the bush, to the very last house 

standing on a little spit of land at the mouth of the Kaini River. She was carrying a 

watermelon on her head, and the house she came to was the government "rest house," 

maintained by the villagers for the occasional use of visiting officials. Though my 

wife and I were graduate students, not officials, and had asked for permission to stay 

in the village for the coming year, we were living in the rest house while the debate 

went on about where a house would be built for us. When the woman offered to sell 

us the watermelon for two shillings, we happily agreed, and the kids were delighted at 

the prospect of watermelon after yet another meal of rice and bully beef. The money 

changed hands and the seller left to return to her village, a couple of miles along the 

coast to the east. 

It seemed only seconds later that the woman was back, reluctantly accompanying 

Kolia, the man who had already made it clear to us that he was the leader of the 

village. Kolia had no English, and at that time, three or four days into our first stay in 

Kandoka Village on the island of New Britain in Papua New Guinea, we had very 

little Tok Pisin. Language difficulties notwithstanding, Kolia managed to make his 

message clear: The woman had been outrageously wrong to sell us the watermelon for 

two shillings and we were to return it to her and reclaim our money immediately 

When we tried to explain that we thought the price to be fair and were happy with the 

bargain, Kolia explained again and finally made it clear that we had missed the point. 

The problem wasn't that we had paid too much; it was that we had paid at all. Here he 

was, a leader, responsible for us while we were living in his village, and we had 

shamed him. How would it look if he let guests in his village buy food? If we wanted 

watermelons, or bananas, or anything else, all that was necessary was to let him know. 

He told us that it would be all right for us to give little gifts to people who brought 

food to us (and they surely would), but no one was to sell food to us. If anyone were 

to try -- like this woman from Lauvore --then we should refuse. There would be plenty 

of watermelons without us buying them. The woman left with her watermelon, 
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disgruntled, and we were left with our two shillings. But we had learned the first 

lesson of many about living in Kandoka. We didn't pay money for food again that 

whole year, and we did get lots of food brought to us ... but we never got another 

watermelon. That one was the last of the season. 

Lesson 1: In a society where food is shared or gifted as part of social life, you may 

not buy it with money 

“Too Many Bananas” 

In the couple of months that followed the watermelon incident, we managed to 

become at least marginally competent in Tok Pisin, to negotiate the construction of a 

house on what we hoped was neutral ground, and to settle into the routine of our 

fieldwork. As our village leader had predicted, plenty of food was brought to us. 

Indeed, seldom did a day pass without something coming in -- some sweet potatoes, a 

few taro, a papaya, the occasional pineapple, or some bananas: lots of bananas. 

We had learned our lesson about the money, though, so we never even offered to buy 

the things that were brought, but instead made gifts, usually of tobacco to the adults or 

chewing gum to the children. Nor were we so gauche as to haggle with a giver over 

how much of a return gift was appropriate, though the two of us sometimes conferred 

as to whether what had been brought was a "two-stick" or a "three-stick" stalk, 

bundle, or whatever. A "stick" of tobacco was a single large leaf, soaked in rum and 

then twisted into a rope-like form. This, wrapped in half a sheet of newsprint (torn for 

use as cigarette paper), sold in the local trade stores for a shilling. Nearly all of the 

adults in the village smoked a great deal, and they seldom had much cash, so our 

stocks of twist tobacco and stacks of the Sydney Morning Herald (all, unfortunately, 

the same day's issue) were seen as a real boon to those who preferred "stick" to the 

locally grown product. 

We had established a pattern with respect to the gifts of food. When a donor appeared 

at our veranda we would offer our thanks and talk with them for a few minutes 

(usually about our children, who seemed to hold a real fascination for the villagers 

and for whom most of the gifts were intended) and then we would inquire whether 

they could use some tobacco. It was almost never refused, though occasionally a small 

bottle of kerosene, a box of matches, some laundry soap, a cup of rice, or a tin of meat 

would be requested instead of (or even in addition to) the tobacco. Everyone, even 

Kolia, seemed to think this arrangement had worked out well. 

Now, what must be kept in mind is that while we were following their rules -- or 

seemed to be -- in our minds we were really still buying food. In fact we kept a 

running account of what came in and what we "paid" for it. Tobacco as currency got a 
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little complicated, but since the exchange rate was one stick to one shilling, it was not 

too much trouble as long as everyone was happy, and meanwhile we could account 

for the expenditure of "informant fees" and "household expenses." Another thing to 

keep in mind is that not only did we continue to think in terms of our buying the food 

that was brought, we thought of them as selling it. While it was true they never quoted 

us a price, they also never asked us if we needed or wanted whatever they had 

brought. It seemed clear to us that when an adult needed a stick of tobacco, or a child 

wanted some chewing gum (we had enormous quantities of small packets of Wrigley's 

for just such eventualities) they would find something surplus to their own needs and 

bring it along to our "store" and get what they wanted. 

By late November 1966, just before the rainy reason set in, the bananas were coming 

into flush, and whereas earlier we had received banana gifts by the "hand" (six or 

eight bananas in a cluster cut from the stalk), donors now began to bring bananas, "for 

the children," by the stalk! The Kaliai among whom we were living are not exactly 

specialists in banana cultivation -- they only recognize about thirty varieties, while 

some of their neighbors have more than twice that many -- but the kinds they produce 

differ considerably from each other in size, shape, and taste, so we were not dismayed 

when we had more than one stalk hanging on our veranda. The stalks ripen a bit at the 

time, and having some variety was nice. Still, by the time our accumulation had 

reached four complete stalks, the delights of variety had begun to pale a bit. The fruits 

were ripening progressively and it was clear that even if we and the kids ate nothing 

but bananas for the next week, some would still fall from the stalk onto the floor in a 

state of gross over-ripeness. This was the situation as, late one afternoon, a woman 

came bringing yet another stalk of bananas up the steps of the house. 

Several factors determined our reaction to her approach: one was that there was 

literally no way we could possibly use the bananas. We hadn't quite reached the point 

of being crowded off our veranda by the stalks of fruit, but it was close. Another 

factor was that we were tired of playing the gift game. We had acquiesced in playing 

it -- no one was permitted to sell us anything, and in turn we only gave things away, 

refusing under any circumstances to sell tobacco (or anything else) for money. But 

there had to be a limit. From our perspective what was at issue was that the woman 

wanted something and she had come to trade for it. Further, what she had brought to 

trade was something we neither wanted nor could use, and it should have been 

obvious to her. So we decided to bite the bullet. 

The woman, Rogi, climbed the stairs to the veranda, took the stalk from where it was 

balanced on top of her head, and laid it on the floor with the word, "Here are some 

bananas for the children." Dorothy and I sat near her on the floor and thanked her for 

her thought but explained, "You know, we really have too many bananas -- we can't 

use these; maybe you ought to give them to someone else." The woman looked 
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mystified, then brightened and explained that she didn't want anything for them, she 

wasn't short of tobacco or anything. They were just a gift for the kids. Then she just 

sat there, and we sat there, and the bananas sat there, and we tried again. "Look," I 

said, pointing up to them and counting, "we've got four stalks already hanging here on 

the veranda there are too many for us to eat now. Some are rotting already. Even if we 

eat only bananas, we can't keep up with what's here!" 

Rogi's only response was to insist that these were a gift, and that she didn't want 

anything for them, so we tried another tack: "Don't your children like bananas?" When 

she admitted that they did, and that she had none at her house, we suggested that she 

should take them there. Finally, still puzzled, but convinced we weren't going to keep 

the bananas, she replaced them on her head, went down the stairs, and made her way 

back through the village toward her house. 

As before, it seemed only moments before Kolia was making his way up the stairs, 

but this time he hadn't brought the woman in tow. "What was wrong with those 

bananas? Were they no good? " he demanded. We explained that there was nothing 

wrong with the bananas at all, but that we simply couldn't use them and it seemed 

foolish to take them when we had so many and Rogi's own children had none. We 

obviously didn't make ourselves clear because Kolia then took up the same refrain that 

Rogi had -- he insisted that we shouldn't be worried about taking the bananas, because 

they were a gift for the children and Rogi hadn't wanted anything for them. There was 

no reason, he added, to send her away with them -- she would be ashamed. I'm afraid 

we must have seemed as if we were hard of hearing or thought he was, for our only 

response was to repeat our reasons. We went through it again -- there they hung, one, 

two, three, four stalks of bananas, rapidly ripening and already far beyond our 

capacity to eat -- we just weren't ready to accept any more and let them rot (and, we 

added to ourselves, pay for them with tobacco, to boot). 

Kolia finaly realized that we were neither hard of hearing nor intentionally offensive, 

but merely ignorant. He stared at us for a few minutes, thinking, and then asked: 

"Don't you frequently have visitors during the day and evening?" We nodded. Then he 

asked, "Don't you usually offer them cigarettes and coffee or milo?" Again, we 

nodded. "Did it ever occur to you to suppose," he said, "that your visitors might be 

hungry?" It was at this point in the conversation, as we recall, that we began to see the 

depth of the pit we had dug for ourselves. We nodded, hesitantly. His last words to us 

before he went down the stairs and stalked away were just what we were, by that time, 

afraid they might be. "When your guests are hungry, feed them bananas!" 

Lesson 2: Never refuse a gift, and never fail to return a gift. If you cannot use it, 

you can always give it away to someone else. There is no such thing as too much. 

There are never too many bananas. 


