
DISCUSSION AND CORRESPONDENCE 

TOBACCO IN NEW GUINEA 

In his recent paper 1 in the American Anthropologist on the above subject Dr. 
E. D. Merrill brings forward some welcome new facts relative to tobacco from New 
Guinea, especially regarding that raised from seed Ly Dr. T. H. Goodspeed . The 
distribution of native-grown tobacco in New Guinea and some neighboring islands, 
as found by modern explorers, is peculiar and difficult to explain provided all this 
tobacco owes its origin to America. This has Jed a number of persons to suggest 
that there might be some species indigenous to this area from which the native 
tobacco could have been derived . Some writers are even more emphatic . Krieger 2 

says: " Tabak ist ohne Zweifel eine auf Neu -Guinea einheimische Pllanze." Few, 
however , went further than to suggest the possibility or probability of an indigenous 
species. Sir William McGregor, the most noted of New Guinea governors , regarded 
this as probable. Mr. C. A. W. Mockton, speaking of finding tobacco plants on the 
summit of the Wharton Chain, over 9,000 feet high, says:a 

Here, tobacco plants were in evidence, remarkable for the length and fineness of the leaves 
and peculiar fragrance; but whether indigenous or grown from seed dropped by natives I do 
not know-I incline to the former view. 

All these were mere opinions, however, held as more or less probable from the 
evidence at hand , but recognizing that only the botanists could decide the problem . 
The general facts, so far as known, regarding the cultivating and use of tobacco hy 
the natives , were brought out in my previous paper.' It did not seem unreasonable, 
in view of these facts, to make the final statement that they " seem to point to an 
ancient use of an indigenous New Guinea species of tobacco probably closely re
lated to the Australian species," particularly as native species have been reported 
from neighboring regions. Engler and Prantl,5 for example, under Nicotiana, list, 
among others, the following species: "3 Arten auf den Sundainseln , 1 Art (N. 
s11aveole11s Lindt.) in Australien, einige endemische Arten auf den lnseln des Stillen 
Oceans, z. D., N.fragrans Hook, auf den Norfolkinseln." Even if the others arc now 
discredited , the validity of a separate Australian species is still recognized . 

Dr . Merrill begins his paper as follows: 

The myth that is more or less prevalent among some ethnologists, but not among botanists, 
to the effect that tobacco was known to and used by the natives of New Guinea previous to 
the arrival of Europeans in Malaysia, apparently originated with Dr. 0 . Finsch. 

1 E. D. Merrill, Tobacco in New Guinea. AA, 32: 101-105, 1930. 
2 Maximilian Krieger, Neu-Guinea (Berlin), p. 215, 1899. 
s C. A. W. Monckton, Last Days in New Guinea (London and New York), p. 46, 1922. 
'A. B. Lewis, Use of Tobacco in New Guinea and Neighboring Regions. Field Museum, 

Anthropology Leaflet 17, 1924. 
& Engler and Prantl, Die natiirlichen Pflanzenfamilien, IV, 3 b, p. 32. 
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In support of this supposition he quotes a long passage relating to tobacco and 
tobacco-pipes from Dr. Finsch, and lays especial emphasis on the following sentence: 

Die Tabakspflanze ist ohne Zweifel auch an dieser Kiiste Neu-Guineas cigenthilmlich, und 
ihre Cultur wurde Hingst vor Ankunft der Europlier in der Weise betrieben, wie ich dies noch 
bei den Koiiiri im Innern und anderwlirts an der Kliste sah. 

Commenting on this he says: 

Doctor Finsch's direct statement regarding tobacco in New Guinea previous to the arrival of 
the Europeans appears to me to be merely an expression of personal opinion, and is not sup
ported by any corroborative evidence (p. 10). 

It appears to me that Dr. Merrill has misinterpreted Dr. Finsch's meaning, and 
has taken a part for the whole. Dr. Finsch definitely says "an dieser Kiiste Neu
Guineas," and the quotation is taken from that section of Dr. ·Finsch 's paper 6 

dealing solely with the southeast coast of British New Guinea. With this limitation, 
set by Dr. Finsch himself, corroborative evidence comes from practically every 
explorer in that territory. 

This, of course, refers to its use in modern times, which even Dr. Merrill admits. 
The real problem, also stated by Dr. Merrill, is whether American tobacco could 
have come into New Guinea in early times by way of the Moluccas through Malay 
(or Chinese?) traders. There was considerable intercourse between the Moluccas 
and western New Guinea, especially the northwestern part. The sultans of Tidore 
claimed much of western New Guinea as part of their domain, which claim was 
passed on to the Dutch when they took over the Tidoran territories. That tobacco 
was introduced into New Guinea in some such way as this, and then spread over 
most of the island through native dissemination, has been so generally assumed, even 
by ethnologists, that I neglected, I am now sorry to confess, to mention it in my 
paper in connection with the other hypothesis. For example, Dr. H. A. Lorentz,7 
in his book on the Dutch Expedition to the "Snowmountains" in 1909, says, in 
speaking of the tobacco raised by the Pesegem of the interior mountains, 

Aanraking moet er dus plaats hebbcn gehad, hetzij met noordkust, hetzij met zuidkust be
woners, daar de tabaksplant op Nieuw-Guinea geen inheemsche plant is. 

Mr. Lorentz may have evidence for this positive statement, but he does not men
tion it, so far as I have been able to discover. 

That Dr. Finsch was the originator of the "myth" which Dr. Merrill has dis
covered certainly never occurred to me. I would rather suppose the contrary from 
the following statement :8 

Die frliher von mir von der SUdkilste mitgebrachten Herbarproben zeigten die Identitiit 
der von den Papuas kultivierten Ptlanze mit dem gewiihnlichen Ilauerntabak (Nicotiana 
tabaccum), mit dem sie in Ausschen wie Illtite durchaus ubereinstimmt. 

s Ethnologische Erfahrungen und Ilelegstilcke aus der SUdsee, Zweite Abtheilung; Ncu
Guinea. I, English-Neu-Guinea, a. Siidostkilste. Annalen des k.k. naturhistorischen Hof
museums, Rd. 3, Heft 4, 327, 1888. 

1 H. A. Lorentz, Zwarte Menschen-Witte Bergen (Leiden), p. 39, 1913. 
s Otto Finsch, Samoafahrten (Leipzig), p. 58, 1888. 
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The aim of my paper was to gather together, so far as I could, the facts relating 
to the use of tobacco. The whole paper is concerned in describing these facts, with 
the exception of the last sentence and parts of two others. That they are not docu
mented is due to the popular character of the series in which the paper appears. 
The "general purport" of the paper was not to support any theory, but purely 
descriptive . Only in the last sentence did I venture a theoretical proposition, that 
"the facts seem to point," etc. This, to Dr. ll.1errill, "does not seem to be warranted" 
yet he himself is kind enough to say: 

The arguments [ !) appear at first glance to be rather concl11sive [italics mine) except that ap
parently the author is theorizing with almost no botanical evidence to support his conclusions. 

Apparently the facts argue for that particular conclusion! 
As to botanical evidence I hunted high and low for it with small results, even 

in New Guinea, where I was unable to find a single growing plant, and the few 
packages of native trade tobacco which I did obtain were unfortunately discovered 
by some of my boys hefore I could get them safely packed away, and went up in 
smoke. Later a few leaves were discovered in a bamboo tube , and through Dr. 
Laufer submitted to Dr. C. F. Millspaugh, at that time Curator of Botany in Field 
Museum, who reported on them as follows: 

It is not possible to determine the species of the Nicotianae from the leaves alone. The dis
tinctive characters lie in the calyx and the corolla, and especially the seed. However, I judge 
that the species you submit from Guinea is Nicotiana suaveolens of Lehmann Generis Nico
tianarum Historia, Pars Hotanica (Hamburgh), 1818, p. 43; n. 18. My opinion that the species 
is N. suaveolens is based mostly on the fact that that is the prevailing species cultivated in 
Africa (south ) and on the islands adjacent. The leaf characters of the specimen submitted 
are those of the species so far as their characters in the specimen reveal. 

Against this there was the statement of Dr . Finsch as quoted above; but on the 
other hand there was that of .Mr. Maiden 9 referred to in my paper (p. 8) in which 
he says: 

The presence of a longish petiole at once excludes this tobacco from N. tabacum, and of all the 
species described by Asa Gray it certainly comes nearest to N. rusticu. It is not very remote 
(I speak of the foliage alone) from our N. mai•eolens. 

So Finsch reports it as one species, and .Millspaugh and Maiden say it is not 
that but resembles N. suaveolms. Even if Dr . Merrill does not believe in these 
statements, still they come from botanists, so the hypothesis is not without some 
botanical support. 

The Dutch expeditions of recent years have apparently found what they re
gard as N. tabacum in the Dutch territ:H:,-. Dr. Wichmann reports 10 finding this 
on Lake Sentani, and Dr. Lorentz implies it in his statement quoted above . This 
did not seem to me conclusive evidence for the whole of New Guinea, however. 

9 Proceedings of the Linnean Society of New South Wales, ser. 2, 2: 463, 1887. 
10 Arthur Wichmann, Nova Guinea, vol. 4, Dericht iiber eine im Jahre 1903 ausgefiihrte 

Reise nach Neu-Guinea (Leiden), p. 187, 1917. 
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In addition to my final sentence, Dr . Merrill quotes (p. 102) two other sentences 

with evident disapproval. One is merely the statement of a native tradition, and 

is a fact to be considered, whatever weight be ascribed to it. The other relates to 
Australia and is as follows: 

The natives .... utilized their own tobacco long before the trader's tobacco became known 
to them. 

The native use of N. suaveolens is described in my paper (p. 8), but as it is ques

tioned by Dr. Merrill, I shall give here a few references and quotations. In the re

ports of the Scientific Results of the Elder Exploring Expedition, the naturalist, 
Mr. Richard Helms, says, 11 

To find that the natives of the Everard Range and Blyth Range tribes use tobacco was a sur
prise to me . ... . Whilst these tribes have discovered the stimulating properties of Nicotiana 
suaveolens, they do not seem to know the more powerful narcotic of "pituri ," Diiboisia Hop
woodii. 

The same use of native tobacco by the aborigines of this region is reported by Mr. 

S. A. White in Scientific Notes on an Expedition into the Northwestern Regions 

of South Australia. 12 

On its use in Central Australia Dr . E. C. Stirling, under "Plants used for Other 

Purposes than for Food" writes as follows: 13 

NrcorrANA SUAVEOLENS. "Native tobacco." For human use the place of "Pitchuri" is taken 
by the above named plant. Growing freely in many places the chewing of its leaves and stems 
is a general practice amongst both the Arunta and Luritcha tribes. Though in several instances 
I saw portions of the dried plant used in their natural condition , the proper method of prepara
tion , for which I am partly indebted to Mr . Gillen. is as follows: The variety preferred is that 
growing on the tops of stony ranges; of this the leaves and stems are dried in the sun . These 
are then ground into powder, which is mixed with an equal quantity of the white ash of the 
leaves and fine twigs of Cassia eremophila if available, if not, of those parts of some other 
bush, and the mass is made into a bolus of suitable size with saliva. This is chewed and passed 
from mouth to mouth, a bolus lasting about twenty-four hours. When not in use it is carried 
behind the ear or in the head or arm band . The lubras are allowed to chew the plant only in 
the natural state . Mr. Gillen informs me that the plant is used as a trade article as far north 
as Tennant's Creek. 

The use of both native tobacco and pitchuri is described with considerable de

tail by Dr. Eylmann.1{ According to him, the geographical distribution of N . sua

veolens is much more limited than that of Duboisia . Its use is therefore restricted. 

Der native tobacco findet hauptsachlich dort Verwendung, wo er wachst, <loch gelangt 
er als Tauschware auch zu nordlichen und si.idlicher wohnenden Stammen. 

"Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, 16: 248, 1892-1896. 
12 Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, 39: 727, 1915. 
13 Report on the Work of the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central Australia. Anthro

pology, 4: 61-62 , 1896 (edited by Baldwin Spencer). 
"Erhard Eylmann , Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Si.idaustralien (Berlin), 305-307, 1904. 
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The method of using the two plants is the same. Speaking of pitchuri, he says, 
Die Zubereitung der Prieme gleicht ganz der aus Tabak: zunachst erwarmt man die zerkauten 
Blatter und vermengt sic dann mit Akazienasche. 

Although Dr. Hartwichl 6 regards the New Guinea tobacco as of American 
origin, of Australia he says: 
Australien muss uns dabei von grosstem Interesse scin, weil es derjenige Erdteil ist, in wclchcm 
die Menschen vor Aukunft der Europaer zweifellos Tabak benutzten und zwar einheimischen, 
der also nicht auf irgendeine Weise von America gekommen war. 

And yet Dr. Merrill, apparently basing his statement solely on an opinion of 
Professor A. R. Radcliffe Brown , says categorically that "the aborigines in Australia 
made no use of theAustralian native Nicolia1w," and he uses this "fact ," as he 
calls it, to help prove how highly improbable a local discovery of smoking in New 
Guinea would be! 

The somewhat polemic character of the discussion so far is because it seems to 
me that Dr . Merrill has not correctly represented either my own paper or the prob
lem as a whole. Any new evidence is welcomed by no one more than by myself. 
The question is not yet decided , however. There are too many unknown regions 
and unidentified tobacco plants in New Guinea, New Hritain, and Bougainville, 
and the difficulties of cultural diffusion too great, to admit of guesswork. It is the 
calm assumption by nearly every one, including the ethnologists , that all culti
vated tobacco must have come from America , that prevents the acquiring of real 
evidence. Dr. Merrill's paper is an illustration of this . 

If the cultivation and use of tobacco does owe its origin to America , its spread , 
as shown in New Guinea and the other islands , is a remarkable case of cultural 
diffusion , and more interesting and important to the ethnologist than the other 
supposition . If one cultural element can pass independently from tribe to tribe , 
from culture area to culture area, through or over sharp cultural boundaries ,and 
across many almost isolated regions, and all in two or three hundred years , what 
mixtures may not have arisen in the past centuries, and why worry about the mi
gration of peoples when cultural elements are so independently migratory? 

ALBERT B. LE\\'IS 

TOBACCO IN NEW GUINEA: AN EPILOGUE 

As Dr. Lewis' contribution to the use of tobacco in New Guinea is one of six 
leaflets prepared by various members of the l\foseum staff under my direction and 
edited by me in the Field Museum series of Anthropology Leaflets (15- 19 and 29) , 
I may be allowed to add a few remarks to my colleague's rejoinder to Dr. Merrill. 
No one who has read these six leaflets will accuse me or even suspect me of being 
an anti -American heretic, for I have strictly upheld and, I venture to hope, have 
also proved the introduction of both Nicotiana labacum and N. ruslica from America 
into Asia, Europe, and Africa. In regard to Melanesia and Australia , however, 1 

1, C. Hartwi ch, Die menschlichen Genussmittcl (Leipzig), p. 117, 1911. 
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