
TOBACCO IN 
NEW GUINEA By E. D. MERRILL 

T HE 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 Euro
peans in Malaysia, apparently originated with Dr. 0. Finsch from whose 
paper the following passage is quoted :1 

Nachst dem Betel bildet Tabak (Kuku) bei Mannern wie Frauen, Alt und Jung, 
ein fast unentbehrliches Genussmittel. Die Tabakspflanze ist ohne Zweifel auch an 
dieser K uste Neu-Guineas eigenthiimlich, und ihre Cultur wurde !angst vor Ankunft 
der Europaer in der Weise betrieben, wie ich dies noch bei den Koiari im Innern und 
anderwarts an der K li"ste sah [italics mine]. An den Missionsstationen hat sich 
bereits amerikanischer Stangentabak (I, Seite 102) eingeftihrt und ist im Verkehr 
das beliebteste Tauschmittel geworden, ja hat an manchen Orten, wie z. B. Port 
Moresby, den eingebornen Tabak ganzlich verdrlingt. Dagegen haben sich europli
ische Tabakspfeifen keinen Eingang verschafft, sondern man bedient sich allgemein 
des: 

Baubau (Nr. 930, 1 Stiick), Rauchgerlith, bestehend aus einer 1.4 M. langen 
Rohre aus Bambu, an der einen Seite offen, an der anderen vor dem Ende mit 
einem kleinen Loche; mit eingebranntem und eingravirtem Muster. Maiva
District. 

Dieses eigenthtimliche Rauchgerath ist an der ganzen Stidostktiste Neu-Guineas, 
von Torres-Strasse bis Ost-Cap, gebrii.uchlich und ftir dieses Gebiet charakteristisch. 
Der Gebrauch ist folgender: Der in eine kleine Dtite aus Baumblatt gestopfte, 
grob zerpfltickte Tabak wird in die kleine Oeffnung des Baubau eingesetzt und nun 
mit dem Munde am breiten, offenen Ende gesogen, bis die Rohre voll Rauch ist. 
Dann nimmt man das Dtitchen heraus, hii.lt die Endoffnungen zu und saugt aus 
dem kleinen Loche den Rauch ein. Jeder nimmt ein paar Ztige und gibt den Baubau 
seinem Nachbar, worauf das Vollsaugen der Rohre aufs Neue beginnt. Diese 
Rauchmetode hat eine ausserordentlich starke Wirkung, wird trotzdem aber 
schon von Kindem leidenschaftlich getibt. Die schonsten Baubau kommen aus 
Freshwater-Bai und sind <lurch ihre reichen Verzierungen in zierlichen eingebrann
ten oder eingeritzten Mustern oft beachtenswerthe Producte papuanischen 
Kunstfleisses. 

Doctor Finsch 's direct statement regarding tobacco in New Guinea 
previous to the arrival of the Europeans appears to me to be merely an 

1 Finsch, 0. Ethnologische Erfahrungen und Belegstiicke aus der Suedsee. Ann. Kat
hist. Hofmus. Wien 3: 327. 1888. 
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expression of personal opinion, and is not supported by any corroborative 
evidence. Unquestionably tobacco was known to and used by the Papuan 
aborigines long before Europeans established any permanent settlements in 
New Guinea, but it must be remembered that Amboina for a long period 
subsequent to 1520 was the most important European settlement in eastern 
Malaysia, and that it is only a few miles from the western end of New 
Guinea, from whence it would be the most simple matter to introduce to
bacco and its use into New Guinea; and tobacco was unquestionably intro
duced into Amboina by the Portuguese, shortly after their establishment 
there. 

Doctor Albert B. Lewis has recently published a pamphlet on tobacco 
in New Guinea, 2 the general purport of which seems to be the thesis that 
the practice of tobacco smoking originated independently among the New 
Guinea aborigines on the basis of a native species of tobacco allied to the 
Australian Nicotiana suaveolens. The following quotations are significant: 

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

The strong closing statement (p. 10) 

In the Arfak Mountains of western New Guinea tobacco has been raised, smoked 
and traded to the coastal peoples since the memory of man, according to one writer. 
(p. 1). Altogether the facts seem to point to an ancient use of an indigenous New 
Guinea species of tobacco probably closely related to the Australian species. 

does not seem to be warranted, based as it is on what may be interpreted 
as circumstantial evidence. 

The arguments appear at first glance to be rather conclusive except 
that apparently the author is theorizing with almost no botanical evi
dence to support his conclusions, certainly with no New Guinea botanical 
material for purposes of study and comparison. It seems to me that he 
has overlooked a very significant fact in that cultivated plants of distinct 
economic importance are disseminated even among the most primitive 
peoples with surprising rapidity when once introduced into a new region. 
As examples, the following American species now universally found through
out the old world tropics may be cited: tomato, tobacco, sweet potato, 
maize, lima bean, guava, chili pepper, to mention only a few, several of 
which are everywhere completely naturalized. 

Another important fact is that Amboina, very close to the western end 
of New Guinea, first visited by the Portuguese in 1511 and definitely colo-

2 Lewis, A. B. Use of tobacco in New Guinea and neighboring regions. Field Mus. 
Anthropology Leafl. 17: 1-10, pl. 1-2, 1924. 
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nized by them in 1521, was the first important center in Malaysia for the 
introduction and dissemination of economic American plants, and the 
Portuguese were pioneers in this field because of their colonies in the tropics 
of both hemispheres. They were soon followed by the Spaniards operating 
through the Philippines, and thus first Amboina, and later the Philippines, 
became the centers of introduction and dissemination of economic Ameri
can plants in Malaysia. The long continued Acapulco-Manila galleon ser
vice was an important trade route operating continuously for about 250 
years previous to 1815, through which medium important economic plants 
were interchanged between the eastern and western tropics. 

Rumphius clearly describes the American Nicotiana tabacum in his 
monumental Herbarium Amboinense 3 but the date of publication (1747) 
is misleading as the work was published many years after the author's 
death; the manuscript was completed in 1690, but most of it was written 
before 1670. It is only logical to conclude that as the true American tobacco 
was well known in Amboina at a very early date in colonial history, it 
was thence transmitted with its uses to New Guinea, which is only a few 
miles from Amboina. One can readily determine from an examination of 
Rumphius' classical work that even in the early colonial period trade exis
ted between Amboina and New Guinea. 

Doctor Matthew Stirling, who knows from personal experience con
ditions of primitive life in the interior of New Guinea, recently informed 
me in a personal conversation that in his opinion the tobacco commonly 
grown and used in New Guinea is the ordinary American species, Nico
tiana tabacum. This view is substantiated by Dr. W. Docters Van Leeuwen, 
Director of the Botanical Garden at Buit_enzorg, who accompanied Dr. 
Stirling on his New Guinea trip. Dr. Docters Van Leeuwen, writing under 
date of June 17, 1929, states that all the tobacco he saw in New Guinea 
both in the plains and in the mountains was almost without doubt Nico
tiana tabacum, and that he has seen no botanical material from New Guinea 
representing other than this species; assuredly neither of these authorities 
would confuse the characteristic American Nicotiana tabacum with any 
"native species" allied to the very different N. sua'l/eolens. Dr. Docters 
van Leeuwen further states that Dr. Baumee of Buitenzorg is of the opinion 
that the tobacco grown in New Guinea is Nicotiana tabacum but that N. 
rustica may also be cultivated there; both are, of course, American in 
origin. Plants grown at Berkeley, California by Dr. T. H. Goodspeed, 
from New Guinea seed, and those recently received from the Brandis ex-

1 Rumphius, G. E. Herbarium Amboinense S: 225. 1747. 
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pedition to New Guinea all represent a form of Nicotiana tabacum with 
relatively narrow, strongly petioled leaves. This is an inferior commercial 
type closely approximating the forms that first reached Europe as figured in 
some of the Herbals published within the first century after Columbus' 
voyages. 

I am merely attempting to substantiate the probabilities that the 
commonly grown and used tobacco in New Guinea is a form of the common 
American N. tabacum; that it was unquestionably introduced into New 
Guinea from Amboina shortly after the Portuguese established their fac
tory in the latter island in 1521; and that the use of tobacco, i.e. smoking, 
was introduced into New Guinea with the plant and did not originate inde
pendently in that island as Dr. Lewis seems to infer. The fact that the 
natives of New Guinea have developed a special type of pipe and special 
methods of smoking has no bearing on the botanical origin of plant used; 
for that matter both the Chinese and the Turks have done exactly the same 
thing, and no one assumes that tobacco was known in either China or in 
Turkey previous to the discovery of America. Is not the type of pipe and 
method of smoking tobacco in New Guinea merely an adaptation of the 
pipe and opium smoking? It would be interesting, in this respect, to de
termine how long the Chinese have had contacts with New Guinea; it 
seems probable that this contact may be an old one in view of the fact that 
early Chinese contacts in the Philippines and in the Sunda Islands antedate 
or at least approximate the beginnings of the Christian era. 

Professor A. R. Radcliffe Brown of the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Sydney, in answering Doctor Goodspeed's inquiry regarding 
the use of tobacco among the aborigines in Australia, under date of July 26, 
1929 states that it would seem that tobacco was not used in Australia in 
any way before the coming of the white man. In parts of South Australia 
and Queensland the natives use a solanaceous nicotine-bearing plant 
Duboisia hopwoodii but this they chew and do not smoke. Native tobacco 
pipes of a form commonly used in the Malay Archipelago are found only 
in the northern parts of Australia, Arnheim Land and the Cape York 
Peninsula. As far as Arnheim Land is concerned the evidence points to the 
introduction of these pipes and of tobacco smoking by people coming from 
the Malay Archipelago, and chiefly from Celebes. It would seem that they 
taught the coastal natives the use of tobacco and supplied them with 
tobacco in exchange for other products. In Arnheim Land when the na
tives run out of tobacco they use certain leaves for smoking, which have 
not as yet been botanically identified. There is no very satisfactory in
formation as to the origin of tobacco smoking in the Cape York Peninsula, 
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but it seems likely that it is a comparatively recent innovation and comes 
down from Torres Straits. The general body of evidence is therefore that 
nowhere in Australia was tobacco used until the habit was introduced from 
outside the continent within the past two centuries. 

My comment on Professor Radcliffe Brown's statement, as summarized 
above, is that it is highly improbable that the smoking of tobacco in New 
Guinea was developed on the basis of a native species of tobacco allied to 
the Australian Nicotiana suaveolens; particularly in view of the fact that 
the aborigines in Australia made no use of the Australian native Nicotiana, 
and further in view of the fact that there is no botanical evidence that 
anything approximating Nicotiana suaveolens occurs in New Guinea. 

Ethnobotany is in many respects a fascinating field, but the ethnobot
anist is treading on dangerous ground when he develops a theory without 
reference to botanical material to test it. There is almost no field in the 
borderland of systematic botany where there are more pitfalls to be avoided 
in drawing conclusions than in the general field of the origin and dissemina
tion of cultivated plants. Let us hope that sometime field explorers in 
the general field of ethnology will realize the necessity, not only of taking 
critical notes on cultivated plants and plant uses among aboriginal peo
ples, but that they will also realize the absolute necessity of preparing 
adequate botanical specimens from which accurate identifications may 
be made. 
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