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ON THE ASIATIC ORIGIN OF CERTAIN
PACIFIC WEAPONS

G. H. R. von KOENIGSWALD

A careful study of the prehistory of South East Asia will not fail to
reveal that here is the homeland of cultures we now find in Melanesia and
Polynesia; in the present-day culture of Indonesia we still find many re-
semblances in art and languages to regions further east which cannot be
dismissed as merely accidental. This study* is dealing with three weapons,
known to every ethnologist as typical for certain islands of the Pacific, which,
when traced back to prehistoric times, seem to have originated on the
Asiatic mainland, a sign of the west-east trend of Pacific migrations.

MELANESIA

The weapon that forms the subject of this study, is the “n b on e t”
of New Caledonia, a flat, round or quadrangular disc of jadeite. Near the
lower edge the disc is perforated generally by two (in rare cases one or
four) small hour-glass shaped perforations through which the binding passes
for the handle. These discs are often of selected jadeite and beautifully
polished; the smallest size reported by HINDERLING is 7.5cm, the largest
is not less than 39 cm, a diameter of 15-25cm might be regarded as normal.

Already in 1938 (published 1940) McCARTHY drew attention to two
similar, rather damaged quadrangular discs with two perforations, which
have been found in the Tembeling River region in the northern part of the
Malay Peninsula and are preserved in the Raffles Museum and the Perak
Museum respectively (McCARTHY 1940, pl. X, figs. 5 & 6), and which we
have reproduced here in figs. 1c¢c and 1d. The importance of this discovery
is underlined by the fact, at that time unknown to McCARTHY, that there
is also skeletal evidence, which points in the same direction. Remains of a
Papua-Melanesoid population have been observed in several neolithic or
mesolithic sites in Java (Sampoeng, Bodjonegoro), Sumatra and the Malay

* This article contains results of a study on Indonesian influences in the Pacific cultures,
made possible by a grant of t_he Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, New-York.
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Peninsula (von KOENIGSWALD 1952) and it is from the latter that we
have the only specimen which allows a more accurate determination. It is
the mandible from the Guak Kepah, Province Wellesly, carefully studied
by MIJSBERG (1940). The size of the jaw and the dentition, especially the
shape and height of the ramus makes it clear that we are dealing with a
typical mandible of Palae-Melanesian type, to which belong the New Cale-
donians and the Loyalty Islanders. MIJSBERG comes to the conclusion:
“Therefore, in my opinion, the most important result of the present inves-
tigation is that it proves a neolithic man from Guak Kepah to have been
already in the possession of a lower jaw which in every detail resembles the
mandible of the recent Palae-Melanesians. From this fact it seems highly
probable that the Palae-Melanesians before leaving the Malay Peninsula and
traveling farther eastwards had already developed all the somatical charac-
ters of their recent offspring”.

Fig. 1. The ceremonial adze “n b 0 n e t” of New Caledonia (a & b), compared to
stone discs of the same type from the Malay Peninsula (¢ & d) and Southern China
(e). (a & b: after British Museum Guide, ¢ & d: after McCARTHY, e: after
VORETZSCH).

If we add to this the occurrence in Malaya of the stone discs of the
“nbonet-type,” we may conclude that this weapon too is of Asiatic origin.
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This is confirmed by the fact that another specimen of this type, said
to have been found in the Late Neolithic’ of the Kwangsi Province of South
China, has recently been described by VORETZSCH (1956, fig. 8). It is
executed in dark-green jade or nephrite, circular in form, with two small
perforations near one side. Length, 18.8 cm, breadth 16.2cm (and completely
identical with specimens from New Caledonia); our figure le. It is surely no
coincidence that not only in Indochina_ (vide SAURIN, 1940, pl. XVII) but
also in China remains of a Papua-Melanesoid population have been described.
They occur as far north as Peking, as has been demonstrated by WEIDEN-
REICH on a female skull from the Upper Cave of Chou-Kou-Tien, which
probably belongs to the Uppermost Palaeolithic.

The recent ceremonial adze of the “n b o n e t” type of New Caledonia
therefore goes back to a prehistoric type of Asiatic and most probably
Chinese origin.

At this point we might draw attention to the ‘“bird-head” club of New
Caledonia (fig. 2a), to which no parallels in Oceania can be found. The top
of this wooden club is shaped like a bird head with a long, pointed beak set
at right angles to the handle; the eyes are generally indicated. The whole
outline of this weapon strongly suggests an affinity to the Chinese dagger
axe, the “k o” (fig. 2 b). This weapon is generally executed in bronze, but
goes back to a proto-type in stone.

‘The “k o” indeed possesses all the characteristic features of the bird-head
club. The head, straight or a little curved, is set at right angles to the
handle; the forepart is generally subdivided in its long axis by a slight
ridge, and there might be an eye-like spot, indicated by a hole as in fig.
2c¢c or an ornament on the blade as in fig. 2d. There is a protruding
backpart like a kind of comb. Some of the “k 0” seem really to represent
birds heads. The main difference between the Chinese “k 0” and its New
Caledonian counterpart is that in China the head generally is executed in
bronze and separated from the wooden handle, while in New Caledonia top
and handle are carved in one piece of wood. Even if no comparable
specimens have been found on the Malay Peninsula as in the case of our
ceremonial adze—which probably is an indication that it was already then
carved in wood and therefore could not be preserved—we have good reasons
to assume that the New Caledonian “bird-head” club is a wooden imitation
of the Chinese bronze “k o”.
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Fig. 2. The “bird-head” club of New Caledonia (a), compared to a Chinese k o
(b—d). (a: after British Museum Guide, b: composed after ANDERSSON, c: after
PATTE, d: after HENTZE).

POLYNESIA

The “p a t u” is a tongue-shaped flat club, executed in stone or whale
bone, which is one of the most characteristic weapons of eastern Polynesia,
common in New Zealand, but also observed in Hawaii. Some specimens
discovered in America, have caused much discussion about the origin of
this type, and it is surely most interesting and satisfactory that LING has
demonstrated the Asiatic origin of this peculiar weapon, the proto-type of
which has been found in prehistoric sites as well as on Taiwan (39 specimens)
as in Japan (6 specimens). This is a most welcome addition to BEYER’s
discoveries in the Philippines (of which LING seems to be unaware), where
he had found the proto-type of another characteristic Polynesian tool, the
Hawaiian “tanged adze”, in Luzon, just south of Taiwan!

We may' now draw attention to a region still further south: Indonesia.
From here a “p a t u” has been described, but not recognized, by STAM-
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MESHAUS in 1939. The object in question, which is preserved in the
collections of the Institute for the Tropics in Amsterdam (no. 674/890) is
tongue-shaped, with a handle. The surface is smooth, like pecked, but not
polished. It has been found near Tjalang in the district Kluang on the
west coast of Atjeh, North Sumatra. It was known to the population under
the name of “batee sane” (batee meaning stone, is the name of a water
spirit) and had been given by Sultan Ala’ad-din Ahmad Sjah, who died in 1735,
to a member of the local nobility of Kluang. The site where it has been
found is not known. v

In its shape and dimensions this club (fig. 3a) closely resembles the two
“p a t u” described by LING from Taiwan, viz. his specimens no. 17, (fig. 3b)
and no. 18, (fig. 3c), which are just representatives of the normal type of

“p a t u” occurring in Taiwan.

Dimensions of p a t u from

Sumatra Taiwan (after LING)
no. 674/890 17 18
length 27.0 27.5 274
width 9.5 95 9.5
thickness 5.0 4.0 3.7

All three objects are pictured in fig. 3.

There are only two minor differences: our specimen is just a little
thicker than those from Taiwan, which most probably is caused by a
difference of material, as the piece from Sumatra is said to be executed in
“granite”—I have not seen the specimen, but the determination, according to
the photograph, seems doubtful to me; most probably it is a kind of andesite,
a hard volcanic rock—, while the Taiwan specimens seem to be made of
sandstone and other more easily workable stones. The second difference is
the presence of a bored hole at the upper end, which has not been observed
in one of the Taiwan specimens, but which is typical for all the “p a t u” from
Japan. There is one piece from an unknown locality, no. 5/I 197 in LING’s
catalogue (fig. 4), of an outline very similar to our specimen, but it is only
somewhat smaller (total length 19.7 cm, greatest width 8.5cm). Perhaps
the Japanese and the Indonesian specimens of “p a t u” are slightly younger
than those from Taiwan.



— 6 — Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology

Fig. 3. Stone clubs of p a t u-type from Sumatra (a) and Taiwan (b & c), all
drawn on the same scale. (a: drawing after a photograph by STAMMESHAUS, b & c:
after LING).

Early in 1940 two stone adzes of Polynesian type, said to have been
found near Serang near the West Coast of Java, opposite Sumatra, reached
the Geological Survey in Bandung and are kept in the collections of the
Geological Museum. Owing to the circumstances we wére not able to visit
the site. The find probably is genuine, since imported specimens generally
come from New Guinea or, in very rare cases, from New Caledonia, where
Javanese kulis used to work in the mines. An adze of Polynesian type has
been reported from the Minahassa in North Celebes (vide HEINE-GELDERN
1945, fig. 42). When he remarks: “...... the tanged and stepped adzes of
East Polynesia are very similar to those of South China, the Philippines,
Borneo and- Celebes, thereby indicating that it is in these regions that we
have to look for the parent culture, or rather, for one of the parent cultures
of that of eastern Polynesia”, his conclusions have greatly been strengthened

by more recent discoveries.
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While one of the Asiatic centers of Polynesian culture must be sought in
the Taiwan-Luzon sector, Sumatra certainly has played an important role
too. The “p a t u” described from Atjeh is not the only specimen with
Polynesian affinities that comes from that island. The author has drawn
attention to the fact, that on textiles from the surrounding of Kroé in
southern Sumatra, there are human figures with high helmets which can be
taken as proto-type of the “a u m a k u h a” figures of Hawaii (1951, pl. 2,
figs. 1, 2, 4-6). Helmets, still worn by Javanese dancers, "are of the same
type as the feather helmets of Hawaii. KEUNING has recently shown the
obvious similarity of carved human figures from the Island of Engano (on
the west coast of Sumatra) with those from Hawaii, and it is said that in
the language of the Mentawai Islands, north of Engano at the West Coast
of Sumatra still Polynesian affinities have been preserved (vide TROLL 1932).
A certain pattern of tattoo from Mentawai, showing large hooks on the
breast, comes close to what we observe on Easter Island (compare TROLL
1932, fig. 10, and RAVEN, 1926, fig. 10), while the same kind of decoration
can be found on the large stone figure from Lamba on Celebes (RAVEN, pl
1), which is the closest thing to the Easter Island stone figures Indonesia
can offer and certainly is part of the same tradition.

SUMMARY

Two typical weapons of New Caledonia, the ceremonial adze (“n b o n
e t”) and the “bird-head” club are traced back to the Late Neolithic and
Bronze Age of South China respectively.

In addition to the proto-type of Polynesian “p a t u,” described by LING
from Formosa and Japan, a specimen from Sumatra is discussed as well as
other Polynesian affinities of the Indonesian region in general.

Utrecht, Holland
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