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The Boikenl language with its  3 0 , 52 8  speakers in t he East Sepik 

Province i s  the second largest language of  North-Eas t New Guinea . D . C .  

Lay cock ( 19 7 3 )  c l as s ifies Boiken as a member of the Ndu L anguage Fami ly , 

the Middle Sepik Super-Stock , the Sepik Sub-Phylum and the Sepik-Ramu 

Phylum . 

Bishop Franz Wol f ,  SVD , who was in charge of  the C atholic Mi s s i on of 

New Guinea mainland from 1 9 2 2  to 1 9 3 1  and from 1931 to 19 4 4  of  i t s  

eas tern part , decided i n  t h e  first h a l f  of  t h e  1 9 2 0 s  to make Boiken the 

l ingua franca of  the area under the influence o f  t he Catholic Mis si on .  

The C atholic Mission had begun it s work in New Guinea in 1896  on Tumleo 

Is land , in the Ait ape  Sub -Dis trict , and in the course of t ime extended 

i t s  influen ce in an easterly dire ction along the coast and the adj acent 

h interland to the vi c inity of  the Madang t own area .  
Following a decision of  the superior o f  t he Mis s i on ,  t he already 

availab le grammar and dictionary were duplicat ed . Textbooks for rel

igious ins truct ion , trans lat ions of  parts of the Bib le  and a hymnal were 
printed at Alexishafen press . Some staff o f  the Mis s ion , fluent in 

Boiken , were trans ferred from Boiken to Alexi shafen , the c entre of the 

Catholic Mis s i on located about 1 3  mi les west  of Madang town,  t o  imple

ment the dec ision . 

The attempt , however , failed in a short t ime and l e ft only a few 

traces that old- timers rememb e r . 2 Fr Blaes , SVD , who is now retired and 

live s  in We st ern Germany , s aved much o f  t he o ld Boiken dictionary and 

grammar and hopes to pub li sh this mat erial s oon . Copies  of t he printed 

and dup l icat ed b ooks in Boiken have yet to be found on the shelves  in 

the archives . 
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In the colonial period prior to World War I German was used and 

t aught in s chools of  higher education . At a later stage , the German 

government b egan to express  int erest in introducing the German language 

into New Guinea by supplying the missions with textbooks . The use of  

German is still  very well  remembered by  old people  in  co as tal villages 

where the Catholic Mis sion e st ab l ished it self in that period . But for 

religious purposes numerous vernaculars were used . To my knowledge , 

there is no comprehens ive s tudy in existence on the use o f  German i n  

New Guinea by  either the Administrat ion or t he Catholic  Mi s si on .  Nothing 

is  known of an at tempt to es tab lish an indigenous lingua franca  during 

this period , but this may b e  b ecause the archives of the Catholic Mi ssion 

have not yet been we ll s t udied . 3 

After World War I ,  German was replaced by  Englis h .  I n  the 1 9 3 0 s  t he 

Administrat ion b egan to s upport the use of English actively in mis s i on 

s chools through supplying t extb ooks . In the trans it i on period after 

World War I ,  the Catholic Mission used vernaculars almost exclus ively 

in church and t o  s ome extent also in s chools . This was done b e c ause 

there was no de finite policy regarding t he use of English , and Pidgin 

Engli sh spread rapidly , but its potent ial was yet uncert ain and much 

deb ated . 

In this situation it w as decided to make Boiken t he l ingua franca for 

the Catholic Mi s si on .  The linguistic  sit uat ion was known to be highly 

c omplex , a fact everyone had experienced . There was no adequate l in

guistic  s urvey study avai lab le yet . W .  Schmidt ' s  ( 19 0 0 )  s ummary of the 

linguis tic  s ituat ion of  German New Guinea was at that t ime outdated 4 

and in addit ion he  had made no recommendation regarding a pos s ib le l ingua 

franca.  No trade language with enough prest ige to b e c ome a lingua 

franca  was avai lab le .  
In spite of all t he s e  diffic ulties , t he need was felt t o  have an 

indigenous language as the lingua franca of the entire Mission to bridge 

over the language b arrier.  Boiken was the large s t  language known at 

that t ime . Extens ive studies of its grammar had b een made and a dic

t ionary c ompiled , though not hing was pub l ished . It seems also t hat 

Fr LUOOrock, SVD , one of the first Catholic mis s i onaries  to arrive in 

New Guinea , was much in favour of t he use of Boiken . 

The at tempt failed be cause of  t he c omp lexity of  the linguistic  s it 
uati on and t h e  approach in t he mis sionary work . Indigenes eas t of  the 

S epik River very much resented having to learn another New Guinea lan
guage , whereas they regarded t he ir own l anguage as equally good or even 

better for the purpose of  b ecoming a lingua franca.  Mi s s i onaries  outs ide 
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the Boiken area found i t  b othersome t o  learn another language foreign 

t o  the area of  their activit ies . In addition , preferenc e  was alway s  

given to more immediat e  prac tical w ork . The Catholi c Mis s i on had lit t le 
time t o  spend on thorough the oretical studie s .  Fr Kirs chbaum , SVD , 

the linguistic  expert at that time , who had an extensive knowledge of 

the languages e as t  and we s t  o f  the Sepik River , favoured t he use o f  

Pidgin English ins tead of  Boiken . 

At a conference  held at Alexishafen towards the end of 1930 , i t  was 
de cided to make Pidgin Engli sh the lingua franc a  of the Mi ss ion , instead 

of  Boiken . 



J . A. Z ' GRAGGEN 

N O T  E S 

1 .  Information for this chapter was obt ai ned by  c orre spondence from 

Fr Ros s ,  SVD , who had been in New Guinea from 1 9 2 6  unt i l  his death in 

Mt Hagen on 20 May 19 7 3 ; Fr Blae s , SVD , in New Guinea from 19 29 -7 0 ;  and 

by oral c ommuni cation from Fr Boehm , SVD , in New Guinea from 1 9 3 1  on

wards ; Br Gerhoch Ede r ,  SVD , in New Guinea from 1 9 2 8  onwards ; and Br 

Venantius Mi che lkens , SVD , in New Guinea from 1 9 3 4  onwards . To all of 

them my thanks are due for the ir valuab le information . For other sources 

of  information t he reader i s  referred to the bibli ography . 

2 .  Fr Holtker , SVD ( 19 4 5 ) , dis c us s e s  in s ome detail the lingua franca 

s it uat i on of the Catholic Mis sion in the t ime b etween the two wars . But 

he  fai ls to menti on the choice of  Boiken as lingua franca . The Catholic  

Mis s i on s e lected in Boiken a lingua fran c a ,  but  failed t o  introduce it 

suc ces sfully because of  the c omp lex situation . Thi s  i s  clear from Fr 

Holtker ' s  stat ement : 

D i e  konkret e n  V e rhalt n i s s e  und d i e  aus d i e se n  erw achs e nd e n  
unub e rw i n dl i ch e n  S c hw i e r i gk e i t e n  h ab e n  der  katho l i s ch e n  
Mi s s i on i n  Neugu i n e a  d i e  Auswahl u n d  E i n f uhrung e in er 
e i nhe imi s ch e n  Spr ache al s Mi s s i o n s - und Ve rkehr s i di om 
ve runmo g l i c ht . ( Holtker 19 4 5 : 5 0 )  

3 .  Perhaps the Monumbo language ( Z ' graggen 1971 , Laycock 1 9 7 3 ) , a mem

b er o f  the Torricelli  Phylum i s o lat ed from the other members o f  the 

phylum and located in t he Bogia are a ,  was at one s t age c onsidered for 

us e as a lingua franca .  Holtker ( 19 45 : 50 ,  note  2 4 )  refers to this 
pos s ibi lity . The extensive grammat ical and lexical studie s by  Vormann

S charfenb erger ( 19 14 )  als o point towards this interpretat ion . But 

further inquiries have to be made regarding this matter .  
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4 .  Recent surveys of  the area c on c erned were conducted by Z ' gragge n 

( 19 7 1 )  and Lay c ock ( 19 7 3 ) .  
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