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On the baptism of Manua (Sara Siru)

Or Manua,—perhaps the greatest transformation of all was Manua. She came to us because Samuel Siru, one of the South Sea Island teachers in Collingwood Bay, wished to marry her. Samuel was stationed at Sinapa, a place where we had made very little impression, but Samuel had won the affection of Manua, and he knew and she knew that he ought not to marry a raw heathen ; so when he made arrangement with her people about the marriage he said he wanted the young lady to go to Dogura to be trained and taught, so that she could be baptized before they were married. It fell to my lot as Vicar General to arrange matters with the parents. There was only one white man on the staff who could speak the Maisin dialect spoken at Sinapa, and him I took with me when I went to make the arrrangements. We anchored in Phillips Harbour close to the shore, and were soon surrounded by canoes. The bride elect was produced in all the glory of necklaces wound carelessly round her neck, her arms covered with a multitude of coco-shell armlets, and earrings galore in her ears, her head shaved back from her forehead, and her hair matted together with coco-nut oil and dirt, her eyebrows shaved, a stiff piece of tapa cloth wound round her waist hanging in stiff ungainly folds, and secured to her waist uncertainly with a belt of plaited rattan. Her nose was pierced and there was a ring in it. Her face was tatooed in wonderful designs, the coco-nut oil had run in rivulets down her body, till the mixture with dirt and pot black made it too sluggish to go farther, and the stale oil emitted an odour than which there is little to be imagined more disagreeable.

Mr. Money, my interpreter, opened proceedings by inquir​ing if this was the bride-elect, and on our being assured by Samuel that the poor nervous girl was the one, we asked for her father. He appeared, and I told Mr. Money to ask him if he gave permission for his daughter to go with me to Dogura, and to explain why. I was duly serious and solemn till I had
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the answer given me with much joy by the interpreter, GQ The man says ' you are her father-in-law, and of course she will do as you say.' " I said I was willing to take her, but I thought it was sad for her to go alone. At Dogura she would have no one to talk to, for no one would know her language, and though she would soon learn Wedauan well enough to talk, still she ought to have one of her own people with her. There was a pause and some talk amongst the people. They quite realized the force of what I said, though no one had thought of it. No volunteer was forthcoming for a time. At last a boy, Manua's cousin, said he would go. Next morning we started off,—and did ever a bride-elect go on such a journey since the Middle Ages, and that in higher circles ? Manua had never been any great distance from home, and she was going to a strange place amongst strange people, whose language and customs she knew nothing of. Was ever greater faith and confidence shown ? Of course our reputation had gone abroad, and surely this was a proof that it was one of which we need not be ashamed. Manua and Bogane had food with them, of course, for what native would travel without food, and when will they get anything that will taste so sweet ? They had their sleeping-mats, and various precious things, and some tobacco too. Before very long my daughter-in-law and her cousin were enjoying a cigarette, a twist of newspaper with just a very little tobacco in it, and neither was affected as Tony was in " Jackanapes."
I did not think it necessary to warn Manua that Mrs. Newton did not allow her girls to smoke. When they went home to the village or got married the decision rested with others, but while they were Dogura girls they must abstain. As a matter of fact, husbands never object, so a cigarette follows marriage almost invariably.

I did not consider it my duty to interfere then at least, Manua would find out the narrow-minded prejudices that were to shape her life quite soon enough. So I let her smoke in peace. We tried to amuse ourselves on the long run of fifty miles from Sinapa to Mukawa, I asking for and they giving
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me Maisin words and phrases, and Bogane was a very chival​rous guardian of his cousin.

At Mukawa I begged a dress so that some of the dirt and deficiencies might be covered, and the next day we arrived at Dogura.

Poor girl, I wonder what her thoughts and fears were when she was introduced to that strange world. Of course, the girls chummed up with her, and took charge of her, and she was left alone for a time so far as rules and regulations were concerned ; but Mrs. Newton declares that when she went into the dormitory after the first night the impression of Manua's body was on the floor in grease where she had slept. That gave an excuse for a bath, as she could not well have a blanket under such circumstances ! After a few days it was suggested that she should shave off the ringlets of oil and mud and hair which covered most of her head, and she herself gradually discarded greasy armlets and put them away. It must have been terribly lonely for a few weeks, though Bogane would come and talk to her from time to time. He was older and more self-possessed and a " man," with no nervous tremors and fears about not being au fait, so he dropped into ways readily, and could give Manua hints more or less correct. She would come to my room when I was writing, and sit on the floor near me silent and sad. I had brought her down, and I seemed some link with her own people and place.

I had written down the few words and phrases I had picked up from them on the way from Sinapa, and I made these do duty many times. She would smile sweetly but sadly when I did so. It was a trial to give up smoking, and a struggle to resist the temptation to taste whatever was in the dish in the safe, but gradually she fitted into her place, and in a marvel​lously short time she was able to jabber in Wedauan and to learn something in school. When her face was at last really clean and her hair had grown again a little, she proved a nice-looking girl, and of course her carriage was perfect.

It was not long before she was as bright and happy as the rest of the girls, and when she had been here about eighteen 
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months I told her I thought the time had come for her to go home and be married. She begged to be allowed to stay a few months longer: she was young, she had really only just begun to learn things, and she would like to learn more. Bogane had fulfilled his agreement, and he could not fairly be expected to stay on, and there was not the same need, but he volunteered to come back after a visit home. The freedom of village life made him somewhat loth to come back to the regular station life again, but he did, though, as Manua again decided to stay on longer at Dogura, he left before she did. This putting off the time of her departure was in no sense due to an unwillingness on the part of Manua to fulfil her promise to Samuel. I do not suppose that for one moment the idea entered her mind that she should change her mind, it was simply that she had learnt enough to know how ignorant she was, and she wished to learn more. It was my pleasure to prepare her for baptism and confirmation, and just about two years after she had been handed over to our care Samuel came down and took away his bride, as different a girl as could be imagined from the dirty, wild, frightened creature of two years before, and I had no objection to being considered the father-in-law of bright, intelligent, happy-looking Sara.
















