




O
ne of the most magnificent sights to be
encountered at sea is a windjammer: To 

see the slender tower of sunlight canvas rise 
slowly out of the horizon, to pass the 
gigantic humming-bird and feel the coolness 
of her shadow as she glides by are 
unforgettable experiences. Her bell will toll 
with the swell, her lines will be like a gull's, 
and when she slowly sinks beyond the other 
sky-line, the young sailor will dream about 
the glorious days of · sail and the romance 
that vanished with them. 

The glory of the square-rigged ship has 
been immortalized by poets writing sonnets 
about long tricks at the wheel, and artists 
with beards singing sea-shanties in a jersey, 
accompanying themselves on a Spanish 
guitar. The advent of steam is considered to 
have been the advent of grime, trade 
unions, and class hatred between the bridge 
and the foc'sle. It has corrupted the salts of 
yore from iron men on wooden ships into 
wireless-operators in flowered dressing­
gowns, idly fingering the keys, while their 
floating hotel sails itself by means of gyro 
compasses, consol and radar. 

I sailed under canvas as a boy and in my 
memory the stalwart salts with the hearts 
of oak were moronic bipeds dangling in the 
branches of artificial trees in constant peril 
of their lives. The sea-shanties were ditties 
they were forced to sing by foreheadless 
bosuns, brandishing inarlinespikes to mark 
time while pulling the ropes. I never heard 
it sung that my mother had a mermaid's 
tail, nor did I hear anybody wonder what to 
do with a drunken sailor. The chanties I 
heard were either descriptions of the cook's 
anatomy, or based on the fact that old 
captains have young wives. 

So, though the memory of the extinct 
windjammer is one of the most precious of 
the sea, I should not advise the young sailor 
to try to turn it back to reality. It was a 
hard life, a dangerous life, and it lacked the 
redeeming presence of the engineers." 

Jan De Hartog 
A Sailor's Life 

Branch Bits 

Bryant Arrington of Kingsport, Tennessee 
continues the history of those mysterious 
Headhunter Rings [first discussed in 
KN#l2] with some of the correspondence he 
has had from people in Irian J aya. The first 
is from a missionary who has spent a lot of 
time in Irian J aya. 

Dear Bryant, 
I missed a letter on your address at first 

try, but I just want to say that most finger 
rings and common arm bands in the Baliem 
area of highlands lrian Jaya are made not 
of bamboo but of the brown and very hard 
inner fiber from a fern plant there known in 
LGV Dani as tikil. I will try to locate the 
botanica! name for you, but I am not sure 
the list I have includes it. 

Sincerely, 
Myron Bromley 

Hi Bryant, 
This is regarding the e-mail you posted at 

the Kabar Irian site? In the Yali area, and I 
think most of the Highlands, the material 
used for armbands and finger rings is taken 
from thin fibers from the stem of fern 
plants. Different ferns have different 
characteristic fibers. I can't really say which 
ferns specifically sorry! Orchid fibers are 
used to decorate the main ring or armband 
and is usually the yellow orchid fiber. The 
other colors like black are from soaking the 
fibers in mud. Or they leave the fiber in its 
natural color depending on the fern. lt could 
be that the color is different depending on 
the age of the fern? I am not sure. 

Another material used that I have seen is 
the leaf of the mountain pandanas leaves. 

I will do my best to let you know as much 
about the rings as possible. Usually, they 
only take one fiber and they don't use a 
dowel. They start the ring off with a loose 
circle and tighten it as they weave. 

They do use tools but they are simple. For 
armbands and finger rings they use a small 
needle or sliver of wood. This helps later in 
arm bands when they are doing the second 



or third round. They use the tool to make an 
opening for the fiber. 

The pattern is usually two over and two 
under for armbands. · For armbands they 
start with. different numbers of fibers 
depending on the final width they want. 
The narrowest armband usually has two 
fibers and the widest that I have seen is 
with twelve fibers. They tie the ends of the 
fibers off generally by looping them all once 
around and through the loop. They then 
weave the first template inside out, that 
way the knot is not in the way. After this 
they will weave in other fibers to give the 
armband color by using orchicl fiber or now 
they use some plastic strings. The final step 
is turning the armband right side out and 
cut the knot off as close to the inner circle as 
possible. 

The finger rings are usually only one fiber 
because they are so small. 

When collecting the fibers, we collected 
them from short ferns approximately three 
feet high. But the ferns grow thick in large 
areas. To collect a fiber you break a long 
stem off of a plant and break open the outer 
hard covering. Inside the fibers run along 
the soft inner core. They are usually brown, 
light brown and break easily when you try 
and pull them away from the core. I think 
they are weak because they are moist; later 
they tend to be fairly strong. Some ferns you 
can get four fibers and others you can only 
get two. The collection of fibers doesn't kill 
the plant. Once all the sterns of reasonable 
length are gone, or you have collected 
enough for your needs, it is left to grow. 

I hope this helps, I may be able to get 
answers from some questions from friends 
in Irian. 

Nathan 

From the Mailbag 

Gary Sessions, Secretary of the IGKT 
Branch in Texas sent in this note: "Received 
your latest Knot News [KN #15] and enjoyed 
it. I particularly liked the lead article about 
the sea chest. I built one a few years ago 
and I'm proud of it. And although I'm proud 

of the chest, I'm not too proud of the 
beckets. One of these days I'll make some 
really nice ones like Darrell made. You can 
tel1 him "Well done", for me. 

Texas Sea Chest 

Karl Bareuther in Glücksburg, Germany 
wrote this letter: "On December 9th I joined 
the Lili Marlene for another cruise around 
the Canaries and I will leave her on April 
17th in Palma de Mallorca. 
Lots of work is coming up because by the 

end of May I will give an exhibition of my 
tools and ropework called "Von Hundpints, 
Sdiweinsrücken uni Neunscliwänzinger Katzc­
Seemannsvo(kskunst aus Tauwerk" [Of

Pointing, Cockscombing and Cat O'Nine 
Tails - Folk Art of the Sailor]. 

The show will run through the summer 
and might turn out pretty good." 








