
PER HAP S ON LY a few tim es in a
. generat ion do men of courage

rise who spe nd the ir lives for
othe rs. In thi s issue of the Plain
Truth. we ope n up to our readers th e
co nce rns and the ded ica tion of a
man of th a t stature. who at thi s mo­
m en t is a t his wor k of sav ing a
peopl e. He is Jean-Pierre Hallet. ex­
plore r a nd aut hor. An d the people
about to perish. for whom he is
sp e nd in g his life a nd physica l
energies. are the Pygm ies of the
Ituri Fo rest in the hear t of Africa.

Jean-Pierre Hall et has been a
reader of the Plain Trut h for three
yea rs . We ca n do no less tha n
present to our mult iple m illion s of
other readers aroun d the world his
story with th ese bea utifu l a nd re­
vea ling ph otos. Her e are his own
words from conversa tions with us:
A s a child. I was for tunate to grow

J-\. up in Africa wit h thc ph ysi­
ca lly sma ll people ca lled Pygmies.
Back then. in the 1930's. there were
a bo ut 35.000 of these heal thy, de­
l igh tfull y h ap py a nd h igh ly ex-_
pressive people. as exe mplified by
the you ng ma n playi ng here the
five-string Pygm y bow ha rp . Twenty
years la ter. as an adu lt. I was agai n
reunited with my for me r playma tes
whom I respected and loved . Profes­
sionally, I was a bush socio logist
a nd agro nom ist fo r the Belgia n
Co ngo . Rwanda an d Burund i. I d id
everything from d iagnosing pla n t
d iseases to de live ring babies.

To know an d un dersta nd my
Pygmy friends better, I left beh ind
"civiliz ation." and in Ja nuary 1957 I
wal ked into the ta ngled sha dows of
the Ituri Forest in the eastern Co ngo
(now Zai re). For eig hteen mon th s I
lived wi th the m as a n adop ted
member of th e Efe Pygm y society.
learning the hard way to appreciat e
their unique life-style, th eir high
1110ral va lues. their spiritua l under­
standing , and thei r wisdom.

But I a lso beca me aware of th e
m any physical problems th reaten ing
th eir surviva l. The Pygm ies' ances­
tral forest was be ing increasin gly
cho pped down by greedy lumber
op era tors. thus rob bing them of the
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AN EFt WOMAN (top) puts la st
to uch on th e doorway of a traditional
Pyg m y h u t, a prim itive ve rs ion of a
geodesic do me, loo k in g lik e a s hag g y
green igloo. Left. a grandmother
shows h er grandda ughter how to
thatch the hut with il ipi leaves . Bot­
tom left, Pygmy ch ildre n are ex­
tremely alert, with a great sense of
humor . Belo w , in the frame of a
traditional dan ce, a five year ol d i s
blowing an a ts i m ade fro m th e h orn
of a fores t buffalo.
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animals they hunted. The Efe were
forced to live in the blisteri ng trop­
ical sun for which their bodi es were

. un prepared . Bantu a nd Sudan ese
Negro planta tions were creeping in
from all sides. Tourists came in
droves bringing peanuts. cigarettes
a nd suga r. The Pygmies sta rted to
succumb to new diseases. suffering
from a high mortal ity rate and
being reduced to about 25 .000.
A bove all they suffered fro m loss of
basic human d ign ity . slid ing into
feudal serfdom to the benefit of
their tall African neighbors.

On June 26. 195 7. a fter grea t dif­
ficult ies. I managed to liberate every
Ere (the o nly true. pure-blooded Af­
rican Pygmies in the Eastern lturi
Forest) from these bonds of se rfdom
by obta in ing from the Nande Negro
chieftains o f Beni a n official "eman ­
cipat ion proc la ma tio n." At the sa me
time I establish ed for th e Ere Pyg­
mies a realist ic se lf-help program
ba sed o n the pro gres sive in­
troduction of agriculture an d be tte r
sanita tion to compensate for the loss
of their forest home.

During these eighteen months in
the Itu ri Forest. ( tau ght the a lleg­
edly unteach a ble Pygm ies how to
read. write. a nd do sim ple arithme ­
tic. mainly for th e purpose of pro v­
ing tha t they were as able 1O lea rn as
their forme r masters - if not more
so. I taught them cro p ro tati on and
use of improved selected bree ds to
ena ble th em to compete o n a more
equal foo ting with neighboring Ne­
gro tribes.

But in 1960 came pol itica l ind e­
pe ndence to the Belgian Co ngo . a nd
with it chaos. rebellion and civ il
wa r. Bein g by nature nona ggressive.
my Pygm y friends we re th e first to
suffer. They were ra p idly redu ced to
some 15.000 . Victims of ne w harass­
men ts - having to pay income tax .
be ing drafted into the Zaire army.
suffering from enforced loss of cui­
ru ral identity - th ey kept on d yin g
at a n increasi ng rate despit e my
lonely e fforts . Today there arc o n ly
so me 3.800 "pure-blooded" Pygm ies
left.

In Africa. more th an o ne hundred
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MOST OF THE Pyg m y food comes
from the vege ta b le world (top l eft) .
Veg etables, roots, fruits , mushroom s,
vines and lea ves are the m ain part of
the da ily m eal. I mmediatel y above ,
a child, although uncomfortable , is
soun d asleep, feeling se cure as th e
m other prepares the family s tew.
Quite often young girls, em ula t i ng
th eir mothers, go on a firewood
sa fari (t op right) . They are not sup er­
vised by adults in spite of the fa ct
that they range in age from 2 112 to 5
years ol d. They carry as much wood
as their s t reng th allows. In the
mysterious world ofgiant trees, vines
and ferns, two boys (rig h t) on a
monkey hun t are as comfortable on
a slipp ery h igh branch as they would
be on the g ro und.
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fifty thousand square miles of na­
tional parks and gam e reserves are
dedicated to the preservation of the
nora and fauna . To da te. not a
single square mile has been se t aside
to aid the surviva l of the Pygmies.
Cen tra l Africa 's oldest known sur­
viving people.

Their Ituri Forest home has been
reduced. at present. to less than ten
thousand square miles. This area
comprises only 6 2/3 percent of the
land reserved for the African ani­
mals . I believe that the Pygmies
have the right to live in this small
remnant of their origina l land . I am
now head ing an orga nization dedi­
cated to the goa l of secur ing for the
Pygmies their original forest land.

In an effort to make more people
aware of the uniqu eness of the Afri­
can Pygmies an d the tragedy of
their imminent extinction, I wrote
my major publication Pygmy Ki­
tabu. But I felt that something visual
was also imperative. So. in the fall
of 1972. I made a full-length docu­
men tary on the Efe Pygmies. want­
ing to raise fund s to help them in
thei r struggle for survival. T he Zaire
government was about to rule that
the Pygmies could not be photo­
graphed . since they felt that becau se
of their "primitive" appea rance ,
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they are bad public relations for the
new na tion . With great difficulti es I
managed to produce this graphic
docu me nt. incorporati ng in 90
minu tes the essence of a lifetim e of
observation and understanding ­
the first and last ever to be made. It
was a labor of love and an almost
impossible task because of daily
rain, govern ment pressures. lack of
competent help. and my own physi­
cal limitat ion d ue to the loss of my
right hand in 1955.'

Upon my return to the United
States I immediate ly sta rted work­
ing full-time on the film with Hanna
Rom an. a very competent editor.
Members of the Plain Truth staff
became interested in my work. In
September 1973 the film "Pygmies"
was shown at a press preview at the
Aca demy Award Theater in Los
Ange les. It was a grea t success:
stan ding ovation an d excellent trade
reviews.

The film follows the Ere Pygmies '
life from birt h to death. showing th e
strange customs surrounding the

'In 1955 Jean -Pierre Hallet set out with a few black
helpers to relieve a desperate famine among the
Pygmo id or pari-Pygmy Mosso tribe of Burundi.
He emerged from this mission of mercy single­
handed after an acciden tal dynamite explosion
blew o ff his right hand above the wrist. He wrote of
lhi" and myriad o ther ex perie nces in his exciting
book Congo Kirahu.

Pygmy birth which takes place in
the river. the colorful marriage cere­
mony. and the moving cremation
rit ual. Th eir amaz ing precoc ity and
artistic creativity are illustrated for
the first time on the screen. Also
shown is the sacred Tore ceremonial
which precedes the hunt. and possi­
bly the last filmed elephant spear­
hun t. T he Pygmies' treme ndo us
warm th and the depth of their full
range of emotions are felt through­
out. The powerful narration by
Lome Greene enriches its visual im­
pact. The film implies that these
wise and once ha ppy so- ca lled
primitive people hold a key to Oll r

emotional. mental and physica l sur­
vival. sugges ting that "civilized" so­
ciety should establish a profound
and real istic understanding of life ­
not as an automated existence. but
rat her as a bas ic privilege.

I was sure that the film would be
well accepted . I never expected it to
be repeatedly rejected during the
next yea r by all the major distribu­
tors. for being "too honest. too art is­
tic .. . too good" - just not a
commercial movie which woul d go
for thc average aud ience. "How do
you expect people to pay .. . to see a
picture that has no sex. no violence.
no suspense and no staged drama -
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A T BIRTH, a Pygmy baby, far left, is
ra ther large . Pro portionally, the Pyg~

mies have th e largest babies in th e
world, sometimes re a ching eight
pounds. Traditiona/ly Pygmies dis­
p os e d of their dead with a crema­
tion ri tual. Toda y it is again s t the
law and they are forced to practice
conventional burial (center photo) .
Above, Yobu, a six-veer-old boy, is cry­
ing over his m other 's death. His father
died two months earlier. Th e y both
succumbed to n e w d iseases resulting
from the impact of " ci viliz a tion ."

a film that nobody ca n 're late to?" I
was told . I was d isgusted . since I
be lieve that many peop le arc eager
for qual ity an d meaning in a moti on
picture. However. I was determined
to convey the plight of the Pygmi es.
and I selected Sa n Francisco. Ca li­
fornia as the ideal city for the in­
trodu ction of my film . The Sa n
Fran cisco Zoolog ica l Society and
the Ca liforn ia Academy of Sciences
sponso red for me th ree larg e bene fi t
pro gram s. Another success. On the
streng th of that. I finally persuad ed
a loca l theat er circuit to run "Pyg­
mies" in a regular theat er. The re­
views were exce llent and viewers
seemed to be impressed . touched
a nd. a bove all. awa re of how unique
the Pygmi es a re a nd why it is so
important to give them possib ly
th eir last cha nce to stay a live.

Few. it see ms. know that the Pyg­
mies. long be fo re the coming of the
Eu ropean to Africa . possessed an
en lightened philosophy a nd laws
regu lating their relationsh ip to one
ano the r. to the ir forest env iro nme nt.
a nd to a crea to r-de ity. Th ey eve n
prayed aloud to that heavenly deity.
usu ally add ressed by the fam iliar­
sound ing title "o ur Father." They
claim to have personally received
from this deity a loft y moral cod e

wh ich forbid s ki ll in g. adul tery.
lying. theft. bla sphemy. devil wor ­
ship and sorcery. dis respect toward
e lde rs a nd othe r form s of m is­
be hav ior. Pygm ies do not indulge in
ca nnibalism. human sacrifice. mut i­
Iatiun . sorcery. ritual murder. inter­
tr iba l war. in itiat ion ordeals or a ny
of the other cruel custom s associ­
a ted with equ at oria l Africa .

In Pygmy life. hunters - no ma t­
ter how hungry - br ing ga me back
to ca mp where it is di vided up
amon g members of the hand . (T his
is one of the laws thei r deity gave to
his Ituri Forest con gregat ion .) T ra­
dit ionally. coo ked ga me is not ea ten
unt il a brief pr ayer is in toned while
a littl e tid bit of meat is either tossed
into th e a ir (th e d irection of the tra­
dition al hom e of "o ur Fa ther") or
wra pped in a large lea f a nd placed
in the fork of a nearby tree (a n act
which ra ises it from the ea rth as an
offering). These acts. now nearly totally
neglected in the ir struggle to surv ive.
let the deity know tha t his Pygmi es do
not tak e food for gra nted.

The Pygmy conce pt of God. in
contrast to the ir tall black neighbors
befo re the coming o f the Europea ns.
is enlightening. " In th e beg inning:'
sai d a Pygmy eld er. " God lived with
men and gave them his comma nd-

•

JEAN-PIERRE HALLET
shown here among a typica l Pygmy

extended fam ily , was born in
Lou vain. Be lg iu m , in 19 2 7 . H is

fathe r, And re Hallet , was a pain ter
of Af rican landscapes and portraits .

After spe nding h is chil dhood in
t he Congo, J ean -Pierre Hallet

ret u rn ed in 1 948 to l ive an d work
among seventeen di ffe ren t Af ri can

t ribes. He ha s m an ag ed to re vis i t
his adopted people eve ry yea r,
bri nging back a wea lth of n ew
facts on the Pygmies ' cu lture,

philosop hy and re ligion . He has also
co mpiled t he fi rs t di ct ionary and

gra m matica l st udy of t he Efe
Py gmy lan gu ag e and has

ph otographed and filmed each
as pect of their dai ly life .
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ments. He created the world . He can
never die . If he did, the whole world
woul d perish with him. God dwells
on high. in the Firmamen t. God is
the Lord above a ll thin gs. He reigns
also over men , whose actions he
wa tches day and night. "

Now. why should we in the West­
ern world - beset by inflation ,
unemployment. etc. - care a bout a
dyin g race tho usands of miles away?
Th e world is not so large that we
ca n ignore wha t is going on even a
few thousand miles distant. and any
human tragedy that occurs there
may happen her e soo ner or lat er.
Have we forgo tten wha t happened
in Europe a nd in Asia du ring World
War II? T he ma in poin t as far as we
civilized peop le are concerned is
tha t we have one last oppor tunity to
preserve a peopl e who would other­
wise d isappear - a peop le whose
simple wisdo m. reflected in hum an
relationships and fam ily ties. should
make us think about and seek a re­
alistic comprom ise between our self­
destruction , often blind technology
and a simple. hon est way of life.

Should these peo ple, despite their
human limitat ions in which we all
share. be depr ived of the right to life
in tomorrow's world? What if we
were in their situa tion - and they in
ours? With the help of good- hea rted
people. I have developed a feas ible
plan for preserving part of the Itur i
Forest which. with enough money.
could assure the relative stahility of
the Pygmies' society before it is too
late.

I devote the proceeds of my film
and books to the PYG"Y FUND.' as
well as my life's energies. But alone
I cannot save an entire race from
extinction . Substantial help is ur­
gently needed if we are to save the
survivors. I would like to say in con­
clusion a warm and very sincere
"than k you" to the people who have
a lready helped and to the ones who
will care enough to become in­
volved . 0

"The address o f the PYG ~' Y F UND is 5630 w est 79th
Stree t. Los Ange les. Ca lifo rnia 90045. Informa tion
abo ut the availability of the film or lectures can be
ob tained by institu tions and org aniza tions at the
sa me add ress.

THE PYGMIES developed a tite-stvte
respecting the wondrous marvels of
the Ituri Forest (opposite page). I n
the middle are a child. a young adul t.
and an old m an who s till belong to
the uncorrupted EM way o f life of
Central Africa 's oldest known people.
In contra st. the three m en below are
rathe r pathetic examples o f the
impact of ce st-ott W estern clothing
on Pygmies in se r vi t ude to Bantu
neighbors. Th ey con vey the tragedy
of the loss o f cul tural identity and
their basic human dignity . To reverse
the tragedy be sett ing the Pygmies.
funding is used to provide medica­
tion when needed. to se cure land.
to buy tools and seeds - none of
which the Pygmies can afford to buy
on th eir own . This aid is to co mp en ­
sa te for the d estructive effect of th e
accelerated reduction of th e forest
on their lives and cul ture - since
they rec eive no support locally. Their
on ly h ope for survi va l is from ou ts i de
help.
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