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This essay focuses on the cultural, political, and economic history 

of five Pacific island countries or dependencies in Melanesia – Papua 

New Guinea, West Papua (Indonesia), the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, 

and New Caledonia (France).  I wrote these lectures for two expedition 

cruises operated by Stanford Travel/Study and Zegrahm Expeditions – 

The Circumnavigation of New Guinea (March-April 2006) and New 

Zealand to New Guinea (January-February 2010).   

 I begin by comparing the Papuans in New Guinea and the 

Aborigines in Australia – settlement patterns, subsistence strategies, and 

cultural differences.  I next discuss Dutch, German, and Australian rule 

in New Guinea – motivation, resource exploitation, and decolonization.  

I continue with independent Papua New Guinea – economic 

performance, mining conflicts, and constraints on development.  I then 

contrast New Caledonia, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands – European 

discovery, colonial rule, and development since 1980.  I close by 

analyzing World War II in the Pacific – Japan’s strategy, and how the 

Allies stemmed Japan’s advance and won the war.  I append a time line, 

a bibliography, and a description of the sites that I visited in Melanesia. 
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Papuans and Aborigines 

Geography and Climate.  During most of the period of human 

settlement in New Guinea and Australia, the two land masses were part 

of a single continent – Sahul.  Following the end of the last Ice Age, by 

about 6000 BCE the sea level had risen almost 500 feet and divided 

Sahul.  New Guinea became the world’s second largest island.  The 

terrain is mountainous and extremely rugged, rises to 16,500 feet, and 

has permanent glaciers on the highest peaks.  It is one of the wettest 

areas on earth, receiving over 100 inches of rain annually (more than 

200 inches in the highlands). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:20170903_Papouasie_Baliem_valley_12.jpg> 

 
Baliem Valley, Western New Guinea, Indonesia 
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The equatorial climate varies only modestly from season to season 

and year to year.  More than 70 percent of New Guinea is covered with 

dense tropical rainforest, and most of the soils are thin and of low 

fertility with the exception of some volcanic and alluvial soils in the 

lowlands and outlying islands.  Only about one percent of the land area 

is arable, but the country contains extensive mineral resources, including 

copper, gold, oil, and natural gas.  

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Newguinea_topo.png> 

 
Topographical Map of New Guinea 
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Australia is the smallest, flattest, and driest of the world’s 

continents.  About 94 percent of the country’s area lies below 2,000 feet 

of elevation, and most of it receives less than 20 inches of rain per year.   

The lack of mountains, glaciers, and volcanic activity means that the 

soils are the oldest in the world, severely nutrient-leached and infertile. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Outback_view_from_Chambers_Pillar.jpg> 

 
Arid Outback, Chambers Pillar, Northern Territory, Australia 

Australia’s northern regions are in the tropics, whereas the 

southeast and southwest lie in temperate zones.  But over two-thirds of 

the continent’s land mass is desert or semiarid.  The climate in Australia 

is the most unpredictable in the world from year to year as well as 

extremely variable between seasons.  Permanently flowing rivers are 
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restricted to eastern Australia, and in severe drought years even those 

rivers dry up. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Australia-climate-map_MJC01.png> 

 
Climatic Regions of Australia 

 
Settlement and Subsistence.  The original human settlers of Sahul 

came from the islands that are now Indonesia at least 40,000 (and 
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probably 45,000 to 50,000) years ago and first entered the coastal 

lowlands of northwestern New Guinea (the “bird’s head”).  By 35,000 

years ago, they had settled all of coastal New Guinea and much of 

coastal Australia, including the southwest, the southeast, and Tasmania.  

At Kuk, in highland New Guinea, there is evidence of widespread 

settlement 30,000 years ago.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Putative_migration_waves_out_of_Africa.png> 

 
Settlement of the Continent of Sahul (Present-day Australia and New 

Guinea), c. 40,000 BCE 
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By 10,000 years ago, Papuans had settled all of habitable New 

Guinea and its surrounding islands and Aborigines inhabited most of 

non-desert Australia.  That pattern of settlement is evidenced in 154 

archeological sites – 133 in Australia, 12 in New Guinea, and 9 in New 

Britain, New Ireland, and Manus Islands.  Until 7,000 years ago, the 

Sahul continent supported only nomadic or semi-nomadic hunters and 

gatherers. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jally_Cultural_Society_-_panoramio.jpg> 

 
Papuan People, Yahukimo Regency, Western New Guinea, Indonesia 
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The Papuans and Aborigines had a detailed understanding of flora 

and fauna and moved based on knowledge of the seeding and fruiting 

times of plants and the breeding habits of animals.  Their balanced diets 

included greens, nuts, seeds, yams, and bulbs, supplemented by game, 

fish, and shellfish on the coasts.  They had no farming, no domesticated 

animals, no metals, and engaged in limited trade. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at < 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Australia_Aboriginal_Culture_011.jpg> 

 
Australia Aboriginal Culture – Elemental Technology, Balanced Diets 

Their elemental technology was based on stone, wood, bone, and 

shell tools.  But they worked out means of managing their forest, 
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grassland, or marine environments with fire, stone axes, nets, and traps.  

The early settlers hunted some Pleistocene megafauna to extinction – 

rhino-like diprotodons and panda-line Huli beasts in New Guinea and 

giant diprotodons, kangaroos, wombats, and flightless birds in Australia. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diprotodon_australis_skeleton_1.JPG> 

  
Cast of a Diprotodon Australis Skeleton, the Largest Known Marsupial 

Mammal – National Museum of Natural History, Paris, France 
 

 Agriculture and Adjustment.  Between 11,000 and 9,000 years 

ago, New Guinea experienced climatic change.  Temperatures rose 

(about 10 degrees Fahrenheit) and rainfall increased.  The New Guinea 
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highlands are thought to be one of the world’s nine centers where 

agriculture emerged independently.  Archaeological digs have 

uncovered extensive terracing systems for soil retention, vertical 

drainage networks, field water channels, and forest clearing.  Highland 

farmers used tillage, compost (grass, vines), organic fertilizer (ash, 

manure), and possibly the world’s first legume crop rotations.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Huli_wigman.jpg> 

  
Huli Wigman, Hela Province, Southern Highlands, Papua New Guinea 
– Practices Traditional Agriculture, Using Compost, Ash, and Manure 
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Papuans domesticated taro, Australimusa bananas, yams, 

sugarcane, breadfruit, Canarium almonds, and various edible grass 

stems, roots, and green vegetables.  But no cereal crops or large 

mammals were domesticated, and thus the food system did not provide 

adequate protein.  After over-harvesting the native pine and beech 

forests, the Papuans engaged in silviculture, planting casuarinas trees to 

supply timber, wood, and fuel. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at   
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Songe-R%C3%A9union.JPG> 

 
Taro (Colocasia esculenta) – Staple Food Crop in Papua New Guinea 
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In Australia, however, the Aborigines never practiced agriculture.  

They faced severe natural obstacles – an arid climate, frequent droughts, 

and infertile soils.  Australia lacked domesticable plants (the only 

modern crop indigenous to Australia is macadamia nuts) and had no 

domesticable animals.  There was no transfer of agriculture because 

southeastern Australia (the region with highest agricultural potential) 

was separated from highland New Guinea by 2,000 miles of different 

ecological landscape.  Lacking agriculture, the Aborigines made 

adjustments, developing techniques for processing the highly poisonous 

plant, macrozamia (Cycas), into edible starch and building complex 

canal and trap systems that served as fish farms for fresh water eels. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indigenous_Australian_Hunters_1901_Korensky.jpg

> 
Aboriginal Hunter-Gatherers in Australia, Adjusted with Cycads and 
Eels – Photograph by Josef Korensky, Near Stratford, Victoria, 1901 

  
Culture and Society.  The high ridges and steep canyons of New 

Guinea separated human settlement, and out of this fragmentation 

emerged numerous small village societies, distinct languages, and 

continual warfare.  About 1,000 of the world’s 6,000 contemporary 

languages are found only in New Guinea.  The largest of the 12 Papuan 

language families has only 100,000 speakers, and most have less than 
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500.  Most Papuans lived as farmers in settled villages, organized into 

small but highly competitive tribes.  Each village was led by a “big 

man” who ruled by force of personality rather than due to heredity. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:People_of_Papua_New_Guinea_(48991058107).jpg

> 
Papuan Chief (“Big Man”), Mt. Hagen Sing-Sing Festival –           

Wearing Bird-of-Paradise Plumage in His Headdress 
 

The Papuans made bows and arrows, pottery, and a wide variety of 

utensils, and they built sophisticated dwellings and seaworthy boats.  

Agriculture supported much higher population densities than hunter-
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gatherer lifestyles did.  New Guinea’s peak population of one million 

was more than three times that of Australia, and New Guinea has only 

one-tenth of Australia’s area.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sago_Palm_being_harvested_for_Sago_production_

PNG.jpg> 
  

Sago Palm Harvest of Starchy Food –                                                      
East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea 

 
Because of ecological isolation in Australia, the Aboriginal hunter-

gatherer communities formed small, tight-knit units that had no tradition 

of uniting as a larger force for a common purpose.  The 500 Aboriginal 

tribes were based on common language, religion, family relationships, 
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sung myths, and oral history, and they defended restricted territories.  

Population densities in Australia were very low, and the pre-contact 

Aboriginal population peaked at about 300,000. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1981_event_Australian_aboriginals.jpg> 

  
Torres Strait Aboriginal Dance Company, Nambassa Trust, 1981  

 
Aboriginal culture emphasized spiritual relationships – traditions, 

totems, taboos, and links to nature – rather than material accumulation.  

The Aborigines elaborated their spirituality with rock paintings, most 

created in the past 5,000 years.  Their few material innovations included 

boomerangs, spearthrowers, sewn skin capes, and bark canoes. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bradshaw_rock_paintings.jpg> 

 
Aboriginal Rock Paintings –                                                           

King Edward River, Kimberley Region, Western Australia 
 

 Austronesians.  For more than 35,000 years after initial 

settlement, social, political, and economic organization in New Guinea 

evolved in isolation from outside influences.  The Austronesian 

migration of Malayo-Polynesian peoples reached coastal New Guinea 

about 1500 BCE and later moved on to the various island groups of the 
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Pacific.  Australia remained isolated for another three millennia because 

the Austronesians did not discover the southern continent.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chronological_dispersal_of_Austronesian_people_ac

ross_the_Pacific_(per_Benton_et_al,_2012,_adapted_from_Bellwood,_2011).png> 
 

The Austronesian Diaspora from Taiwan, c. 3000 BCE-1100 CE –                         
Reached New Guinea, c. 1500 BCE 

 
Agriculture had been practiced in New Guinea for more than 3,000 

years.  But the Austronesian expansion brought domesticated animals 

(dogs, pigs, and chickens), additional crops (coconuts and new aroids), 

and sophisticated pottery (Lapita red-slipped earthenware) to New 

Guinea and its outlying islands. 



 20 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Red_Junglefowl_(male)-9858,_crop.jpg> 

 
Male Red Junglefowl, Ancestor of Chickens in Southeast Asia –                     

First Domesticated by Austronesians, c. 3000 BCE 
 

The introduction of advanced navigational skills and better marine 

technology (double-hulled canoes) intensified cultural contact and 

connected New Guinea to the more advanced societies of Java and 

China.  Luxury items from China and Southeast Asia – bronze drums, 

Chinese porcelain, and silk – were exchanged for bird-of-paradise 

plumes, spices (nutmeg and cloves), and aromatic wood (sandalwood).  

However, geographic barriers limited the Austronesian expansion to the 

coastal regions of New Guinea, notably the northern and southeastern 



 21 

coasts.  The Papuan peoples of highland New Guinea thus retained their 

separate cultures and traditions. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hokule%27aSailing2009.jpg> 

  
Hokule’a –  

Modern Replica of an Austronesian Double-hulled Catamaran 
 

The Aborigines in Australia remained isolated much longer than 

the Papuans had done.  The first foreigners to visit Australia were 

Makassarese (Indonesians), who came to northwest Australia in the 15th 

century to fish for trepang (sea-cucumbers) to export to China as a 

delicacy and aphrodisiac.  The Europeans followed a century later. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thelenota_ananas.jpg> 

 
Giant Sea Cucumber (Thelenota ananas) –                                              

First Attracted Austronesian Fishermen to Australia in the 15th century 
 

Papuans and Aborigines.  The population of New Guinea was 

only one million people prior to the introduction of Western medicine, 

far below the levels that gave rise to writing and complex political 

systems in other ancient cultures.  The pre-contact Aboriginal population 

of Australia was only about 300,000.  How did these two cultures react 

to opportunities and threats in the 40 millennia before European contact?  
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Because the Papuans in New Guinea were fragmented politically and 

materialistic, conflicts over land and power led to incessant warfare.  

The Aborigines in Australia were also decentralized politically, but they 

lived in relative peace because their culture emphasized spirituality. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Namaroto_spirits_and_the_Rainbow_Serpent_Burlu

ng.jpg> 
 

Rainbow Serpent, Anthropology Museum, Brno, Czech Republic – 
Potent Totem for Spiritual Aborigines 

 
To maintain balance between population and food supplies, both 

Papuans and Aborigines engaged in population control measures – 

abstinence, child spacing, infanticide, and war (in New Guinea).  The 

highland Papuans developed crop agriculture 7,000 years ago to enhance 
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food supplies, and some Aborigines, lacking agriculture, evolved 

techniques of eel farming.  Both groups hunted Pleistocene megafauna 

to extinction and over-exploited their forestry resources.  The Papuans 

adjusted by hunting more small game (small animals, birds, fish, and 

shellfish on the coast) and planting casuarinas trees (an early example of 

silviculture). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Casuarina_equesitifolia_tree.jpg> 

 
Casuarina Tree  (Casuarina equisetifolia) – Key in Papuan Silviculture 
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The Aborigines also switched to small game and introduced 

techniques for processing edible starch from poisonous cycads.  

Highland Papuans were free of malaria, and tropical diseases initially 

protected New Guinea from European incursions.  But diseases in 

Australia were an insufficient threat to Europeans, and the Aboriginal 

population declined by 80 percent after European arrival.  Both ancient 

cultures were highly vulnerable to European germs and guns. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aboriginal_hollow_log_tombs02.jpg> 

 
Aboriginal Hollow Log Tombs – National Gallery, Canberra 
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Dutch, German, and Australian New Guinea 

European Discovery and Exploration of New Guinea (16th-18th 

centuries).  Europeans were attracted to the New Guinea region by their 

desires to control the spice (nutmeg and clove) trade of the East Indies 

and to discover the mythical great southern continent, Terra Australis 

Incognita.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Atlas_Ortelius_KB_PPN369376781-001av-

001br.jpg> 
 

Carte Ortelius – Map Showing Terra Australis, Antwerp, 1570 

The first European sighting of New Guinea took place in 1511 by 

the Portuguese navigator and explorer, Antonio d’Abreu.  The first 
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European landing was in 1527 by the Portuguese Governor-General of 

the Moluccas, Jorge de Meneses, who named the island Ilhas dos Papuas 

(islands of the frizzy hairs) from the Malay term orang papuah, meaning 

frizzy-haired man.  In 1545, a Spaniard, Ynigo Ortiz de Retes, named 

the island New Guinea (Nueva Guinea).  To de Retes, the Papuans 

resembled the peoples of the Guinea coast in West Africa.  He also 

believed that New Guinea was geographically opposite to African 

Guinea. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NovaGuinea1600map.jpg> 

 
Ynigo Ortiz de Retez’s Map of New Guinea – Spain, mid-16th century 
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In 1606, the Spanish explorer, Luis Vaez de Torres, discovered 

Torres Strait, separating New Guinea and Australia.  By the end of the 

17th century, much of New Guinea’s coasts had been mapped and 

explored, notably by Jan Carstenz (West New Guinea), Abel Tasman 

(New Ireland), and William Dampier (New Britain).  Contact between 

Papuans and Europeans typically resulted in bloodshed.  The fear of 

violence and tropical diseases combined with the foreboding 

mountainous terrain to forestall European settlement.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tasmanroutes.PNG> 

 
Abel Tasman’s Explorations of the Australasian Region –                       

1642-1643 (Red) and 1644 (Blue) 
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Meanwhile, in Europe a myth arose that remote New Guinea 

contained vast hidden riches (gold and spices).  The first European 

settlement was in 1793.  Captain John Hayes of the English East India 

Company built Fort Coronation on Dorei Bay (near Manokwari in the 

“bird’s head” region of West New Guinea), attempted to start a nutmeg 

plantation, but abandoned the settlement in 1795. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nutmeg_on_Tree.jpg> 

 
Nutmeg (Myristica fragrans) –                                                                           

British Experiment in West New Guinea Failed in 1795 
 

Dutch West New Guinea (1824-1945).  In 1824, the Dutch laid claim 

to the western portion of New Guinea to protect their profitable holdings 
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in the Dutch East Indies and to fend off possible British claims.  In 1828, 

officials of the Dutch East Indies Company established an administrative 

post, Merkusoord, on Triton Bay (on the south side of the “bird’s neck”) 

and built Fort du Bus to defend it.  The Dutch abandoned the post in 

1835, because of malaria (75 Company officials had died), the expense 

of maintenance, and their assessment that the area held little to attract 

colonial competitors.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kurulu_Village_War_Chief.jpg> 

 
Kurulu War Chief, Baliem Valley, West New Guinea 
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In 1848, the Dutch claimed all of West New Guinea in the name of 

the Sultan of Tidore (with whom the Dutch had treaty arrangements).   

Not until 1898 did the Netherlands build permanent administrative posts 

– at Fak Fak (south coast) and Manokwari (north coast).  In 1910, they 

established Hollandia (today’s Jayapura) as the administrative center. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:COLLECTIE_TROPENMUSEUM_Papoea%27_s_o

p_de_Lorentzrivier_TMnr_10009529.jpg> 
 

Papuan Canoers on the Lorentz River, West New Guinea, c. 1912 

During the 1920s and 1930s, the Dutch set up a camp for 

Indonesian political prisoners and exported small amounts of copra, 

copal (resin), and rattan from West New Guinea.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Territorial_Evolution_of_the_Dutch_East_Indies.pn

g> 
 

Territorial Evolution of the Dutch East Indies (1604-1920) – Dutch 
Control in 1782 (Red), 1828 (Orange), 1862 (Yellow), 1920 (Green)  

 
In 1938-1939, the Indies-American Expedition discovered New 

Guinea’s “Shangri-La,” the Baliem Valley populated by 80,000 fearless 

Dani people.  Richard Archbold, an American millionaire and 

mammalogist, interrupted his around-the-world flight on the Guba to 

explore the Nassau Range with airlifted supplies.  During World War II, 

Japan easily took northern West New Guinea, overwhelming the 73 

Dutch troops at Manokwari.  Dutch officers controlled the south coast 

for the Netherlands East Indies Commission in Australia. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:WestPapua_topo.jpg> 

 
Dutch West New Guinea (1824-1963) 

German/Australian New Guinea (1884-1945).  The prominent 

German trading and shipping firm, Godeffroy Company, began 

operations in New Britain in the 1860s and paved the way for later 

German colonization.  Between 1884 and 1886, Germany created Kaiser 
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Wilhelmsland comprising northeast New Guinea, the Bismarck 

Archipelago, and the Northern Solomon Islands. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_Guinea_(1884-1919).png> 

 
Colonial New Guinea, 1884-1919 – Germany in the Northeast, Britain 

and Australia in the Southeast, and the Netherlands in the West 
 

In 1884, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck granted an imperial charter 

to the Neu Guinea Kompagnie, giving it a monopoly of trade and land 

acquisition so long as it enforced German laws in the new colony.  

Initially, the private company was unprofitable because its coffee, cocoa, 

and tobacco plantations failed.  But it switched to coconut plantations 

and became Germany’s largest imperial company by 1914.  In 1899, the 
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German Imperial Government took over administration of the colony 

and moved its capital to Rabaul (New Britain) in 1909. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:German_new_guinea_1888_1899.png> 

 
German Colonial Possessions in Melanesia                                             

and Micronesia (1884-1919) 
 

Australia defeated Germany and took over its colony in 

northeastern New Guinea in 1914 and in 1920 received a League of 

Nations Mandate to govern it.  The Mandated territory became 

economically viable because of gold and copra.  In 1922, William 
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(“Shark-eye”) Park discovered gold on Kuranga Creek (Bulolo River), 

and the region produced $80 million of gold and employed 700 

Westerners by 1940.  Australia expropriated the coconut plantations 

from the 750 Germans who had run them.  Australian planters expanded 

coconut plantings, and New Guinea exported 70,000 tons of copra 

annually in the 1920s. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:JfBohol7038naturefvf_39.JPG> 

 
Coconut Palm, Heavy with Fruit – Australian Planters Expanded 

German Coconut Plantations in Northeastern New Guinea 
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Exploration of the mountainous interior led to the discovery in 

1933 of 200,000 unknown highland farmers in the Wahgi Valley.  In 

1942, Japan conquered northeastern New Guinea and advanced across 

the Owen Stanley Range almost to Port Moresby, before being defeated 

by Australian and American forces. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Australian_troops_at_Milne_Bay.jpg> 

 
The Battle of Milne Bay, Papua New Guinea, September 1942 – 

Australian Troops Prevented Japan’s Invasion, Japan’s First Loss in 
World War II 

 
British/Australian Papua (1884-1945).  In 1876, the New South 

Wales Government sponsored an expedition to the Fly River area, led by 
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an eccentric Italian, Luigi D’Albertis, who fired off rockets to impress 

the Papuans and collected heads as specimens.  But Britain was an 

unenthusiastic explorer and colonizer.  The British government 

repudiated attempts to claim Papua (the southeastern quadrant) for the 

Crown in 1845, 1873, and 1883.  Only after Germany claimed Kaiser 

Wilhelmsland in 1884 did the British accede to Australian desires and 

proclaim a Protectorate in Papua.  The British Colonial Office then 

administered the Protectorate for two decades.  The ablest Administrator 

of British New Guinea was William MacGregor who ruled for ten years 

and personally climbed mountains and explored all rivers in the territory. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:British_flag_raised_on_new_guinea_annexed_by_qu

eensland.jpg> 
 

Raising the British Flag in Port Moresby, 1884 

In 1901, Britain offered the administration of the protectorate to 

Australia, and, in 1906, Australia accepted and British New Guinea was 

renamed Papua.  Hubert Murray, an extraordinary leader and 

administrator, became Lieutenant-Governor and served for 32 years until 

his death in 1940.  Murray was an Australian legend – a scholar (first in 

Classics at Oxford), athlete (rower, boxer, swordsman), Boer war hero, 

and barrister.  He promoted European development of Papua and greatly 
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increased exports (mostly of copra and sandalwood) despite the dearth 

of mineral discoveries. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Hubert_Murray.png> 

 
Hubert Murray, Australian Lieutenant-Governor of Papua (1908-1940) 

– Photographed in 1930 
  

The first airplane to fly in New Guinea, the Seagull, arrived in Port 

Moresby in 1922.  In 1927-1928, the Fly-Sepik expedition, led by 

Charles Karius and Ivan Champion, avoided violence and braved 

mountains and rivers for four months to cross the island at its widest 
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point.  During World War II, 15,000 Papuans died, 20,000 homes were 

lost, and many towns were devastated. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Seagull_III_Richmond_1928_AWM_P02332.006.jpe

g> 
 

Supermarine Seagull – First Airplane to Fly to New Guinea, 1922 

Plumes and Cults.  Thirty-eight of the 42 bird-of-paradise species 

are found in New Guinea.  No other group of birds can match the birds- 

of-paradise for splendor of plumage.  The males of some species exhibit 

seasonal nuptial plumes in fan shapes.  Others have long accessory 

feathers emanating from their tails or backs.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paradisaea_raggiana_23zz.jpg> 

 
Raggiana Bird-of-Paradise (Paradisaea raggiana) –                          

Endemic to New Guinea 
 

For more than two millennia, bird-of-paradise plumes were a major 

export from New Guinea.  The original markets were in India, the 

Middle East, and China.  Fernando Magellan’s crew introduced the bird-

of-paradise plumes into Europe in 1522.  During the 1800s, wealthy 

women in Europe and the United States began to wear the rare plumes in 

their hats.  That fashion turned into a fad in the early 20th century.  In 

1904-1908, the feathers of 80,000 birds-of-paradise per year were sold. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Townsend%27s_Monthly_Selection_of_Parisian_Co

stumes,_1837,_No._684_Casaque_en_satin,_RP-P-2009-2658.jpg> 
 

Bird of Paradise Plumes in Parisian Hats –                                  
Townsend’s Monthly Selection of Parisian Costumes, 1837 

 
The Australians banned hunting of birds-of-paradise in Papua in 

1908 and in New Guinea in 1922, and the Dutch followed in 1931.  Both 

Indonesia and Papua New Guinea maintained those controls.  Ernst 

Mayr, a Harvard ornithologist, carried out research in New Guinea in the 

1920s and concluded that no permanent damage was done to bird 

populations in spite of the appalling slaughter.  Only plumed, adult 

males were killed, allowing populations to be maintained.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nepal_Royal_Crown.png> 

 
Crown of the King of Nepal –                                                           

Featuring Greater Bird-of-Paradise Plumes 
 

Cargo cults have been prevalent in New Guinea for 150 years.  

They are a tragic phenomenon of deluded self-improvement.  A leader 

of a new cargo cult asks why Papuans have less wealth than Europeans.  

He claims to be an intermediary with spirits who will offer the solution.  

The leader often makes a catastrophic prophecy, advising his followers 

to destroy their wealth (kill their pigs) to enter a golden age.  He predicts 

that European vehicles (ships or airplanes) will deliver European wealth 

(cargo).  In that way, he maintains control over his deluded followers. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Men%27s_house_in_Tambunum_village,_Sepik_Rive

r,_Papua_New_Guinea_(side_view).jpg> 
 

Cult House (Haus Tambaran), Tambunum, Middle Sepik Region –                          
Could Be Used for Cargo Cult 

 
Decolonization and Recolonization.  After World War II, the 

eastern half of New Guinea reverted to Australia as the Territory of 

Papua and New Guinea.  The western half, Netherlands New Guinea, 

remained under Dutch jurisdiction.  To force an end to the four-year war 

between Indonesia and the Netherlands, in 1949 the US threatened to cut 

off Marshall Plan aid to the Netherlands.  The Dutch then transferred 

sovereignty to Indonesia, but retained control of Netherlands New 

Guinea.  The Dutch hoped to preserve a refuge for Eurasians fleeing 
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Indonesia, claimed a moral duty to Papuan Christians, wanted a symbol 

of Dutch colonial power, and hoped their remnant colony would be an 

anti-Communist bastion. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Orang_Asmat.jpg> 

 
Asmat Woodcarver in Irian (Now Papua) –                                        

Former Dutch Colony Controlled by Indonesia Since 1962 
 

During the 1950s, President Sukarno pressed for the inclusion of 

Netherlands New Guinea in Indonesia.  Indonesia sent 2,000 infiltrators 

into the disputed region.  In 1962, the Kennedy administration applied 

diplomatic pressure to attempt to reduce Soviet influence in Indonesia.  



 47 

Facing American pressure, high costs of continued guerrilla warfare, and 

few perceived benefits, the Dutch agreed to transfer control to a 

transitional United Nations Authority.  In 1962, Indonesia received 

control and West Irian (later Irian Jaya, now Papua and West Papua) 

became its seventeenth province.  Indonesia rigged the vote in 1969, and 

the Papuans agreed to Indonesian sovereignty.  A guerrilla movement, 

the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM or Free Papua Movement), which 

hopes to free West Papua from Indonesia, remains active today. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Organisasi_Papua_Merdeka.jpg> 

 
Protesters of the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (Free Papua Movement) in 

2019 – Waving the Morning Star Flag 
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Australia’s decision to grant independence to Papua New Guinea 

was far less controversial.  In 1972, Prime Minister Gough Whitlam and 

his newly elected Labor Party promised quick independence.  In 1973, 

Papua New Guinea formed a transitional government, and an elected 

self-government assumed full independence in 1975. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_Guinea_1884-

1919_w_contested_boundary.png> 
 

Colonial New Guinea, 1884-1975 – German (Brown) and British/ 
Australian (Red) Areas Became Papua New Guinea in 1975, and the 

Dutch (Orange) Area Became Part of Indonesia in 1962  
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Independent Papua New Guinea 

Disappointing Socio-economic Development.  Socio-economic 

development in Papua New Guinea (PNG) has been a disappointment 

since the country gained independence in 1975.  PNG is one of the least 

developed countries in the world.  Its economy is highly skewed.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:National_emblem_of_Papua_New_Guinea.svg> 

 
Papua New Guinea Became Independent in 1975 – National Emblem 

In 2003, the average income per capita was only $2,107.  Mining 

and petroleum contributed 36 percent of national income, services 31 

percent, agriculture 26 percent, and industry only 8 percent.  The 
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economy was highly dependent on mining (mostly gold and copper) and 

on oil and gas.  The mining/oil sector accounted for 70 percent of export 

earnings, 90 percent of foreign investment, but less than 3 percent of 

employment (7,000 jobs).  About 85 percent of Papuans lived in rural 

areas and depended on subsistence agriculture.  Industry was mostly 

small-scale, producing beer, clothing, furniture, cement, and paint.  PNG 

received high levels of foreign aid, recently $40 per capita and $400 

million in total, mostly from Australia ($300 million). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:POM_Downtown.jpg> 

 
Port Moresby – Capital and Commercial Center of Papua New Guinea 

 Between 2003 and 2019, income per capita (measured by the 

World Bank at Purchasing Power Parity in constant 2017 dollars) grew 
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at an average annual rate of 2.9 percent and more than doubled.  In 2019, 

each of the 8.8 million residents of Papua New Guinea earned an 

average income (adjusted for purchasing power) of $4,548 – only 7 

percent of the US level.  The total value of exports was $11.7 billion – 

mostly petroleum and natural gas, copper, gold, wood, and nickel.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Papua_New_Guinea_Exports_Treemap_2017.svg> 

 
Proportional Representation of Papua New Guinea’s Export Earnings 

in 2017 – Oil and Gas, Copper, and Gold Were Dominant 
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Papua New Guinea’s quality-of-life indicators in 2019 were also 

very disappointing – average life expectancy was 64 years, the adult 

literacy rate was 62 percent, and the poverty rate was 40 percent.  Papua 

New Guinea ranked a meager 155th of 189 countries in the United 

Nation’s Human Development Index, 120th of 190 countries in the 

World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index, and just 137th of 180 

countries in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index.  

The economy was constrained by weak infrastructure, poor education, 

complicated land tenure, political instability, and widespread corruption. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lae.jpg> 

 
When Will Life Improve in Papua New Guinea? – Street Scene in Lae 
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Stagnating Agriculture – Pigs and Palm.  The importance of the 

agricultural sector in Papua New Guinea goes far beyond its contributing 

22 percent of national income and one-fifth of export earnings.  More 

than 80 percent of Papuans depend on agriculture for their livelihoods.  

Most live in small villages located in high altitude valleys.  Rainfall, 

soils, and the threat of malaria confine most agriculture to elevations 

above 4,000 feet, creating isolated pockets of dense farming populations.  

The principal subsistence plants in the highlands are root crops that have 

prevailed for centuries – taro, Asian yams, and sweet potatoes 

(introduced from South America in the 17th century). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Intensively_used_hillside_in_Papua_New_Guinea.jp

g> 
 

Steep-hillside Agriculture, Growing Taro, Yams and Sweet Potatoes –  
Chimbu Gorge, Chimbu Province, Papua New Guinea  

 
The raising of small, black pigs is widespread, because pigs are a 

measure (and store) of wealth and a key ingredient of feasts.  Pigs, 

introduced about 5,000 years ago, thus dominate highland agriculture 

even though they require about half of root crop production for feed and 

there have been few improvements in pig husbandry.  Many 

smallholders in the highlands grow Arabica coffee as a cash crop. 
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Agriculture in the lowlands varies by region.  Coastal dwellers 

depend on fish and coconuts, some exported as copra (for cooking oil 

and animal feed).  Inland farmers grow bananas and yams with slash-

and-burn agriculture.  Inhabitants in the swamp areas are mostly hunter-

gatherers who subsist on wild sago palm starch.  Oil palm production, on 

estates and by out-growers, has expanded so that palm oil now accounts 

for a quarter of agricultural exports.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Elaeis_guineensis_MS_3467.jpg> 

  
Palm Oil (Elaeis guineensis) –                                                          

Important Export Crop in Papua New Guinea 
 

Constraints limiting the expansion of smallholder agriculture 

include inadequate land markets, credit, farmer knowledge, extension, 
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appropriate technologies, and marketing infrastructure and the 

uncertainties resulting from fluctuating world prices. 

Panguna and Bougainville Secession.  The most extreme example of 

political instability and economic conflict in Papua New Guinea is the 

Bougainville crisis.  A profitable copper mine created environmental 

damage that caused local residents to force the mine to close, attempt 

secession, and precipitate a civil war.   

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BougainvilleBukaandNeighbourhood.png> 

 
Bougainville Autonomous Region – Eastern Papua New Guinea 
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Extensive, low-grade copper deposits were discovered in the 

mountains of Bougainville Island (in the Northern Solomon Islands) in 

1964.  In 1967, Conzinc Riotinto of Australia, formed Bougainville 

Copper Ltd (BCL), and the company constructed a new port, two towns 

(Arawa and Panguna), a highway through the mountains, and an 

enormous mine.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BCP-

millCopper_ore_concentrator_undergoing_construction._Mill_building._1_c._1971.jpg> 
 

Panguna Mine, Bougainville, Papua New Guinea –                            
Copper Ore Concentrator Under Construction, 1971 

 
Mining began in 1972, and huge profits followed quickly.  During 

the seventeen years of its operation (1972-1989), the Panguna copper 
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mine created 4,000 regular jobs and contributed 40 percent of PNG’s 

export earnings and 16 percent of both GDP and government revenue.  

When the Panguna mine closed in 1989, it was the leading economic 

activity in the country, one of the largest copper mines in the world, and 

had at least half its economic life left.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bougainville_Panguna_mine_shovel.jpg> 

 
Panguna Mine Shovel – Pictured in 1971 

 
The Bougainville crisis arose because of local resentment over 

meager compensation for land at the mine site and for unanticipated 

environmental damage in the Jaba River drainage.  The mining operation 
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deposited 360 million tons of tailings into the river and created 

diversions and flooding that damaged farmland and fish, timber, and 

hunting habitat.  Furious local residents forced the mine to close and 

tried to secede when their demands for compensation and local control 

were not met.  The ensuing civil war took 20,000 lives.  A ceasefire was 

finally negotiated in 1998, and a peace agreement was signed in 2001.  

Tensions remained high in the transition to greater local autonomy.  In a 

non-binding referendum in December 2019, ninety-eight percent of 

Bougainville voters favored independence.  But the government in 

Papua New Guinea has not granted secession to Bougainville. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Bougainville.svg> 

  
Flag of Bougainville –                                                                                 

Still an Autonomous Region of Papua New Guinea 
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Ok Tedi and Pollution.  The Ok Tedi copper mine precipitated 

another unfortunate conflict between copper profits and environmental 

pollution.  An embarrassed foreign owner admitted creating an 

environmental disaster and sold out when the government refused to 

close the mine.  In 1968, the Kennecott Copper Corporation discovered a 

rich gold and copper deposit in Ok Tedu, Western Province.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_guinea_ok_tedi_mine.PNG> 

 
Location of the Ok Tedi Copper Mine –                                                                 

Near the Border Between Papua New Guinea and Indonesia 
 

Fearing nationalization, Kennecott pulled out in 1975.  BHP 

Mining Ltd of Australia entered, formed Ok Tedi Mining Ltd (OTML), 

and began construction in 1981.  Mine construction, at 6,600 feet 
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elevation on Mt. Fubilan, was challenged by rugged terrain, dense forest, 

high rainfall, and severe seismic activity. 

Production of gold and silver began in 1984.  A gold cap was 

removed first.  A partial tailings dam burst in 1984, but OTML received 

an exemption and was permitted to dump waste into the Ok Tedi River, 

a tributary of PNG’s biggest river, the Fly.  In 1987, Ok Tedi was the 

largest gold mine in the world outside South Africa.  OTML settled a 

suit brought by landowners in 1996 and agreed to pay $28.6 million in 

compensation over 13 years.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:OkTediMine.jpg> 

 
Ok Tedi Copper Mine – Western Province, Papua New Guinea 
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The Ok Tedi mine contributed 20 percent of PNG’s export 

earnings and 10 percent of GDP and created 1,900 jobs.  However, mine 

operations deposited 65 million tons of tailings annually and caused 

habitat flooding, floodplain sediment, and metals contamination.  Local 

residents have lost food gardens and fish and forestry habitat, and the 

Fly River fishery, PNG’s most valuable, is under severe threat.  BHP 

was embarrassed by this environmental disaster, and in 2002 sold its 52 

percent share in OTML to a government trust, ironically called the 

Sustainable Development Program Company.  Copper profits and 

environmental pollution from Ok Tedi continued.  In 2013, the PNG 

government nationalized the Ok Tedi mine and continued to produce 

copper.  In 2019, the government-owned Ok Tedi Mining Company 

claimed to contribute 7 percent of PNG’s GDP. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Oktedi-landsat.png> 

 
Ok Tedi River, a Tributary of the Fly River –                                       

Heavily Polluted by Waste from the Ok Tedi Copper Mine 
 

   Kutubu and Oil/Gas Exports.  Petroleum production in Papua 

New Guinea has been less conflicted than copper and gold mining.  The 

oil and gas companies operating in PNG have found a good balance 

between making profits and protecting the environment.  The Kutubu 
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petroleum field is located in a remote region of the Southern Highlands.  

Commercial quantities of oil were first discovered there in 1986 at Iagifu 

by a consortium led by Chevron and British Petroleum (BP).  Production 

at Kutubu began in 1992 and quickly reached a peak level of output of 

150,000 barrels per day (b/d) in 1993.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Clouds_over_Lake_Kutubu.jpg> 

 
Lake Kutubu, Southern Highlands Province, Papua New Guinea – 

Located Near the Kutubu Oil Field 
 

Because of limited reservoirs, production then gradually declined, 

reaching a level of 46,000 b/d in 2004.  Proven reserves of petroleum 

were estimated in 2004 at a modest level of 170 million barrels.  In spite 
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of the decline in output, oil production made key economic contributions 

to PNG’s economy, accounting for a fourth of export earnings, an eighth 

of GDP, and a sixth of government revenue.  The environment in remote 

Kutubu is very fragile.  Landslides are common, the karst terrain is 

rugged, and annual rainfall (430 inches) is among the highest in the 

world.  Nevertheless, Chevron/BP created a wildlife sanctuary in its oil 

production zone.  By effectively controlling entry and use, the operators 

protected the region’s rich wildlife, including tree kangaroos, birds of 

paradise, cassowaries, and Pesquet’s parrots and other rare birds.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tree_kangaroo2.jpg> 

 
Good fellow’s Tree-kangaroo (Dendrolagus goodfellowi) 
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In 2004, Interoil (American) opened PNG’s first oil refinery, Napa 

Napa, in Port Moresby to process 30,000 b/d, half for export.  In 2019, 

production of oil in PNG was 46,000 bpd and of natural gas was 353 

billion cubic feet.  PNG has natural gas reserves estimated in 2019 at 6.7 

trillion cubic feet, some located in the Gulf of Papua, and petroleum 

reserves estimated at 0.2 billion barrels. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Port_Moresby_Town2_Mschlauch.jpg> 

 
Napa Napa Petroleum Refinery, Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea – 

Located in the Lower Right of the Photograph 
 

Challenges for Sustainable Development.  The leaders of Papua New 

Guinea confront enormous challenges in their search for sustainable 

development.  No country can advance economically without political 
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stability.  But PNG has experienced a high rate of turnover at top levels.  

Because of frequent no-confidence votes, no prime minister served a full 

5-year term before 2002.  Thereafter, Sir Michael Somare (2002-2010) 

and Peter O’Neill (2011-2019) completed their terms as prime minister. 

Politics in PNG are based on personalities, not parties.  Widespread 

ethnic rivalries – island versus mainland and highland versus lowland – 

exacerbate political instability.  Due to shifting political alliances, there 

is a lack of political will for reforms, for example, to set up a consistent 

system of taxation. 

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Asaro_Mud_Men_(48885957917).jpg> 

 
Asaro Mudmen –  

Each Clan Values Strong Warriors, Lacks Political Will to Compromise 
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Human capital in PNG is underdeveloped because of a long history 

of neglect of education and management training.  The lack of trained 

leaders has led to endemic corruption in government.  Corruption has 

been especially blatant in managing PNG’s forestry resources; logs have 

been exported at half the prices received in neighboring countries.  With 

undertrained personnel, wages have exceeded labor productivity.  Wage 

indexation, inherited from the colonial period, has undermined industrial 

development because PNG’s labor costs are higher than those in 

competing countries.  Societal breakdowns and urban poverty have led 

to increasing crime rates that hamper the expansion of tourism.  In 2018, 

PNG received only 140,000 tourists and earned just $150 million from 

tourism.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SingSing_Wabag_Enga_PNG.jpg> 

 
Limited Tourism in Papua New Guinea –                                                    

Sing Sing Festival, Wabag, Enga Province, Papua New Guinea 
 

PNG’s difficult terrain and thick rainforest have resulted in 

expensive infrastructure and high public maintenance costs.  Limited 

arable land has brought land disputes and local opposition to foreign 

plantations and mining.  A sustainable balancing of development and 

environment thus has proven elusive.   All of those challenges, taken 

together, have limited the foreign investment needed for sustainable 
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development.  In 2019, private direct foreign investment in PNG was 

only $334 million. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Papua_New_Guinea_map.png> 

 
Contemporary Papua New Guinea 
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New Caledonia, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands 

Settlement.  An early diaspora, which began at least 40,000 years 

ago from southern China, introduced the Papuan peoples into Southeast 

Asia, New Guinea, and Near Oceania (the Bismarck Archipelago and 

the Solomon Islands).  The later Austronesian diaspora spread from 

Taiwan to the Philippines (by 3000 BCE), Java and Sumatra (2000 

BCE), and New Guinea and Near Oceania (1500 BCE).  The 

Austronesians developed an advanced agricultural package (taro, 

coconuts, bananas, breadfruit, pigs, chickens, and dogs). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ARS_breadfruit49.jpg> 

 
Breadfruit (Artocarpus altilis) –                                                     

Melanesian Food Staple, Introduced by Austronesians 
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In the Bismarck Archipelago, the intrusive Austronesians and the 

native Papuans intermarried and formed a new cultural complex, later 

called Lapita (after the site in New Caledonia where the first extensive 

excavations were carried out in 1952).  Between 1500 and 1400 BCE, 

the Lapita complex spread throughout Near Oceania.  Then between 

1200 and 1000 BCE, the Lapita culture dispersed into Remote Oceania – 

southeastward to Vanuatu and New Caledonia and eastward to Fiji, 

Tonga, and Samoa.  Archeologists have identified this expansion largely 

through the archeological visibility of decorated Lapita ceramics (open 

bowls and beakers).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PortVilaLapita.jpg> 

 
Lapita Pottery – Vanuatu Cultural Center, Port Vila, Vanuatu 
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The Lapita dispersal was based on an expanded economic base – 

planting of perennial tree crops (breadfruit and bananas), shifting 

cultivation (of tubers and sugarcane), domestication (of chickens, dogs, 

and pigs), and trolling for fish with lures.  That rich Lapita cultural 

package later served as the basis for the settlement of all of Polynesia 

and parts of Micronesia.  In Melanesia, an uneven fusion of Papuan and 

Austronesian cultures, languages, and genes gradually occurred, 

differing among islands.  Later migrations of Papuan peoples from New 

Guinea in the past 2,000 years increased their genetic contributions to 

contemporary Melanesians. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Carte_lapita.png> 

 
Lapita Culture Sites in Oceania 
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Subsistence and Culture.  Before European contact, the 

Melanesian peoples inhabiting New Caledonia, Vanuatu, and the 

Solomon Islands spoke numerous Austronesian and Papuan languages.  

But their patterns of subsistence and culture were similar.  Melanesian 

food packages contained a dominant starchy staple (taro, sweet potatoes, 

breadfruit), vegetables and fruits, condiments (salt, spices, berries), fish, 

and ceremonially-consumed meat (from pigs, dogs, and fowl).  Most 

villagers practiced slash-and-burn (swidden) agriculture, but some 

farmers in New Caledonia used irrigation (for taro).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ipomoea_batatas_006.JPG> 

 
Sweet Potato (Ipomoea batatas), Native to Tropical Regions of America 

– Staple Food (Tuberous Source of Calories) in Melanesia 
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Early Melanesian religion was pragmatic and emphasized the 

accumulation of power and wealth, not morality, worship of central 

gods, or attainment of an after-life.  Rituals and magic deflected 

malevolent spirits (often those of ancestors).  Competing chiefs sought 

mana (spiritual power) through ritualized warfare or annual bouts of 

head-hunting and cannibalism (to gain the mana of others).  

Contemporary Melanesians practice spiritual syncretism, blending 

Christian and traditional beliefs. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kapkap,_19th_century,_Solomon_Islands.jpg> 

 
Kapkap (Ceremonial Shell Pendant), Solomon Islands, 19th century – 

Frigate Bird Design Indicated Personal Strength from Ancestral Spirits 
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Numerous cargo cults gained temporary power in Melanesia in 

periods of social dislocation.  The leaders of those millenarian 

movements promised the supernatural attainment of wealth and political 

freedom if followers would pledge support and destroy existing wealth.  

Traditional Melanesian socio-political organization was based on kastom 

(custom, or following the ways of the ancestors).  Land was owned by 

clans who lived in villages.  Inheritance was patrilineal in most of 

southern Melanesia and matrilineal in much of the north.  Some clans 

had hereditary chiefs, but others used competitive exchanges of gifts to 

choose leaders.  Village chiefs vied regularly with one another for 

wealth and power (mana). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_small_nambas_dance_as_part_of_a_kastom_villa

ge_tour_on_Malekula_Island,_Vanuatu._(10663568323).jpg> 
 

Kastom Dancers – Malekula Island, Vanuatu 

New Caledonia.  New Caledonia was discovered and named by 

Captain James Cook in 1774 on his second circumnavigation of the 

world.  France colonized New Caledonia in 1853 (and the Loyalty 

Islands in 1864) to promote French imperialism and support Catholic 

missionaries.  To permit French settlement, France appropriated 90 

percent of New Caledonia’s land and forced the indigenous Melanesians 

to move to 150 small reservations.  Between 1865 and 1908, France ran 

a penal colony, principally in Nouméa and the Isle of Pines.  A total of 
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21,000 French convicts were transported to New Caledonia.  Most 

served sentences at hard labor, although 4,000 prisoners from the Paris 

Commune of 1871 were exempted from labor requirements.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bagne_de_l%27ile_des_Pins_-_Ouro.jpg> 

 
Original Post Card Depicting the French Penal Settlement at Ouro, The 

Isle of Pines, New Caledonia – Operated 1865-1908 
 

Nickel was discovered in 1864 and chromium and cobalt in the 

1870s, and by 1900 New Caledonia was the world’s leading producer of 

all three metals.  Nouméa was a key Allied supply base during World 

War II (1942-1945).  At that time, New Caledonia, nominally under Free 

French rule, was governed by American military leaders.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Goro_mine_tailings_dam.jpg> 

 
Goro Nickel Mine, Kwe West Bassin, New Caledonia –  

Construction of a Tailings Storage Area, Photographed in 2008 
 

In addition to losing most of their land, the Kanaks (Melanesian 

indigenes in New Caledonia) had other grievances – until 1946 their 

labor services were conscripted, until 1957 they did not have universal 

suffrage, and until the 1970s they had no opportunity for higher 

education.  Kanak leaders rebelled in the 1980s, and New Caledonia 

suffered a brutal civil war with atrocities on both sides.  Following the 

Matignon Accord of 1988, France spent $1 billion on infrastructure and 

education.  Under the Nouméa Accord of 1998, France promised to hold 
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up to three referenda on independence,  The first was to occur between 

2013 and 2018.  Voters rejected independence (57 percent voted to 

remain part of France) in November 2018 and again in October 2020 (53 

percent).  The third vote is scheduled to be held in December 2021. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Femmes_kanak2.jpg> 

 
Kanak Women, Nouméa, New Caledonia – Voters Rejected 

Independence from France in November 2018 and October 2020 
 

In 2019, the average per capita income of New Caledonia’s 

288,000 residents was $37,600 – three-fourths of the level in France and 

three-fifths of the US level.  But that of the 108,000 Kanaks was much 
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lower.  Transfer payments from France constituted 17 percent of GDP.  

Quality-of-life indicators in New Caledonia were very impressive – 

average life expectancy was 77 years and the adult literacy rate was 98 

percent. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_Caledonia-CIA_WFB_Map.png> 

 
Contemporary New Caledonia (Overseas Territory of France) 
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Vanuatu.  Pedro Fernandes de Quiros discovered Espiritu Santo in 

1606 while in search of the great southern continent.  Captain James 

Cook re-discovered and named New Hebrides in 1774, also in search of 

Terra Australis Incognita.  American traders traded for sandalwood in 

the 1840s and 1850s.  Between 1864 and 1904, unscrupulous Australian 

or British traders engaged in blackbirding – signing (or kidnapping) 

Melanesian laborers to indentured service contracts for work on 

plantations in Queensland (Australia), Fiji, or Samoa.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Landdiving7.jpg> 

 
Melanesian Men, Pentecost Island, Vanuatu, Wearing Traditional 
Nambas (Penis Sheaths) – Their Ancestors Were Blackbirded to 

Queensland, Fiji, and Samoa (1860-1904) 
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In part to control that heinous trade, Britain and France formed a 

Joint Naval Commission in 1887 to govern New Hebrides.  Two decades 

later, in 1907, the two imperial powers created a bizarre Franco-British 

Condominium government with all functions duplicated by both ruling 

countries.  Critics called the new government, “a Pandemonium.”  Each 

power set its own rules.  Britain controlled settler activity, but France 

encouraged its settler-planters to recruit Vietnamese laborers.  By 1939, 

750 French and 200 British settlers lived in New Hebrides.  During 

World War II, the region saw no combat but Allied naval and air bases 

created a temporary economic boom. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_New_Hebrides.svg> 

 
Flag of the Anglo-French Condominium (“Pandemonium”) of the New 

Hebrides – Photographed in 1966 
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In 1971, Walter Lini formed the mostly-Anglophone Vanuaaku 

Party and led the struggle for independence.  France and Francophone 

settlers objected.  Lini formed a revolutionary government and 

threatened to take over the country.  After independence was granted in 

1980, French officials destroyed files and equipment in a petty protest.  

Independent governance of Vanuatu (“Land Eternal”) has been marked 

by weak coalitions and political instability. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wooden_slit_drums_from_Vanuatu,_Bernice_P._Bis

hop_Museum.JPG> 
 

Upright Slit Drums (Tam Tam), Played to Celebrate Vanuatu’s 
Independence in 1980 – Bishop Museum, Honolulu, Hawaii, US 
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In 2019, each of the 300,000 residents of Vanuatu earned an 

average income (adjusted for purchasing power) of $3,293 – only 5 

percent of the US level and 9 percent of that in neighboring New 

Caledonia.  Tourism (109,000 visitors spending $289 million) accounted 

for 46 percent of GDP and 39 percent of employment in 2017.  

Vanuatu’s quality-of-life indicators in 2019 were also disappointing – 

average life expectancy was 70 years and the adult literacy rate was 88 

percent.  Vanuatu ranked only 140th of 189 countries in the United 

Nation’s Human Development Index, 107th of 190 countries in the 

World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index, and 64th of 198 countries 

in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nh-map.png> 

 
Contemporary Vanuatu 
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Solomon Islands.  Alvaro de Mendaña, a Spanish explorer from 

Peru, spent six months in the Solomon Islands in 1568, searching in vain 

for King Solomon’s fabled gold.  Europeans then ignored the Solomons 

for three centuries.  Australian and British traders engaged in 

blackbirding in the Solomons.  Between 1870 and 1910, 30,000 

Solomonese indentured laborers worked in Queensland or Fiji.  

Following agreements with Germany, Britain colonized the southern 

Solomons in 1893 and the northern Solomons in 1899.  In the early 

1900s, Britain leased land to Lever Brothers and to Burns, Philp & 

Company to establish coconut plantations to produce copra.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Efate_East_-_Very_old_coconut_plantations_-

_panoramio.jpg> 
 

British Copra Exporters Developed Coconut Plantations                            
in the Solomon Islands 

 
Local administration was tenuous before 1940.  Guadalcanal was 

the site of a turning-point battle in the Second World War, when the 

Allies stemmed Japan’s southern thrust.  After the war, Britain invested 

modestly in transportation, health, and education facilities in the 

Solomons.  The Islanders benefited from exports of copra, timber, and 

fish. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marines_rest_in_the_field_on_Guadalcanal.jpg> 

 
US Marines At Rest Between Battles on Guadalcanal, The Solomon 

Islands, August 1942 – The Allied Victory at Guadalcanal Was a 
Turning Point in World War II 

 
Since gaining independence in 1978, the Solomon Islands have 

been plagued by political instability, endemic corruption, and regional 

hostility.  In 1998, disgruntled Guadalcanalese formed the Isatambu 

Freedom Movement to dislodge migrant Malaitans from Guadalcanal.  

Malaitans retaliated by forming the Malaitan Eagle Force, an equally 

brutal militant band.  Following the Townsville Truce of 2000, neither 
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side disarmed.  The country imploded.  By 2002, national income had 

declined by a fourth.  In 2003, the desperate government invited the 

Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) to intervene.  

The Australian-led force of 2,225 soldiers, police, and technicians from 

15 countries disarmed the militants and remained in the Solomon Islands 

until 2017.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_beginning_for_Solomon_Islands_(10709848893

).jpg 
 

Peace Rally in Honiara, The Solomon Islands, August 2003 – 
Welcoming the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands 
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The economy hit bottom in 2002 when income per capita was only 

$1,438.  Thereafter, the economy recovered slowly.  Per capita income 

doubled in the next 17 years, but the Solomon Islands remains one of the 

world’s poorest countries.  In 2019, each of the 670,000 residents of the 

Solomon Islands earned an average income (adjusted for purchasing 

power) of $2,781 – only 4 percent of the US level and five-sixths of that 

in Vanuatu.  The quality-of-life indicators in the Solomon Islands were 

also very low – average life expectancy was 73 years, the adult literacy 

rate was 77 percent, and the poverty rate was 13 percent.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fenualoa_Tuo_school_children.jpg> 

 
School Children, Tuo School, Fenualoa, Reef Islands, Solomon Islands – 

The Hope for the Future 
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The Solomon Islands ranked just 151st of 189 countries in the 

United Nation’s Human Development Index, 136th of 190 countries in 

the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index, and 77th of 198 

countries in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index.  

In 2019, the economy of  the Solomon Islands was so weak that the 

amount of foreign assistance received ($193 million) exceeded the total 

of export earnings ($52 million), tourism ($92 million), and emigrant 

remittances ($25 million). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
h<ttps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Solomon_Islands-CIA_WFB_Map.png> 

 
Contemporary Solomon Islands 
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World War II in the Pacific (1941-1945) 

Japan’s Imperial Strategy (1895-1941).  To assert leadership in 

East Asia, Japan made significant imperial conquests prior to World War 

II.  Japan defeated China and colonized Taiwan (1895).  Following its 

victory over Russia (1905), Japan received Kwantung (a key peninsula 

in Manchuria) and Karafuto (the southern half of Sakhalin Island).  The 

Japanese annexed independent Korea in 1910, captured the islands of 

Micronesia from Germany during World War I (1914), and ruled 

Micronesia (Nanyo) as a League of Nations mandate-territory (1922). 

Japan’s nationalist oligarchs expanded into continental Asia in the 

1930s.  They took over coal-and-iron-rich Manchuria (Manchukuo) from 

China in 1932 and turned it into the most industrialized region of 

continental East Asia.  They invaded China in 1937 and by 1941 gained 

control of the key cities on China’s eastern coast.  But the 1 million 

Japanese troops were stalemated in western and northern China.  In July 

1941, Japan seized control of Vietnam from Vichy France.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Japanese_Empire2.png> 

 
The Militaristic Expansion of Imperial Japan, 1872-1942 

Japanese military theorists anticipated a war for hegemony in the 

East between Japan and the United States.  Naval commander 

Yamamoto Isoroku saw a pre-emptive strike on the US navy in Pearl 

Harbor as a means to buy time.  Japan then would establish a defensive 

perimeter from Japan, through Micronesia in the western Pacific, and 
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around the East Indies to Malaya and Burma.  The resources of the 

Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere – notably oil in the East Indies, 

tin and rubber in Malaya and Thailand, and rice in Burma and Vietnam – 

would support Japan in a war of attrition.  The Japanese leaders hoped 

that the United States, which they saw as isolationist and reluctant to 

fight a long war, would come to terms following an expected German 

victory in Europe. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:European_colonisation_of_Southeast_Asia.png> 

 
Japan “Liberated” Southeast Asia from Colonial Rule – British (Red – 

Burma, Malaya, North Borneo). French (Blue, Indochina), Dutch 
(Orange, Indonesia), and American (Yellow, The Philippines) 



 97 

Japan’s Early Successes (December 1941-May 1942).  The first 

step in Japan’s strategy, the attack on Pearl Harbor, was a qualified 

triumph.  Japan destroyed eight US battleships, a dozen other vessels, 

and nearly two hundred planes, inflicting almost 4,000 casualties.  Japan 

lost only 29 planes and 64 men.  But the Japanese attack omitted several 

crucial targets – fuel tank farms, dry-docks and repair facilities, and the 

Quarry Point submarine base – and all three American aircraft carriers in 

the Pacific were at-sea.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_USS_Arizona_(BB-

39)_burning_after_the_Japanese_attack_on_Pearl_Harbor_-_NARA_195617_-_Edit.jpg> 
 

USS Arizona –                                                                                      
During the Japanese Attack on Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941 
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Pearl Harbor was part of a coordinated Japanese attack in Asia and 

the Pacific.  Japan made several quick conquests in December 1941 and 

January 1942.  Guam and Wake Island – both key American air bases – 

were taken first.  Hong Kong, the important British colony, port, and 

naval base that serviced China, fell to Japanese invaders on Christmas 

Day 1941.  With help from Burmese nationalists, Japan conquered rice-

rich Burma easily in January when British forces fell back to defend 

India.  

  
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hk_japo_westerner.jpg>  

 
British Residents of Hong Kong at the Beginning of the Japanese 

Occupation, December 1941 



 99 

Japan rolled on to make more crucial takeovers.  General 

Yamashita Tomoyuki (the “Tiger of Malaya”) captured British 

Singapore in February 1942.  The British, anticipating a naval invasion 

from the south, had constructed a large naval base that was of little use 

in defending Singapore against the land invasion from the north.  The 

Japanese military invaded oil-rich Indonesia (the Dutch East Indies) in 

January 1942 and wrested control of the colony from the Dutch within 

two months.  Japan then took northern New Guinea from Australia in 

March.  After a five-month struggle, Japan defeated American forces in 

the Philippines in May 1942 and took control of its rice, copper, iron 

ore, chromium, and manganese.  Japan claimed to be an Asian liberator.  

But Japanese fascist rule was far worse than European colonial rule. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greater_Japanese_empire.png> 

 
The Japanese Empire At Its Peak in 1942-1943 – Japan, Taiwan, 

Karafuto, Korea, Nanyo, Manchukuo, Eastern China, Indochina, The 
Philippines, Indonesia, and Northern New Guinea 
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Coral Sea and Midway (May-June 1942).  The Japanese military 

advance seemed unstoppable.  Japanese strategists decided against 

invading Australia because Japan had 1 million troops tied down in its 

quagmire in China and faced a potential Russian invasion from the 

northwest.  Japan’s southern strategy was to gain air superiority by 

building airports on well-sited islands and thereby to cut Allied 

communications with Australia.  Japan thus decided to capture 

Australian-built airports in Tulagi (Solomon Islands) and Port Moresby 

(southeastern New Guinea) and, thereafter, to conquer Nouméa (New 

Caledonia) and Suva (Fiji).  



 102 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pacific_War_Japanese_Advances.jpg> 

   
Japanese Advances in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific –       

December 1941-April 1942 
 

In May 1942, 14 Japanese troop transports, protected by 70 ships 

(including 3 aircraft carriers), left Japan’s naval base in Rabaul (New 

Britain, north of New Guinea) en route to Port Moresby.  In the ensuing 

Battle of the Coral Sea, 25 Allied ships (including 2 aircraft carriers) 

stopped the Japanese armada and saved Port Moresby.  The battle, a 

standoff, involved only naval aircraft.  Opposing ships never sighted one 



 103 

another.  The Allies (Americans and Australians) lost 3 ships (1 carrier), 

66 planes, and 547 troops, whereas Japan lost 1 carrier, 77 planes, and 

1,047 men and had 2 carriers severely damaged.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Large_explosion_aboard_USS_Lexington_(CV-

2),_8_May_1942_(80-G-16651).jpg> 
 

Battle of the Coral Sea, May 1942 – US Prevented Japan from Invading 
Port Moresby, But Lost the USS Lexington, An Aircraft Carrier 

 
In June 1942, Japan hoped to destroy the American Navy in the 

Pacific by luring it into a trap near Midway Island.  But American 

cryptanalysts had broken the Japanese naval code.  Despite Japan’s huge 

materiel advantage (105 ships plus 18 submarines versus the Allies’ 28 

ships plus 19 submarines), the Allies won an overwhelming victory – 
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their first in the Pacific theater.  Japan lost 4 (of its total of 6) fleet 

carriers, 280 planes, and 3,500 troops.  In contrast, the Allies suffered 

losses of 1 carrier (the Yorktown), 170 planes, and 307 troops.  Midway 

was a turning point in the Pacific. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Battle_of_midway-deployment_map.svg> 

 
The Battle of Midway, June 1942 – Overwhelming Allied Victory 

 
Guadalcanal and New Guinea (July 1942-February 1943).  In 

the Solomon Islands, the Japanese took Tulagi’s airport in May 1942 

and began construction of an airport on Guadalcanal in July.  Under 

Operation Watchtower, the Allies captured Tulagi and Guadalcanal in 

early August.  In the Battle of Savo Island, Japan countered by sinking 
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all but one of the Allied ships in the Tulagi-Guadalcanal region 

(Ironbottom Sound), the worst defeat in American naval history.  US 

Marines succeeded in completing and using the nearly-finished Japanese 

airport on Guadalcanal, which they named Henderson Field.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Solomons_area_in_1942.png> 

 
Guadalcanal in the Southeastern Solomon Islands –                     

Henderson Field is Marked by a Red Circle 
 

Japan landed waves of troops to attempt to re-take Guadalcanal, 

but failed because of Marine courage and Japanese tactical inflexibility.  
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In the Battle of Bloody Ridge in mid-September, Japanese officers led a 

prodigal waste of their troops (1,100 deaths).  The critical turning point 

was the naval Battle of Guadalcanal in November, which the Allies won 

decisively after huge losses on both sides (at least 40 wrecked 

battleships lie at the bottom of Ironbottom Sound).  In February 1943, 

Japan evacuated its last 12,000 troops from Guadalcanal.  Six months of 

warfare there had cost Japan 26,400 troops, 19 ships, and 1,827 planes.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hirokawa_Maru_and_Kinugawa_Maru_burning_Gu

adalcanal_15_Nov_1942.jpg> 
 

Battle of Guadalcanal, November 1942 – Two Japanese Transport 
Ships, Hirokawa Maru and Kinugawa Maru, Beached and Burning 
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In New Guinea, Japan tried to take Port Moresby by land to sever 

Allied communications with Australia.  Japanese troops marched south 

over the Kokoda and Kapa Kapa trails in the Owen Stanley Mountains 

(the “Green Hell”) to within 20 miles of Port Moresby, but then were 

ordered to retreat to allow Japan to focus on Guadalcanal.  Pursuing 

Allied troops finally gained control in January 1943.  In the decisive 

Battle of the Bismarck Sea (February 1943), the Allies prevented a 

Japanese re-invasion of New Guinea by sinking all 8 troop transports, 4 

destroyers, and 4,000 troops. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U.S._Army_Bantam_Jeep_crossing_a_river_on_the_

Kapa_Kapa_Trail_1942.jpg> 
 
US Jeep on the Kapa Kapa Trail, Owen Stanley Mountains, New Guinea 



 108 

Allied Victory in the Pacific Theater (1943-1945).  During the 

last 30 months of World War II in the Pacific theater, the Allies were on 

the offensive.  The US Navy, led by Admiral Chester Nimitz, wanted 

Allied strategy to focus on capturing key islands in Micronesia to create 

a protected, central approach to bombing Japan.  The US Army, led by 

General Douglas MacArthur, preferred to sap Japanese military strength 

by island-hopping to re-claim the Philippines and thus to take a southern 

approach to Japan.  President Franklin Roosevelt chose to follow both 

strategies concurrently.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Second_world_war_asia_1943-1945_map_de.png> 

 
Allied Counter-offensive Against Japan, 1943-1945 

The Navy’s strategy led to successive Allied victories after brutal 

battles across the central Pacific, during 1943 (Tarawa), 1944 

(Kwajalein, Eniwetok, and Saipan), and 1945 (Iwo Jima and Okinawa).  

The Army’s strategy led to a series of island-hopping, Allied successes 

across the southern Pacific from the Solomons to the Philippines, during 
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1943 (Bougainville), 1944 (northern New Guinea – skipping over 

Japan’s huge base in Rabaul – and Leyte in the Philippines), and 1945 

(Luzon in the Philippines).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Douglas_MacArthur_lands_Leyte1.jpg> 

  
General Douglas MacArthur Returning to the Philippines, October 1944 

Allied bombers fire-bombed Tokyo in March 1945, causing 

100,000 deaths.  In a controversial decision, President Harry Truman 

chose to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 

1945, causing 200,000 deaths.  Allied bombing took a total of 500,000 

civilian lives in Japanese cities.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Atomic_bombing_of_Japan.jpg> 

 
American Atomic Bombs above Hiroshima, August 6, 1945 (Left) and 

Nagasaki, August 9, 1945 (Right) – 200,000 Deaths 
 

On August 15, 1945, Emperor Hirohito announced Japan’s 

surrender.  During World War II, 1.74 million Japanese soldiers and one 

million civilians died, 3.6 percent of the 1941 population (76 million).  

The Allies destroyed one-fourth of Japan’s material wealth, including 

four-fifths of its ships.  The Allies’ victory over Japan resulted from 

superior production capability, better military strategy, and incredible 

personal courage. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Surrender_of_Japan_-_USS_Missouri.jpg> 

 
Japan’s Surrender to End World War II –                                                

USS Missouri, August 15, 1945 
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Time Line for Melanesia 
 
40,000-50,000 BCE ancestors of Aborigines and Papuans migrated 

into Sahul 
 
35,000 BCE  coasts of Sahul continent settled 
 
10,000 BCE  non-desert parts of Sahul continent settled 
 
7000 BCE agriculture first practiced in New Guinea – taro, 

Australimusa bananas, yams, sugarcane, 
breadfruit, Canarium almonds 

 
6000 BCE end of last Ice Age – sea level rose – divided 

Sahul continent into Australia, New Guinea  
 
3000 BCE Aborigines began making rock paintings  
 
3000 BCE pigs were introduced into New Guinea 
 
2500 BCE migration of Austronesian-speaking farmers from 

Taiwan through the Philippines into Sulawesi and 
Borneo 

 
2000 BCE migration of Austronesian-speaking farmers from 

Sulawesi and Borneo into Java and Sumatra 
 
1500 BCE migration of Austronesian-speaking farmers from 

Java and Sumatra into New Guinea and Near 
Oceania – dogs, pigs, chickens, coconuts, Lapita 
pottery 

 
1500-1400 BCE Lapita culture spread throughout Near Oceania  
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1200-1000 BCE Lapita culture dispersed into Remote Oceania – 
south to Vanuatu and New Caledonia – east to 
Fiji, Tonga, and Samoa  

 
15th century CE Makassarese (Indonesians) fished in northwest 

Australia – for trepang (sea-cucumbers) to export 
to China  

 
1511 Antonio d’Abreu, Portuguese explorer – first 

European sighting of New Guinea 
 
1522 Fernando Magellan’s crew introduced bird-of-

paradise plumes into Europe – after 
circumnavigating the world 

 
1527 Jorge de Meneses, Portuguese Governor-General 

of the Moluccas – first European landing in New 
Guinea  

 
1545 Ynigo Ortiz de Retes, Spanish explorer –  named 

New Guinea (Nueva Guinea) –  Papuans 
resembled the peoples of the Guinea coast in West 
Africa 

 
1568 Alvaro de Mendaña, Spanish explorer from Peru – 

spent six months in the Solomons – searched in 
vain for King Solomon’s gold 

 
17th century sweet potatoes were introduced into New Guinea 

from South America 
 
1606 Luis Vaez de Torres, Spanish explorer – 

discovered Torres Strait, separating New Guinea 
and Australia 
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1606 Pedro Fernandes de Quiros, Spanish explorer – 
discovered Espiritu Santo (Vanuatu) – searching 
for southern continent 

 
1642-1643 Abel Tasman, Dutch explorer sailed across 

northern New Guinea – discovered New Zealand 
and Tasmania 

 
1644 Abel Tasman explored northern coast of New 

Holland (Australia) 
 
18th century Aboriginal population of Australia was about 

300,000 
 
18th century Papuan population of New Guinea was about 1 

million 
 
1768-1771 Captain James Cook’s first circumnavigation 
 
1770 Captain Cook explored the east coast of Australia 
 
1772-1775 Captain Cook’s second circumnavigation 
 
1774 Captain Cook discovered and named New 

Hebrides (Vanuatu) – in search of Terra Australis 
Incognita 

 
1774 Captain Cook discovered and named New 

Caledonia 
 
1776-1779 Captain Cook’s third circumnavigation 
 
1793  John Hayes, English East India Company – built 

Fort Coronation, Dorei Bay, West New Guinea – 
first European settlement  
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1824  Dutch claimed West New Guinea – to protect 

profitable holdings in the Dutch East Indies – to 
fend off possible British claims 

 
1828-1835 Dutch East Indies Company (VOC) built Fort du 

Bos – to defend Merkusoord, Triton Bay, West 
New Guinea – left due to malaria 

 
1848 Dutch claimed all of West New Guinea – in the 

name of the Sultan of Tidore (with whom the 
Dutch had treaty arrangements) 

 
1853 France colonized New Caledonia – and the 

Loyalty Islands in 1864 – promote French 
imperialism – support Catholic missionaries 

 
1860s-1870s France discovered rich mineral deposits in New 

Caledonia – nickel, chromium, cobalt 
 
1860s Godeffroy Company, prominent German trading 

and shipping firm – began operations in New 
Britain – paved way for colonization 

 
1864-1910 traders engaged in blackbirding – signing 

Melanesian laborers to indentured service 
contracts for work on plantations in Queensland 
(Australia), Fiji, or Samoa 

 
1865-1908 France ran a penal colony in New Caledonia – 

Nouméa and the Isle of Pines – 21,000 French 
convicts were transported 
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1868-1945 Meiji Era in Japan – national independence – 
economic modernization – international stature on 
par with advanced nations 

 
1870-1910 30,000 Solomonese indentured laborers worked in 

Queensland or Fiji – blackbirded by Australian 
and British traders 

 
1876 Luigi D’Albertis, Italian explorer –  led 

expedition to New Guinea’s Fly River area – 
funded by New South Wales Government  

 
1884-1886 Germany created Kaiser Wilhelmsland – 

northeastern New Guinea, Bismarck Archipelago, 
Northern Solomon Islands 

 
1884 German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck –  granted 

charter to Neu Guinea Kompagnie –  monopoly of 
trade and land acquisition 

 
1884 British Government proclaimed a Protectorate in 

southeastern New Guinea – acceded to Australian 
pressures 

 
1887 Britain and France formed a Joint Naval 

Commission in 1887 to govern New Hebrides 
 
1893 Britain colonized the southern Solomons 
  
1894-1895 Sino-Japanese War – Japan annihilated Chinese 

military forces  
 
1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki – China ceded Taiwan to 

Japan – acknowledged Korea’s independence 
from China  
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1898 Dutch build first permanent administrative posts 

in West New Guinea – at Fak Fak (south coast) 
and Manokwari (north coast) 

 
1899 Britain colonized the northern Solomons 
 
early 1900s Britain leased land in the Solomon Islands to 

Lever Brothers and to Burns, Philp & Company – 
set up coconut plantations to produce copra for 
export  

 
1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War – complete victory by the 

Japanese military over Russia 
 
1905 Treaty of Portsmouth – Japan received Kwantung 

(peninsula in Manchuria) and Karafuto (southern 
half of Sakhalin Island) 

 
1906 Australia took over Britain’s Protectorate in 

southeastern New Guinea – British New Guinea 
was renamed Papua 

 
1907-1980 Britain and France created an Anglo-French 

Condominium of the New Hebrides – all 
functions were duplicated – each power set its 
own rules 

 
1906-1939 Hubert Murray, legendary administrator – 

Lieutenant-Governor of Australian Papua – 
promoted European development, increased 
exports of copra and sandalwood 

 
1909 German Imperial Government – moved capital of 

Kaiser Wilhelmsland to Rabaul, New Britain  
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1910 Treaty of Annexation – Japan forced Korea to 

yield its independence – placed Korea under 
colonial control – renamed it Chosen 

 
1910 Dutch established Hollandia (Jayapura) – 

administrative center of West New Guinea 
 
1914-1918 World War One – Japan joined the Allies, took 

control of German-held Micronesia – Australia 
took German-held northeastern New Guinea 

 
1922 Japan received a League of Nations mandate to 

govern Micronesia (Nanyo) – former German 
colony 

 
1922 Seagull, first airplane to fly in New Guinea, 

arrived in Port Moresby 
 
1922 Australia received a League of Nations mandate 

to govern northeastern New Guinea – former 
German colony – gold, copra 

 
1927-1928 Fly-Sepik expedition, led by Charles Karius and 

Ivan Champion – avoided violence – crossed New 
Guinea at its widest point  

 
1932 Japan established puppet state of Manchukuo in 

Manchuria – became most industrialized area of 
continental East Asia 

 
1933 Australian explored mountainous interior of New 

Guinea – discovered 200,000 unknown highland 
farmers in the Wahgi Valley 
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1937-1945 Japan invaded China – conquered large parts of 
eastern China –  but could not defeat Nationalists 
in west or Communists in north 

 
1938-1939 Indies-American Expedition discovered West 

New Guinea’s Baliem Valley –  populated by 
80,000 Dani people 

 
1941-1945 Japan fought and lost World War II in the Pacific 

– early successes in Southeast Asia, Melanesia – 
Allies formed Pacific corridor of air bases to 
bomb Japan and win the war 

 
1941-1945 Japan took northern West New Guinea – Dutch 

controlled south coast for Netherlands East Indies 
Commission in Australia  

 
1941 Japan seized control of Vietnam from Vichy 

France 
 
1941 Hitokappu Bay in Iturup, Kurile Islands –  secret 

gathering point for Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor 
 
1941 Japan attacked Pearl Harbor (December) – buy 

time to establish a defensive perimeter – hoped 
Nazi Germany would win in Europe and US 
would not fight a long war in Pacific 

 
1942-1945 New Caledonia, nominally under Free French 

rule, was governed by American military leaders 
– Nouméa was a key Allied supply base  

 
1942 Japan conquered northeastern New Guinea –  

advanced across Owen Stanley Range – neared 
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Port Moresby – was defeated by Australian and 
American forces 

 
1942 Battle of Coral Sea (May) – Allies prevented 

Japan from invading Port Moresby, New Guinea 
  
1942 Battle of Midway (June) – overwhelming Allied 

victory – turning point in the Pacific war – Japan 
lost 4 (of its 6) aircraft carriers 

 
1942 Japan occupied Attu and Kiska in the US-owned 

Aleutian Islands (June) – with forces staged on 
Paramushir, Kurile Islands 

 
1942 Battle of Guadalcanal (July-November) – Allies 

won decisively after huge losses on both sides (40 
wrecked battleships lie at the bottom of 
Ironbottom Sound) 

 
1943 Battle of the Bismarck Sea (February) – the Allies 

prevented a Japanese re-invasion of New Guinea 
by sinking all 8 Japanese troop transports, 4 
destroyers, and 4,000 troops  

 
1943-1945 Allies won victories across central Pacific – 

Tarawa (1943) – Kwajalein, Eniwetok, Saipan 
(1944) – Iwo Jima, Okinawa (1945) 

 
1943-1945   Allies won island-hopping victories across 

southern Pacific – Bougainville (1943) – northern 
New Guinea, Leyte (1944) – Luzon (1945) 

 
1945 Allied bombers fire-bombed Tokyo (March) – 

caused 100,000 deaths 
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1945  US President Harry Truman chose to drop atomic 
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki (August) – 
caused 200,000 deaths 

 
1945 Emperor Hirohito announced Japan’s surrender 

(August) – Allies’ victory over Japan resulted 
from superior production capability and better 
military strategy 

 
1945 eastern half of New Guinea reverted to Australia 

as the Territory of Papua and New Guinea – 
western half, Netherlands New Guinea, remained 
under Dutch jurisdiction 

 
1949 Americans forced Dutch to cede independence to 

Indonesian Republicans 
 
1949-1962 Irian (West Papua) a Dutch colony – US 

mediation, 1962 – to Indonesia, 1963 – rigged 
election, 1969 – Irian in Indonesia 

 
1964 extensive, low-grade copper deposits were 

discovered in Bougainville Island, Northern 
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea (PNG) 

 
1967 Conzinc Riotinto of Australia, formed 

Bougainville Copper Ltd (BCL) –  constructed a 
new port, two towns (Arawa and Panguna), and a 
large copper mine 

 
1968 Kennecott Copper Corporation discovered a rich 

gold and copper deposit in Ok Tedi, Western 
Province, Papua New Guinea 

 



 123 

1969 Indonesia incorporated Irian (western half of New 
Guinea, former Dutch New Guinea) as a province 
after a rigged election 

 
1971 Walter Lini formed the mostly-Anglophone 

Vanuaaku Party – led the struggle for 
independence of Vanuatu from Britain and France 

 
1972-1989 Panguna copper mine created 4,000 regular jobs – 

contributed 40 percent of PNG’s export earnings 
and 16 percent of both GDP and government 
revenue 

 
1972 Australian Prime Minister Gough Whitlam and 

his newly elected Labor Party promised quick 
independence to Papua New Guinea 

 
1975 Papua New Guinea gained its independence from 

Australia – elected self-government 
 
1975 BHP Mining Ltd of Australia received Ok Tedi 

mining rights, formed Ok Tedi Mining Ltd 
(OTML) – began mine construction in 1981 

 
1980 Vanuatu gained its independence from Britain and 

France – French officials destroyed files and 
equipment in protest 

 
1981-1988  Kanak agitation for independence in New 

Caledonia 
 
1984 Ok Tedi mine, operated by OTML, began 

production of gold and silver – dumped waste into 
the Ok Tedi River, PNG 
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1986 consortium led by Chevron and British Petroleum 
– discovered commercial amounts of oil at 
Kutubu, Southern Highlands, PNG  

 
1988-1998 Bougainville conflict – local resentment over 

meager compensation for land at Panguna mine 
site – environmental damage in the Jaba River 
drainage – 20,000 dead 

 
1988 Matignon Accord – French and Kanak leaders in 

New Caledonia ended civil war – promised to 
hold referendum on independence from France by 
1998 

 
1992 petroleum production began at Kutubu, PNG – 

peaked at 150,000 bpd in 1993 
 
1996 OTML settled a suit brought by landowners – 

agreed to pay $28.6 million in compensation over 
13 years – flooding of habitat, floodplain 
sediment, contamination in PNG 

 
1998 Bougainville Peace Agreement – PNG agreed to 

found Autonomous Bougainville Government in 
Bougainville Province 

 
1998 Nouméa Accord – French Government and Kanak 

leaders signed agreement – limited autonomy for 
New Caledonia in 20-year transition – three 
referenda for independence 

 
1998-2003 conflict in the Solomon Islands – Guadalcanalese 

(Isatambu Freedom Movement) versus migrant 
Malaitans in Guadalcanal (Malaitan Eagle Force) 
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2002-2010 Sir Michael Somare, Prime Minister of Papua 
New Guinea 

 
2002  BHP sold its share of OTML to a PNG 

government trust, the Sustainable Development 
Program Company 

 
2003-2017 Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands 

(RAMSI) – Australian-led force of 2,225 soldiers, 
police, and technicians from 15 countries – 
disarmed militants and kept peace in the Solomon 
Islands  

 
2004 Interoil, an American company, opened PNG’s 

first oil refinery, Napa Napa, in Port Moresby – 
processed 30,000 bpd, half for export 

 
2011-2019 Peter O’Neill, Prime Minister of Papua New 

Guinea 
 
2018 first referendum for independence in New 

Caledonia – 57 percent voted to remain a colony 
of France 

 
2019 non-binding referendum (December), ninety-eight 

percent of Bougainville voters favored 
independence from PNG 

 
2019   Papua New Guinea ranked 155th of 189 countries 

in the United Nation’s Human Development 
Index  

 
2019 The Solomon Islands ranked 151st of 189 

countries in the United Nation’s Human 
Development Index 
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2019 Vanuatu ranked 140th of 189 countries in the 

United Nation’s Human Development Index 
 
2019 average per capita income in New Caledonia was 

$37,600 – three-fourths of the level in France and 
three-fifths of the US level 

 
2020 second referendum for independence in New 

Caledonia – 53 percent voted to remain a colony 
of France 

 
2021 third referendum for independence in New 

Caledonia – scheduled to be held in December 
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Sites Visited in Melanesia 
 
The World Less Traveled by Private Jet 
Stanford Travel/Study Program 
January 24-February 16, 2013 
Airplane-based, Aboard a TCS and Starquest Expeditions Jet 
 
Papua New Guinea (Port Moresby and Ambua, Karawari, or 
Rondon Ridge) 
 
The settlement of New Guinea began at least 40,000 years ago.  The 
highland Papuans developed crop agriculture 7,000 years ago, 
domesticating taro, sugarcane, bananas, and breadfruit.  In 1884, 
Germany created Kaiser Wilhelmsland, comprising northeast New 
Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago.  In response, Britain proclaimed 
a Protectorate in Papua (southeast New Guinea).  Australia took over the 
German colony in 1914 and received a League of Nations Mandate to 
govern it in 1920.  Since gaining independence in 1975, Papua New 
Guinea has experienced political instability and endemic corruption.  
Four-fifths of export earnings come from gold, copper, and petroleum.  
But the level of per capita income, $2600, is disappointingly low.  
 
We began our tour of New Guinea in Port Moresby, the capital and 
largest city of Papua New Guinea (PNG).  We visited the fabulous 
National Museum, which houses a wide collection of cultural relics and 
provides a good introduction to PNG’s long, complicated history.  Our 
group then flew off to visit one of three lodges – Ambua in the Southern 
Highlands, Rondon Ridge in the Western Highlands, or Karawari in the 
Sepik River Basin.  Sandra and I went to Karawari, a 45-year-old lodge, 
sited on the Karawari River in the Sepik Basin of northwest PNG.  The 
Papuan peoples there subsist mostly by hunting, gathering, and fishing 
and by harvesting wild sago palms (for starch, fiber, and wood).  We 
visited several villages to observe sago processing and local culture.     
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In spite of the rich natural resource base (minerals, petroleum, and 
timber) of PNG, it is hard to be optimistic about the country’s future.  
Mineral exports inflate the average income figures.  Most Papuans are 
poor and suffer from inadequate health and education services.  Since 
independence (1975), PNG has suffered political instability.  At the 
center, no prime minister has served a full five-year term.  Personalities, 
rather than parties, dominate, and politics is based on patron-client 
relationships and corruption.  In villages, chiefs (“big men”) rule 
according to power rather than elections.  For millennia, Papuan culture 
has stressed militarism and vengeance.  It is difficult to predict when 
PNG might become politically stable – the sine qua non for economic 
progress.         
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
Legendary Cultures By Private Jet 
TCS and Starquest Expeditions                                   
March 12-April 1, 2011 
Airplane-based 
 
Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea – Papuan Culture   
 
We began our tour of New Guinea in Port Moresby, the capital and 
largest city of PNG.  Our group then flew off to visit one of three lodges 
– Ambua in the Southern Highlands, Rondon Ridge in the Western 
Highlands, or Karawari in the Sepik River Basin.  I went to Rondon 
Ridge, a 5-year-old lodge, sited at 7100-feet elevation near Mt. Hagen.  
We visited Paiya village to observe a typical Papuan rural scene – very 
poor farmers subsisting on sweet potatoes, taro, and beans and raising 
pigs for ceremonies.  On the following day, we walked to a nearby 
Nepla village for a morning of demonstrations of village life – billum 
basket-making, mumu pit-cooking (of sweet potatoes, taro, bananas, and 
cassava), and betel-nut chewing.  We watched ten women-dancers 
prepare themselves with face-painting and headdress-making and 
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swayed to their rhythmic, slow dance steps.  Later, we enjoyed a 
performance by Mudmen actors from a distant village.          
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
New Zealand to New Guinea 
Zegrahm Expeditions and Stanford Travel/Study Program 
January 30-February 19, 2010 
Ship-based, Aboard the Clipper Odyssey 
 
Walpole Island, New Caledonia 
 
Our planned itinerary called for us to sail 550 miles northward from 
Norfolk Island to Lifou, the largest island in the Loyalty Island group of 
New Caledonia.  But constant high winds slowed us down, and we were 
forced to alter our plans.  Our Expedition Leader, Mike Messick, 
suggested that we instead try to land on Walpole Island, a tiny (2 miles 
by 0.5 miles), uninhabited island that is the southern-most island in the 
Loyalties.  New Caledonia is part of France.  By choosing a remote, 
uninhabited island, we were able to avoid spending precious time 
clearing immigration and customs.  Walpole Island is a makatea, a raised 
limestone island, and is a popular nesting place for seabirds (frigate 
birds, boobies, noddies, and terns).  Until the mid-20th century, its thick 
guano (bird droppings) deposits had been mined for use as fertilizer.  
Our birders made a shore landing and explored the fascinating nesting 
areas (mostly lesser frigates and red-footed boobies).  Our snorkelers, 
scuba divers, and glass-bottom-boat riders enjoyed water sports 
offshore.   
 
Port Vila and Ambrym Island, Vanuatu 
 
Vanuatu (formerly New Hebrides) provided our first encounter with 
Melanesians.  With 40,000 residents, Port Vila (on Efate Island) is the 
unimposing capital of Vanuatu.  At the national museum in Port Vila, a 
Melanesian elder gave us a moving demonstration of the art of sand-
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painting while story-telling.  As he told moral-based stories about love, 
comradeship, and sharing food, the charismatic artist created beautiful, 
continuous sand paintings with his index finger.  Overnight, we 
relocated northward to Ambrym Island, renowned for its powerful 
sorcerers.  We went ashore to visit Ranon village (200 residents) and 
enjoy a Rom dance, typically performed by males to celebrate a harvest 
or a male initiation rite.  After the dance, we ignored a tropical rainstorm 
and made a leisurely visit to the village.  Ranon is a typical Melanesian 
village.  Wealth is produced by farming yams and taro and measured by 
counting the number of small pigs owned.  Political decisions are 
confirmed by communal drinking of kava, a mildly-narcotic root.  The 
village is threatened annually by cyclones and periodically by 
earthquakes.              
 
Tikopia Island, Solomon Islands 
 
In the late 1920s, Raymond Firth, an anthropologist from New Zealand, 
studied fascinating Tikopia Island.  Tikopia is a tiny (2 square miles) 
Polynesian outlier, famed for its efforts to control population (late 
marriage, child spacing, infanticide) and expand food supplies 
(permanent, irrigated taro fields).  Four centuries ago, the Tikopians 
banned pig production to increase food availability for humans, even 
though that entailed a huge cultural adjustment since pigs had been the 
store of wealth and mark of prestige.  We enjoyed a lively series of 
upbeat dances, performed by mixed groups of men and women, during 
our visit to Matautu, which has one-sixth of the island’s 1200 permanent 
residents.  Tikopians have no cash crop, but they sell surplus food crops 
(taro, yams, bananas) for cash.  The island is renowned within the 
Solomon Islands for its high quality education.  A disproportionate 
number of school teachers in the country originate from Tikopia.  Today, 
the Tikopians balance their population and resource base by encouraging 
some of their younger people to migrate to other islands or to the capital 
city, Honiara.   
 
Utupua and Owarafa Islands, Solomon Islands 
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Utupua houses 800 mostly Melanesian people in five principal villages.  
In addition, the island has four small settlements of Polynesian people, 
immigrants from Tikopia and Duff Islands.  We visited Nembao Village, 
a clean and pleasant center with 300 residents, and were treated to a 
sing-sing celebration by Melanesians of all ages.  The small children, 
influenced by their Tikopian school-teachers, performed Polynesian 
dances.  We were impressed by extensive home gardens of swamp taro, 
cassava, areca palm (betel nut), mangoes, breadfruit, and papaya.  A day 
later, we sailed north and east to Owarafa Island (formerly Santa Ana 
Island), a densely populated little island (3,000 residents in four square 
miles).  First settled by Lapitan peoples in 1280 BCE and visited by the 
Spanish gold-seeker Mendaña in 1568, Owarafa is today populated by 
Melanesian people who have absorbed important elements of Polynesian 
culture (vocabulary, food crops, and dances).  The Wupuna villagers 
performed the uma tuwa dance, which illustrated the superiority of black 
(Melanesian) men over mud-red (Polynesian) men.   
 
Guadalcanal, Kennedy, and Ghizo Islands, Solomon Islands 
 
On Guadalcanal, we visited the key sites of the epic series of land, air, 
and naval battles between Allied and Japanese forces from August 1942 
through February 1943.  We began at the American War Memorial on 
Skyline Ridge, dedicated at the 50th anniversary of the Allied invasion in 
1992.  We next drove to Bloody Ridge, where American Marines 
protected their lifeline, Henderson Airfield, from capture by Japanese 
forces that outnumbered them by 2.5 to one.  Two Marine officers 
received the Congressional Medal of Honor for heroism in that battle.  
We then visited Henderson Field’s Memorial Garden, where families 
and friends have planted trees to commemorate all soldiers who fought 
at Guadalcanal.  We spent the next day in the western Solomon Islands.  
Our group enjoyed idyllic snorkeling on Kennedy Island.  John F. 
Kennedy and ten other sailors who had survived the sinking of PT-109 
in August 1943 swam to Kennedy Island before being rescued by two 
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Solomon Islanders.  On Ghizo Island, we explored Gizo, with 6,000 
residents the second largest town in the Solomon Islands.    
 
Budi Budi, Budoya, Dobu, Bonaruwa, and Port Moresby, Papua 
New Guinea 
 
 We visited five sites in southeastern Papua New Guinea (PNG).  
Budi Budi, one of the Laughlan Islands in the Solomon Sea, is home to 
350 Melanesians who subsist on coconuts, breadfruit, and fish.  We then 
called in at two of the D’Entrecasteaux Islands – Fergusson and Dobu.  
On Fergusson, we were warmly welcomed at the Budoya Catholic 
Mission, where we interacted with many of the primary school’s 380 
pupils.  Dobu was made famous to students of anthropology by Ruth 
Benedict’s classic study of the sorcerers of Dobu.  Sorcery, shrouded 
behind a thin veil of Protestant Christianity, stills exists on Dobu.  Like 
all of the islands in eastern PNG, Dobu is matrilineal (clan affiliation 
passes through women) and matriarchal (inheritance of property passes 
through women).  We next landed at Bonaruwa in the Suau Island 
group.  Many of the 200 residents in this charming village greeted us at 
the white-sand beach.  We ended our expedition in Port Moresby, the 
capital and largest city of PNG.  We visited Port Moresby’s fabulous 
national museum and the PNG Arts shop, a haven for shoppers.  
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
Circumnavigation of New Guinea  
Stanford Travel/Study and Zegrahm Expeditions  
March 7-April 4, 2006 
Ship-based, Aboard the Clipper Odyssey 
 
Port Moresby   
 
We began and ended our tour of New Guinea in Port Moresby, the 
capital and largest city of PNG.  Port Moresby is a dreary city that shows 
the growing pains that PNG has had since attaining independence in 
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1975.  Its positive features are a fabulous national museum that houses a 
wide collection of cultural relics and provides a good introduction to 
PNG’s long and complicated history, an impressive botanical garden 
that introduces PNG’s diverse flora, and the PNG Arts shop, a haven for 
shoppers.  

 
Bonaruwa, Suau Islands   
 
We sailed eastward from Port Moresby in the Coral Sea along New 
Guinea’s southeastern coast and made our first landing on Bonaruwa in 
the Suau Island group.  Many of the 200 residents in this charming 
Melanesian village greeted us at the white-sand beach.  The people of 
Bonaruwa are matrilineal (clan affiliation passed through women) and 
matriarchal (inheritance of property passed through women).  They 
subsist mainly on taro, the widespread Pacific region tuber known as poi 
in Hawaii.    
 
Fergusson Island, D’Entrecasteaux Islands   
 
We left the Coral Sea and sailed northward to the D’Entrecasteaux 
Island group, just off the southeastern tip of New Guinea in the Solomon 
Sea.  In the morning, we made Zodiac landings on Fergusson Island to 
go birding, hike to a hot springs, or visit a Roman Catholic mission.  The 
master of the mission school introduced us proudly to his primary school 
(for grades 3 through 8) and showed us the island’s main food staples, 
taro and yams, in his home garden.      
 
Dobu Island, D’Entrecasteaux Islands  
 
In the afternoon, we moved on to Dobu, a small but renowned island 
made famous to students of anthropology by Ruth Benedict’s classic 
study of the sorcerers of Dobu.  An enthusiastic sing sing performance in 
Dobu village demonstrated that sorcery, shrouded behind a thin veil of 
Protestant Christianity, stills exists on this fabled island.  Like all of the 
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islands in eastern Papua New Guinea, Dobu is matrilineal and 
matriarchal so that women play prominent roles in society.   
 
Kiriwina Island, Trobriand Islands   
 
After a short sail northward in the Solomon Sea, we landed at Kiriwina, 
the largest of the fabled Trobriand Island group.  Asian yams (not 
American sweet potatoes) are the food staple in these islands, elaborate 
yam barns are symbols of status in Trobriander villages, and the yam 
harvest festival each June is the ceremonial highlight of the year.  
Christianity co-exists syncretically with traditional spirit worship.  The 
spirits of ancestors are believed to reside in nearby Tuma Island.  
 
Gawa Island, Marshall Bennett Islands   
 
A brief sail eastward in the Solomon Sea took us to Gawa Island.  Gawa 
is a makatea island, a raised coral atoll featuring a high plateau atop 
steep cliffs.  Gawa is tied culturally and commercially to the Trobriands 
and Woodlarks.  The Gawans demonstrated their soulava necklaces and 
mwali armbands, symbols of kula trading ties.  They sent necklaces to 
the Trobriands and received armbands from the Woodlarks within the 
integrated kula ring of reciprocal gift exchange.  
 
Rabaul, New Britain, Bismarck Archipelago    
 
A century ago, German colonists established Rabaul to serve as the 
capital of German New Guinea.  During the Second World War, Japan 
made Rabaul its headquarters in the South Pacific theater.  In 1994, the 
city was destroyed by the joint eruptions of two volcanoes, Tavuvur and 
Vulcan.  We witnessed a Baining “Dance of Fire” to honor ancestral 
spirits and demonstrate masculine courage.  Masked dancers stomped 
courageously through a huge central fire.   
 
Tsoi Bolo Island, New Ireland, Bismarck Archipelago    
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After sailing northwestward along the southern coast of New Ireland, we 
came upon Tsoi Bolo, which at first seemed to be a reincarnation of Bali 
Hai in South Pacific.  But the Melanesian islanders had incurred much 
damage from a dreadful wind storm the previous evening.  Still, the 
hospitable islanders carried on bravely with an unusual cultural 
performance that featured amplified steel guitars and an electric 
keyboard, rhythmically mimicking reggae music.   
 
Tingwon Island, New Ireland, Bismarck Archipelago  
 
During the night, we circled Lavongai (New Hanover) Island and 
anchored off Tingwon Island.  We enjoyed one of the best organized 
village visits of the circumnavigation on Tingwon, a beautiful, tiny 
island of 400 Melanesian residents.  We were introduced to traditional 
house-building, basket weaving, sago making, dug-out canoe 
artisanship, fire-building, and cassava and sweet potato gardening.  Our 
snorkellers and divers enjoyed exceptional marine displays.  
 
Nauna Island, Admiralty Islands   
 
After leaving the Bismarck Archipelago, we entered a new cultural 
world in the Admiralty Islands.  Our morning adventure in Nauna Island 
was for many the best cultural experience in Papua New Guinea.  We 
marveled at a demonstration of kite fishing for needle fish using spider 
webs for lures.  Nauna was the first male-dominated (patrilineal and 
patriarchal) island of the trip.  Many of us were welcomed into the haus 
boi (men’s house) of the Puemaranpanu clan.  
 
Bondrou Island, Admiralty Islands   
 
Nearby Bondrou Island is a one-square-mile island with 150 residents in 
the Admiralty Island group of Manus Province.  Bondrou has grown 
wealthy by educating and exporting its talented young people who send 
remittances back home.  Bondrou also is engaging in an innovative 
political experiment.  The island’s leaders have replaced traditional rule 
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by hereditary clan chiefs with a council made up of elected clan elders 
who collectively take decisions by majority rule.     
 
Baluan Island, Admiralty Islands   
 
On Baluan Island, we visited two contiguous yet competing villages, 
Mouk and Lipan, each with about 400 inhabitants.  The Mouk people are 
mariners, dependent on fish and sea cucumbers, whereas the Lipan 
people are farmers.  The Baluans presented a rhythmic drum and dance 
exhibition, which they had performed in Europe for ten weeks in 2004.  
Baluan receives wealth from remittances sent home by educated children 
who have emigrated to cities in PNG or abroad.              
 
Kopar, East Sepik Province  
 
After a southward sail to the mainland of New Guinea, we anchored near 
the mouth of the famed Sepik River.  We journeyed by Zodiac up the 
Sepik to the village of Kopar.  On the Sepik, one of the world’s largest 
river systems by water volume, the Christian women of Kopar sang for 
us to cross the Jordan River and enter Zion.  Kopar is a typical Lower 
Sepik village.  The Papuan people subsist on sago, cultivated by men in 
nearby swamps, and fish, caught by women in the Sepik.   
 
Wewak, East Sepik Province   
 
Following a westward sail up the coast of New Guinea, we arrived in 
Wewak, a port town and administrative center with about 30,000 
residents.  We observed several sites of significance in World War Two.  
Japan captured Wewak in early 1942 and held it until the end of the war, 
finally surrendering the port in September 1945.  The highlight of the 
day was an impromptu visit to a Catholic secondary school where we 
asked and answered numerous questions with 500 insightful students.        
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
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Around the World Expedition, By Private Jet 
TCS Expeditions 
December 28, 2004-January 19, 2005 
Airplane-based 
 
Sepik River Basin, Papua New Guinea 
 
The Sepik River Basin is located in the northern part of Papua New 
Guinea (the eastern half of the island).  Malayo-Polynesian peoples 
intermarried with the original Papuan settlers of northern New Guinea 
when they migrated there from Taiwan (via the Philippines and 
Indonesia) in about 1500 BCE.  Today, the peoples living in the Sepik 
River Basin subsist mostly by hunting and gathering and by harvesting 
wild sago palms (for starch, fiber, and wood).  Papua New Guinea is a 
polyglot of divisive peoples (one-sixth of the world’s 6000 languages 
are spoken only in New Guinea).  Mineral exports inflate the average 
income figures for the country.  But most Papuans are poor and suffer 
from inadequate health and education services.  It is hard to be 
optimistic about the country’s future.         
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
Southeast Asia Cruise,  
Seabourn Cruise Line 
February 7-March 2, 2001 
Ship-based, Aboard the Seabourn Sun 
 
Madang, Papua New Guinea 
 
On February 7, we boarded the Seabourn Sun, sailed away from Cairns 
through the Great Barrier Reef, and headed north for Papua New 
Guinea.  We sailed for four days around the east end of the world’s 
second largest island and then stopped in Madang, a sleepy port on the 
north coast.  Sandra and I hitched a ride with a local artist who worked 
at the museum in Madang, and he gave us the Cook’s tour of the town 
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and countryside.  We continue to be fascinated with the Melanesian 
people of New Guinea, who were one of the few peoples in the world to 
invent agriculture (about 9,000 years ago) and then became isolated in a 
time warp of Stone Age technology.   
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
 
 
 
 


