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 STANDING next to the captain on the bridge 
of our cruise liner, I spotted a cargo ship 
anchored in front of the tight sandbank  
at the mouth of the Sepik River in Papua  
New Guinea. For most ships, negotiating 
the path ahead would have been a strug-

gle. But sticking as close to the main channel as  
we could without colliding with the rust-bucket, I 
watched as our vessel somehow nosed its way past.

I was on board Oceanic Discoverer – a ship designed for 
such situations. ‘Unlike most other cruise ships, this one 
was designed and built with a very shallow draught of just 
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Stanley Johnson voyages 
into the breathtaking interior 
of Papua New Guinea – and  
is greeted by elaborate song 
and dance at every turn  Turn to Page 56 ➤➤

MESMERISING: Tribesmen with  
their decorative headdresses and 
painted faces take part in a ‘sing- 
sing’. Right: Stanley during the trip
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Q MY husband would 
love to go on a ‘big’ 
trip around Europe. 

Can you suggest something?
Lisa Fox, Brighton

A A GRAND Tour by 
Railbookers (rail 
bookers.com, 020 3780 

2222) includes train travel 
between Berlin, Amsterdam, 
Paris, Zurich, Venice and 
Rome, 11 nights’ B&B, and BA 
return flights from London. 
Prices start at £1,419pp.

Q WE’RE taking my 
mother to an event at 
London’s Cadogan 

Hall. She doesn’t want to walk 
too far. Is there an affordable 
place to stay nearby?

Karen, by email

A JUST across the road 
at Wilbraham Place is 
Cheval Phoenix House 

(chevalresidences.com,  
020 7259 8222). There are 33 
apartments, each with fully 
appointed kitchens.

Q WE LIkE to do 
something positive 
when we visit a place, 

but direct volunteering is 
hard when travelling with 
young children. Have you 
any suggestions? 

Paul Richards, by email 
 

A TRAVEL website 
expedia.co.uk is 
backing a campaign  

to rebuild homes in the 
Philippines lost in Typhoon 

Haiyan in 2013. The country 
has much going on – it’s 
eighth in Lonely Planet’s 
‘places to go in 2015’ guide.

Q WE Want to take 
advantage of early-
booking deals for a 

summer holiday in Europe. 
Where should we look?

Geoff Andrews, by email

A THE Association of 
British Travel Agents 
(ABTA) members 

tweet their best early deals 
via the #ABTAearlybird 
hashtag. Or you could visit 
abta.com/earlybird.
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10ft,’ explained our captain 
Angus Moore, referring to the 
distance from the waterline to 
the bottom of the hull.

‘This is vital if you’re going to 
negotiate the sandbar at the 
mouth of the river, as you need 
to draw less than 14½ft. That 
means we can go where other 
ships can’t.’

Two days earlier my wife and 
I had flown to Rabaul, capital  
of Papua New Guinea’s East 
New Britain Province, having 
caught an early flight from 
Cairns in Queensland.

I should really say ‘new’ 
 Rabaul because the old town, 12 
miles away, is no more. It was 
buried under the volcanic  
ash deposited when Mount 
Tavurvur erupted in 1994. You 
can see the still-smoking cone 
as you come in to land.

The Japanese captured Rab-
aul at the beginning of 1942 and 
built miles of tunnels as shelter 
against Allied air attacks. Out-
side the little museum at nearby 
Kokopo, officially known as the 
East New Britain Historical and 
Cultural Centre, you will see 
Japanese tanks, planes, guns 
and ordnance of every kind.

That same afternoon, we 
boarded Oceanic Discoverer 
but it was only now, as we 
headed to the mouth of the 
Sepik at dawn on the third day 
of our voyage, that I finally took 
advantage of the ship’s ‘open 
access’ policy on the bridge, 
where Captain Moore was 
pleased to see me.

After his successful attempt 
at manoeuvring past the cargo 
ship, by mid-morning we were 
40 miles upstream.

 ON E  h u n d r e d 
schoolchildren 
from a small vil-
lage on the Lower 
Sepik greeted  
us later that day. 

They sang songs, some in 
 English, some in ‘Tok Pisin’,  
the pidgin language that is  
the lingua franca in this part  
of Melanesia.

The head teacher invited us 
all to be upstanding for the 
national anthem of Papua New 
Guinea. As their neatly uni-
formed schoolfriends sang, two 
young girls proudly hoisted 
their country’s flag to the top  
of the pole.

After the children, it was the 
turn of the adults. That morn-
ing, in that little village, we saw 
a superb, totally memorable 
display of tribal dancing.

The repertoire included the 
‘sack’ dance, the ‘fish’ dance 
and four or five other dances 
whose title and significance I 
failed to catch. These were  
just a few elements from a 
‘sing-sing’ menu which, by the 
end of our tour, we had sampled 
quite extensively. 

The ‘whip’ dance, for exam-

ple, which we saw in Garove 
Island, on the Witu group of 
islands as we crossed the 
Bismarck Sea en route to 
the Sepik River, sticks par-
ticularly in my mind. This 
seemed a kind of initiation 
with young men whipping 
each other as they danced, 
with a view to demonstrat-
ing that they were imper-
vious to pain.

On that same island, the 
children of St Michael’s 
School had performed the 
gentler ‘paddle’ dance which, 
as its name implies, involved 
simulating the action of row-
ing out to sea, with graceful, 
rhythmic movements. 

And on a neighbouring 
island, so I was told, which 
like the rest of Melanesia had 
suffered much during the 
 Second World War, a special 
favourite was a dance called 
‘Japani Ha-Ha’, commemor-
ating the defeat of Japan in the 
Pacific War.

If its shallow draught was one 
of Oceanic Discoverer’s most 
useful features, as demon-
strated by our time on the Sepik 
River, other vital statistics were 
equally important.

On day eight, when we entered 
Tufi Fjord on Cape Nelson in 
the Northern Province, I once 
again visited the bridge.

Captain Moore, a charming 
Scot who emigrated to Australia 
three decades ago, gestured 
towards the sheer cliffs that 
seemed to close in on us.

‘As you can see, this fjord is 
pretty narrow, not much wider 
than the ship,’ he said. ‘No prob-
lem getting in. The crucial thing 
is getting out. With a length of 
just 200ft, we can handle that. 
We can just about turn in our 
own length if we have to.’

Another brilliant feature  

was its excursion tender, the 
Xplorer. I’ve been on other 
‘adventure’ cruises where 
 elderly passengers have had 
some difficulty negotiating  
the transfer from ship to zodi-
acs in tough seas. In contrast, 
the Xplorer is simply winched 
straight into the sea from the 
rear deck with a full comple-
ment of passengers.

That morning the Xplorer 
headed out of the fjord, bucking 
dramatically in the wind as we 
hit the open sea, then rounded 
the point to enter Maclaren 
Harbour, a narrow inlet with a 
small river running into it. A 
cluster of outrigger canoes was 
waiting for us, the paddlers – 
both men and women – gar-
landed with flowers.

We clambered on to the canoes 
and wafted upstream through a 
mangrove forest, before emerg-
ing in a natural clearing which, 
even as we arrived, was filling 
up with tribespeople. Alex, a 
Papuan member of the crew 

who served as our guide and 
facilitated contact with the 
‘natives’, looked at the crowd 
and explained: ‘They have 
walked in from the villages in 
the interior or else have canoed 
over from nearby coastal set-
tlements to greet us. This is the 
first time in many years a boat 
has come here.’

We learned so much that day. 
An old lady showed us how to 
create a traditional facial tat-
too, using her granddaughter  
as a ‘volunteer’; another man 
 demonstrated the key role of 
the sago tree, pounding the sago 
pulp into a sticky edible puree.

Others set up a riverside 
 market, offering, for a pittance 
(or so it seemed to us), neck-
laces made from shells, carv-
ings made from rosewood and 
‘bilums’, or bags, woven from 
tough dried grass. 

Around noon, with the sun still 
hidden by the trees, we were 
treated to one of the most 
 colourful ‘sing-sings’ yet. The 

Cathay Pacific (cathaypacific. 
co.uk, 020 8834 8888) flies from 
London or Manchester to Cairns 
via Hong Kong. Return fares  
start at £1,039pp from Heathrow 
and £1,009pp from Manchester. 
Oceanic Discoverer is operated 
by Coral Princess Cruises 
(coralprincess.com.au). A  
12-night expedition from Cairns 
to Rabaul costs from £5,133pp, 
including meals and excursions. 
For more information, visit 
papuanewguinea.travel. 

GETTING 
THERE

We’re on track for the Grand Tour

➤➤ From Page 55

Ask
Frank
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HIGHLY PRIZED: Rainbow 
lorikeets, left, whose feathers  
are used in headdresses

IN THE latest in our series on the 
world’s hippest hotels, Sarah 
Turner visits the Ibiza Gran Hotel.

STAr quAliTy: Paris Hilton, 
Leonardo DiCaprio, Justin Bieber, Orlando Bloom, 
Kim Kardashian and Kanye West, Coleen Rooney, 
David Guetta, Professor Green and Millie Mackintosh.

ViTAl STATiSTicS: Built in 2007, this harbour-
side hotel in Ibiza Town has 157 suites. The sleek 
building is fitted out with clubbers in mind: the 
soothing all-white decor, blackout curtains and 
soundproofing means that you can head back there 
as the rest of the world is getting up – and sleep 
through. After lunch (morning doesn’t exist in Ibiza’s 
clubland), there’s a scrum for a place by the two-
tiered swimming pool, before some essential spa 
action. Suites that see the most celebrity check-ins 
are Dalt Vila, Isla Blanca and Mirador de Ibiza – all 
come with vast terraces and their own plunge pools.

locATion reporT: With superclub Pacha next 
door (Paris Hilton is a regular), the Ibiza Gran was 
always going to scoop up the wealthiest clubbers.

Key ATTrAcTion: Recently, Cipriani added to 
its cluster of restaurants by opening a venue at the 
hotel, serving classic Italian cuisine – at an eye-
watering cost.

in THe neWS: Last summer, Justin Bieber and 
actor Orlando Bloom got into a dust-up in the 
restaurant after the singer failed to get a reservation.

GooD enouGH For THe reST oF uS? In 
season you’ll pay about £400 a night for a suite, but 
it’s more reasonable out of season – visit after the 
end of September for a more affordable break. 

GeTTinG THere: A seven-night B&B break with 
lowcostholidays (lowcostholidays.com, 0800 111 
6290) starts at £623pp, including flights.

STArS
in THeir
eyrieS

SLEEK: The Ibiza Gran Hotel. Its 
guests include Paris Hilton, left

 The so-chic 
  hotel where 
   life starts 
at lunchtime
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feathered headdresses of the dancers 
took my breath away. ‘The yellow 
feathers come from the yellow-
crested cockatoo or from the rainbow 
lorikeet,’ said Alex. ‘The black feath-
ers come from the cassowary, and  
the brown come from the raggiana 
bird-of-paradise, the country’s 
national emblem. The feathers are 
passed down from father to son, 
 generation to generation.’

As I look back over that ten-day trip, 
I realise how large a part the ‘sing-
sing’ played in our whole experience. 
I thought, after the first couple, that I 
might grow tired of this spectacle 
before the end of our tour.

How wrong I was. Every perform-
ance was different. Every dance was 
different. Every song was different.

 TowArds the end of our 
trip when we were visiting 
the Trobriand Islands, we 
witnessed a splendid 
 rendition of the ‘Cricket 
dance’. It bore a strong 

resemblance to the Maori haka, which 
the New Zealand rugby team chants 
before a match. 

If you are a scuba diver or a snor-
keller determined to see some of the 
finest and most diverse corals in the 
world, go to Papua New Guinea. There 
are sights you will never forget: brain 
corals, soft corals, and mushroom 
corals, corals of every shape, size  
and colour. For those who don’t like 
diving or snorkelling, oceanic dis-
coverer has a glass-bottomed boat 
that can carry 20 passengers. The 
waters of Papua New Guinea give a 

whole new meaning to the term 
‘marine biodiversity’.

The most spectacular coral reef we 
visited (on day ten) was off sanaroa 
Island, in the d’Entrecasteaux group, 
at a site known as the Twin Towers, 
denoting two ‘bommies’ or coral  
sea-mounts rising from the ocean 
floor to the surface.

Twenty-four hours after our visit to 
the Twin Towers, we were disembark-
ing at Alotau, a town at the eastern 
edge of the mainland.

we took off at noon, flying over 
Milne Bay towards the Coral sea on 
the way back to Cairns. Milne Bay, a 
superb natural harbour 21 miles  
long and more than nine miles wide, 
is where the Allies notched up the 
first crucial victory over Japan in the 
 second world war. 

In town earlier that day, we had  
seen the memorial to the servicemen 
who had lost their lives in that battle. 
Now, from the air, I had a magnificent 
view of the bay itself and the moun-
tains behind.

what an amazing country Papua 
New Guinea was, I thought. so rich in 
history and culture, and blessed with 
a natural environment as beautiful 
and diverse as any I had seen in a 
 lifetime of travel. Noticing me glued 
to the window, a passing stewardess 
politely invited me to fasten my seat-
belt. Then she asked: ‘will you be 
coming back, sir?’

‘You bet I will,’ I replied.

l  The second volume of Stanley 
Johnson’s memoir, Stanley I Resume, 
is published by Robson Press, at £25.

Galloping into New York 
– with the lone rangers

IN CALM WATERS: 
Passengers board the tender 

Xplorer, above, to return  
to Oceanic Discoverer. Below:  
A traditional boat in Milne Bay 

Big, busy cities are scary places 
when you’re one little sightseer 
all on your lonesome. But if you 
enjoy your independence – you 
decide what to see, do and eat – 
traipsing round on a group trip 
isn’t going to light your fire. 

Thankfully, there is now a 
compromise. Single-holidays 
specialist Just You allows you to 
travel in a group but also do 
your own thing when you like.

it has launched a range of city 
breaks, including York, 
Edinburgh, and Stratford-upon-
Avon in the UK, and, further 
afield to istanbul, Madrid, Rome, 
Florence and New York. 

People who choose a singles 
holiday aren’t Norman – or 
Norma – no mates any more, nor 
are they looking for romance. 

On my five-day Just You trip to 
New York, there were many 
kinds of travellers, from two 
women who became friends on  
a previous holiday to 
a widow who’d  
long wanted to  
visit the city but 
whose late 
husband had 
never wanted  
to go. 

The linchpin for  
the trip was Brian – 
our tour guide, 
troubleshooter and 
sheepdog. it certainly 
wasn’t easy trying  
to herd a group of  
20-plus singles through 
the city crowds.

Our base was the 
Ameritania, a 
perfectly nice, 
boutique-style hotel  
well positioned for 
Broadway, Times 
Square and Fifth 
Avenue. A first-night 
welcome dinner 

By Wendy Gomersall 

MINNIE ME: Wendy  
and chums in Fifth Avenue

allowed us to get to know  
each other.

This holiday included 
sightseeing: a morning city tour 
with a local guide, taking in the  
9/11 Memorial; a walk around 
Central Park, including 
Strawberry Fields, the John 
Lennon memorial; and a Circle 
Line Cruise to see the Statue of 
Liberty from the water. 

Optional excursions at extra 
cost on offer were New York  
by night, including a trip up the 
Empire State Building, and, not 
to be missed, a 20-minute 
helicopter tour over the city 
with Liberty Helicopters – staff 
went out of their way to make 
sure one of our party with a 
gammy leg didn’t miss out.

But there was plenty of 
opportunity to go off on your 
own, too. i took Brian’s advice 
and ate at Ellen’s Stardust Diner 
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where waitresses sing while you 
chomp on a burger. 

i also picked up a ticket for 
Motown The Musical – always 
easier when you need only one. 

On the way back through 
Times Square, i made friends 
with firefighters who posed for a 
photo without requiring a tip, 
and assorted costumed cartoon 
characters who did. 

Later i rejoined Brian and a 
few of the girls in Fifth Avenue, 
where we urged each other to 
buy a little something for 
ourselves in Tiffany. Now that’s 
what friends really are for…
lJust You (justyou.co.uk,  
0800 112 3311) offers a five-day 
trip to New York, staying at  
the Ameritania Hotel, from 
£1,399pp, including return flights 
from Heathrow, a welcome 
dinner, city sightseeing tour, 
Circle Line Cruise around 
Manhattan, and trip to Central 
Park and Fifth Avenue.

Family run B&B in Swanage, Dorset. Just 
200 yards from the beautiful sandy beach. 

Ideal for exploring the Jurassic Coast, 
Corfe Castle and many other days out.

www.thesandhaven.co.uk
thesandhaven@outlook.com • 01929 422322

Family run B&B in Swanage, Dorset. Just 

The Sandhaven


