
don’t make me cross

a bridge near ambua Lodge, in the 
central Highlands of Papua new Guinea. 

Opposite: a Huli Wigman. 
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PNG, OMG!

Papua New Guinea, a beguiling island 
nation where brides are bought with 

pigs, men attend wig school, the sea is 
German and the Queen is British—

and, look, there goes the most beautiful 
bird-of-paradise you’ ll ever see in  

your life, says STANLEY JOHNSON 



Y 
ears ago I used to work in New York 
for John D. Rockefeller III, the 
oldest of the Rockefeller brothers,  
so of course I knew—as most people  
did at that time—about Michael 
Rockefeller’s mysterious and tragic 
disappearance in New Guinea in the 
late summer of 1961. Michael, John’s 

nephew, had been working as a photographer on a Harvard 
ethnographic project. He and a Dutch friend had been stranded 
when their canoe capsized off the southwest coast of the island. 
The immense resources of the Rockefeller family were 
deployed on the search to find him, but to no avail. Newspapers 
at the time reported that the young man might have been killed 
and eaten by headhunters.

I couldn’t help recalling Michael Rockefeller’s fate when I 
visited Papua New Guinea myself last year. One morning, my 
guide, Bugaw, took me to visit a small village called Sokaka 
about 30 miles west of Madang, the capital of PNG’s Madang 
province. We parked our car off the road and walked up 
through the trees to meet the village headman.

Bugaw was a local man himself. He and the village headman 
knew each other well, though they came from different tribes 
and spoke different languages (175 different languages are 
spoken in the province of Madang alone; some 800 different 
languages are spoken throughout the whole of PNG).

The headman, Simon, was around 70 years old and had once 
been a teacher. We sat and chatted in the shade of a pandanus 
tree. I asked him if he’d always lived in Madang province. He 
replied that, back in the 1960s, his older brother had joined the 
police force and had been posted to a station on the Fly River—
over the mountains and quite the other side of the country. “I 
went in a plane for the first time when I was eight years old,’’ he 
said. ‘‘My parents sent me to be with my brother. I stayed for 
nine years.’’

He pointed to a small collection of artefacts displayed on the 
ground in front of us. There were a couple of bows and arrows, 
an assortment of mother-of-pearl 
shells (the kina, the unit of currency 
in PNG, is named after the large 
mother-of-pearl shell of that name) 
and trinkets of various kinds.

Simon picked up an amulet made 
from wild-boar tusks. “If a man 
breaks one of these on purpose, the 
penalty is death,’’ he said. ‘‘We will 
send him away to another village, 
maybe over the mountains. They 
will carry out the sentence.’’ 

Simon then went on to explain 
PNG’s powerful clan-based culture. 
‘‘A family is part of a sub-clan; the 
sub-clan is part of a clan; the clan is 
part of a tribe. We all know each 
other. Better to send someone away 
to be killed, rather than to kill him 
ourselves. Of course, that sets up a 
debt. Another tribe may send us one 
of their own offenders and we will 
have to deal with it.” 

I nodded. I could see the point. I 

fingered the amulet gingerly and asked him if in those days they 
ate their enemies after they had killed them.

The headman was not in the least fazed by my question. 
“They smoked the pieces,” he said. ‘‘Then they distributed 
them. It tasted a bit like chicken.” 

There was chicken for lunch that day, but I gave it a miss.
The little village I visited that morning was only a mile or two 

from the coast. A hundred years ago, at the outbreak of the 
First World War, the Germans pulled out in a hurry and the 
Australians took over. But even today you can see the Teutonic 
legacy. The coconut palms the German settlers planted are 
now more than a hundred feet high. They stand in tall rigid 
rows, like Prussian soldiers on parade. My hotel, the Malolo 
Plantation Lodge, was set at the ocean’s edge. I swam each 
morning in the Bismarck Sea. 

All over the world, coral reefs are dying. Not here. One 
afternoon I snorkelled around one of the islands lying just 
offshore. I saw mushroom corals the size of beach huts and 
perfectly formed brain corals the size of small cars. A seemingly 
infinite variety of tropical fish kept me company. I could have 
been swimming in some fancy tropical aquarium. If you are a 
scuba diver, head for PNG. Those who know about these things 
will tell you it’s a divers’ paradise, and there aren’t many left in 
the world nowadays. 

A fter a few days I left the coast for the highlands. Little 
more than 70 years ago, this was uncharted territory. 
New Guinea is a land where great cordilleras form 

virtually impenetrable barriers even between adjacent valleys. 
It’s best to let the plane take the strain. It’s quicker. And it’s 
probably safer, too, given the state of most of the country’s 
roads. 

I left Bugaw behind on the coast. A new guide, Stephen, met 
me at Tari airport. I was staying at Ambua Lodge, up near the 
Tari Gap, about half-an-hour’s drive from the airport, so I had 
a chance to have a first proper look at some highlands scenery.

Somehow I had imagined that I would be driving though the 
rainforest, but I was mistaken. There 
were plenty of trees but this was not a 
forest. The land seemed to be well 
populated, though the huts were 
spaced apart, with their own gardens 
and clearly marked boundaries. 

Stephen told me that he was a Huli 
and proud of it. The Huli are the 
main clan in the Southern Highlands 
and number almost 60,000. “To a 
Huli man” he said, “three things are 
important. Land, women and pigs.”

Stephen volunteered that he was 
thinking of getting another wife. 
“Nowadays you might need to pay 
30 pigs for a wife—10 big pigs, 10 
medium-sized pigs and 10 small 
pigs,’’ he said. ‘‘A big pig can cost 
more than 1,000 kina. But of 
course,” he continued, “family and 
friends contribute.” 

Next morning we visited the Huli 
Wig School. This consisted of a 
cleared patch of land among some 

back on track

rush hour near ambua Lodge,  
central Highlands. 
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heavy vegetation. The wig master had already assembled his 
four pupils in anticipation of our arrival.

He was around 60 years old, with pupils of varying ages. The 
youngest might have been 20 and the oldest 40. Stephen acted 
as interpreter. “These are my students,’’ said the master. ‘‘They 
are still bachelors. They have to pay 200 kina when they enter 
the school. But they can sell the wig when it is ready. That way 
they can buy pigs and get married.’’

He explained that it took 18 months to make an ordinary 
wig, then introduced us to his pupils, one by one. “The one on 
the right has made three wigs already, the one on the right has 
made four...” 

One of the pupils lay on the ground to demonstrate the vital 
sleeping or relaxing posture. His head, with its luxuriant 
growth of hair, was supported by a horizontal stick.

The master told us that it took two “everyday” wigs to make 
one ceremonial wig, the impressive toreador number which is 
so much the symbol of Huli culture. 

After 18 months, it’s time for the haircut. “In the past,” the 
tutor said, “we used sharpened bamboo. Now we use scissors 
and razor-blades to trim, and needle and rope to sew the wig 
into shape.” 

After the lecture the wig master marched all four of his 
pupils down to a stream. Each of them had a bamboo pipe. He 
ordered them to suck up the water and hold it in their mouths. I 
could see their cheeks bulging. They swallow half the water to 
purify themselves,’’ he said. ‘‘Then they spray the other half 
into the air.” The four men turned towards me and blew 
mightily. I found myself drenched with the spray. 

L ater that day Stephen took me to another village in the 
Tari Valley so that I could talk—one on one—with the 
chief of the clan. He had obviously been warned of our 

impending arrival because when we got there he was sitting 
outside his hut in full fig. His toreador wig was decorated with 
flowers and feathers; he wore a bone bracelet round his neck; 
his dagger was made, as is the tradition, from the thigh bone of 
a cassowary, the large flightless bird that still survives in New 
Guinea (as it does in northern Queensland). 

The chief’s name was Napa. He was 70 or 80 years old, with 
many children, grandchildren and great grandchildren. “Men 
can come in front of the women’s house and tell them what to 
do and where to go,” he said. ‘‘But women cannot come to the 
men’s house. Men and women must meet in the bush and find a 

it’s a mud, mud WorLd

mudmen in the village  
of Pogla, in the Western 

Highlands. 
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HoW to Get a Head

Clockwise from left:  
an asaro mudman with 
mask, Goroka, eastern 

Highlands; Huli Wigmen 
drinking, in tari, southern 
Highlands; an adult male 

ribbon-tailed astrapia 
feeding on the fruit of a 
schefflera plant, mount 
Hagen; a Huli Wigman 
wearing a necklace of 

blyth’s hornbill bills, tari, 
southern Highlands; 

children jumping into the 
bismarck sea; caption 

info tk. 
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secret place. They cannot do it in the house.” Women, in a 
nutshell, and especially women’s various secretions, are 
regarded with great suspicion by Huli men. As Napa sees it,  
the woman’s job is to look after the garden, the kids and the 
pigs. And that’s about it.

A fter saying goodbye to the chief I went out into the 
fields. His wives (I saw at least three) were hard  
at work. This is the land of the sweet potato, planted  

by hand in mounds of earth. One of Napa’s wives told Stephen 
that the pigs loosen and fertilise the earth first, then showed me 
how to do it by pulling a pig on a rope into the vegetable garden. 
I watched the animal poking its snout into the earth.

That evening at Ambua Lodge, where I was staying, I met 
Anderson Agiru, a member of parliament and the governor of 
Hela province. With a population of 400,000, Hela has only 
recently been carved out of the Southern Highlands province. 
Agiru is the first governor and a very big cheese indeed.

“I want to protect the culture and way of life of the Huli 
people—the bride-price payment, the way we mediate,’’ he 
said. ‘‘The environment is an important part of a Hela man and 
a Hela woman’s life. We can co-exist with our environment. 
Forests are sources of food, medicine and spirituality.”

After breakfast the next day I flew with him in a snappy Bell 
407 helicopter. We took off from the lodge’s helipad. The 

governor sat up front next to the pilot. I sat in the back with 
Solomon, the governor’s bodyguard, who was carrying an Uzi 
submachine gun. We were travelling to Komo, a small town 
about 40 minutes away where the governor was going to chair a 
meeting of the province’s executive council. I had my 
headphones on and I heard the governor ask me if I would like 
to see the huge Exxon-Mobil-LNG project which was nearing 
completion. 

LNG stands for liquefied natural gas. I already knew about 
the LNG project. You can hardly miss it. Lorries, laden with 
equipment, thunder day and night along the Highlands 
Highway past Ambua Lodge to the project site.

The helicopter banked to the right and we followed the 
pipeline towards a great clearing in the jungle, which, to my 
untutored eye, still looked like a vast construction site.

The forest was all around. It stretched for hundreds of miles. 
In fact, now that so much of the planet’s tropical rainforest has 
been destroyed, Papua New Guinea contains the largest 
uninterrupted stretch of rainforest outside the Amazon.

Up front I saw the governor wave a hand at the vast expanse 
of greenery below us. “We’re going to legislate to protect all 
this—from Kikori to Lake Kutubu and beyond,’’ he said.

We landed at Komo. As you get out of the helicopter, a sign 
warns you to watch out for the rear rotor. I ducked my head 
really low and remembered to walk forwards, not back. 

Minutes later, I was invited to sit in on the meeting of the 
Provincial Executive Council, though I didn’t understand a 
word. Later the governor went out onto the balcony to make a 
proper speech and to witness the “sing-sing” which the local 
tribes had put on in his honour. 

The weather closed in on the way back and the pilot  
decided that we must land at Tari and complete the journey  
by car. When I finally made it back to the lodge, the manager, 
my friend Dobaim, told me about a helicopter accident that 
came close to disaster. “I was in the lodge’s office last year 
when a New Zealand pilot was trying to land on the helipad.  
He missed it and the chopper toppled into the ravine. I heard 
the shout: ‘Helicopter bagarap!’ so I ran for it. I didn’t even 
have time to shut the safe.” Miraculously, no one was killed on 
that occasion.

“Does bagarap mean what I think it means?” I asked.
I added the word to my pidgin vocabulary, along with bilum 

for the ubiquitous string bag, buai for betel nut, dim dims for 
white people and meri for woman. Actually meri really comes 
from “Mary”, but has come to denote all women, whatever 
their Christian name.

That evening, the governor taught me a whole sentence in 
pidgin. “God servim gutfela kwin meri,” he said.

I asked him what it meant. 
“It means God save our gracious Queen!”

Since Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II is also the Queen of 
Papua New Guinea, we drank to her health and long life. 

 

i spent my last morning in Papua New Guinea touring Port 
Moresby. I had a full hour in the National Museum and 
could have spent a lot more time there, for they have a 

superb collection of artefacts: shells, bows and arrows, tribal 
masks, vast totem poles and even an enormous outrigger canoe 
that must have held 50 or 60 people. 

I visited the parliament (111 MPs, though only three women 
MPs so far). I also asked my driver to make a quick foray into 
the “village on stilts”. He wasn’t keen, regarding this as a 
danger zone. The biggest danger, as far as I could see, was 
losing your footing on the flaky boardwalks and plunging into 
the murky water below.

But the blissful high-point of that last morning in Port 
Moresby came with my visit to the Nature Park.

Throughout my time in PNG I had been assiduously looking 
out for its famous birds of paradise. I was not alone in this, of 
course. “Birders” come from every corner of the earth to see 
these marvellous creatures. They bring cameras with three-
foot-long lenses, tripods and sound-recording equipment. 
They huddle together in the evening to tick off the different 
species on their scorecards (PNG has 38 bird-of-paradise 
species out of the world total of 41). 
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‘‘men And women must 
meet in the bush And find A secret 

pLAce. they cAnnot do it in the house.’’



morning after morning, I followed my guides into the 
forest, binoculars at the ready. At Mount Hagen 
Lodge I saw a Superb bird-of-paradise (Lophorina 

superba); at Kumul Lodge I saw a black sicklebill (Epimachus 
fastuosus); in the hills above Ambua Lodge, on the way to Tari 
Gap, I caught a lucky snapshot of the male ribbon-tailed 
astrapia (Astrapia mayeri) in flight. Relative to body size, this 
bird has the longest tail of any bird in the world.

Ironically, my finest photo of a free-flying bird-of-paradise 
was on my last morning in Port Moresby, before I headed for 
the airport. The Raggiana bird-of-paradise (Paradisaea 
raggiana) is PNG’s national emblem and there is a female 
Raggiana bird in the aviary at Port Moresby Nature Park. A 
few years ago a tree fell on the aviary, damaging it. The male 
bird escaped but the female failed to make it in time. 

“Sometimes,” my guide said, “the male bird comes back and 
you can hear him calling to his mate.” 

As we stood there, outside the aviary, my guide raised his 
finger. “Listen,” he said, “that’s the male Raggiana bird. He’s 
out there somewhere, calling to his mate.”

I couldn’t believe it. I wanted more than anything else to see 
that male Raggiana bird-of-paradise. I’m not saying that I 
hadn’t been pleased to see the female Raggiana, but she had 
been hidden by the aviary foliage and was difficult to 
photograph. Besides, without wishing to sound sexist, it has to 
be admitted that the female doesn’t have the splendid plumage 
of the male. And anyway, taking a photo of a bird in a cage 
doesn’t really count, not when you can see the real thing if you 
are lucky.

And I was lucky that day. Unbelievably lucky. We found the 
male Raggiana bird-of-paradise. It was perched on one of the 
branches of a thickly leaved tree about a hundred yards outside 
the aviary. And we got there in time to see it in all its glory 
before it flew off into the forest. � 

sHake a taiL featHer

a male raggiana  
bird-of-paradise in Varirata 

national Park. 
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p a p u a  n e w  g u i n e a

way t o go

PNG specialists Reef & Rainforest (reefandrainforest.co.uk) 
can tailor-make a 14-day itinerary, with three and four nights 
respectively at Rondon Ridge, near Mount Hagen, and Ambua, 
in the Southern Highlands, and two nights at the coast near 
Madang, at Malolo Plantation Lodge, from £5,982, including 
flights with Singapore Airlines (singaporeair.com)—which flies 
four times a day from London Heathrow to Singapore, and 
daily from Manchester—and Air Niugini (airniugini.co.uk). For 
more general information, visit papuanewguinea.travel

ne e d t o k no w

d o take a good pair of binoculars and a long lens for the 
stunning birds-of-paradise high in the treetops. 
d on ’ t wander around Port Moresby or other town centres on 
your own or you might risk an encounter with some “rascals”. 
d o try out the scuba diving. Papua New Guinea has some of 
the best coral reefs in the world, with fascinating marine life. 
d on ’ t indulge in public displays of affection with the opposite 
sex, as that is frowned upon. 
d o pack some warm clothes for the highlands—it can get chilly.
d on ’ t keep checking your messages obsessively. Mobile  
reception isn’t good in the highlands.
d o let the plane take the strain. It’s the fastest way to get 
around and probably the safest, given the difficult terrain and 
the pot-holed state of the country’s (few) roads.
d on ’ t be cavalier about security. Crime rates in PNG are high, 
especially in the capital and parts of the highland provinces.

r e a d on

There is a dearth of good books about PNG, but some of the 
better ones include the travelogue Beyond the Coral Sea, by 
Michael Moran; Zen Explorations in Remotest New Guinea, 
by Neville Shulman, which describes climbing the two highest 
peaks and encounters with the Dani tribe; and Tim Flannery’s 
astonishing Throwim Way Leg, about the mountain people.

p s

More than 800 mutually unintelligible languages are spoken 
in PNG, the highest concentration of such languages in the 
world. They attest to the extraordinary isolation of individual 
tribes over thousands of years, some not much more than 
a valley or two apart from one another but separated by 
impenetrable rainforest and topographical features. Some 
80 percent of PNG’s people live in rural areas, surviving by 
subsistence agriculture with little or no contact with the outside 
world. Since modern times, nearly all tribes speak pidgin, a 
kind of creole and the lingua franca of PNG. The country has 
strong ties with Australia, which administered the territory until 
its independence in 1975. 


