
Encounters in Papua New Guinea
Papua New Guinea in the South Pacific consists of a large number of islands and is considered to be the
country with the greatest cultural diversity in the world. About 800 different languages are spoken on the
approximately 1,400 islands belonging to the state. Isolated from the rest of the world, only a few people live
on a few small islands. In 2019 I accompanied the Australian expedition ship True North on a voyage. All of
the impressions of this journey are primarily shaped by the human encounters.

On the sparsely populated island of Panasia, the older residents can still remember the days when
cannibalism played a role here. When strangers set foot on the island today, the contact has to be sensitive.
Overcoming the language barrier is an important prerequisite for communication. The Australian guide for
Papua New Guinea, Simon Tewson , has mastered Tok Pisin , the lingua franca common among the islanders
, and is able to mediate between the cultures.

For the first encounter with the locals, only the guide Simon Tewson, who is familiar with the customs and understanding, can be driven to
the shore / © Photo: Georg Berg

Simon inquires about the well-being of the islanders. If water or food is missing, the True North would help
with on-board resources. But here everyone is healthy and since it had rained enough in the previous days,
the collection tanks in the village are full of water. Otherwise, the True North would have helped out with a
few canisters. After all, 1,500 liters of drinking water per hour are produced on board by reverse osmosis.
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Outrigger canoes are not restricted in their mobility in the water above the corals. The True North, on the other hand, has to navigate very
carefully despite the shallow draft / © Photo: Georg Berg

While still on the beach, we discuss what foreign visitors can experience on the island. John, the village
leader, says goodbye to his family and accompanies Simon and his vanguard back to the ship, from where he
will accompany our shore excursions for the day.

Locals in a brackish cave on Panasia Island. The tour group carefully feels its way to the bottom of the natural cavern / © Photo: Georg
Berg

With waterproof shoes, which after the wet landing on the beach are also suitable for the hike with ascent,
we reach the small entrance of a cave, which opens inside to a huge natural cathedral. The sky cannot be
seen. But the daylight falling in from above is enough to see the brackish water lake inside the cave.
Rainwater is collected on a kind of pedestal under a natural funnel.
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At the foot of the cavern, seawater mixes with fresh rainwater, which is collected in a container as drinking water / © Photo: Georg Berg

Children on the island of Panasia love the rocks of a cave as a natural diving platform / © Photo: Georg Berg

On the trail of cannibalism
A second excursion in the afternoon takes us to a mysterious place of worship on the neighboring island. The
trail is barely visible on the sharp-edged rock. Nevertheless, we are on the trail of cannibalism, which was
still practiced until very recently.
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Cannibal Cave on Pana Wara Wara. The village leader, who is familiar with the area, leads the visitors through stony vegetable fields to an
inconspicuous cave / © Photo: Georg Berg

We enter an inconspicuous cave. Even in the last century this place was a place of worship. After military
conflicts, the killed enemies were eaten here. With such a magical act, it was believed to appropriate the
powers of enemies. Later, Simon tells us that just a few years ago he spoke to someone who attended such a
cannibal meal.

Skulls and human bones are clearly visible at the cannibal cult site / © Photo: Georg Berg

Warm rain and a damp sailing regatta
Although the True North finds access to land on every coast, water as an element plays a major role in the
expedition to Papua New Guinea. With six adventure boats you can go fishing, snorkeling, diving or just
sightseeing.
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A tropical shower often comes as a surprise in the South Pacific, but luckily it rarely lasts long. Enough time to put on diving goggles for
the photo / © Photo: Georg Berg

Polynesian seafaring has been admired for millennia
The Polynesians have always had a reputation as the most perfect sailors. Even today, they are admired for
their talent by modern seafarers. Traveling in a classic outrigger sailboat is an unforgettable experience.

Sailing Polynesian style on a Proa (multihull outrigger sailboat) off the Deboyne Islands, Papua New Guinea. Typical of Polynesia, the Prau
is an ocean-going sailing boat with delta wings and an outrigger that is always on the windward side / © Photo: Georg Berg
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The hull is made of thin hardwood. It is narrow, long and offers little space. During the journey, the water splashing in is constantly being
scooped out / © Photo: Georg Berg

The crew consists of at least three people. A rear determines the angle of attack of the sail. Another crew member steers by shifting their
weight and a loose paddle, which is used to steer slightly / © Photo: Georg Berg
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The third crew member on a Praus handles the top of the sail. Since the boat is longitudinally symmetrical, the stern and bow are
exchanged when changing direction. The tip of the sail is carried around in the picture / © Photo: Georg Berg

Until recently, the traditional Prau boats could compete with the fastest high-tech boats at the Americas Cup.
The reason is suspected to be the special aerodynamics of the triangular delta sail, which is also called crab
claw sail. It's hard to believe that this technique was invented here in Polynesia 10,000 years ago.

Cultural diversity and colonial heritage
On the 11-day tour with the True North , we get a very representative impression of the cultural diversity of
Papua New Guinea during the numerous shore excursions. It's good to have someone on board in Simon
Tewson who, in addition to smooth communication, is also constantly on the lookout. During his stay in
Bougainville, for example, he persuaded the vice-president of the autonomous region to visit him on board.

Raymond Masono, then Vice President and Mines Minister of Bougainville, in conversation with the passengers of the Australian expedition
ship True North / © Photo: Georg Berg
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Bougainville was a German colony until World War I, after which it was under English, Japanese, New Zealand
and Australian influence. Even when it was given to Papua New Guinea, which had gained independence, in
1974, the very nature-loving residents could not come to terms with being ruled by others. Especially since
the open-pit copper mining in the Panguna mine, which is lucrative for the central government, has poisoned
large areas of Bougainville and made it uninhabitable for decades.

The abandoned Panguna copper mine in Bougainville / © True North, photo: Oliver Oldroyd

After the civil war against the government army of Papua New Guinea and years of transition as an
autonomous region, it was clear when we arrived in Bougainville that the referendum was 98 percent in favor
of independence.

At the end of 2019, one week after the independence referendum, you can only see the remains of the posters that advertised
participation / © Photo: Georg Berg
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Everywhere on the island of Bougainville we are greeted in a good mood / © Photo: Georg Berg

After years of isolation and political uncertainty, confidence is growing. Anyone who finds out that I come
from Germany expresses the hope that Bougainville will also be noticed here and soon accepted as a new
member of the international community.

The inhabitants of Bougainville also stand out in the South Seas because of their particularly dark skin / © Photo: Georg Berg

Wet landing on the beach
Whenever Simone, our cruise director, announces a wet landing , the adventure begins for the guests on the
beach.
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Waiting for the moment between two waves, it boldly jumps through the surf to the shore / © Photo: Georg Berg

Even when there is a lot of motion on the ocean , as Captain Gav knows how to tame larger waves
rhetorically, his crew brings all guests safely ashore.

The arrival of the strangers is followed with excitement on land / © Photo: Georg Berg

The encounter with the locals is always very respectful. With useful souvenirs, individual True North
passengers return the favor for the hospitality they have experienced on previous voyages.
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Fishing accessories make a perfect party favor. The fair distribution is put in the hands of the village head in full view / © Photo: Georg
Berg

In addition to fishing gear and money, it is mainly balls and stationery for the school children that True North
supports the population with. Especially in the exchange with the local teachers you can find out what is
urgently needed on the extremely remote islands. Hard to imagine: people only see a doctor once a year –
sometimes .

Cricket instead of fight
On the Trobriand Islands , also known as the islands of love because of the permissive sexual ideas that
prevail here , we were challenged to a sporting competition.

Cricket game based on the rules of the Trobriand Islands. You don't have to be familiar with international cricket rules to play here / ©
Photo: Georg Berg

The game of cricket was introduced to the Trobriand Islands to divert male belligerence into peaceful
channels. Colorful and colorful, the two teams march roaring into the arena. Their battle cries also go
through the marrow and bones of the game and you don't want to know what the translation is. First, the two
local teams play against each other. Gradually, the foreign visitors then also take on their own roles as
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throwers or racquets.

After the game you can relax and dance together / © Photo: Georg Berg

Everywhere in Papua New Guinea people like to celebrate and sing. These festivals are called Sing-Sing in
the common Pidgin language, even if they differ greatly from one another.

Souvenir photo for the pinboard: Reporter Georg Berg with the winning captain / © Photo: Georg Berg

Travel advice from the Federal Foreign Office for Papua New Guinea

George Berg

April 14, 2022
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