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PAPUA New Guinea is half of the second 
largest island on Earth. From the towering 
peaks of the highlands to the reef-fringed 

tropical coastline, the land is connected by people 
speaking over 800 different languages. Most of 
them live outside the cities and towns in small 
villages, subsisting on what they grow in the garden 
and catch from the sea. There’s no better way to 
discover the real PNG than by sea kayak, one day 
at a time. For 12 weeks, Tasmanian teacher Andrew 
Hughes paddled from Port Moresby to Vanimo 
collecting stories and experiences to share with 
students — here’s a few of them.
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Teacher Andrew Hughes reports on his journey around Papua New Guinea

MURKY 
        MANGROVES

South-easterly wind made 
paddling diffi cult along the 
southern PNG coast. One 
day I ran out of time to 
reach the next village and 
had to fi nd a camp in the 
mangroves. From the ocean 
it didn’t look promising! 
Luckily the people who 
live nearby had cut a path 
through the tangled roots 
to a dry campsite above the 
high tide. Lying in the tent 
with the buzz of insects and 
clinking of thousands of crabs shuffl ing around, I realised 
how full of life the mangrove swamp really was. 

Did you know?
 Mangroves are a crucial habitat under threat worldwide.

Things to explore:
 Find out more about mangrove habitats.

http://inchinapinch.com/hab_pgs/marine/
mangrove/mangrove.htm

SMOOTH SAILING
Up ahead I spied half a dozen sails coming down the coast. 
The villagers were coming home from church meetings 
in Popondetta. It was also a chance to sell their garden 
produce at the market and buy other goods that aren’t 
available in their village. The journey takes two days each 
way so a semi-permanent camp has been established half 
way. As usual I was welcome to spend the night with them, 
but I had a few more kilometers to paddle on this occasion. 
They gave me pineapple, coconut and watermelon before 
we bid each other a safe journey.

Things to explore
 Learn more about outrigger sailing canoes from 
different parts of the world.

www.outriggersailingcanoes.blogspot.com/

LASANGA LANDING
No-one lives on Lasanga Island (above), but the nearby 
villagers use it for growing fruit and vegetables in gardens. 
In fact, nearly the whole island has been converted to 
growing kau-kau, (sweet potato), tapioca, pineapple, 
banana, paw paw, and much more. I landed to fi nd some 
bananas to buy for lunch but the men were working far up 
the hill and couldn’t hear my calls. It’s okay to raid a garden 
if you’re really hungry in PNG, but I couldn’t fi nd a bunch of 
ripe bananas anyway!

Things to explore
 Make a banana smoothie and add your own special 
ingredient.

 http://www.wikihow.com/
Make-a-Banana-Smoothie

BACTERIA
        BLUES
There aren’t many hospitals 
in PNG. When I became ill 
with an infection in my leg 
I was 150km from Alotau 
Hospital. The only way to 
get help was to use my 
satellite phone to call for a boat to collect me. After minor 
surgery and fi ve days of good care I moved to a guest 
house to continue the recovery. I was off the water for more 
than two weeks and didn’t make a full recovery for over a 
month. The whole messy drama was caused by tiny little 
things called bacteria. In the tropics there’s heaps of them, 
and they’re more dangerous than crocodiles!

Things to explore
 Discover the microscopic world of bacteria and fi nd out 
where the dangerous ones live. They might be closer to 
home than you think.

http://school.discoveryeducation.com/lessonplans/
programs/bacteria/index.html

FIRE AND FUEL
Paddling along the coast I could usually spot a village 
by the coils of smoke coming from the cooking fi res, or 
burn-offs from the nearby gardens. Fire is important to the 
villagers of PNG because wood is the main source of fuel 
for cooking and heating. Wood is collected from the forests 
or washed up on the beach. It usually needs to be sun dried 
before being stacked ready for use. I built a small fi re to 
cook a couple of coral trout caught on the reef. Mostly I 
cooked on a stove that uses methylated spirits for fuel. I 
needed to buy enough when I was in the bigger towns to 
last for many weeks.

Things to explore
 What fuel or energy source do you use to cook with? 
Find out where it comes from and who provides it.

 www.hydro.com.au/handson/

FAST FOOD
On the last morning of the 
expedition I woke at 4am to 
eat a quick breakfast before 
hitting the water for a long 
day of paddling. Whenever I 
could I’d munch down a big 
breakfast of muesli or rice 
and maybe a few biscuits. 
Eating enough high energy food for the 10-12 hours of 
paddling each day was sometimes diffi cult, but I also had 
to think about getting plenty of fresh fruit and veggies for 
nutrition. Luckily, PNG grows wonderful fresh produce, and 
the people were happy to share it.

Things to explore
 Find out what makes a balanced diet for active kids.

www.freshforkids.com.au/index.html

WILD WEATHER
Cyclone Guba wreaked havoc in Oro Province in 
November 2007. Torrential rain and high tides caused 
widespread fl ooding and storm surge damage to low 
lying villages. On a tributary of the Musa River this boy’s 
village, including the primary school, was swept away. Six 
months later the villagers had rebuilt their homes and 
the gardens, which they rely on for food, were growing 
quickly. This temporary classroom has a blackboard and 
a tin roof, but books and pencils are harder to fi nd. This 
cyclone affected northern Queensland as well as PNG.

Things to explore
 Make a model cyclone and fi nd out how they work.

www.bom.gov.au/lam/Students_Teachers/
lesson14.shtml
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