
MOUNTAIN CLIMBING – ARAWA STYLE 

Tony is an interesting character. He’s a Kiwi who specialises in distance learning – 
he’s linked with a large educational institution in London and is contracted out to help 
set up systems in out of way places. After this stint in Arawa his next assignment is in 
Afghanistan – good luck to him!  

Anyway he was on assignment in Arawa and had previously done some “tramping” in 
the hills behind Arawa and was keen to do a bit more in his spare time on this 
assignment. We had met him at a get-together with other VSA volunteers and at a 
subsequent social drinks-at-dusk event he had issued a general invitation to all of us 
to accompany him on a particular Sunday morning. Rosie was keen – I was a little 
more reluctant because of the heat factor – how would I survive a steep climb in 
tropical conditions? Anyway Jenny, another volunteer, was enthusiastic and Murray 
appeared to reflect my reticence. I agreed to go along provisionally, and it was 
decided  that whoever was going would meet at the end of our street at 7.00am to 
start the expedition provided it wasn’t raining heavily.  

The day dawned overcast, but without any evidence of imminent rain, so the 
temperatures would be relatively cool – at least until the clouds burned off- or the 
rains came and saturated us. We were down at the meeting place in our tramping 
boots and day packs loaded with water and cameras at the prescribed time along 
with Jenny and it wasn’t long before a Landcruiser rolled up with Tony our expedition 
leader, the vehicle owner/driver whom Tony had persuaded to give us a lift for the 
first stage of the journey, and Tony the local guide for the first leg of our walk. There 
was no sign of Murray so we assumed he had decided to stay in bed –it turns out he 
adopted local practices and rolled up at 10 past – unfortunately after we had left! 

We headed up the valley along a reasonable dirt track, steadily climbing for about 20 
minutes among cocoa plantations to the drop off point. A short walk down a side road 
took us to an indistinct track heading up the side of this hill, which (guide) Tony 
vaguely pointed up as our route. We had to wait here for about 10 minutes for our 
local guide Steve, and it wasn’t long before the local kids gathered to stare at these 
strange white people and make friends. They decided that a trip up the mountain 
sounded like a good way to spend a morning, and set off behind and around us. The 
track took us past a house with a “boom-box” playing local pop music at full volume, 
and then up the side of the hill, the music slowly fading away into the distance. We 
travelled through small gardens, the track alternating between steep and very 
slippery to not so steep and very slippery, without many steps and handholds. 
Rosie’s boots had very little tread so she had considerable difficulty maintaining her 
footing. She succeeded in inflicted some quite deep cuts on a couple of fingers from 
a thorny branch she grabbed in desperation. By this stage we were sweating freely 
(thank goodness it was still overcast) so applying plaster depended on being able to 
overlap the ends which we were able to do –sores rapidly turn nasty in the conditions 
so it was important to keep the cuts clean. 

The route up was along the edge of a ridge and then up a shady glade along the side 
of the rounded rocky outcrop that we were climbing. Steve pointed out the gold mine 
in the valley down on our right – apparently a collection of informal prospecting 
locals. This stream is in the headwaters of the river that runs past Arawa – maybe we 
should try a little panning in the river! All around us was lush green vegetation, some 
of it cultivated or in plantations, interspersed with patches of bush – it is hard to tell 
what is what. At the top of the gully was a saddle with small house built on it – not 
sure the purpose of it – maybe someone’s mountain hideout. To the right was the 
rocky outcrop – the objective of out climb and we all made it quite easily to the top, 
climbing through ferns, orchids, and Hibiscus. (Haven’t seen much in the way of 



Bougainvilleas yet!) Below us stretched the river catchment with Arawa village and 
the coast at the far end. The scene was a little hazy –probably the humidity in the air. 
We (the white folk) were all saturated with sweat. Steve our guide and the half-dozen 
kids had barely raised a light perspiration. After relaxing, taking in the scenery and 
some photographs we headed back. The sky was still mercifully cloudy and we had 
only had to put up with a few drops of rain, so the weather was kind to us – I think 
trying that climb in the full blazing sunlight would have probably been the finish of 
me! 

The climb down was just as tricky. The kids had taken mercy on Rosie and she had 
two hanging onto one hand and another on the other much of the way down. There 
was much squealing and giggling as they slipped and slide down the treacherous 
track. My old walking pole was tested to the limit as it was about the only thing that 
didn’t slide. Picture a straining and bowing old walking pole leading down the track, 
with me desperately leaning on it, Rosie leaning on me and a couple of kids leaning 
on her. Jenny had resorted to removing her shoes as she said she had better grip in 
bare feet. I wasn’t so sure if that outweighed the risk of cuts and thorns but she 
seemed to survive without damage. Her feet must have toughened up in the time she 
has been here. 

We all made the trip back to where we left the road without any further damage apart 
from me brushing against a branch and collecting a half-dozen or so micro-ants with 
a distinctly mega sized bite, down my neck. They are barely visible –probably half the 
size of a full stop but they pack a mean bite that burns and burns for about 
20minutes, after which it fades out, thank goodness. 

At this point our guide Steve and the kids left us and Tony (the guide version) 
rejoined us, taking us on a different route between small houses and gardens down 
to a decent sized swimming hole in the river, deep enough to have to swim, with a 
fair sized rapid flowing into it. We took our boots and socks off and leapt in fully 
clothed – we were pretty sodden with sweat in any case – and the water was 
heavenly – cool and refreshing. The Seventh day Adventist Women’s group were 
camping in an assortment of tents not far away and several came down to see what 
these crazy white people splashing and yahooing in the pool were doing.  I’ve got 
some nice pictures of a trio of little boys , all as black as the ace of spades, playing 
under a waterfall a little further upstream. There is apparently a “living bridge” a bit 
further upstream, created by intertwining creepers from both sides of the stream and 
allowing them to grow for grow for quite a few years. For some reason we were not 
able to go there – maybe we will see it some other time.  

It was hard to get out of the pool but eventually we decided it was time head back, 
and after dripping dry for a few minutes on a large river boulder, we donned our 
boots and headed down the nearby track to Arawa.  

A few minutes down the track we passed a local do-it-yourself hydroelectric plant 
created from a couple of old electric motors salvaged from the mine, connected by a 
long vee-belt pulley system to a rather bent drive shaft the other end of which had 
the cooling blades from another electric motor attached. This is a disc with 
transverse radial fins attached. No fancy pelton wheels here! A plastic pipe about 
125 mm diameter ending in a nozzle came from down the hill and continually 
discharged a stream of water that shot some 10m down the valley. When they 
wanted electricity they slid the nozzle horizontally along a frame so that it played on 
to the fin blades, there was a cloud of spray, the driveshaft started turning and there 
was power! Some corrugated iron sheets kept the water spraying off the cooler fins 
reasonably separate from the electrics and I’m not sure how they kept the motor 
rotating constantly at the right speed and how they regulated the voltage (if they did) 



but I suspect that fittings blow up quite regularly. (“Sweetheart please put on the air 
conditioning – the lights are glowing a bit brightly and the TV is making funny noises” 
or “Switch off the dishwasher – I’m in the middle of the footy match and the lights are 
dimming and the TV keeps fading out!”)There are several of these power schemes in 
the hills, some of which operate on dishwasher motors, and it is possible to see 
electric lights twinkling all over the hillside at night. We passed several electric cables 
strung between trees on our walk that were obviously the means of reticulation – not 
quite up to NZ power regulations I suspect! I wonder what the electrocution rates are 
for the area! 

A bit further down the track we soaked our feet in a river crossing and passed the 
time of day with an old mama cooling off in her clothes in the stream. A little further 
down the road we took to the bushes as a battered Toyota ute (‘bakkie”) rattled up 
the track towards us, it front wheels flapping around in all sorts of directions, not 
necessarily in unison, with half a dozen young men obviously still enjoying their 
Friday night Jungle Juice session (Sunday early afternoon??) hanging out at all 
angles. The front passenger was holding the battered door closed, and they stopped 
for a chat with our guide Mark before continuing their merry way up the track, who 
knows for how long. 

Next we stopped for a chat with a local barefoot farmer tending his cocoa plantation - 
he knew all the world cocoa prices (good) and was about to apply urea around his 
plants for a final boost before harvesting. Apparently Bougainville is a premier cocoa 
producing country without some of the major pests found in other parts of the world. 

Eventually we arrived back at town and called in at a local shop for a refreshing ice 
cream (all the locals love ice cream, Coke, and Cheese Twisties and diabetes is 
apparently a big problem) before the final walk to our houses. Rosie and I showered 
and I collapsed stark naked onto my bed and crashed for the afternoon, barely able 
to move a muscle.  The weather had been kind to us but temperatures in the mid 
twenties and humidity in the 80s are still pretty draining!  

Photos – we took several – the old problem of slow, erratic and expensive internet 
connection means it is not worth downloading them on the blog – but never fear – we 
are working on a scheme to send a CD of photos to NZ and get a generous son to 
download them. Watch this space! 


