
Pidia Village- Weekend Cultural Experience  

VSA send all new volunteers to Bougainville to a weekend away at Pidia 
Village to meet the locals and to experience a typical way of life. We’ve had 
our turn. 

The VSA area rep Murray in his Landcruiser collected us from the house. 
(Toyota Landcruisers are the vehicles of choice here – many of the others can 
best be described as mobile junkyards that rattle and clunk down the road by 
some miracle, with wheels pointing in strange directions and all sorts of 
people hanging out of it. Incidentally for the mechanically minded the old-
fashioned nylon belted tyres are also the choice – the wires in steel belt tyres 
break before the tyre wears out. Users can extend life a little by using tubes 
but the wires eventually puncture the tubes too.  There appears to be no 
license plate system, no speed limits, no road code other than pass on the 
left, and the lollipop men with the work gang go and have lunch with the rest 
of the crew, leaving traffic to sort itself down the one way road past the work 
site– not really too much of a problem with the low traffic volumes) 

The participants this weekend were Rosie and me, and Sarah, a student VSA 
volunteer on a one-year assignment helping with land rights issues with the 
interim Bougainville administration and stationed in Buka. We were taken 
down the coast road to the next bay East of Arawa and Murray drove us down 
to the beach.  Pidia village is along the East Coast of the greater Arawa bay, 
looking generally West. (You might be able to pick it up on Google Earth) 
After a few minutes a small powerboat left the village and came across to pick 
us up. In it were our hostess Carmelita and some of her grandchildren, and 
we loaded ourselves, and our baggage and bedding, bid Murray farewell and 
headed off across the deep blue millpond smooth bay back to the village. It 
was a beautiful cloudless day – there are not many of these – and for the first 
time we could see the impressive volcanic peak spewing a large cloud of gas 
and ash away to our West in the centre of the island. We were also able to get 
a good view of the central forest covered range of mountains down the centre 
of Bougainville as we putted past the occasional person fishing from one of 
the local dugout canoes, typically with a single outrigger for stability. There 
were already the first puffs of cloud gathering against the mountains, but this 
day the clouds were to stay there, and indeed for the Sunday as well. One 
previous group had had to experience two days of torrential rain, so it looks 
like we were lucky! 

Carmelita expertly manoeuvred the outboard motor and the boat  (a fibreglass 
banana boat as they are known- probably from their shape) slid through the 
shallows and up the beach. We were met by a couple of shy but friendly 
ladies and a horde of curious kids – we are getting used to being stared at- 
and escorted with our bags and the bedding up to the guesthouse on stilts, a 
lightweight structure that swayed when someone walked across the room and 
with a low sill half way up the stairs that I had to duck under. There were two 
rooms and Rosie and I shared the double mattress on the floor of one and 
Sarah the other. We made our beds, sorted our bags and strung up our 
mosquito nets from strings already provided from the roof and went 
downstairs (me banging my head on the low sill) for a tour of the one end of 



the village but not the other where a group of men were continuing to party on 
JJ, and it seemed prudent to avoid any potential scenes.  

They had prepared a vented long-drop toilet especially for the guests and it 
was clean, tidy and didn’t smell very much at all, by long-drop standards.  

There was a pipe upstand, fed from a spring up in the hills, that went up and 
over through an ancient tap to discharge downwards, dribbling constantly into 
a plastic drum with an aluminium pot floating in it. This was the communal 
wash facility – you either scooped out some water and poured it over 
whatever bit you want washed or swung the pipe around, opened the tap, and 
stood under it – with all your clothes on for modesty’s sake - which seemed 
eminently sensible in the warm humid temperatures – you soon dried to that 
state which is normally considered dry. 

The several families had their own raised small houses, all with tin rooves and 
wooden or woven palm leaf walls, scattered along a stretch of beach at the 
Eastern shore of Arawa Bay. Cooking was done in a knock-up outside tin 
shed and a large plastic tank collected rain off the roof of one of the huts for 
drinking water.  

General cleanliness levels were not quite what we are used too – the 
scattering of litter detracted from the scene and there was a faint “drainpipe” 
smell that pervaded the village and shore below, but it was certainly cleaner 
that Arawa or Buka. 

It wasn’t too long before we were in the sea with snorkels masks and flippers, 
and exploring the shallows out to the reef and eventually the edge of the reef 
when we found it. Rosie was happy to stay closer to shore gaining confidence 
in her snorkel and flippers. There was a good selection of brightly coloured 
fish including one area with a large number of little “ Nimos” –bright orange 
clownfish with their distinctive white collars, which was delightful. I suspect the 
reef had taken a bit of a battering over the years (recovering from dynamite 
fishing?) and it has a way to go before it matches the Aussie Barrier Reef but 
we enjoyed the good selection of brightly coloured fish, corals, anemones, 
and other plant and animal life. 

After a lunch of fish and vegetables at a table under the neighbouring house, 
we had a go at husking a coconut on a rather lethal looking steel spike the 
back end of which was driven into the ground, and then splitting it. Husking 
involves taking the coconut in one hand and driving it at the spike and working 
the fibrous husk off the shell. Don’t fall forward or miss the coconut!  Splitting 
the coconut involved holding it in one hand and taking a firm swing at it with a 
sharp machete in the other. This seemed a good recipe for losing a finger or 
severely gashing your hand, but the shells are hard, and it took a number of 
swipes to crack the hard shell, let the milk run out and allow access to the 
flesh layer inside the shell, and we all managed to achieve this, surprisingly 
with all digits intact. Avoid glancing blows! We were shown how to scrape out 
the flesh on an equally lethal toothed “spoon” mounted on a small stool and 
squeeze milk out of the flesh. (Coconut milk features often in local cooking 
recipes, and we have still to come to terms with its use) 



 After our coconut lesson we returned to relax on the beach and indulge in a 
bit more snorkelling, this time towards the centre of the village foreshore 
where there were cairns to mark the channel to the shore. In the middle of the 
bay was a sunken runabout boat that apparently went back to the “Crisis” 
years. Carmelita had also pointed out the site of her house that had been 
destroyed by Government soldiers during the blockade years, so mementos 
of the war are never far away. It would appear that the novel Mr Pip captured 
the goings on pretty well. 

Late in the afternoon Carmelita took us up the steep hillside to their garden 
patch- it was quite a mission getting there! What happens is they burn a patch 
of bush to clear it and plant their vegetables in the cleared area. They practice 
rotation by burning a different area of bush next time- the fires don’t seem to 
spread too far most years, because of the lushness of the bush. 

Nightfall is pretty sudden in the tropics and it wasn’t long after our dinner of 
fish and vegetables that we were off upstairs (me banging my head on the 
beam in the dark again) in bed. The night was relatively peaceful and we were 
not troubled by mosquitoes - despite there being quite a large tear in the 
mosquito net we had been provided with.  

Breakfast, after the usual early pre-dawn start, was freshly baked large 
scones with a large cup of sweet tea (no sissy jam or butter to make it slide 
down easily!) which we “jawed” through – they were good scones, then 
headed off to the beach and some more snorkelling. Rosie was much more 
confident in the water and happily came out to the edge of the reef to enjoy 
the sights with Sarah and me. Our little waterproof camera came into its own, 
and we have some nice pictures, although the water wasn’t as clear as it 
could have been. 

After the swim we had a go at paddling an outrigger canoe, which we 
mastered quite well, probably to the disappointment of the ensemble of kids 
who had gathered to watch the fun. The canoes are not particularly stable 
despite the outriggers as the outriggers aren’t particularly buoyant or heavy. 
Getting the canoe to go in a straight line isn’t too difficult either as it just 
required getting the right combination of left and right paddles to compensate 
for the drag from the outrigger. The canoes are carved out of a single log and 
are surprisingly light and buoyant. Apparently each one involves about three 
months of carving and drying to create the smooth lines, uniform thickness, 
and to avoid splits.  

After lunch of – you’ve guessed it – fish and vegetables we were back 
upstairs (by this time I had learnt to miss the low beam) and set about packing 
up in anticipation of our mid afternoon return trip to where Murray had 
returned to collect us. We relaxed on the beach for an hour or so before 
Carmelita took us back in the banana boat, and continued with her expert 
handling of the boat on the way back - although a sticky pin that prevented 
her from tilting the motor out of the water required the intervention of an 
otherwise useless male guest –me – to help work it out and allow us to get 
ashore. Our boat was also filled with half a dozen of the Pidia kids who were 
returning to Arawa at the end of their school holidays, so, after bidding fond 



farewell to Carmen, we all squeezed into the Landcruiser plus the mattresses, 
food stocks including smoked fish, sweet potatoes, and luggage, and returned 
to Arawa in the 30 degree heat. Thank goodness for the valiant air-
conditioning in the Landcruiser! 

All in all a most enjoyable, relaxing and different weekend! 


