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VOYAGE TO VANUATU 
 

By Mike McPhee 

 

[Service delivered at SUC on 18 August 2013] 

 

 
 

Vanuatu is an archipelago of volcanic islands some 1,750 kilometres east of northern Australia. It is 

northeast of New Caledonia, west of Fiji and southeast of the Solomon Islands, which in turn are east of New 

Guinea. The flying time from Sydney to the capital, Port Vila, is three hours but it’s closer to four hours 

coming back. 

 

It has a population of 220,000, 98.5% of which are native Melanesians. There are 113 indigenous languages 

still spoken, giving Vanuatu the highest linguistic diversity per capita in the world. 

 

 
 

As with all of those countries, the native people of Vanuatu, who call themselves Ni-Vanuatu (Ni-Vans, for 

short), are Melanesians. They are thought to have arrived between 6000 and 4000 years ago, though the 

earliest dated pottery shards are from 1300 BCE. Their oral history speaks of a 13
th
 Century chief, Roy Mata, 

who united the tribes on the central island of Efate (where Port Vila is) and two neighbouring islands. His 

elaborate grave, containing the bodies of over 25 members of his retinue, was discovered by the French 

archaeologist, Jose Garranger, in 1967. In 2008, three sites associated with Roy Mata on the islands of Efate, 

Lelepa and Eretoka were made UNESCO World Heritage Sites.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeologist
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The islands were first discovered by a Spanish expedition led by a Portuguese navigator Pedro Fernandes de 

Queirós, who arrived in 1605. He thought he had found the long-sought southern continent, so he named it 

La Australia del Espiritu Santo (The Southern Land of the Holy Spirit). However, Spain did nothing further 

and only the largest island retains the Spanish name. 

 

The islands were rediscovered by the French explorer, Louis Antoine de Bougainville in 1768 and by 

Captain James Cook in 1774, who named them the New Hebrides. European traders started arriving from 

1825, initially for sandalwood, but later to recruit large numbers of indentured labourers (‘blackbirds’) to 

work on plantations in Fiji, Australia and elsewhere. 

 

 
 

It was in Australia that an English-based pidgin was developed to overcome the many languages spoken by 

the workers from Vanuatu, New Caledonia and New Guinea. Returning ‘blackbirds’ brought the pidgin back 

to Vanuatu, where it proved extremely useful, given the diversity of languages there. So, Bislama is now the 

third official language of the country and it is closely related to the Tok Pisin of Papua-New Guinea and the 

Pijin of the Solomon Islands. 

 

 
 

The second half of the 19
th
 Century also brought settlers, mostly from Australia and New Caledonia, who 

established plantations for cotton, coffee, cocoa, bananas and coconuts. With them came Christian 

missionaries from Britain, Europe and North America, so that now 83% of the population are Christians. An 

estimated breakdown is 32% Presbyterian, 13% Roman Catholic, 13% Anglican, 11% Seventh-day 

Adventist and 14% other Christian sects. There are also some Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, Baha’i, 

Muslims and Buddhists; and, on the island of Tanna, a cargo cult that goes back to the American military 

presence during World War II and a group that worships Prince Philip as a returned demigod who went 

across the sea to find a wife. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presbyterian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seventh-day_Adventist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seventh-day_Adventist
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The jumbling of French and British interests in the islands brought petitions for one or another of the two 

powers to annex the territory. In 1906, France and the United Kingdom agreed to jointly administer the 

islands as a condominium. Often called the ‘pandemonium of the New Hebrides’, the British and French 

administrations used their respective currencies and ran separate police forces and legal, educational and 

health systems in their respective territories. There was a joint court that adjudicated when conflicts arose 

between the two jurisdictions. 

 

 
 

In the 1960s, the UK was keen to decolonise the islands but France was opposed for fear that it would give 

the Kanaks of New Caledonia similar ideas. An independence movement arose in the 1970s led by Fr. 

Walter Lini, a native-born Anglican priest who would become the country’s first prime minister. A 

Representative Assembly was created in 1975 but dissolved in 1977 after demands for the elimination of 

government appointees and immediate independence. In 1979 foreign owners were dispossessed and 

received compensation from their own governments and a date was set for full independence. 

 

 
 

Thus, the Republic of Vanuatu was founded in 1980, its name being derived from vanua (‘land’ or ‘home’) 

and tu (‘stand’). France was still unhappy and it fomented an uprising on Santo Espiritu demanding that it be 

made a French colony. The so-called Coconut War was ended almost bloodlessly by troops from Papua-New 

Guinea. It was later found that the revolt was supported by the Phoenix Foundation, an American business 

group that wanted to create a libertarian tax haven in the New Hebrides. (No need for that, as the whole 

country is that now.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vanua
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoenix_Foundation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Libertarianism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tax_haven
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The capital city, Port Vila, had a population of 44,000 in 2009, most of whom are Melanesians. It is the 

country’s main port and financial centre, as well as being the location of the Law Faculty of the University of 

the South Pacific (which also teaches Languages). 

 

 
 

Bauersfield International Airport is what we might expect in a large country town and badly in need of the 

planned upgrade. It took an hour for my planeload to get through the four-person Immigration booth. 

 

 
 

The Coconut Palms Resort was what you get from a cheap package deal – nowhere near the harbour and my 

room was so basic that it didn’t even have a bathroom. Those who are better informed know to pay for an 

upgrade, as there were plenty of better rooms available. 

 

The place did have a swimming pool and other nice amenities, such as a spacious dining area and a bar, 

where social activities were held certain nights of the week. However, Vanuatu has a two-speed economy 

and nothing in tourist places is cheap. 
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Below the swimming pool is a replica of a nabakal, which every village has as the site of ceremonies. I 

attended a Melanesian Feast there, whereat we had a drink of kava, various native foods, and an interesting 

talk from the ‘chief’ on the islands’ history and customs. 

 

  
 

Port Vila Bay is quite pretty and all manner of watercraft ply its waters. There are ferries and tour boats to 

other islands, jet-skis for hire, fishing boats and private yachts. The Main Port, for container and cruise ships 

is well away from the town centre. 

 

  
 

The main street is just a section of the Lini-Kumul Highway that runs right around the island. The northern 

part is devoted to business – banks, foreign exchange, shopping, etc. – while the southern end has more 

tourist facilities, such as bars, restaurants and tour operators. The traffic is slow but continuous – there are no 

traffic lights or pedestrian crossings. Strangely, I never saw anyone riding bicycles or motorcycles. 

 

The nearest thing to public transport are taxi-buses, which are cheap enough per person when they’re fully 

occupied but less so for small numbers of passengers. 

  



 6 

  
 

The building with the ‘Brewery’ sign is a nice bar-restaurant with an open area facing the street. They serve 

all the usual drinks we get at home, plus two beers and a cider that are made locally. 

 

  

 

In the middle of the main street are two iconic symbols of the two economies – the Grand Hotel, which 

houses the larger of the two casinos, and the market. The latter has an area nearest the water where cooked 

food can be obtained very cheaply. 

 

  
 

Next to the casino is a wharf where you can get a ferry to the island of Iririki. However, the whole island is a 

private resort and, in place of a ferry fare, you have to purchase a voucher for 1500 vatu ($16) and spend that 

money in its bars and restaurants. I took a walk around, which turned out to be the nearest thing to a harbour 

cruise that I would ever get. 

 

It’s from here that you realize that the buildings on the main street are actually on a narrow strip of land 

between the water and a cliff. This explains why my resort appeared to be close to the water on a map but, in 

reality, the connection to the main street was a long steep set of concrete steps!  
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The Vanuatu Parliament is unicameral despite numerous attempts over the years to make the Great Council 

of Chiefs an upper house. Near the Parliament is a Chief’s Nabakal where they sometimes meet, usually just 

to drink kava and have a chinwag – but occasional serious meetings are held there, as well. 

 

  
 

So it was that, on my 65
th
 birthday, I boarded a 30-seater Chinese plane to fly one hour south to the island of 

Tanna to see the famous active volcano of Mount Yasur. The airport was small but functional, though I have 

never really liked flying in small planes.  

 

  

 

The island has a population of 20,000 and the volcano is on the far side from the airport, which meant I was 

driven in a 4WD for an hour and a half along pretty rough roads. My guides were evidently delivering 

foodstuffs from the airport to various roadside stalls, which meant we stopped a number of times, but I was 

impressed by the number of schools that we passed. 

 

The journey ended at the Friendly Bungalows, a pleasant but isolated place with its own little beach. I had a 

whole beach-house to myself that would normally accommodate three people, which was quite a change to 

my dog-box in Port Vila. 
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But it was late afternoon by then and time for my appointment with Mt. Yasur – at a mere 360 metres, it is 

overshadowed by its extinct neighbour. Yasur has been active for some 800 years and its glow was seen by 

Captain Cook on his way through the islands. Its last serious eruption was in 1980, killing two people. 

 

  
 

At this end of the island, the roads are less rocky and composed of volcanic soil. At its base are basalt flows 

and also areas of soil, including an area that was washed out when a lake burst its banks in 2000. That event 

destroyed a coastal village, though there was no loss of life. 

 

  
 

You have to walk up some steps to the rim of the volcano and stand well back from it, for obvious reasons. 

By now, it was dark – which is the best time for viewing the eruptions. Every five minutes or so, there would 

be a rumbling like a heavy surf and the flaming cinders would come spewing out. I only stayed around for 

three such displays because it was raining – but I later learned that there are two better vantage points on 

either side which you can get to if you arrive sooner. 

 



 9 

Back in Port Vila, it was raining and my intended harbour cruise was cancelled. I wasn’t too disappointed, as 

I’d seen plenty of the harbour from Iririki, but I booked a tour around the island of Efate for my last day 

there and I was absolutely shattered when the tour bus didn’t come in the morning to collect me. 

 

It turned out that the driver had just forgotten! I did get my money back promptly but I was told that I should 

have booked through the tour operator in the resort. At that late stage, all they could arrange for me was a 

tour of the Ekasup Cultural Village, which was just across the Erakor Lagoon from Port Vila. Thus, I never 

even saw another part of Efate’s coastline. 

 

However, the village had its merits. We were greeted by a guide who led us through the forest, blowing his 

conch shell, until we were suddenly confronted by an armed band of warriors. 

 

  
 

Once the chief was satisfied with your bona fides, we were taken through a series of clearings where our 

guide explained various aspects of their food preservation, trapping, fishing and medicine. As seen below, 

they have falling-cage traps and snares tied to bent saplings. They also have woven lobster pots and they 

knew of a vine that contained a powerful anti-oxidant – when swished in the water around a school of fish, 

the vines would absorb all of the oxygen and the fish would die 

 

  
 

The last stop was the cemetery, where our guide told us about the cannibalism that went on in the old days. 

He also mentioned an island chief who had 100 wives – they had to die when he did to prevent disputes over 

inheritance, so they were knocked out with kava and dispatched. (But they were not eaten, as that was strictly 

for members of other tribes.) 

 

We then entered the actual village through the roots of a banyan tree – this is an inside view, looking 

upward. 

 



 10 

  
 

There, we were treated to some entertainment, including a band playing such instruments as a row of bottles 

and a ‘vertical xylophone’ made of bamboo tubes of different diameters. There’s also a traditional instrument 

which is just a large box with a handle attached to one corner. A single string runs from the end of the handle 

to the centre of the top and the pitch is varied by shifting the angle of the handle. 

 

  

 

Back at the resort (this being a Saturday), there was a reggae band in the early evening followed by a truly 

spectacular Fire Show. You can see a video clip filmed at the actual resort if you search ‘vanuatu fire show’ 

on YouTube and click the first item that comes up. 

 

  
 

Vanuatu is a fine place to visit, as long as you don’t expect it to be cheap or to have all the things we’re used 

to. The people are all well-dressed, well-fed and healthy, and it is said that crime is virtually nonexistent. It’s 

also a very friendly place where people say ‘hello’ as you pass them in the street and, if you spend any time 

with them, they treat you as a good friend. It doesn’t surprise me that some international indices rate Vanuatu 

as the happiest country in the world. 

 


