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Timeline







July – Aug 1774: Captain Cook visits Tanna, names the area ‘New Hebrides’


July 1809: Russian explorer Golovnin visits Tanna


1825: Australian Peter Dillon lands on Tanna to buy sandalwood


1839: Williams and Harris, the first missionaries, arrive on Tanna


1842 Missionaries Turner and Nisbet land on Tanna


1843: Paddon and Towns establish first permanent white settlements in the New Hebrides


1849: Trader Leonard Cory sets up home on Tanna


1858: Missionary John G. Paton arrives on Tanna


1860s – 1904: Sandalwood trade, ‘blackbirding’ natives for the sugar plantations


1874-1877: Blackbirder Ross Lewin and trader Easterbrook murdered: British Navy sent to Tanna to intervene.


1885: First ‘cargo cult’ appears in Fiji


1896: Frank Paton, son of John G., establishes ‘Tanna Law’


1904: ‘White Australia’ policy ends use of native labour – blackbirding comes to a close.


1907: Condominium government established - New Hebrides run jointly by France and Britain


1908, 1909: Tannese use British traders to appeal for government intervention against Tanna Law


1911: Mr Wilkes becomes District Agent on Tanna


1912, 1914: Wilkes gains important concessions for locals from the missionaries


1914: Emergence of the ‘German Wislun’ cult in nearby Papua New Guinea


1918: Wilkes replaced by Nichol


1921: Prince Philip born in Corfu


1922: Prince Philip leaves Corfu in an orange box


1939: Prince Philip meets the 13-year-old Princess Elizabeth


1940: First appearance of Jon Frum


1941: Tannese desert mission churches for Jon Frum dances


Dec. 1941: Japanese bomb Pearl Harbour – forcing USA to enter WWII


Jan 1942: Joe Nalpin’s letter predicts Jon Frum will arrive by aeroplane. 29 Frumists sent to jail in Vila


May 1942: US aeroplanes duly appear – establishing military bases


Oct 1942: US troops sent to Tanna to suppress ‘King’ Neloyiag


1944: Nichol killed by his own truck


1945-50: Exiled Tannese spread Jon Frum to neighbouring islands of Ambrym, Malekula and Pentecost


1947: Frum supporters attack foreign owned stores; Prince Philip marries Princess Elizabeth


1951: Jake Navy and Captain World enter the Jon Frum pantheon


1952: British diplomat mistaken for Noah


1957: USS Yankee lands at Tanna to dispel cultic excitement


Deportees Allowed back; General Nakomaha’s ‘Tanna Army’ march under the US flag.


All 650 of Tanna’s Catholics join Jon Frum


1966: Mr Wilkes receives a pig from the elders of Yaohnanen, and doesn’t give anything back.


1967: Emergence of the Nagriamel Independence movement on Santo


1971: Philip’s first visit to the Pacific


Nagriamel leader Jimmy Stephens meets ‘Phoenix’ founder, the libertarian millionaire Michael Oliver


1973: Corsican Fornelli founds the ‘Focona’ kastom movement on Tanna


1974: Philip’s second visit: sails past Tanna in the Royal Yacht Brittania


Fornelli raises the ‘Focona’ flag on Tanna, revolt suppressed


1976: funded by Phoenix, Jimmy Stephens petitions the UN in New York for support for independence


May 1977: Fornelli, ‘King of Tanna’, issues an ultimatum to HM Queen and President D’Estaing: get out!


September 1978: British officials present a signed photograph of Prince Philip to Yaohnanen


Jan 1980: Nation of Tafea declares independence – coinciding with revolt on Santo.


July 1980: New Hebrides becomes independent Vanuatu






















CHAPTER ONE


Waiting for Something to Happen





PEOPLE on those islands dreaded the west wind, saying it was the wind that blew Pedro Fernández de Quirós, the first white man to reach their shores, four hundred summers before. At bedtime children still were chilled by their grandparents’ tales of the floating houses, filled with pale ghosts, who killed men with their exploding sticks. When the wind blew, they sang special songs to chase it away.


A wind blew me into town, too – a gritty kind that came with blue skies and fast-moving clouds, more like the Mersey than Melanesia. ‘Reminds me of home,’ I murmured as I took my first steps on the island of Tanna. ‘Yes, you will be broken in this place,’ Nako said, pulling me from the path of a slow-moving luggage cart. It would turn out to be an apt pronouncement.


I’d picked up Nako, son of the chief of Yaohnanen village, in the capital, Port Vila, and we’d flown here with a crate of tools to build a school. That was part of the reason for my visit, anyway. I’d paid for Nako’s flights, and the deal was that he’d be my guide and interpreter. It was a challenge to which he’d risen with grave enthusiasm, placing a blazer from Brisbane Girls’ Grammar School over his trademark floral shirt. Nako, like many an enterprising Man Tanna, had been working as a taxi driver in Port Vila until some indistinct episode had relieved him of both vehicle and licence. He was now driving me instead.


In Lenakel, Tanna’s main town, he had us wait several hours under a banyan tree, until a man with one tooth and a T-shirt bearing the legend ‘Maximum Strength’ gave us a ride in a truck. We drove down a sandy seaside road with nothing but churches on either side. Some were sturdy and log-built, seeming to frown upon the ramshackle tin tabernacles of their neighbours, whose wonky signs promised the imminent End of Time. One sign turned out to be a calendar of forthcoming attractions, and I was able to read it as our driver paused to let some goats cross the road. Monday: a talk by Pastor Peter Crean of the Church of the Alive and Descended Christ, Auckland. Tuesday: Ladies’ Circle. Wednesday: ping-pong. If the end was nigh, then it wasn’t as nigh as Wednesday. But it, and all the neighbouring signs and posters, told me something about the Tannese attitude to religion. It was their religions that interested me. And one in particular.


Just before the coastal road began to veer inland, we passed a group of Australian girls, coming screaming from the ocean in their bathing costumes. Nako said they were staying at the Lovely Bungalows. ‘Two thousand five hundred vatu for every night.’ For dark, tribal reasons beyond my ken, Nako possessed a number of crumpled brochures for the Lovely Bungalows in his kitbag, and one was now handed to our driver. I asked him why, but the only thing he’d say was that everything in his village, for a man like myself, would be free. Once I had acknowledged this with a gracious nod – it wasn’t the first gracious nod I’d been required to give on the subject – he asked for several thousand vatu to pay for the truck.


Half an hour of chiefly vertical travel followed, up through folds of rain-fed palms to a village in the air. We dismounted in its nakamal, a huge circular meeting space outside the settlement. Nako cried ‘Lhua!’ in a high-pitched yodel and the surrounding bush turned, dream-like, into a crowd of approaching people: men and women, glistening from their work in the terraced yam gardens. Above us curled banyan trees like gnarled, paternal hands. Behind was Tukosmwera, tooth-like mountain home of gods. It was a dramatic setting. A circle formed around me. Everyone settled down for a good stare. Nako nipped off for a slash.


So this was the Man Ples: the people of the area. They were very black and covered in a film of dust that gave them the appearance of statues. The adults looked strong, and the children looked happy, but they all had great W’s of grey snot on their upper lips, and rattling coughs. The men carried large machetes. What I mainly noticed, though, were the T-shirts.


Yaohnanen lies deep in ‘kastom’ territory. The word is Bislama pidgin, from the English word ‘custom’, and it means the old-school way of doing things. Traditional dress, meaning not much dress at all. Traditional ways, based on exchanging root vegetables and daughters with one’s neighbours at periodic festivals. A dislike of money, a distrust of government, education, imported religion. Kastom also serves to separate certain groups of people from others. The political map shifts hourly, but at the point of my arrival, Yaohnanen’s people were on cool terms with the Christians, who worshipped Christ, and the John Frum cult, who worshipped America. In Yaohnanen, the Duke of Edinburgh was the focus of religious devotion. And that was really why I’d come to Tanna.


Guidebooks to this kidney-shaped isle of eighteen thousand souls spoke of charming villages, whose near-naked inhabitants pursued Stone Age lifestyles with savage joy. They neglected to mention the chilly maritime winds, or the fact that, when not performing rituals, most kastom people made do with hand-me-down clothes from the missions and the NGOs. It was the T-shirt, rather than the grass skirt or the pandanus-leaf penis cover, that most Tannese reached for in the mornings.


And judging by the extensive exhibition of T-shirts I viewed during those first few hours, the folk of Yaohnanen worshipped a number of things besides Prince Philip. Manchester United had a vigorous cult going there – as did Irish teen pop combo BoyZone and the Holy Trinity of Japanese electronics manufacturers. I’d been told by anthropologists who’d worked in the region that it was wrong to think of the Tannese as being some obscure community on the edge of the world. And they were right. Every sunrise, I thought, must bring some representative from ICI, Fox Studios or the Ford Motor Company, keen to hook the locals into some lucrative sponsorship deal.


A small girl with a hazy afro of spun gold presented me with a bunch of wild mandarins. It felt rude to scoff them before this attentive audience, so I offered them around. Everyone laughed. A chunky fellow clapped me on the back and pointed to the trees around the edge of the meeting ground. Their branches hung low with mandarins.


Under intense scrutiny I unzipped one of my bags and withdrew two packages. The first contained lollipops, for the kids. The second contained short, white clay pipes, an essential style accessory for the kastom-conscious dude. I offered one to the man who’d pointed at the trees. He tried to look pleased, at which point I realised I’d offered him a lollipop. I had another go.


There ensued a scene like the opening moments of Harrods’ sale, with men and children clambering over one another in their rush to inspect my wares. A pipe was shattered. A toddler had his lolly snatched from his hands and set up a howl. My new friend took the last remaining pipe – there was a whiff of the demi-monde about this individual, who’d eschewed the traditional T-shirt/shorts combo in favour of a lady’s handbag and the top half of a lemon-coloured safari suit. I saw he was holding the longest pipe – a slightly more ornate affair with the detail of a hand holding the bowl. He patted my hand appreciatively. I wasn’t surprised – I’d meant to give that one to the Chief. Some of the others seemed to realise this, or at least, to share the view that the pipe ought to go somewhere else. Bickering broke out.


Nako, emerging from the bush, shot me a look containing awe as well as annoyance. It took a certain kind of anthropological genius, he seemed to imply, to get a group of people at war with itself in three minutes. I recalled Prince Philip asking that aboriginal elder if they still chucked spears at one another. Give me time, I thought, and I could outgaffe the Duke of Gaffes.


There was a shout from the path that led into the village. Tough little lop-sided Nako stiffened. A thin-limbed old man paced towards us. Dressed in a grey tracksuit top and a faded sarong, he held the hem of the lower garment delicately as he walked, like a Buddhist monk. The villagers stilled. I guessed this was Chief Jack Naiva, last surviving founder of the Prince Philip cult. He glanced at his son Nako and spoke some words to him in the local language.


I couldn’t catch what this old man had said, but it seemed a dry, loveless encounter. I knew Nako was about forty, and had spent some years away from the island. On our shopping trips together in Port Vila, I’d prised out of my guide the information that he sometimes missed his village, and was pleased to be going home. But Nako didn’t look pleased now.


Chief Jack padded closer and the crowd parted. I could see from the way he peered at me that his eyes – ringed with beautiful long lashes – were no longer strong. He gave me a gruff nod, glanced towards the bubble wrap at my feet and made a pronouncement. Within moments every pipe that had been taken up was gently replaced in the bag. Safari Suit gave a shrug, as if to say, ‘Well, it was worth a go,’ before handing back his booty. Somehow he managed to snap the thing in two along the way, earning himself a shrivelling look from the Chief.


When all the other pipes were back at my feet, Chief Jack squatted down, and motioned to me to do the same. He gave me the sort of long, piercing look that suggested he was downloading the contents of my soul for later perusal, and then spoke directly to me in the local tongue. Once again, it was beyond me, and it was a very long speech. When he’d finished, all the men slapped their shins.


‘He says “Hello,”’ Nako translated, squatting at my side.


‘Was that it?’


Nako rolled his eyes. ‘He will raise a big meeting, a big tok-tok, for the Big Men, and the pipes from Philip will be passed into the hands of the Man Ples.’


‘They’re not Philip’s pipes, they’re…’


‘And he says that he had a dream of you.’


‘A dream?’ I’d heard Tanna was a market garden of religious movements, its seers seeking inspiration in dreams and drug-induced reveries. ‘Can I ask him what the dream was?’


‘No.’


The Chief took my hand. His felt like leaves – cool and dry. And then he spoke in Bislama, the English-based pidgin that helps the people of the Vanuatu archipelago, with their eighty islands and their 118 languages, understand one another. ‘Bilip,’ he said. ‘Me wantem come.’


Philip. I want him to come.


It sounded aggrieved, as if Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, King of the World and son of the local mountain god, was pushing it a bit and the Chief had had enough. Then he tapped the ground and pointed at me. What brought you here? ‘Long story,’ I said. They understood, because the words mean the same in Bislama. And they laughed at that, and settled down around us on logs and stones, in that windy, dusty meeting ground, rubbing their hands. Down Tanna way, they love a long story.





It was 1982 when Prince Philip rode in a train to Manchester, passing right by my bedroom window, and waved at me.


A little of the above is true. The Duke of Edinburgh certainly went to Manchester, to deliver a speech at Salford University. There was a train line to Manchester that went past my bedroom window, too, but Philip travelling on a train and waving out of it at me was just a family joke, something my parents said in the weeks before the royal visit, probably because they couldn’t imagine anything more ridiculous than Prince Philip being friendly to us.


It caught my eleven-year-old imagination, though. There were shades of The Railway Children in the idea, of the mysterious stranger who changes the children’s lives merely by clattering by on the 8.15 to Charing Cross and waving; the wider, childhood fantasy of greatness singling you out with its twiggy finger.


For that reason, rather than any precocious interest in global politics, I found myself following what happened on that trip of Philip’s to Salford University. It was there, during his Vice-Chancellor’s address, that he said one of the downsides of eradicating disease and hunger was more disease and hunger.


I thought it made some sense. Drugs lower immune systems. Rising populations lead to epidemics and food shortages. My form teacher – who’d been nurturing in me an interest in anthropology by loaning me books containing pictures of bare-breasted tribeswomen – confirmed this. It was a point, he said, so old hat among population experts that nobody even debated it any more. For everyone else, though, it represented Prince Philip’s personal attack upon the poor and the hungry. I noticed nobody was really interested in discussing what Philip said. They just seemed to enjoy being angry about it.


My mum, a keen observer of matters monarchy-related, said it had always been so. Long before my birth, Prince Philip had been spotted by Enoch Powell, making faces in the gallery of the House of Commons. Politicians on both sides of the House had then united, briefly, in telling the Duke to get lost. They’d called him a ‘useless reactionary arrogant parasite’, she told me, the ‘most well-paid social security claimant in Britain’. The Speaker had even had to order them to tone down their language. So Philip was damned for getting involved, damned for doing nothing.


Children are preoccupied with fairness, perhaps because they often feel short-changed by the adult world. I felt Philip wasn’t getting a fair deal, and I felt it was sad that no one stuck up for him. Moving on from that position, I became curious about the personality that made so many so very angry. My interest in him, in itself, seemed to make such people even angrier, and some prickly part of me decided, in turn, that this was quite fun.


This was 1982, the year after Prince Charles married Diana Spencer, and there was still a backwash of monarchy-related cargo swilling around the town’s charity shops and jumble sales. Before long, I’d kitted out my room with a Prince Philip poster, a dozen cellophane flags and a fine collection of illustrated books. It was in perusing the more detailed of these that I discovered Philip to be far from the figure he was widely thought to be. ‘Phil the Greek’ wasn’t Greek. He was posh, certainly, but he’d experienced a bleak childhood, shunted between his eccentric European relatives, who included Nazis and friends of Freud. His mother had turned into a mystic, his dad bequeathed him a suit and razor before dying in the arms of his mistress. But no one ever mentioned these things.


I started to think we’d be friends. I was the kind of boy whose classmates convulsed with laughter whenever he spoke up. I knew why, because I’d inherited from my parents a certain curious, old-fashioned way of speaking, and using words from books, and it set me apart, set all of us apart as a family, from most of the people in the town where we lived. ‘We seek to purchase,’ my father once informed a Dixon’s sales assistant, as he accompanied me on an end-of-summer pencil-case-replenishing trip, ‘a calculator of which robustity is a salient feature.’ What can you do when you’re living in Southport, Merseyside, and it’s 1982, and your dad talks like that?


My brother went blissfully the other way, acquiring a fishtail parka and such a ferociously strong local accent that even the locals had trouble understanding him. I dug my heels in, though, and looked for a standard to carry into battle, and it was the Duke of Edinburgh. Unpopular, posh, misunderstood and mocked, like me. I wrote to him. He didn’t reply. I wrote to Jim’ll Fix It, too, and they did write back. But they said fixing that sort of thing – tea in the Palace with the Duke – was beyond them. But I didn’t care. We didn’t really need to meet. We shared a bond, brothers in obscurity.


Over time, adolescent self-absorption guaranteed I had less time for Duke worship. I changed schools, and some sensible part of me realised that one could not be a card-carrying Prince Philip fan at a Northern boys’ school in the eighties and hope to live. The royal posters came down, and were replaced by images of Lenin and mushroom clouds, both of which you could purchase in Woolworth’s at the time.


But the eighties to the mid-nineties was a golden age for the Duke of Edinburgh, a period during which he racked up, among others, the Chinese (slitty eyes), the Hungarians (pot bellies), the Solomon Islanders (out of their minds) and the Scots (drink-driving/alcoholics) as sworn enemies. With the rest of the population, I experienced a certain delicious outrage at his comments. I realised we all rather looked forward to hearing news of his latest public pratfall, decidedly more than we did to royal nuptials or the endless births of their offspring or their trips to Spalding to open spinal injuries units.


Then one day, as I sat in a draughty East Anglian lecture hall, something reawoke my love affair with this unlovable duke. We undergraduate anthropologists were watching a BBC film made on Tanna that told the remarkable story of the John Frum cult, and one of the interviewees was a sharp-eyed, bony individual with red feathers in his hair. This man – I’d later discover he was Tuk Noao, a legendary Tannese philosopher-speech-maker – spoke of how his body contained a white man and a black man, happily co-existing. He kept a special hut with a typewriter and a chair to cater to his European side. And behind him, throughout the interview, yet never mentioned or highlighted, was a signed photograph of Prince Philip.


At the end of the film I asked the lecturer about the photograph. And she gave an embarrassed giggle and said, ‘Yes, they’ve got a bit of a Prince Philip cult going there.’ The idea of Prince Philip, widely regarded as a racist buffoon, being worshipped on this far-flung island of black men, proved so intriguing that I couldn’t leave it at that. What circumstances had caused this man of Tanna to have a signed picture of Philip in his hut? How did it fit into his idea of white and black united in the one body? My lecturer became evasive – I think she just wanted her lunch – but she suggested a couple of books. And they told me even less. It was one cult, in an area full of them. Its members held the Duke of Edinburgh in special regard. End of story.


Over the remainder of that year I asked all the other anthropology staff what they could tell me. Like the first one, they became shifty. They’d try to divert my attention towards safer territory: the pangolin cult of the Lele tribe, the insulting oral poetry bouts of the Inuit. My tutor even said to me, in that feverish month before my finals, ‘You have to stop mentioning this Prince Philip stuff in every essay. You won’t get any marks for it. And why are you so obsessed?’


I couldn’t really answer him, at least not when I had to memorise an article entitled ‘Symbolic Hair’ before Wednesday. But it was a fair question. A perverse, geeky preoccupation, I suppose, with discovering the truth behind what passed as truth. The same contrariness, the same irascible quality that led me once to tack Prince Philip posters to my bedroom walls, fired me up about this cult of his. It wasn’t enough just to know it was there. Why was it there? What did it do for the people who’d invented it?


There were newspaper articles from time to time, most of them calling it an offshoot of the John Frum, America-worshipping affair on the other side of Tanna, and always identifying it as a ‘cargo cult’. Like a score of other native movements that had unsettled the Pacific region since the 1880s, the islanders were said to be waiting for some huge shipment of fridges, guns, trucks and washing machines to appear over the horizon. They didn’t understand money and shops, they just coveted the white man’s goods (usually alongside wanting the white man to bugger off home) and thought they could get them through some messianic version of Sale of the Century, compered by the Duke of Edinburgh. Even the Royal Family’s website described it pretty much that way.


And there was nothing that went further, nothing asking why. The accepted view, however politely expressed, was that the Tannese were just barking mad. Obscure, mud-bespattered tribesmen, deluded by their home-grown drugs, oblivious to the mocking cries of the world, just waiting for princes and white goods to fall from the sky. It struck me that we wouldn’t show such a lack of curiosity about any other group of people. No other faith or native movement on the face of the earth, however bizarre its claims, would warrant such stark indifference.


I wrote to Prince Philip twice again, once receiving a brush-off from his secretary, once a packet of archive material relating to the time the Royal Family first became aware of the cult, in 1978. It told me that some people on Tanna believed Philip to be the son of the god who inhabited their local mountain. He’d gone away, but would return, and when he did, miracles would occur. But this account was still full of question marks.


It did, however, make me realise that Prince Philip knew even less about the cult than me. And it struck me as sad that he’d never been to the island. He’d travelled the world in his yacht, I’d come to understand that the South Pacific occupied a special place in his heart – and I did believe he had one – yet the village where they worshipped him, the one place where this unpopular figure was loved, lay behind an invisible cordon of protocol. Poor Philip, condemned to open rural health centres and pumping stations, stand stiffly to the anthems of nations whose very names make his eyelids droop, to be Queen’s Consort, never King, and yet to have a kingdom he could never see. What the Prince needed was an Anthropologist Royal, someone who could go to Tanna and root out the truths he could not.


Trying to please some distant father figure – that’s how a Freudian analyst friend described my mission. My dad enjoyed the sort of 1930s boyhood that rather terrified me when I read about it in books: forever scrumping apples, rigging up wirelesses from discarded rubbish, foraging for bits of shot-down aeroplanes. It pained him to see me lounging on the sofa or drifting through rooms in a trance. I sometimes asked my dad why the mere sight of me made him so cross. ‘You just look like you’re waiting for something to happen!’ he bristled.


Waiting for something to happen. And it was that phrase that boomed in my head, like gong, bell and monk’s mantra, when I first learned about the Philippists. Here were people whose whole religious outlook was built upon waiting. Waiting for Prince Philip to return to Tanna, waiting for his arrival to usher in a utopia. Waiting year after year for events which, logic and reason and facts dictated, would never ever happen. As I sat in front of the Chief, my father’s words came back on the sea-wind. I’d been waiting for something to happen, too. It was this.


A crowd of expectant tribal faces gathered around me in the meeting–place, most of them now chomping on lollipops. A chilly wind had started to blow through the trees, and the man in the safari suit helpfully set light to a heap of damp leaves just right of my elbow. ‘Fire,’ he said – as if I might be in doubt. Which I could have been, because the arrangement did nothing except waft yellow, choking smoke into my face. Overcoming a paroxysm of coughing, I got up and moved. Wrinkled with concern, my new friend simply kicked the fire to one side, so I was still within its suffocating orbit.


‘Can I ask more questions now?’ I croaked at Nako.


‘Oh yes,’ he said solemnly. ‘Here you will get the special knowledge of the Prince Philip.’ Nako spoke a form of English that was not so much broken, as decoratively bruised. But I’d be relying on it heavily over the coming weeks. With everyone else, I’d be required to speak pidgin, or fall back on the two hundred-odd words of the local tongue I’d memorised before I flew out.


‘Right, excellent. I want to know when…’ Something about doing anthropology, even as an amateur, obliges you to talk in a firm, British-Consul-taking-no-nonsense voice, like Ronald Coleman seeing off a horde of Pathans. ‘…when you first knew about Prince Philip.’


The Chief’s eyes widened in horror.


‘You cannot ask that,’ Nako said.


‘Erm. OK. Why not?’


Nako seemed about to add something, but he was interrupted.


‘We have always known him,’ Chief Jack replied, in a quavering, slightly indignant voice. ‘We knew him in Wolwatu.’


World War Two. ‘That was when you first learned about Prince Philip?’ It didn’t fit with what I’d understood previously, but it was possible. Perhaps some Tanna lads, assisting with the American war effort in Port Vila, could have picked up the odd news report of Prince Philip’s distinguished naval career. Mentioned in dispatches for his deft use of the searchlight during the Battle of Matapan. A naval legend, for his cunning ruse off the coast of Sicily, when he diverted enemy shells away from HMS Wallace by attaching a flaming raft to the back of the ship. An all-action chap, Philip, the very kind they admired on Tanna.


‘No,’ Chief Jack replied firmly. ‘Maybe some people like Kowiya, down in Yakel, took the truth then. But it has always been ours.’ Sitting next to him, Nako nodded. They made an odd pair: the lean, ascetic holy man and his son, who looked like the sort of sailor destined to spend his shore leave in a prison cell. ‘It was ours, and we knew he was our god from before everything. But it is better not to talk about it.’


‘Why do you say Philip is your god?’


Chief Jack embarked upon a long answer, but I didn’t grasp much of it. I’d gone to extreme lengths to find a lexicon of the local language, and boned up on this before leaving the UK, as well as learning Bislama. The Chief seemed to have his own version of both these tongues, however, and he mingled them at will. I did catch a few words here and there. Captain Cook. Mr Wilkes and Mr Wilkie. America. All of them little beacons in the stormy history of Tanna’s contact with white men. But pointing where?


Perhaps, I thought, we should begin with more concrete matters – tabernacles, sacred sites and forms of worship. ‘Can I see the place where you worship him?’ I asked. ‘Is there a place?’


‘You will see everything,’ Chief Jack assured me. ‘Nako has brought you to the place.’ He gave his son a curt nod, and the effect of it was to relax him considerably. My guide wasn’t given to overt displays of bonhomie, at least not with me, but now Nako patted me on the back in a chummy way.


‘My father will show everything now.’


‘Great,’ I said, springing to my feet and going over to my bags. I would need my cameras for this. On the series of long flights around the globe, I’d had no need for the movies or the on-tap music, but been swathed delectably in dreams of what I’d discover on the smoky slopes of Tanna. Bamboo tabernacles filled with royal mugs and Jubilee cake tins, Union Jacks guarded by spear-wielding tribesmen, a miniature Buckingham Palace on stilts. But I’d never imagined it would be so easy.


‘What are you doing?’ Nako called over. I glanced up. Everyone was still seated, staring at me with the sort of bug-eyed affrontedness you receive if your mobile phone goes off at the opera.


‘I’m just getting my…’ my voice trailed away. ‘I thought we were going to look at…’


‘Not now,’ Chief Jack said. He shook his head, appalled at my carryings-on. ‘Now it is time for kava.’


I sat back down to a chorus of rolled eyes and quiet tutting. Rather like English country ladies responding to a queue jumper in the garden centre, they weren’t about to say I’d committed an offence, but they were certainly going to let me know. Men began to fetch long, green kava roots from the gardens just behind, while the women were shooed away so that the real business could begin. The wind picked up some more and the boys brought firewood.


The man in the safari suit introduced himself as Siyaka. He had the wide, agreeable face of a teddy bear, a clipped beard and a dead bird in his pocket. He showed the bird to me. I wasn’t quite sure what reaction was expected, but I knew the word for bird in the Kwamera language, so I thought I’d impress him.


Siyaka screamed. He called his mates over and told me to repeat what I’d just said.


‘Why are you speaking Kwamera?’ asked a silver-haired gentleman in a vest celebrating Iron Maiden’s 1987 tour of the Benelux countries.


‘I learnt some before I came here,’ I declared proudly, ‘so that we could understand one another better.’


‘We don’t speak Kwamera,’ Siyaka said joyously. ‘We speak Nauvhal.’


This was troubling. But Tanna, an island just eighteen kilometres in length, had six of its own languages. It struck me that, in a place so small, the tongues ought to be mutually intelligible.


‘We can understand it,’ Siyaka conceded. ‘But we don’t like it much.’


‘Bleh bleh bleh,’ added the man in the vest. ‘See? Not like our language.’


So I’d spent three months learning a complex language that was not only not spoken in the Yaohnanen area, but actively disapproved of. I trusted this would be the last major error. I was wrong to.


‘Most white men come to stay with old Chief Kowiya,’ Siyaka said, stuffing the bird back into his pocket. Its leg remained poking out at a wild angle, like a ghastly lapel badge.


‘Well, actually, I’ve got to….’


I was distracted as the bird began to seep some morbid discharge across the front of Siyaka’s jacket. ‘Maybe Kowiya used magic,’ Siyaka said, ‘to make you learn the wrong language, so you’d have to stay with him.’


‘Does Chief Kowiya speak Kwamera then?’


‘No. Anyway, what’s up there is stronger than anything Kowiya’s got.’ Siyaka pointed to the jagged mountain behind him and winked.


At this point, Nako told me the kava was ready, urging me to cross the floor of the meeting place with him. I did as I was bidden, but not with a light heart. Tanna’s kava had a formidable reputation throughout Melanesia – there were fourteen varieties on the island, some of them so strong they could turn you into a flying fox. Or at least make you believe this. And I did, to be frank, nurture the odd reservation about taking a hitherto-untried narcotic in a mountain village many thousands of miles from home, surrounded by machete-wielding cultists.


As it turned out, the kava wasn’t ready, but Nako led me over to watch the production line, where my insight into the preparation process gave me additional cause for concern. On some islands, and in the commercial kava bars of Port Vila, the fibrous root was milled in a mincing machine, then mixed with rain water. The men of Tanna viewed this approach in much the way that connoisseurs of Château Lafite might view the manufacture of fizzy Lambrusco. Their kava was carefully scrubbed with coconut fibre to remove the harmful alkaloids, hacked into chunks and then chewed by virgin boys. The resultant mixture of saliva, mud and fibre was strained through a mesh, mixed with water from a petrol can and then drunk straight from a coconut shell.


I realised, while watching the preparations, how very much the people must value the end product. No society, for sure, would sink that amount of labour into a bowl of muddy boy-spit, if it didn’t get them most regally fuck-faced. It was more serious than that, though. The women were banished from the area while the work went on, forbidden, Nako told me, to even look at the roots, let alone taste of their bounty. In the past, he said, a touch wistfully, any woman who broke the taboo was buried up to her neck in the earth. Nowadays the women scooted around the sides of the nakamal on thickly screened paths – the only penalty for incursion, if the blokes were so inclined, being a quick biff on the head with a kava plant. And the men, too, had their privations to observe. Virgin boys could handle the product at will, but a married man must take great care not to touch the masticated mass of kava pulp, for fear of losing his sexual and physical powers.


The Chief now urged me to drink. Each Tannese village, I knew, possessed a stock of important ritual and political titles, handed out to boys and girls in infancy. You took your kava according to your place in this often rather fluid hierarchy, but, as a great courtesy, I was waved forward for the first slug. I had, in fact, approached fist-fights in pub toilets, picked up girlfriends from abortion clinics, with greater enthusiasm than I felt at that moment. Across the floor of the meeting place, Siyaka flashed me another wink.


I glanced back at Mount Tukosmwera, wondering what Siyaka’s earlier comment had meant, then was directed to swallow the contents of the shell in one gulp. My throat had different ideas, though, and caused me to spray a liberal portion over the ground and the feet of the men standing closest to me. Everyone nodded approvingly. I had made an excellent tamafa, Nako said, in a low voice.


‘Thanksh,’ I replied carefully. The kava – a distant relative of the pepper plant – tasted of medicated clay, not unlike that stuff that dentists like to fill your mouth with before starting a conversation with you. It numbed everything in its path, lips, tongue, throat, oesophagus and finally the entirety of my being. A fierce-looking man, all muscles and moustache in a tight Wallabies singlet, handed me something like a warm piece of moon rock.


‘Wassit?’ I asked blearily.


‘Nuhunu,’ he answered gruffly.


Staring at the object in my hand, I dimly recalled having heard the word before. Kirk Huffman, an anthropologist with decades of experience in the area, had kindly briefed me when I’d passed through Sydney. A sprite-like presence, with dapper suits and a conquistador beard, he’d given me a crash course in Tannese etiquette in the coffee bar of a museum. ‘The nuhunu’s a little bit of cooked food – you eat it straight after the kava. Means you get some dinner inside you before your appetite goes.’


I sniffed at the piece of moon rock and found it to be vaguely like a potato. I took a mouthful, but was unable to swallow it. I wandered to the edge of the bush to spit it out unseen. The fierce-looking man joined me there – he reminded me of a former PE teacher – and let out a string of terrifying howls and whoops into the undergrowth. Eventually these echoed back, but in different form, as if further PE teachers in distant valleys were simultaneously comparing scores for the high jump. I turned round. Some sizeable stretch of time seemed to have gone by without my realising it. A silent awards ceremony was taking place in the nakamal – each man being called up to take his shell, more kava being strained and decanted, and the whole thing conducted in whispers as the sun slowly faded away. I felt as if we were all suspended in glue.


‘Everybody is quiet in the nakamal,’ Siyaka hissed. ‘No speak.’ He promptly stubbed his toe on a jagged log and swore loudly. When someone lobbed a stick at him, he dropped his voice. ‘Everybody listen to the kava.’


Rubbing his injured toe with one hand, he pointed to his kinsmen, like an exhibition of statues in stock-still poses around the meeting place. Some sat in pairs or threes, some alone. How could they be so calm? I wondered. The kava was writhing in my ribcage now, like a gecko with a rash. I wanted to bellow, to hop from foot to foot, tear off my clothes and swoop down through the trees to the crashing sea.


And then, just as suddenly, I wanted to do none of the above. It wasn’t that I couldn’t move, or speak, so much as that I’d lost all desire to. If I did anything – scratched my ear, or flexed my jaw – I found that, seconds later, I’d frozen in the act, lost upon a wind of thoughts so loud, so clear they seemed to come from outside myself. I was listening, I guessed, to the kava.


And it asked me what I knew. What I hoped to know before I went away again. I knew there’d been a dispute here on Tanna, when a visiting official forgot to reciprocate a gift. That was in 1966, the same year Prince Philip said British women didn’t know how to cook. And while the ladies of the UK were being outraged, the elders of one small Tannese village made their own wounded feelings known in a series of cryptic pronouncements. They referred to a broken clay pipe, and asked when it would be mended. They said they wanted something from the white man’s world, but which belonged to them. The British government took eleven years to work out what they were on about. And then it made amends, in a most surprising way.


I glanced around the darkening space. Nothing but trees and rocks and logs. So did they really do any worshipping here? Did they, as other Melanesian cultists had done, march in military formation or speak on ‘telephones’ made of creeper vines to summon the Prince and his cargo. What was the cargo, anyway – simple stuff like axes and bush knives? Laptops and trucks to put them on a par with Western whites? Or tanks and guns to chase them into the sea?


Captain Cook. Mr Wilkes and Mr Wilkie. America.


I sensed something vital in the Chief’s answer. It didn’t seem a coincidence that I’d brought with me several history books, to study whenever I wasn’t asking questions. The kastom men lived long, but their memories were longer, and the roots of the cult of Prince Philip would surely trail right back to the first instances of contact between black and white. I would be looking there, just as I would be looking in the reed huts and the smoky nakamals of the present. I prayed the wind blowing now was not a westerly. That it was a kind one, one that would send me to the right places, without the fear that met the first white faces on Tanna’s shores.


‘Me likem you,’ hissed an urgent voice among the trees. It was the big, awkward man, Siyaka. And I liked him too – not least because he broke things and bumped into things and was always being shouted at by everyone else. I said so, in a roundabout way, and he slapped me on the back, a move that left me gasping for breath.


‘Perhaps you are the other half of me,’ he said, explaining that all Tanna men had a doppelganger, sometimes on the other side of the earth, whose strength and brain power they could dip into by spiritual means. That was why they were so strong, why the Americans had wanted to recruit them, above all other islanders, during the war. It was why Tanna men and white men had a secret bond. ‘Why are you smiling?’ he asked.


‘I’ve just started work.’
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