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      This is a true story. The names of most of the people involved are changed. But the roles they played are not. All of the events portrayed can be fully validated from reports, letters, photos, notes and newspaper clippings.

      This story relates past events. But abusive behaviour by individuals and public institutions, and harassment suffered by ‘whistleblowers’ who try to stop that behaviour, continue to this day. We believe publication of the Keravat story is in the public interest. We hope our story will encourage anyone in a similar situation to act ‘in the best interests’ of those they are responsible for and challenge those who would abuse their official positions to exploit others or suppress the truth.

      We have recorded events and recreated actual conversations from authentic documentation and have done so to the best of our knowledge and recollection. We recognise that other people’s memories of the events related in this book may in good faith be different. No damage, hurt or invasion of privacy is intended to any person living or dead.

      Technological and social change happens fast. Many everyday activities were performed quite differently in the 1980s, before mobile phones, electronic files and the internet. That was also a time when sexual abuse was mostly a hidden secret and people with power could often act with impunity. The scandals of physical, psychological and sexual abuse of young people that were to engulf religious orders, charitable institutions, government, political parties and the entertainment industry still lay in the future.  And the typical psychological impacts of such abuse that can lead victims to blame themselves and not to expose perpetrators were not yet well understood.

      Sexual terminology was different too. The word ‘gay’ was widely used only within homosexual society. For most people, ‘homosexual’ was a neutral description. ‘Queer’ was considered a pejorative term for male homosexuals that liberal people mostly avoided using.

      Keravat operated as a two-year government academy to prepare small numbers of top secondary school graduates for potential tertiary education. We felt Keravat’s formal designation as a ‘national high school’ could mislead readers outside Papua New Guinea about its institutional nature, while more descriptive titles such as ‘sixth-form college’ would be clumsy and unfamiliar to PNG readers. To avoid confusion, we have used the terms ‘Keravat College’ and ‘Colleges Division’ throughout.

      To this day, there are several alternative spellings for the location of the college. We have used ‘Keravat’, the spelling prevalent during our time there.

      All images are sourced from the authors’ own collection, unless credited to another source.
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1 Curious Encounters (John)


        

      

    

    
      ‘Oh look!’ exclaimed Martin. ‘There’s one of the students. Pull over, Chris.’

      The wide commercial street was lined with dusty shops and offices, all closed on Sunday. Few people were around. Two teenage boys were walking quietly along one side of the road. They hadn’t seen us yet.

      Martin rolled down his window, leaned out, and called a name. One boy stiffened, then slowly turned around to face the car. He didn’t look happy.

      ‘Come over here,’ Martin urged. ‘I haven’t seen you in ages.’

      Martin was the inspector responsible for professional standards at the college where we would work. In fact, he was responsible for those standards at all four of Papua New Guinea’s colleges. We felt thrilled that such a senior officer had personally come to the airport to meet us, in a private car and on Sunday. While his friend Chris drove us from airport to hotel, Martin told us about the colleges, the students and his own role. He explained that indigenous Papua New Guinean staff were generally referred to as ‘nationals’. Teachers from overseas like us, usually referred to as ‘expats’, made up almost all college teaching staff and still played leading roles in most secondary schools. Other expats held senior roles throughout the economy and government.

      We felt hot. The lightweight business clothing we had donned for the flight into PNG (as everyone called the country) had turned out to be far too warm for the intense afternoon sun.

      Our hosts were dressed more sensibly in colourful short-sleeved tropical shirts and light slacks. Both were handsome men in their thirties. Martin was lean, with blond hair, fair skin and penetrating eyes. Chris was darker and stockier.

      Everything so far had been friendly and novel. Martin was an enthusiastic informant, more like a knowledgeable tour guide than a senior official. It seemed only natural that he would take an opportunity to casually greet and talk with a college student.

      The young man, a striking dark-skinned national, walked slowly towards us. His friend hung back. When the young man reached the car, Martin stretched out through the open window, took his hand, and held that in his own hands all the time they talked.

      Martin introduced us as new college teachers who had just arrived. He asked how the young man was getting on and how his friends were doing. The boy answered only in quiet monosyllables. He seemed embarrassed and barely looked at us. Martin stroked his hand, then let go and said goodbye.

      The car pulled off. Surprised by what we had seen, we were silent. Sensing our discomfort, Martin explained that Papua New Guineans often behaved quite differently from people in Western countries. For example, boys and men often held hands, just as friendly behaviour. And most nationals were shy with strangers, especially people from overseas.

      Conversation resumed. We soon arrived at our hotel. Martin advised that a driver would collect us straight after lunch tomorrow to start our induction programme at Education Department offices. We unloaded our luggage, said goodbye and thanks, and checked in.

      The hotel was decidedly basic. Our room and its sparse furnishings didn’t rate a single star, let alone the advertised two. The ceiling fan operated a ‘go-slow’ and made little impact on the oppressive heat. The walls of our room were thin, unpainted plywood partitions. Their lowest section comprised only metal poles linked by wire mesh, leaving our room open to the corridor near floor level. Our only illumination was whatever dim light seeped through that wire mesh.

      Two slim single beds with threadbare linen and rock-hard pillows squeezed a small table. Opposite stood a single upright wooden chair and a crude plywood cupboard with a clothes rail but no hangers. The bathroom was down the corridor. But the place was clean and the staff obliging. And we were determined to remain upbeat and positive. After all, we could hardly expect a developing nation to offer luxury accommodation to mere college teachers.

      After a long flight, we would have enjoyed a walk. But Martin and Chris had told us that ‘Moresby’ (as everyone called Port Moresby, PNG’s capital) was not safe to move around in, especially at night. Barred windows and wire fencing around the hotel confirmed that advice. With darkness falling tropically fast, staying in seemed wise.

      The lobby boasted a telephone for guest use. While Elisa unpacked, I called Gus to confirm our arrival. Gus lived 800 kilometres away on the Keravat College campus where we would work.

      I knew telephone calls were expensive, so I didn’t plan to talk for long. Gus had written that he was in fact lucky even to have a home phone. But after updating Gus on our journey, I couldn’t help relating our experience with Martin. Wasn’t his behaviour with that student odd?

      Gus didn’t mince words. Yes, Martin was homosexual. So were some of the other expatriates working for the Education Department. More conservative college staff didn’t like that, and there were rumours about teachers and Education Department officers behaving unethically with students. No proof had emerged though. PNG was by law and belief strongly Christian, and sex between males was illegal. So homosexuals needed to be careful. Martin was a lively character who was probably just showing off where it seemed safe.

      We agreed we were liberally minded people with no aversion to homosexual relationships between consenting adults. Neither of us wanted to dwell on that topic, so talk turned to our future at the college. ‘Remember life is different here,’ Gus signed off. ‘It’s often hard to get things done. Pushing hard does no good. Just be patient and friendly and try to develop a practical solution to any problem that comes up.’

      

      After a basic but healthy breakfast next morning, our first priority was to buy local currency. We were directed to a bank just around the corner. A young national man came to the counter to assist us. He had a warm pleasant manner but seemed unfamiliar with the calculations needed to convert our foreign currency. When the young man finished counting out PNG money and presented a paper for signature, I checked the result. He had made a mistake. I pointed that out, in a friendly way. The young man first looked upset. Then he dropped out of sight below the counter! We stood surprised and waited for him to come back up. He didn’t.

      What was going on? After some moments I stretched over the counter to see. No one there. The young man must have crept away, keeping out of sight.

      Unsure what to do next, we waited again. After a few minutes someone else came over — an expat this time, who acted like a supervisor. After our explanation, he apologised for the mistake, corrected the paperwork and counted out the correct sum of money. I stressed that we hadn’t minded the mistake but wondered why the young man had hidden from us and crept away. Did he fear punishment of some sort? The man laughed. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Just embarrassed that he made a mistake and too ashamed to face you after that. You’ll get used to it.’

      It was still mid-morning, but already hot. No wonder PNG business dress meant short-sleeved shirts with shorts or light slacks for men, and loose summer dresses for women. Armed with our new currency, we set out to buy suitable clothing. We found most of what we needed in a cluttered shop a few blocks from our hotel, run (like most shops, we found out later) by a Chinese woman. While she packed our purchases, we told her that we had walked to her shop. She was dismayed. ‘Not safe here!’ she declaimed. ‘Too many rascals. Don’t walk around!’

      We left cheerfully with our packages. ‘Rascals’ didn’t sound too menacing. What did she mean? Perhaps she was joking with us. But to be on the safe side, we decided to take her warning seriously and warily retreated to the hotel for lunch and our scheduled pickup.

      Our car materialised well after the promised time. The driver spoke little English. After we arrived at the Education Department, we asked our ‘instructors’ for the week — two young national men — if anything had gone wrong. No, it was just ‘PNG time’; don’t expect things to happen punctually. How was the hotel? Fine, we said. Did we have everything we needed? We described our shopping trip, and the joke about ‘rascals’. ‘No joke!’ they quickly explained. ‘Rascals’ were not the mischievous but harmless characters that English word suggested — they were aggressive criminals, often violent and sometimes armed. We were learning fast.

      The first day of the induction programme — a broad orientation — proved fascinating. Explanations, handouts and a documentary film explained the history and geography of this newly independent nation. Landforms, people and cultural practices were incredibly diverse. Airstrips, not roads, linked the few real towns. Many places remained several days’ hard walk from any sign of ‘civilisation’ and millions of villagers had little contact with the outside world.

      In fact, PNG was almost a last frontier. As late as 1930, much of the country was still unknown to outsiders. Sovereignty came in a rush in 1975, hastened by a politically embarrassed Australian colonial administration. Famously, flag-raising ceremonies failed in some towns where locals felt unready for national independence and defiantly hoisted the Australian flag back up.

      Independence found the new nation flush with generous aid funds but lacking qualified and trained people in almost every field. Many able officials and businesspeople from colonial times had left. Government administration relied on a mix of expatriates who had stayed on, new recruits like us, and inexperienced locals.

      We learned about Melanesian culture. Collective membership of a clan or tribe shaped people’s behaviour. Everyone was expected to help any member of their group who asked for food, money or favours. ‘Payback’ for perceived wrongs committed by a different tribal group — meaning revenge, often violent and sometimes fatal — was another key cultural trait. And that payback could be legitimately inflicted on any member of the offending group, even someone unaware of the original incident. To our Western eyes, PNG seemed strange, colourful and dangerous. It would certainly be different from anywhere else we had lived.

      Our students would be different too. Two universities were only just getting started, along with a few technical institutes. A mere 800 secondary school graduates, 16 or older, were chosen by competitive examination each year to attend four two-year colleges where all instruction proceeded in the English language. Localisation — replacement of expats by trained nationals — was an aspiration, not a reality. In every professional and technical field, including higher education, PNG still depended heavily on expats.

      But unlike in many ex-colonies, here nationals generally felt positive towards expatriates and valued their contributions. Our professional challenge would be to transfer our skills and knowledge to highly motivated students and novice teachers. So not just a teaching job, but a great opportunity to participate in positive change and development. We felt good about that.

      

      At the hotel that night, Elisa and I reflected on the six years since we met at Leeds University as leaders of ecological groups. We had soon married and enthusiastically started work in education. But teaching in northern England in the 1970s frustrated us. Many students showed little interest in classroom learning. Quality of life in a crowded island felt constrained, while the British economy struggled under high inflation and frequent industrial disputes.

      Young, well-qualified and adventurous, we wanted to travel and work overseas. Convinced that ecological catastrophe would punish a careless human race, probably sooner not later, we looked for somewhere remote, thinly populated and able to feed itself. And somewhere that needed qualified English-speaking teachers. Not many places met all those criteria. An advertisement in the overseas section of The Times Educational Supplement seeking a pair of teachers just like us turned out to be for the Falkland Islands, which seemed a little too remote!

      Another advertisement from the New Zealand High Commission sounded more enticing. A prompt interview in London proved decisive. We eagerly accepted their offer of a fresh start in an uncrowded country with a positive reputation. But to our surprise, we found the teaching environment not much different from England, while the New Zealand economy struggled with the same high inflation and frequent industrial disputes. Worse, many cultural facilities we had taken for granted in England didn’t exist in Invercargill (the remote small city we were posted to). Everyone was friendly enough, but they had extended families, local interests and long-standing social networks. As a childless couple in our energetic twenties with unconventional habits like cycle-touring, we felt out on a limb.

      I didn’t like my job much either. The headmaster started the year by advising the staff where to buy new canes to discipline misbehaving boys and announced that all male teachers would be expected to coach a Saturday rugby team. I had never even played rugby, and I wasn’t keen to cane anyone. I ended up as the supervisor for smallbore rifle shooting —something new that I had to learn about — and decided that on principle I wouldn’t buy or use a cane.

      Another new recruit from England arrived at my school. Gus Gale was introduced at a Monday staff meeting as an experienced science teacher and (probably more impressive, for the headmaster at least) a former rugby lock. He looked tall, formidable and distinguished. We shook hands briefly at tea break.

      That Friday, it was time for ‘in-service training’. Deputy headmaster Jim Smithers had roped me in for a series of lunchtime sessions at which novice teachers (we had three first-years on our staff) would share experience and ideas. ‘John, I know you’ve been teaching for several years already, but you are new to our country. And Gus Gale has agreed to participate. So how about it?’ I didn’t want to lose my lunch break, but I couldn’t say no.

      We crowded into Jim’s office — the three first-years, Gus, me and senior mistress Dorothy Pearson. Jim did a quick round-the-table introduction and we discussed general topics for a while. Jim suggested we close the session with a practical challenge, and fired off a question to one of the novices. ‘Sally, here’s the situation. A boy is talking and being disruptive while you’re trying to explain something to the class. You’ve told him to be quiet twice now, and he’s still carrying on. What will you do?’

      Sally looked embarrassed. ‘I’m not sure, Mr Smithers.’ She bit her lip.

      Jim let her off the hook. ‘Mr Gale is the most experienced teacher here. What would you do, Gus?”

      Gus spoke authoritatively, in a smooth English baritone. ‘I would open the door to the corridor, go over to the boy, pick him up by the ears, carry him to the door, put him outside, close the door and resume my explanation.’

      Quiet prevailed for some moments. Senior mistress Dorothy broke the silence. ‘Mr Gale, you can’t do that at our school. It’s not legal.’

      Gus spoke calmly. ‘It most certainly is.’ He began quoting court decisions on that very point, centred on the concept of using reasonable force to counter disruption to the learning of others. The new teachers stared at him, dumbfounded. Jim was looking unhappy. I was enjoying this!

      Dorothy wasn’t giving up. She drew herself up primly. ‘I’m sorry Mr Gale; you can’t do that here. Violence against pupils is not acceptable at our school.’

      Gus stayed calm. ‘I understand that caning boys is a normal practice here, Miss Pearson. Isn’t that violence against pupils?’

      Dorothy was outraged now. ‘That’s different!’

      Gus gazed at her steadily. ‘What’s different about it?’

      Dorothy sputtered for several moments. Then the solution came to her. ‘We write it down. In a book.’

      I couldn’t help laughing out loud. Two of the novices started giggling. As deputy headmaster Jim finally opened his mouth to speak, the bell ending the lunch break rang out. Jim spoke with relief. ‘Oh dear, we’ve run out of time. Thanks all, great session today.’ Everyone hurried out.

      Gus and I weren’t asked to attend in-service training after that.

      

      I invited Gus and his wife June around for dinner that weekend. The four of us clicked from the start. Unlike us, Gus had a New Zealand connection — his parents and brother lived at the northern end of the country. But, like us, they were childless and enterprising.

      Fifteen years older, Gus and June had wider life experience. Gus had a diverse background in industry, the military and even politics (as mayor of a small town in England). June, his second wife after a failed early marriage, was an experienced English teacher. They met in Singapore and then drove 9000 miles overland back to England in their van, overcoming many dangers in Asia and the Middle East. Their move to New Zealand was another adventure.

      We shared good times over drinks and enjoyed walking, hunting and fishing together in the spacious outdoors of southern New Zealand. But after only a couple of school terms, Gus told me he didn’t intend to stay in his current teaching job for long. Quite understandable — I didn’t either. I felt that a career in New Zealand education wasn’t a good match for me. I had already decided to begin business studies in the evenings the following year and continue to teach maths only as an interim measure.

      But we were dismayed when Gus abruptly resigned at the start of the next school year. His brother Arthur had recently taken up a senior role in technical training in Papua New Guinea. Arthur had impressed his new employers with wide capability and a ‘can-do’ attitude, and quickly got Gus a contract offer to teach at a college there.

      That would be a real adventure! Impulsively, Elisa and I wondered whether we should be going too. At our farewell dinner with Gus and June, we asked Gus to put in a good word for us if things worked out well for them.

      They did. Gus’s letters bubbled with enthusiasm about working in PNG. Pay was good, his location was attractive, and work was fun — teaching bright young people who were keen to learn. June soon obtained a contract there too, and Gus told us that two teachers with no children was a package the authorities liked. Go for it, we decided.

      Six months after Gus had flown off, we received a letter offering both of us jobs in the college system. The college where Gus worked had vacancies in our subjects, and we could expect to be posted there. Contracts had a standard timeframe of three years. At the end, I would still be only 30 years old — young enough to finish business studies and change careers.

      We checked the short and simple contract carefully. Attractive remuneration included a low-tax gratuity. Furnished housing would be provided, travel expenses would be paid, and there were fair and reasonable provisions for other matters. But the contract also included one worrisome feature. The Public Service Commission as our employer could terminate the contract without notice ‘in the best interests of Papua New Guinea’. ‘What did that mean?’ we asked our lawyer. Who would decide what was ‘in the best interests’? And how?

      Our lawyer thought that was just a ‘saving’ clause that needed to be there in case things didn’t work out in some unexpected way. We shouldn’t feel concerned. After all, the PNG authorities were making an investment and wanted the contract to succeed. And any contract termination without notice would trigger payment of all accrued gratuities and closing benefits, plus six months’ extra pay — not bad given the three-year timeframe. Reassured, we signed and dispatched our contracts, put our house on the market, and started packing.

      And now here we were.

      Induction week passed quickly. We learned about the curriculum, the examination system and other professional topics. Apart from the top man (an Assistant Secretary for Education), the senior officers in Colleges Division were all expats who had stayed on after independence instead of ‘going finish’. Bruce Hawthorne, in charge of administration, was a fit and assertive Australian in his late forties. He sported a safari suit and a military-style crewcut. Ross Johnston, the Australian in charge of curriculum, was a tall, thin and untidy man with a timid and effeminate manner who seemed close to retirement age. Thomas Smith, a chubby and more youthful Australian who introduced himself as the division’s ‘projects’ man and legal adviser (‘I’m not a lawyer though!’) felt a bit slippery and insincere.

      Thursday was excursion day. We traded the comfortable and air-conditioned, but rather alienating, concrete office blocks of administrative Waigani for expansive sea views and hot streets busy with a colourful mix of people: wider-faced and lighter skinned Papuans, leaner and darker curly-headed folk from distant coastal regions, and stocky Highlanders wearing hooped woollen caps despite the searing sun. Few were much taller than Elisa’s five-foot-zero, and at five-foot-ten I was a giant. We toured the impressive national museum, strolled through a stilt village built over the water, and climbed an authentic treehouse in a small national park. Lunch was an adventure too — grilled crocodile steaks at a country hotel.

      On Friday morning Bruce confirmed we had been posted to Keravat College and booked on the early Saturday morning flight to Rabaul, the nearest airport. And as a send-off, the Education Department would treat us to dinner at Port Moresby’s new upmarket hotel on Friday evening.

      The inspector joined us in the afternoon for a closing discussion. How had everything gone? How did we feel? Did we have any questions? Everything had gone well, we looked forward to getting started, and we had no questions. ‘Great!’ Martin said. ‘But let me remind you things are different here. Give me your hand.’

      Martin took my hand and stroked it. He looked directly into my face as he did that. I blushed but resisted the temptation to pull away. After a few seconds, we both laughed and Martin let go. He had made his point.

      Dinner was fun. Our host was the College Divisions’ head, Assistant Secretary for Education Mr Tavitai, a quiet, slim and youthful national. The hotel delivered excellent food and service. Wine flowed freely. Martin (who presided like the actual host) was entertaining and attentive. We invited him to visit us for lunch when he next came to Keravat.

      We chatted happily with several other new recruits. All envied us our posting to Keravat, especially a Brit named Derek who had been assigned to Kiunga High School in remote Western Province. ‘Lucky you,’ he groaned. ‘Rabaul is a beautiful coastal town with amenities. Me, I’ll be living deep in the jungle, stuck in the pouring rain with mosquitoes and crocodiles!’

      Back at the hotel, we went to bed in a glow, ready to continue our adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 Tropical Paradise? (Elisa)


        

      

    

    
      Gus had warned us to expect a dramatic approach to a small airport. He wasn’t joking! Our 40-seat propeller plane skimmed over fabulously steep mountains and even between them, within spitting distance it seemed. Finally, it made a tight turn and dropped inside a circle of volcanic cones for the final approach into Rabaul. With a few bumps and jumps we touched down on a short runway inside the huge volcanic crater that comprised the harbour. John and I descended the plane’s fold-down steps with exhilaration and relief. We had arrived!

      Gus and June were waiting. It was great to see them again. After hugs all around, they explained how they had made everything ready for us. The college term wouldn’t start for another week, so we would have plenty of time to settle in. What’s more, they had chosen a fully furnished house on the college campus for us and found a home help (a ‘hausboi’) who would do our cleaning and washing for a moderate fortnightly payment.

      We climbed into Gus’s four-wheel-drive vehicle and stowed our luggage. Only the two front seats faced forward. John and I sat on sideways benches in the back, under a soft fabric top that buttoned down onto the chassis. The only ‘air conditioning’ blew in around the edges of the fabric. Gus apologised that we would suffer an unfortunate side effect of sucking in road dust as well. However, he assured us, that was better than suffocating with the heat. He told us not to expect a smooth ride. ‘Outside town, it’s all dirt roads, bumps and dust — when it’s not muddy. The college is about 50 minutes’ drive from here. And there’s not much suspension in vehicles like this.’

      He wasn’t wrong. As our vehicle bounced over corrugations and dropped in and out of potholes, we held tightly to handles fitted to the roof. Soon we felt brittle and starchy in our new coats of grey dust. For once I was glad not to be tall like John. He kept bumping the canvas roof, which retaliated with additional dust clouds. We didn’t mind though — all part of the adventure! Children waved and shouted enthusiastically as our military-green 4WD car sped past. Waving back while bumping along, I felt like the Queen.

      
        
          [image: Rabaul town and harbour]
        

        Rabaul with smoking volcano (Wikimedia)

      

      June explained private cars were a luxury few nationals could afford. People either walked long distances or paid fares to ride in trucks and utility vans known as PMVs (Public Motor Vehicles). And the children in the villages dotted along the dirt road who looked poor to us were, in fact, affluent by national standards. Unlike people living in remote areas, most village families here could sell surplus produce for cash in Rabaul to supplement their subsistence farming.

      The village houses boasted wooden frames with attractive plaited-fibre panels and thatch (or occasionally iron) roofs. They were quite lovely and certainly tidy. Gardens looked impressively fertile and people walking along the road (lots of them) seemed healthy and happy — despite the dust from passing vehicles.

      When we passed a coastal strip, sizeable fishing canoes were evident. Tropical vegetation with endless coconut palms and many bright flowers presented a vivid backdrop. Novel aromas drifted in with the dust. All new and fascinating, and so different to the temperate or urban landscapes we were used to.

      In less than an hour we were driving through Keravat ‘township’. Gus pointed out amenities as we drove through: the Catholic church and primary school, a small police station (complete with flagpole and parade ground), the ‘trade store’ (a tiny general store), the ‘aid post’ (a basic medical facility), and the electricity generator (throbbing loudly). The road through Keravat was sealed for a full kilometre. Then a turnoff accessed the college campus via a gravel drive.

      Compared to the villages we had seen, the utilitarian and standardised fibreboard buildings of the campus looked orderly but bland. The gravel access road first passed the girls’ dormitories and ran alongside a sports field. Then Gus took us on a circular route around the classrooms and boys’ dormitories and pointed out the ‘back entrance’ to the campus from a dirt track we had passed when driving through the township.

      Most college buildings and staff houses were raised on stilts and reached by individual flights of stairs. Gus explained how frequent earthquakes and regular heavy rains made raised buildings a practical necessity. ‘Don’t worry when a quake hits. Everything sways back and forth and the electricity usually cuts out for a while, but it’s perfectly safe.’
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        Our new home on the ridge and in the trees

      

      To complete our tour, we returned to the main entrance and followed a short dirt track along the other side of the sports field to a dead end. Gus parked the car there and we walked up a steep flight of earth steps to a small building perched on a ridge overlooking the sports field. This fibreboard bungalow with its wooden veranda would be our new home. Behind the house, a small flat grassed area led to a steep slope down to a stream. On the far side stretched a sumptuous mass of jungle, like nothing we had seen before. Two identical dwellings, spaced about 10 metres away on either side, occupied the rest of the ridge.

      The interior was simple and functional: a small kitchen, a roomy living area and two tiny bedrooms. A cramped bathroom had toilet fittings, a sink and a shower box. ‘Don’t expect hot water. There isn’t any. Anyway, in a tropical climate you’ll be too hot most of the time and won’t need it.’ Gus turned out to be half right — the water wasn’t too cold, and on a hot afternoon its coolness could be welcome.

      
        
          [image: John sitting on steps]
        

        John on our veranda, with neighbouring house in background

      

      Furnishings were basic to an extreme. Iron beds offered only simple metal springs topped with thin foam-rubber mattresses. Worse, those mattresses were stained dark brown with dirt and dust, and they felt warm and sticky. Equally brown and tacky foam pillows headed each mattress. Ceiling-to-floor louvre windows in every room promised ample ventilation but no privacy.

      The shiny plastic-topped dining table had a curious shape. Like a banana, it sloped inwards where the particle board had sagged with damp. Plates and anything else placed on the table would migrate towards the centre. And we found no lounge furniture as we knew it, just a few basic cupboards with shelves and several individual wooden chairs with rigid arms, a slightly inclined back and square foam cushions — also stained brown. ‘Those are your easy chairs,’ Gus explained. ‘Easy to make that is, not easy to sit in. And we’ve put together some sheets, towels and kitchen stuff for you.’

      Despite their kindness, I was feeling uncomfortable about hygiene, especially the sticky and stained foam mattresses. June tried to cheer me up. She explained that simple housewares like sheets were readily available in town, and we could run up curtains and covers on her sewing machine. ‘And we managed to snaffle a washing machine for you — one that works. They’re hard to get because they break easily and no one can repair them.’ I looked at the small semi-automatic twin tub with dismay. I had heard about such machines but never used one.

      ‘What about the “home help” you mentioned?’ I inquired. ‘I’m happy doing my own housework. I’m not sure I want a bloke around to do cleaning and laundry.’

      Gus took a firm line. He explained that we would be very well off by PNG standards. Paying someone to do housework was an expected way to share some of that affluence. Local women had their own children, households and gardens to look after. So, it was men who earned cash from housework. Most were single and aging former plantation workers with no other livelihood. June chipped in, explaining that they had provisionally engaged for us a friend of their own reliable hausboi. Our helper would live in a nearby village and do our housework during the day while we were out at the college. I reminded myself that things were different here and agreed to go with the flow.

      

      We settled in over the next week. Dirt and mould were passive opponents I could overcome and control. But we faced mobile enemies too. Mosquitoes were not just a nuisance but a serious health risk as carriers of malaria and other diseases. They took advantage of any briefly opened door or any small hole in window screens, making mosquito coils an essential night-light for the first few days. Large moths and beetles, attracted by light from our curtainless windows, frequently startled me with loud bumps (though they were harmless). Small lizards roamed the walls and ceilings at night, stalking the abundant insects. Watching those geckos hunt their prey and sometimes each other soon became an evening entertainment we could think of as ‘PNG television’.

      Cockroaches were the worst pest — bold, massive, numerous and evasive. I refused to accept their presence and declared war. Ecologically minded, we were reluctant to use sprays like everyone else, and decided vigorous cleaning plus plastic traps should be enough. On the fifth evening of battle, I entered our dimly lit kitchen and extracted two cups from my freshly cleaned cupboard. As I was spooning in my coffee, an especially large and repulsive cockroach crawled out of the cup. I couldn’t help screaming! Idealism defeated, we again went with the flow and brought the enemy (mostly) under control with a regular spray programme.

      Our Monday trip into town to open bank accounts and purchase groceries, fabrics and other household necessities was easy and fun. Rabaul offered a good range of amenities: two banks, two hotels, two small supermarkets, a thriving daily market with haphazard piles of fruit and vegetables tended by large ladies in colourful and voluminous ‘meri blouses’, and a small Chinatown with a few restaurants and many we-sell-everything ‘trade stores’.

      Buying transport was harder. Having only owned bicycles before, we were unfamiliar with cars, let alone four-wheel-drive vehicles. We took Gus’s advice on everything and let him negotiate a deal for us. We bought the same medium vehicle Gus owned, a green 2.5-litre diesel Daihatsu. But (learning from experience) we bought the hardtop version with a solid roof and sliding windows that might keep out much of the dust.

      We headed home in convoy, me proudly driving our brand-new 4WD wagon. It had been years since I had driven a car much, let alone anything more exotic. Our procession soon became less than triumphant. On a particularly narrow and steep dirt incline with deep corrugations, I braked too hard. Losing momentum, the car slid slowly sideways into the ditch. Fortunately, Gus had a winch and we were soon back on the road. ‘Don’t worry,’ he reassured me. ‘You’ll soon learn how to bounce through the corrugations at speed.’
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        Elisa in our new four-wheel drive car

      

      Next morning our hausboi arrived. Aipat didn’t speak English, but his PNG pidgin (plus our phrase book) made simple communication possible. We agreed on the standard fortnightly hausboi wage, even though he was new to the job. Aipat was willing enough, and he soon scrubbed the house from top to bottom to repel mould and insects.

      It didn’t take long to run up curtains and cushion covers on June’s sewing machine. John showed surprising aptitude for that task. The twin-tub washer soon saw plenty of action too. By Friday, we were able to host Gus and June to a thank-you dinner and sit around with drinks in our none-too-comfortable ‘easy chairs’.

      Gus introduced us to our colleagues as they arrived for the start of the new college year, and to other local characters like Father Luke (the lanky Australian priest for Keravat’s Catholic church and parish). Our fellow teachers were keen to meet new colleagues. Many were Aussies who worked on contracts like our own or had historical connections to PNG. Most had been here for a year already, some longer.

      Our principal and new boss James Beckham was a lean and handsome Aussie in his thirties who had worked in PNG for several years. He seemed capable and energetic. Like us and several other couples, he was half of a husband-and-wife team who both worked at the college. Deputy principal Isobel Barnes, of similar age, was a single lady from Australia.

      There were also some real outliers: Mark Hoban was an African missionary who had left the priesthood to marry and raise a family, while Gabriel was a self-proclaimed ‘African revolutionary’ who had escaped from Rhodesia’s racist regime to England. And Bohdan Doubek was a Czech musician who had defected from that Communist regime during a concert tour to the West. He had been sponsored to New Zealand as a refugee and soon became a brilliant linguist. While working two jobs, Bohdan had graduated with a master’s degree and landed a teaching post in PNG. Like us and many others at Keravat, he was a world away from his roots.

      Last to arrive for the new year was Graeme Drysdale, head of Expressive Arts department. A single Australian, he was rumoured to be homosexual. But to everyone’s surprise, Graeme returned from leave claiming to be ‘just married’. And he wasn’t joking — a statuesque, beautiful and exuberant African woman arrived a few days later to join him. Graeme and Christine made handsome newlyweds.

      We felt quite at home in our small but diverse society, and keen to start work.
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3 Enjoying Work (John)


        

      

    

    
      Keravat was like nowhere we had worked before. Situated almost on the equator, day length varied hardly at all. Seasonal change was equally absent. The standard joke was that we had two seasons: the wet season and the wetter season. Lush tropical vegetation surrounded us and the heat and humidity often felt oppressive.

      Our 400 students were boarders, flown in and out annually by government for a two-year stay. Most lacked the funds to visit home during the year and stayed on at college between the four terms. Each student slept in a large male or female dormitory, used communal showers and washrooms, made do with rationed toiletries and a small cash stipend, and dined in a spacious but bare mess hall. Meals were basic but healthy: tinned meat and fish, rice and sweet potatoes, local greens and seasonal fruit.

      Our work logistics were basic too. A cramped admin block housed small offices for the principal and deputy, two telephones, a photocopier and a ‘mailroom’ where staff received notices and postal mail in their individual pigeonholes. Most teachers had their own personal classrooms equipped with wooden double desks and a small attached office and storeroom. A staffroom with wire-mesh walls sat under the stilts of one classroom block, furnished only with the ubiquitous ‘easy chairs’, a water boiler and a tiny refrigerator.

      Students worked hard. Every weekday, classes started promptly after a dawn breakfast, while morning cool still prevailed. Classes continued with one break until early afternoon, when it grew too hot to concentrate easily (despite ceiling fans). Lunch in the mess hall was likely to be followed by ‘work parade’: cleaning, gardening and other campus maintenance duties. Students then enjoyed a few hours of personal time and ate dinner in the mess before two hours of compulsory study back in classrooms. Much of that ‘personal time’ was consumed by chores such as washing clothes and bedding in the ablution blocks. Their day ended with a final hour of personal time before it was back into the dorms and lights out.

      Weekends and some weekday afternoons allowed time for sport, music and individual interests. But the college still expected students to keep up personal study schedules and behave decorously. Drinking alcohol was a serious offence. Male and female dormitories were located at opposite ends of the campus and sexual relations with other students qualified for prompt expulsion. All official conversations were in English (though pidgin was often used informally amongst students or humorously amongst staff).

      Students met strenuous expectations. Only a few came from comfortable urban homes. Most had done well at a village primary school to qualify for secondary school and then worked hard as boarders there to qualify for college. Drawn from the top two percent of their age group, they felt thankful to be at Keravat with a chance to qualify for a good job or apply for university study.

      For tuition and administration, students were organised into mixed-sex classes of about 30. Each class and dormitory elected captains to organise the activities that kept the college running. Individually, captains upheld disciplines like keeping dorms tidy and ensuring no exits between lights out and the morning bell. Collectively, they constituted a Student Council that could consider student concerns and voice suggestions about college administration. Male and female college captains, elected by majority vote of all students, led that council and the overall student body.

      We felt humbled to watch these responsible teenagers in action, especially by comparison with their typical peers in ‘advanced’ countries. Of course, our students were still young people and not flawless. One part of the food plantation — the ‘banana patch’ — was a well-known romantic destination, and a few dubious personalities broke other rules at times. But more typically students spent their limited free time constructively. All attended church services and many engaged in charitable activities. Energetic sports were often self-organised. The college truck drove into town for supply trips several times a week, and students could book a seat on the back. Our students showed a marvellous ability to simply be happy in the moment. Their spontaneous and tuneful singing, often for no apparent reason, was another novel experience for us.

      Keravat’s 24 professional staff worked hard too. Teaching timetables were full-on, more like school than college. The curriculum aimed to build a solid foundation of basic knowledge for students who would either take up professional jobs or go on to university. It offered no choices or specialisms. Instead, four core subjects had equal time allocations: English, Maths, Science (rotating physics, chemistry and biology) and Social Studies (rotating history, geography and civics). Lesser time was allocated to ‘Expressive Arts’. Teachers tested students internally to measure progress, but national examinations held simultaneously across all four colleges at year-end delivered most of their final grades.
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      Staff without higher administrative duties had pastoral responsibilities. Elisa and I each took on a ‘guidance class’ of new students, who would work and play together under our oversight throughout their two years at Keravat. Our class captains did most of the related work and showed great maturity in all they did. But young men and women living away from home sometimes wanted to discuss individual problems with someone older, and we helped whenever we could. At weekends we often took small groups out in our car to the nearby swimming beach or into town.

      The college system consciously tried to build a national identity that could transcend traditional tribal or regional affiliations. Students were deliberately drawn from all areas of the country. With intermarriage between tribes and regions still rare, differing physical characteristics usually made it easy to tell where a student came from. Islanders looked more Polynesian while Highlander students had stockier builds; Papuans had lighter skin colours while Bougainville students had jet-black skin. Males substantially outnumbered females, reflecting typical social norms. Guidance classes were structured so that each new student found himself or herself with a regional compatriot of the same sex, while most of his or her classmates were diverse strangers from an ethnic cross-section.

      Teaching maths — my degree qualification — was a breeze. The subject matter was familiar, useful teaching materials had been accumulated, and students were keen to learn. Their enthusiasm was contagious and even dry topics often became great fun.

      I hadn’t expected more than my standard rank as a college teacher, classified and paid as ‘Level 2’. After all, Gus was far more experienced than me and only had that rank himself. So I was surprised to find Grant Riddell, the ‘Level 4’ Subject Department Head for maths, was a young Australian barely older than me and less qualified. Regardless, I respected his two years of previous experience at Keravat and we got on fine. Ex-priest Mark and two other maths teachers were not specialists, but they could handle the curriculum well enough. As in most teaching situations, we blended professional collaboration with healthy inter-class rivalry.

      Elisa, as an English specialist, faced greater challenges. Teaching materials were scanty, the previous year’s exam results had been poor, and the English department needed improvement. Bill Tolley, her Subject Department Head, was an unknown quantity. Fresh from a renowned private school in Britain, Bill was new to PNG. Elisa’s other colleagues were a mixed bunch: June was a qualified English specialist, former musician Bohdan spoke and wrote English as a second language, and Luther Tomba was the college system’s first and only national teacher of English.

      Bill Tolley turned out to be a great talker — inside and outside class — but not much of a doer. He showed little skill or will to run a department, develop teaching materials or mentor staff. His favourite personal teaching technique seemed to be storytelling, not structured learning. Bohdan and Luther, not native English speakers, struggled at times. Eager to help, Elisa gave Bill several ideas for practical improvements. He effusively thanked her, then ignored them.

      Out of necessity, Elisa and June routinely carried more than their share of the English department workload. They developed and shared new teaching aids and better ways to teach the syllabus effectively. Elisa loved the students and her work, and she even started a regular extra class in her own time to help students who were struggling. But students inevitably became alert to the discrepancies between their English teachers, and those not in a class taught by Elisa or June probably felt unlucky.

      The Science department had only one specialist for each discipline: Ray Curtis led physics, Ed Manson was overall head of science and covered chemistry, and Gus headed biology. Those specialists necessarily did all the second-year work while many first-year classes made do with less qualified staff. As a new boy, I was expected to be a utility player and taught several physics classes.

      Fortunately, the technical physics content was familiar and within my capability. Unfortunately, experimental work wasn’t. I knew what to do in theory but struggled with practicalities. Frequent power blackouts and chronic low-voltage ‘brownouts’ didn’t help.

      One morning I rushed into the lab to prepare an electrical experiment and connected a voltmeter to check the power voltage. Everything seemed fine, so I asked my class to file in. Absentmindedly, I disconnected the voltmeter by pulling plugs out of the meter instead of the wall socket. The plugs dropped onto a metal part of the benchtop, created an arc of sparks and bounced into the air! Then the plugs dropped back onto the metal, and the dramatic display repeated. Several cycles later, one plug finally dropped onto woodwork and I could safely disconnect the electricity. My students watched the show with amazement. I doubt they believed my story about the need to demonstrate electrical safety. Luckily, the only damage was scorch marks on the metalwork.

      Next time I wasn’t so lucky. The experimental process seemed simple enough: pour paraffin from a 5-litre bottle into a beaker, and then into a small tin where it could be lighted to heat a miniature boiler that would in turn impressively power a model steam engine. Physics specialist Ray — who had heard about the voltmeter — supervised a private test run. He started me off with the tin of paraffin and made sure I knew the next steps and could talk credibly about how everything worked. Sadly, Ray assumed too much. Teaching by myself next day, I foolishly poured paraffin straight out of the heavy bottle into the tin, with no intermediary beaker. Paraffin spilled unobtrusively over the workbench. When I lit the tin, a flash fire engulfed the bench, steam engine and boiler. Again, my students watched with amazement. The fire wasn’t dangerous and soon expired, but it melted beyond repair the plastic controls for the steam engine. Ray was not amused. But he did accept my penitential offer to analyse test results for a curriculum symposium later in the year — something I could capably do.

      Teaching and guidance classes weren’t the only staff duties. We all had extra responsibilities to lead work parade projects, operate the rudimentary sick bay, or be duty staff during night hours and term breaks. Elisa and I soon made ‘Lights out dorm 5!’ an in-joke for our own bedtime.

      I decided to reclaim for agriculture an overgrown part of the college plantation and worked with male students to chop down trees and hitch them to a tractor for extraction. Elisa led a female team to brighten up dormitories and banish the mould that quickly encroached upon every neglected surface. We also helped with student clubs: I tutored chess and Elisa coached string bands.

      Gus worked especially hard. Most evenings found him in his laboratory preparing equipment and experiments. Outside teaching, Gus was in constant demand amongst students and staff for his terrific mechanical skills with trucks, generators and anything else with moving parts. In our humid tropical environment where typewriters quickly rusted and even a photocopier required special air conditioning, there was always plenty for him to do. And as a natural leader, Gus was unanimously elected to represent staff on the college’s Governing Council.

      We didn’t miss TV or other past distractions. Evenings became a pleasant time when the air cooled and we could catch up on marking, read, write letters or just chat over a drink. Once a week we drove into town for our weekly shopping, followed by dinner in Chinatown. Occasional dances at the local social club and student-generated entertainments on campus varied the mix. We were busy and we were happy.

      

      At a staff meeting halfway through term one, principal James announced that the first of several official visits from the inspector for the college system — our recent acquaintance Martin Simpson — would occur early in term two. Education Department regulations required that all teachers who had not yet been officially evaluated be inspected and given a ‘rating’. That rule might not be fully enforced this year, because the inspector would focus on staff up for contract renewal. But regardless, any member of staff could volunteer for inspection and receive a rating. James presented that idea as an opportunity that was important for contract renewal and could deliver other benefits including recommendation for promotion. He noted several staff had already taken up that option and invited further volunteers to come forward.

      No one seemed interested. Instead, a sullen attitude was evident. James was visibly disappointed. After he left the staffroom, we heard some hostile muttering about inspections.

      That bemused Elisa and me. An inspection visit didn’t worry us. Teacher inspection and rating was a necessary feature of most educational systems. Everything seemed positive here and capable professional staff surely had nothing to worry about. In fact, Elisa and I had discussed the rating system with Gus and following his lead we had already volunteered for inspection.

      That evening I asked Gus what the negativity was all about. ‘It’s more personal than professional,’ he explained. ‘Martin’s a recent appointment as inspector, who went around acting superior and egotistical during his visits last year. And some of the more conservative staff disapprove of his homosexuality. James sucks up to him — not surprising, since it was Martin who recommended him into the principal’s job. They act like a clique, holding parties with outsiders and the Expressive Arts head Graeme Drysdale, without inviting other college staff. And a couple of staff who spoke up about those things last year — good people who were specially funded by an Australian aid agency — didn’t get their contracts renewed.’

      But that wasn’t the worst of it, Gus explained. Martin also tended to hang around the students more than was appropriate, which inevitably generated suspicions about potential unprofessional behaviour. Father Luke as local parish priest and school chaplain had received complaints about ‘expatriate homosexuals’ from town pursuing boys from the parish. And Drysdale, the staff member James had chosen as adviser to the Student Council, was rumoured to be personally involving himself with our own male students — the previous year he had even thrown a lavish birthday party for one of them.

      I was taken aback. ‘That’s awful Gus! You wrote to us that everything was great here. Why didn’t you mention any of that?’

      Gus wasn’t apologetic. ‘It didn’t seem important in the greater scheme of things, and we didn’t want to put you off coming to Keravat. Anyway, Simpson will only be here a few days. He did inspection reports on several staff last year and they were all rated favourably. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, get our inspections out of the way and focus on the positives.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
4 Local Learning (Elisa)


        

      

    

    
      Under our contract, the Education Department paid to ship our household goods to Keravat. Their allowance was reasonable too, since our accommodation was basically furnished. So we had sold our house in New Zealand, put our heavy furniture into storage, and packed everything else we owned into shipping crates. A holiday on the way to PNG would give our cargo several weeks’ lead time.

      As planned, the first term was only a few weeks old when our ship came in — literally. A message from the college office told us our cargo had arrived and was stored at the port under customs bond. We eagerly visited the shipping agent to arrange customs clearance. John filled in the old-fashioned import declaration form by hand, the agent checked the declaration, a customs official approved it, and we arranged delivery by truck the very next day.

      It felt great to have a wide selection of linen, clothing and kitchenware again. And we were delighted to recover our books, music tapes and other personal effects. Some items, like hiking gear and a tent, we would probably never use here. And some items we had forgotten about, like John’s .22 rifle from the rabbit-shooting expeditions we had enjoyed with Gus back in New Zealand. Never mind — we soon got everything sorted and made ourselves comfortable.

      But that .22 rifle became a problem. Next trip to town, we visited the police station to check if John needed a firearms licence. Indeed, he did. But no worries — all the police needed to issue one was John’s overseas firearms licence and approved import declaration. John, well-organised as usual, had those handy. The police officer cheerfully scanned the documentation but then frowned. ‘There is no firearm on this import declaration. I cannot issue you with a licence.’ John frowned too. ‘What’s the problem? I answered all the questions on the declaration. None of them asked about a firearm.’

      The policeman checked again. ‘Oh, I see why. This is an old form. The law changed two years ago to require that all firearms be declared on arrival. Your firearm has not been properly imported, so I cannot issue a licence without further information.’ What could that be? ‘You need a proper reason to own a firearm. And you need to be a landowner or have permission from the person who owns the land where you live. Bring that information to me and I can issue you with a licence.’ The policeman wanted to help, but he was firm about the rules.

      We left frustrated. We shared our problem with Gus, who suggested that the college principal was probably the ‘landowner’. Sure enough, James was happy to give us a letter stating that, as manager of the government property where we lived, he was happy for John to hold a .22 rifle at our house. We went back to the police station the next week and met the same policeman. He photocopied the letter and gave John a licence application to fill out. ‘Just put a proper reason where it says “reason for owning firearm”,’ he advised.

      But what might a ‘proper’ reason be? Hunting was probably out of the question, since all land was owned by someone, and we didn’t know any local people. And we could hardly claim that a college teacher needed a firearm for work. ‘How about target shooting?’ John suggested. ‘I used to coach students in that, and I can follow that hobby here with the local gun club.’

      ‘Yes, that would be fine,’ the policeman agreed. ‘Just bring me a membership card signed by the club president.’

      We left with that goal. But enquiries around Rabaul revealed that the local gun club had disbanded years ago. We went back to the policeman, who was sympathetic but adamant. ‘You must give me a proper reason before I can issue you with a licence.’

      ‘What if I can’t?’ John asked. It was the policeman’s turn to get frustrated.

      ‘Maybe if you will never use it then you should not worry about getting a licence. Officially this firearm did not even enter our country. I should not even know about it!’ He wasn’t trying to trap us — he just wanted the problem to go away. We thanked him and left.

      We were unhappy though. I felt that an unlicensed firearm might somehow become a source of trouble. We again shared our problem with Gus. A few days later, he came to the rescue. ‘Take this to the police,’ he said, throwing us a faded government pamphlet.

      John read the title aloud: ‘Collecting Botanical Specimens’. He looked puzzled.

      Gus grinned. ‘Look at page 37.’

      Sure enough, page 37 offered the solution we needed. It explained how the best way to collect botanical specimens from canopy trees was to use a light rifle to shoot down branches. Next time we went into town, John visited the police station again with a completed licence application. His reason for owning a firearm? Obvious — ‘collecting plant specimens’. Happy to resolve the impasse, our policeman (almost a friend by now) issued a licence with that unique notation. A tribute to Gus’s approach to getting things done here — be patient and friendly and develop a practical solution. Problem solved.
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        John’s firearms license was issued for “collecting plant specimens”

      

      Having all our personal possessions again gave Aipat a lot more to do. In the hot humid climate, everything needed regular and vigorous cleaning to combat mould. Books were the worst, and we had a lot. Aipat couldn’t read, so at first we found many books replaced upside down after cleaning. But to our surprise, Aipat soon learned to use the shape of the titles on the spine to work out which way was up. A few books still finished upside down, but only because the title direction on their spines was reversed.

      Laundry gave Aipat bigger problems. We lost several garments to scorching by the electric iron. Aipat always apologised, explaining that he was a ‘nupela man’ (new to the job that is). The washing machine was even tougher. John demonstrated, with the aid of his clumsy pidgin, how to use the machine: put the clothes in, turn the water on, start the agitation, add the powder, etc. Aipat learned fast, and our clothes came out clean enough. But everything felt stiff, as if starched. Meanwhile washing powder disappeared at a prodigious rate, far beyond the minor pilfering that many houseboys indulged in. I came home unexpectedly at lunchtime one day and solved the mystery. Aipat wasn’t plugging the tub! Instead, he just ran water continually, regularly pouring in more powder to generate fresh suds. There was never any rinse at all. After further explanation amidst much hilarity, washing powder consumption moderated and our clothes felt normal again.
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        Elisa with hausboi Aipat (dressed for a singsing with his friends)

      

      Pidgin still gave me problems at times. It was a while before I found out why Aipat always grinned when I told him to be sure to ‘raus olgeta kakaruk’ (get rid of all the cockroaches). ‘Kakaruk’ was actually the word for chicken; a cockroach was a ‘kokoros’. And after one morning’s instruction to ‘kilinim antap’ (wipe down the mouldy ceiling I pointed at), I returned home to find him outside working on the roof instead.

      Spectacular mountain and beach scenery encouraged John to explore local tracks in our new 4WD. I wasn’t keen, but I usually went along for the ride. On one occasion a wide and rocky watercourse brought us to a sudden halt. John’s map — once an accurate military record, but now 40 years old — told us the track crossed the stream and continued. Sure enough, a dirt slope rose from the opposite bank about 30 metres downstream. And the water looked quite shallow, on our side at least. No problem to ford, John decided. Overruling my protests, he set off in lowest gear. We rumbled steadily across. ‘See,’ John purred, ‘no worries.’ But as we neared the other side, the car dropped sharply. We both hit the roof, hard! Water started pouring in under the doors. John managed to keep the engine roaring, and the car somehow scrambled out. Unsurprisingly, we then found the ‘continuing road’ long overgrown. ‘What did I tell you?’ I said pointedly. It took hours of low-gear meandering to pick our way through regenerating forest to a track that could take us home.

      I decided that was the last straw. We would at least install seatbelts! Our car dealer had never seen or ordered anything like that before, but eventually two seatbelts arrived. Fitting them puzzled his mechanics at first, but finally we could strap up at the start of every drive. Just in time too. A few days later we followed a gravel road at speed through a coconut plantation. With a sudden loud bang, the entire windscreen disappeared amid a shower of glass! John ran the car into a ditch, but our seatbelts kept us in place and clear of the worst glass. We had nearly suffered ‘death by coconut’ — a not uncommon fate locally, when a coconut fell from a great height onto someone. Impressed by our survival story, the dealer ordered a supply of seatbelts that soon sold out!

      

      At the end of term one, the college tested second-year students in all their subjects. Students directly competed for top marks, while staff naturally hoped their own classes would score well. Test compilation was shared out so that every staff member prepared some questions and no particular class had an advantage. To ensure consistency, heads of department marked all the test papers for their subjects.

      Mostly, no surprises emerged. But the published English department results dismayed me. The classes June and I taught did worse than the class taught by our department head Bill, and no better than the other classes. The individual student scores on the handwritten list for my classes mostly met my expectations — it was only my low averages that disappointed me. Then I noticed something strange. The handwritten numbers for the class averages looked as though they had been altered. I asked John as an independent maths colleague to check them on his calculator. Sure enough, the originally correct averages had been overwritten, and clumsily at that. The average for Bill’s class had been raised from 58 percent to 62 percent. John carefully recalculated the results for June’s classes and my own. Our results had been lowered by several percentage points.
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(Delete type not applicable)
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