
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
They Call Me Ishmael

			 

			“Many visit Bougainville and—like John Kuhns—become enchanted by its physical beauty and its people. Not so many can use the experience as a setting for a wonderfully readable story. Kuhns frames the vicissitudes of his foreign protagonist within the intense pressures generated by the island’s ethnic distinctiveness and fabulous natural wealth, as well as the geo-political competition that swirls around it. But the core of the novel is the legendary Ishmael. He is the novel’s hero—and with Kuhns’s story calling Conrad to mind, the reader will earnestly hope that in the sequel Ishmael’s apotheosis is not redolent of Nostromo’s.”

			—Michael Thawley, former Australian Ambassador to the United States of America, Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, and once frequent visitor with fond memories of Papua New Guinea and its people

			“A thrilling story of leadership, commitment, and friendship amidst the challenges of building a Pacific Island nation in the swirl of China’s pervasive influence.”

			—George W. Casey, Jr., General, U.S. Army (Retired) 

			“They Call Me Ishmael is a must read for world leaders from remote locations who are forced to teach themselves how to be great statesman in the face of overwhelming adversity.”

			—Jason Osborne, Senior advisor on more than ten successful U.S. and international presidential campaigns and the Pacific’s preeminent campaign strategist

			“They Call Me Ishmael, John Kuhns’s sweeping novel about Bougainville, brilliantly portrays the epic story of Ishmael, a courageous and visionary leader who rises to power against all odds to overcome a tide of colonial overreach, gold mania, and civil war in a lush and mineral-rich South Pacific paradise.” 

			—Deborah Goodrich Royce, author of Finding Mrs. Ford and Ruby Falls

			“Readers will be captivated by this deeply moving tale about Ishmael, the people of Bougainville, and their heartfelt quest for liberty and freedom, especially in the face of an ever-expanding People’s Republic of China, which covets their Pacific Island gem.”

			—Jim Fanell, Captain U.S. Navy (Retired), former director of intelligence and information operations for the U.S. Pacific Fleet, and currently a government fellow at the Geneva Centre for Security Policy in Switzerland 

			“Not only all Bougainvilleans, but all Australians as well as the Australian government, should be eternally grateful for people like Ishmael and John Kuhns, who together managed to create an honest, independent government in the South Pacific beyond the reach of Chinese control.”

			—Paul Jordan, Special Air Service Regiment (Retired), author of The Easy Day Was Yesterday
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			Bougainville is an island, an island of sorrow

			Bougainville is an island, an island of pain

			Bougainville is an island, an island of hope

			Bougainville is an island, an island I love

			Bougainville is an island, an island I love

			Island of Sorrow, Bougainville Folk Song
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PART ONE

			ISLAND OF SORROW





1

			Island of Sorrow

			The way some Bougainvilleans told me the story, Álvaro de Mendaña was the first white man to lie about Bougainville. He wouldn’t be the last. The lies have always been about gold.

			It is widely known that Mendaña, a Spanish navigator, was the first European to visit the Solomon Islands, landing—according to foreign academics deprived of the truth—on Santa Isabel Island in 1568. Also generally acknowledged is Mendaña’s belief that the archipelago contained untold riches, causing him to name it the Solomon Islands. Supposedly, Mendaña believed that hidden in the islands’ jungles lay the biblical city of Ophir, from which King Solomon received tribute of gold, silver, pearls, sandalwood, ivory, apes, and peacocks.

			Regarding Mendaña’s itinerary in the region, Bougainvilleans know better. Mendaña was correct; the Solomon Islands do contain vast riches. They’re just not on Santa Isabel Island. The gold and copper and silver, as every Bougainvillean will tell you, are on Bougainville Island, where Mendaña’s mendacity began. Bougainvilleans are certain that he first discovered Bougainville Island, not Santa Isabel Island. The men Mendaña sent ashore reported what anyone who visits central Bougainville can confirm today:the streams are full of gold.

			Mendaña decided not to tell his Spanish patrons the truth, the story goes, and kept the knowledge of Bougainville—and its potential riches—for himself. He neglected to map Bougainville on his charts, behaving as deceitfully as the legions of white men who would follow him. His illicit behavior met with a justly deserved end. In 1595 Mendaña died of disease on Santa Cruz, one of the Solomon Islands nearby. For a time, the knowledge of Bougainville and its resources died with him.

			It was left to Louis Antoine de Bougainville, a French navigator and later a naval hero in the American Revolutionary War (and also the namesake of the flowering vine Bougainvillea), to bump into Bougainville, the hitherto-uncharted member of the Solomon Islands—although its largest—200 years later, in 1768. Of course, Bougainville named the island for himself.

			The European explorers were presumptuous to say they discovered Bougainville. It had been inhabited for approximately 30,000 years. Originally its people either migrated from islands further north in Papua New Guinea, aboriginal Australia, or East Africa. One prominent academic described a unique anthropological aspect of Bougainvilleans: 

			“[A] trait shared by the present-day descendants of both northerners and southerners is their skin-colour, which is very black…. The presence of Bougainville as a ‘black spot’ in an island world of brownskins (later called redskins) raises a question that cannot now be answered. Were the genes producing that darker pigmentation carried by the first Bougainvilleans when they arrived? Or did they evolve by natural or ‘social’ selection, during the millennia in which the descendants of those pioneers remained isolated, reproductively, from neighbouring islanders? Nothing now known about Bougainville’s physical environment can support an argument for the natural selection of its peoples’ distinctively black pigmentation; therefore a case might be made for social selection, namely an aesthetic (and hence reproductive) preference for black skin.”

			However it evolved, their exotic ebony skin color is a badge of honor for Bougainvilleans; the blacker, the better.

			Bougainville lies within Melanesia, a geographically and culturally distinct group of islands running in rough parallel to the northeastern coast of Australia, from New Guinea Island in the northwest along the Solomon Islands to New Caledonia in the southeast. Bougainville is itself an archipelago, including Bougainville Island (the largest), Buka Island (a lesser island directly across a narrow, river-like sea channel locals call the “Passage” from Bougainville Island), the Carterets, Mortlock, Nissan, and many other smaller islands and atolls. 

			A few hundred miles south of the equator, Bougainville’s climate is tropical—very hot and humid—with substantial rainfall. It is located in the doldrums—there is little breeze. Bougainville is mountainous, and the inner portion of the island’s terrain is challenging, beset by sharp peaks thrusting up from jungle-covered hills. Parts of Bougainville Island are rarely visited by humans. The Emperor Range, including its highest peaks, Mt. Balbi and Mt. Bagana, both active volcanoes, bisects the northern half of Bougainville Island, and in the south, the Crown Prince Range, including Mt. Loloru, an inactive volcano, does the same.

			Geographically, Bougainville may be part of the Solomon Islands, but politically it has always been held separate—because of the gold, Bougainvilleans will remind listeners. In the days when colonial lines were drawn heedlessly on maps in European capitals, the political powers who most coveted the gold ended up with the island.

			Bougainville is currently part of the Independent State of Papua New Guinea, known locally as PNG, but it exists culturally apart from them as well. Again, it’s because of the gold, Bougainvilleans emphasize, and recent history confirms that. While both Bougainville and PNG are part of Melanesia, their people are distinctly different. PNG’s mountainous mainland contains hundreds of linguistic groups across a testy, fractious land, whereas Bougainville is much less fragmented, and socially more benign. Unlike PNG, most of Bougainville’s clans and lineages are matrilineal: when a man marries, he lives at his wife’s home in her village. Bougainvilleans value family and land above all else. Authority for governance, regarding both social and civil matters, is customary: It runs with the land. Most important decisions in Bougainville are made by the chiefs—men and women—of the landowning families, clans, and tribes who have set social codes and civil rules for centuries.

			Although well-endowed with natural resources, since Bougainville’s discovery by Europeans, it has been cursed as a geographical and political stepchild. Due to the gold, it has always been picked over by, and belonged to, someone else: first the ill-fated Mendaña; then the half-hearted French; then more-determined Germans, who agreed with the English to divide the Solomon Islands between them, and then annexed Bougainville into German New Guinea (once again, to control the gold, Bougainvilleans say). After World War I, the Australians took control under a mandate from the League of Nations; the Japanese troops intervened during World War II’s violent interlude, until the Allies ran them off in what many described as the most brutal battle conditions experienced during the Pacific conflagration; and then the Australians returned, having decided that Bougainville should be part of their Territory of New Guinea.

			As the nineteenth century became the twentieth, at the same time the Germans established Bougainville’s first coconut plantations, they reputedly began doing what attracted them to Bougainville in the first place—mining gold. While there are traces of equipment left over from various mining ventures, the secretive Germans left no evidence as to their mines’ productivity.

			The first fully documented mines, operated by Australians, were established at Kupe in the mountains of central Bougainville in the 1930s. Limited mechanical gold and copper mining expanded to the promising nearby areas of Atamo, Karato, Kopani, and Mainoki by the 1950s.

			In 1967, in a backroom deal originally cut in Canberra, Conzinc Rio Tinto of Australia, Limited, later to be renamed the Rio Tinto Group, became the beneficiary of Australian and PNG legislation giving them exploration rights in and around Panguna, a mountain village in central Bougainville. In exchange, Australia received 20 percent of Bougainville Copper Limited, the subsidiary Rio Tinto formed to own and operate its interests on Bougainville Island. Pursuant to Australian law, resources underneath the surface of the land were owned by the government. At the time, no one thought to discuss this with Bougainville’s customary landowners, who, as Melanesians, considered their land and all its bounty—above and below the earth—theirs since time immemorial.

			Mechanized exploration commenced, and word soon leaked out: the Panguna deposit was a bonanza. When Australian contractors showed up at Panguna on bulldozers waiving copies of the legislation granting exclusive rights to explore and expropriate land for mining, the Bougainvilleans had little understanding of what it meant or the grim changes portended. As the Panguna Mine was constructed, Bougainvilleans attempted to air their grievances peacefully. Certainly they protested the inadequate sharing of financial benefits derived from the resources taken from their land. But more fundamentally, as had happened from the date of the foreigners’ first arrival, the Bougainvilleans petitioned politely for them to simply leave. The land didn’t belong to them, and they had no right to be there.

			The mining company saw fit to ignore them, as the Panguna Mine became the largest and most profitable copper and gold mine in the world. The cruelty of the deal for the Bougainvilleans was lost on their foreign visitors, who had convinced themselves they were merely following the law, and doing nothing wrong.

			The final indignity took place in 1975, as PNG—including Bougainville—ceased being a territory of Australia and became the Independent State of Papua New Guinea. To provide the new country with economic substance, Australia transferred its interest in Bougainville Copper Limited to PNG, and the deal’s new bedfellows also agreed to a generous revision of the company’s taxation. Between dividends and taxes, lucky Papua New Guinea, eight hundred miles away, unburdened by the pressures of actual mining, and possessing a government most Bougainvilleans regarded dubiously, was to receive over 60 percent of the financial benefits of the Panguna Mine. This obscene amount was almost twice as much as that to be distributed to Bougainville Copper Limited and its shareholders—who paid for the mine—and more than ten times the benefits flowing to Bougainville. Curdling estrangement into animosity, an inexpensive solution was ignored when PNG selfishly rebuffed Bougainville’s petition for a more equitable financial arrangement.

			To some Bougainvilleans, taking up arms against PNG seemed inevitable, and the price—however horrific—of freedom. For many others, the languorous life in what was then PNG’s most prosperous province outweighed the deprivations caused by rude foreigners and troublesome environmental damage. Few envisioned the actual consequences of what they would come to call the Crisis: a brutal conflagration reminiscent of ancient times, which would leave Bougainville broken, and in desperate need of a messiah.

			Most Bougainvilleans have always considered themselves a group apart from the balance of Papua New Guinea’s unruly population and corrupt government. If asked, a majority of this moral, ethical people would say that they have had no desire to join governmentally with Spain, France, Germany, Japan, or Australia, and they feel the same way about PNG. Don’t even mention China. But over the years, no one bothered to inquire. They were too blinded by the gold.





Part Two

			Ishmael
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			Left for Dead

			The incoming grenade meant certain death. An ocean swell rolled underneath Ishmael’s longboat, and he stepped back toward the stern just as the high explosive device finished its descent from the sky. It hit amidships, disintegrating the vessel and sending a shard of the port gunwale streaking at Ishmael like an arrow. The fiberglass severed his left arm below the bicep; his four shipmates were killed instantly.

			As Ishmael flailed in the sea, his first instinct was to scold himself. He had half-realized the splashes in the water around his longboat could be ordnance from onshore grenade launchers, but the growl of the boat’s outboard engine had prevented him from hearing their telltale whine as they fell through the air. He pushed flotsam out of the water in front of him, trying to locate the Papua New Guinea Defence Force encampment they had been attacking onshore and get a glimpse of his antagonists. He peered north up the reef line toward Arawa in search of the Bougainville Revolutionary Army’s other longboat; hopefully, they had seen his craft blown out of the water. He thought he heard the whimper of the other boat’s engine as he bobbed in the seawater, dogpaddling to keep his head above the surface, but could see nothing in the flat light. It was only then that he realized his left arm was missing. He reached over for it. It hung by a strand of ligament from his elbow. He held his forearm with his good hand, lay on his back, and kicked his legs in the water, trying to float away from the wreckage.

			Dawn had turned into day on the June morning in 1996, and the glassy Bougainvillean lagoon lay still under a cloudy sky. A mechanized vessel lurked, its engines grumbling, behind a strip of fog resting between the sea and the sky and obscuring the Pacific horizon. Ishmael knew it was a Defence Force patrol boat. He kicked his legs frog-like, floating with the current of the incoming tide toward the Kieta shore, listening in vain for his other BRA longboat.

			“There’s the motherfucker!” a voice cried out from the fog. The Pacific-class patrol boat’s big engines snarled, and an angry gray prow nosed through the mist. 

			Four brown-skinned men in camouflage uniforms representing the First Royal Pacific Islands Regiment’s Marine Element stood alongside the starboard deck as the boat pulled up, hove to, and lined its stern parallel to Ishmael flopping in the water. Two of the men dangled a pole with a fishing net attached to its far end over Ishmael, hooking his head in the trap line. Tightening the net around him, they hauled their catch toward the patrol boat.

			It took all four crewmen to pull Ishmael’s coal-black, muscle-bound body up onto the deck. As he lay there tangled in the net, one of the men came over and whacked him on the head with a gaff, as if he were a fish they planned to fillet for dinner.

			“Get that net off him and stand him up for the captain,” the man in boatswain mate’s stripes said.

			The three remaining crew members shucked and slid around Ishmael, their boots slipping on the steel deck made slick by blood and seawater.

			“Rouse him quick,” the boatswain’s mate said. “Now. There’s another armed longboat out there somewhere.”

			They stood Ishmael up and removed the net from his upper body. As he straightened, the man with the gaff whacked him over the head again for good measure, and Ishmael collapsed to the deck in a heap.

			“Keep him alive!” an officer shouted from the bridge. The man emerged from the pilot house, nervously checked the horizon for the other longboat, eyed his expiring captive, and started climbing down a ladder to the deck. As he approached Ishmael, he adjusted the visor of his captain’s hat and opened a writing pad. His national government was fighting a civil war against Bougainville’s BRA renegades, and his orders were to find and capture their leader, who was rumored to be marauding in nearby waters. “Stand up, prisoner.”

			Ishmael did his best to stand.

			“Firing detail, make yourselves ready,” the captain barked.

			Two of the crew stepped inside the boat’s superstructure and returned with M-16s. They stepped forward side by side, clicked their heels, stomped the butts of their rifles on the deck, and stood at attention, ready to enjoy themselves.

			Barefoot, Ishmael raised himself to his full height, prepared to meet his maker.

			“Your name?” the brown-skinned captain said to Ishmael, a pencil in one hand and his pad in the other.

			Ishmael stared wordlessly back at the captain.

			“You are a member of the Bougainville Revolutionary Army. By the authority vested in me by the Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary, I have the right to execute you for bearing arms against your government, and other treasonous offenses.” The captain continued reading the prisoner a list of his transgressions, the officer’s expression indicating he had something more important to do.

			Ishmael kept his eyes on the captain’s.

			The captain snapped his writing pad shut. “Where is Ishmael?” he demanded, looking his captive in the eye as he made an attempt to smile, exposing rotted teeth.

			Ishmael said nothing.

			“Answer me, mate, or I assure you, I’ll show no mercy.”

			Ishmael heard an outboard engine somewhere off in the fog bank. He needed to buy time. “What do you want with Ishmael?” he asked.

			The boatswain’s mate heard the longboat’s engine too. “Begging your pardon, sir, but that’s the other longboat!” he yelled to the captain.

			The captain appeared exasperated. “Order arms,” he called to the firing detail.

			The two men raised their rifles.

			“Where is your BRA leader?”

			Ishmael heard the scream of the second BRA longboat’s engine accelerating across the lagoon at the same time as he heard the report of his men’s rifles. He looked off to starboard and saw the vessel closing fast out of the fog on a suicide mission, the rebel crew standing and firing, squaring off against superior odds in order to rescue their leader. Across from Ishmael, one of the Defence Force riflemen dropped his weapon, a hole the size of a dime below his eye starting to spurt blood.

			As the rifleman collapsed to the deck, chaos ensued.

			Ishmael stepped to the port gunwale, clambered over it, and tumbled into the sea. Holding his left arm with his right, he headed down and away from the patrol boat. Pumping his legs to move forward, he reached a depth of a few yards beneath the surface and leveled off. He willed himself to stay under, knowing that his thin chance of survival depended on not surfacing. Using his legs methodically, he tried to conserve strength while peering ahead through the Pacific seawater toward the coral reef. Fish swam by. His lungs on fire, he lied, telling himself he could swim underwater forever.

			At the same time he heard the patrol boat’s engines rev up, he could stay submerged no longer. He surfaced. Three hundred yards off, all he could see of the patrol boat was its receding stern, half-subsumed by foam, its engines churning franticly as it chased the other BRA longboat making for the safety zone inside the northern reef.

			Ishmael bobbed in the sea alone, gazing toward the Kieta shore. He couldn’t head straight in—that’s where the Defence Force camp was. He’d have to swim south around Pok Pok Island, fend off the current, cut through the gap in the coral reefs, and head toward Toniva. He felt dizzy and weak. The beach was at least a couple of miles away. He’d never make it. He rolled on his back, said a prayer and, still holding one arm with the other, started pumping his legs.





3

			License to Kill

			The boy was chasing a coconut he had thrown into a wave and had run up over a hump on the sandy beach when he came upon Ishmael’s body lying in the surf. The man’s legs were covered by swirling foam and sand. He had done something funny with one of his arms. Somehow, one of them was holding the other out in front of his body, extending up the beach toward the shore, as if to keep it away from the wavelets lapping at his feet.

			The boy tiptoed closer, stopped, and stared at the body, looking for any sign of movement. Flies buzzed around the back of the man’s head where blood oozed out. The boy turned and ran up the beach toward town where his mother was selling vegetables at the Toniva market. He slowed down as he approached her so as not to attract attention. An only child, he behaved older than his ten years and had learned to be discreet. Catching his breath, he walked closer to her, grabbed her arm, and pulled. “Mummy, come quick.”

			Kneeling down behind her vegetables alongside another woman offering fish for sale, Beverly resisted her son’s plea. “Not now, Jonah. Can’t you see I’m talking to Amanda?”

			Jonah tugged on her arm again. When she tugged back, the boy changed tactics, moving closer and whispering in her ear, “There’s a dead man on the beach.”

			Her eyes growing wide and white against her smooth black face, Beverly turned away from her brown-skinned friend and pulled her son close to her. She said in a low tone, “Keep your voice down, and tell me where he is.”

			After Jonah explained, they got up and retraced his steps, Amanda watching them as they hurried down the shore.

			When they got to Ishmael, Jonah said, “See Mummy? There he is. He hasn’t moved; he’s dead.”

			“Hush, child.” Beverly looked up and down the beach for observers. The market was a long way off; she didn’t think anyone that far away could see them. She dropped to her knees next to the body lying half-covered with sand. As the waves lapped over Ishmael’s legs and trunk, she examined the rest of him carefully, staring at his dismembered arm. She moved next to his head lying face down in the sand. Shooing away the flies, she waited until a wave rolled up. Cupping clear water in her hand, she poured handfuls over the top of his head, washing the blood and sand from his hair and off the sides of his face. As she did so, she lifted the man’s head back and tilted his face toward her.

			“Saints preserve us!” 

			“What Mummy?” Jonah said. “What?”

			“It’s Ishmael,” she said, barely breathing, she was so afraid. 

			“Uncle Ishmael?”

			Beverly didn’t answer. She glanced around once more for strangers on the beach. Then she scooped more water and poured it over the man’s face, just to make sure it was really Ishmael. She thought she saw an eye flutter; it did again. Both of his eyes opened. Beverly caught her breath in her throat. “Oh my! He’s alive.” She ran over to the small thicket between the beach and the road, Jonah wordlessly scampering after her. After clearing a grassy area under the trees, she hurried back to Ishmael.

			“Mummy, what are you doing?”

			“Come over here and help me. He’s going to die. We’ve got to get him into the shade. Take one arm. Please.”

			Jonah grabbed Ishmael’s good arm, and Beverly took the other one by the shoulder. She signaled, and they pulled. At first, nothing happened. “Come on, Jonah. One, two, three…” This time they moved Ishmael’s body a yard out of the surf. 

			Ishmael’s face was being dragged through the sand. He coughed once, spitting out sand and seawater.

			“Oh, sorry; sorry.” Beverly stopped and knelt down beside Ishmael, brushing the sand out of his mouth. “Here, help me turn him over,” she said to her son, and they rolled him over on his back. Beverly stood up, mopped the sweat off her brow, and grabbed Ishmael’s shoulder again. “Once more. One, two, three…”

			When Jonah couldn’t pull anymore, Beverly stood behind Ishmael’s broad shoulders, reaching her arms under his armpits and clasping her hands together behind his neck. Stumbling, she dragged him up the beach. She hauled backward, lurched a few steps, fell down on her seat, and then got up and pulled him again, and then again. Broken shells, sharp sticks, and flattened soda cans nicked her bare feet. Finally, she reached the thicket, dragged Ishmael’s body under the bushes, and collapsed backward onto a patch of grass.

			Jonah crept in and snuggled alongside her. “Mummy, what was Ishmael doing?”

			“Not now.” Out of breath, she rested, but only for a minute. Then she rolled over and examined Ishmael once more, fussing over his face, brushing the sand out of his eyes, nose, and mouth. “He’s a very brave man. We’ve got to get him help, or he’ll die.”

			“Can someone put his arm back?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Who can fix him?”

			“Amalani can.” Beverly leaned over and brushed the last sand off Ishmael’s forehead. She lifted his good arm and laid it across his torso, and then very carefully took his severed forearm, still attached by a thin thread of tissue and sinew to his bicep, and laid it on his chest. “Come on, son. We’ve got to get home and wait for your father.” 

			“Who’s Amalani?” Jonah asked, trotting along behind Beverly as she walked rapidly back up the beach.

			“Amalani Tarurava. A lady up in Roreinang,” Beverly said, reaching out her hand and taking Jonah’s, forcing him to trot alongside her. “She uses special medicine from the jungle.”

			Thirty minutes after they arrived at their house in Toniva, Beverly heard the front door open. Her husband, Leo, a big man, walked into the hallway, home from work at the Panguna Mine. He hung up his jacket and sat down on the chair in the hallway to remove his work boots.

			Beverly looked out the window to make sure Jonah was nearby and saw him playing in the yard with Olivia, Amanda’s daughter. “Leave your boots on,” she said to Leo. “We must use your truck to run an errand.” 

			He stood up silently.

			“We need to go now,” Beverly said, and started to walk past Leo in the hallway.

			Leo grabbed her arm and turned her toward him. He studied her face. “What is it? I hate it when you get like this.”

			“It’s your cousin. Come on; if we don’t hurry, he’ll die.” She pulled her arm free and walked down the hallway to the front door.

			“Ishmael?” Leo called out, striding after her.

			She turned at the doorway and stepped in front of Leo. “Shush! The redskins will hear you.” She looked over her shoulder for her son. “Jonah! Come here right now.” The boy ran to her, and she told him to eat the dinner on the kitchen table that she’d prepared for him and then get to bed; she and his father would be back later that evening. “Don’t you dare say a word about what happened today to anyone.”

			Beverly and Leo got in the truck and drove down their driveway. As they passed the house next door, Amanda, their redskin neighbor, watched them drive off through the village. She kept watching the pickup as it rolled out of Toniva, past the market and toward the beach beyond. The truck slowed a thousand yards down the road, its brake lights ablaze as it pulled up next to the thicket by the shore. It was the same place where she had watched Beverly and Jonah crawling around in the sand earlier that day.

			Four hours later, Beverly and Leo’s mission was complete. They had taken Ishmael from the bushes, loaded him into the bed of Leo’s pickup, covered him with a tarpaulin, and drove two hours up into the hills to the village of Roreinang. Even though Defence Force soldiers patrolled the highway, Leo drove slowly and no one stopped them. It was well past dark when they arrived at Amalani’s house. The three of them carried Ishmael from the truck into a room in the back of her house. Beverly glanced around inside; shelves holding bottles and potions lined the walls. After they laid Ishmael out on a bed, Amalani leaned over his chest, listened to his heart, looked up at Beverly and Leo and smiled. He was still alive. After thanking her, Beverly and Leo got into their truck and returned to Toniva.

			When they got back to their village, it was pitch black. Beverly could hear the rustle of the palm fronds as the trees swayed over the house, but couldn’t see them. There was no moon. She noticed the generator humming, and the lights still on, at Amanda’s house. Beverly got along with her neighbor, but she knew that Amanda was jealous because she had neither a vehicle nor a man. In years past, such sentiments had been of no consequence, but the Crisis had changed everything. “I don’t feel safe here anymore,” she whispered to Leo.

			Leo pulled the truck past Amanda’s and stopped in front of their home. They didn’t have a generator, and the house was dark. “We’ve lived here all our lives,” Leo said.

			“That doesn’t mean it will ever be like it was before.” Beverly checked to make sure Jonah was in his bed, closed up the house, and fell into a deep sleep. 

			The next morning, she was awakened by the sound of a chopper. The whump, whump, whump of the Iroquois helicopter’s dual rotor blades was far off, but moving toward Toniva. Beverly felt her heart pound. Nothing good could come from the choppers. They carried members of the Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary’s riot squads. The thug-like policemen had been sent over from Port Moresby to keep order in Bougainville in the aftermath of the rape and killing of a pregnant Bougainvillean nurse by a group of redskin squatters on nearby Aropa Plantation, and counterattacks by Bougainvilleans. As far as Beverly was concerned, the possibility of order where riot squad men were concerned was laughable. They were the same low class of life as the squatters who had committed the crime in Aropa. Not ordinary redskins, they were highlanders from the mainland’s remote mountain regions, where cannibalism was rumored to have been a fact of life up until the 1960s. Three square meals a day, a uniform, and a gun—a license to kill—was a dream come true for many PNG highlanders.

			The chopper flew closer. Beverly expected it to fly over Toniva and keep going, but it didn’t. She grew more afraid. Soon, it sounded as if it was tethered directly above their house. Still in her pajamas, Beverly left Leo in bed and called for Jonah, but in the racket from the chopper she couldn’t hear her own words. She searched inside their house for her son, but couldn’t find him. She looked out back by the pigsty; the boy was nowhere to be seen. She hurried back through the house one more time, looking in every corner for her son with no success, and then pushed through the front door and walked down the stairs.

			The chopper had landed away from the trees, in the schoolyard a hundred yards down the road. Its big blades still, the helicopter’s engine remained loud as it idled. A dozen uniformed men stood around the open bay of the chopper. They all looked in Beverly’s direction. A jackbooted man wearing a tan riot squad uniform with stripes on his upper sleeves walked up the driveway through the trees toward her.

			Beverly looked around for Jonah, but still didn’t see him.

			The riot squad officer approached and made an attempt to draw himself up in front of her. Dignity would be impossible; he was a stumpy, ugly man. His redskin face was already sweating, even though it was still early morning, and his eyes were black and bottomless. He wore a beret and carried a wooden night stick. He said, “I’m Sergeant Greyson Trull, Beverly. We have some questions for you.” He looked her up and down, standing there in her pajamas.

			She felt a chill come over her. “How do you know my name?” 

			“You know why we’re here. Nothing will happen to you if you cooperate.”

			The front door slammed, and Leo walked up behind Beverly. He stood next to her and took her hand. “What’s this about?” Leo said, looking down at Sergeant Trull. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

			Down their driveway and farther off throughout the village, neighbors were starting to come to their front doors and look out. A few walked out into the road and tried to peer past the idling helicopter toward Beverly’s front yard, but it was difficult to see through the trees. Partially hidden, Amanda sat on her front porch, watching expectantly.

			Sergeant Trull said to Beverly, “We know that the BRA uses women to gather intelligence. We know they are using you. If you’ll admit to your mistake, we’ll go easy on you. We’re all Melanesians here.”

			“You’re wrong,” Leo said.

			Beverly said nothing.

			“Well, Beverly? What did you and your son do on the beach yesterday?” Sergeant Trull asked.

			Leo said, “Leave my wife and son out of this.”

			The sergeant stared at Leo. “Where’s your cousin, Leo? Where is Ishmael?”

			Beverly blurted out, “My husband wasn’t involved.”

			The sergeant turned his attention back to Beverly. “I’m glad you’ve decided to take my point of view, Beverly.” He looked her up and down slowly. “What are you wearing underneath those pajamas?”

			Leo jumped on the runty sergeant, knocking him down and smashing him in the face with his fists before two of his armed men could run up and separate the two.

			Sergeant Trull stood up and faltered backward for a moment, rubbing his bruised jaw. He picked up his beret from the road and brushed it off. Recovered, he stepped forward, thrust his shiny bald head directly underneath Leo’s, and shouted, “Firing detail report!” 

			The two policemen picked up their M-16s from the driveway and came to attention, resting the butts of their rifles on the ground. 

			“Neutralize this man.”

			Both men swung the stocks of their rifles and whacked Leo over the head. As Beverly screamed, Leo crumpled to the ground, his scalp spurting blood. When Beverly tried to kneel down over Leo, the sergeant wailed the side of her head with his night stick, and then grabbed her by her hair and jerked her away.

			Sprawled in the driveway, Leo lifted his head slowly, rubbed his scalp, and studied the blood covering his hand. He turned his face to look up at Sergeant Trull. “Go home, redskin. You’re going to die here.”

			“We’ll see who’s going to die,” the sergeant snapped. Holding Beverly by her hair, he pulled her until she was standing over her husband’s body lying in the road. “You want to see what happens to people who don’t cooperate?” the sergeant yelled at Beverly. He spat at Leo’s head. “Finish him,” he ordered. 

			The larger one of the two men with rifles handed his gun to the other. Taking a step back, he leaped in the air over Leo and came down with his knee on the back of Leo’s neck, snapping it. Leo’s body went limp, and his head rolled sideways. 

			“No!” Beverly yelled. “Noooo!” She fell down over Leo and hugged his body.

			Sergeant Trull whacked Beverly in the head again with his nightstick, and gobs of her blood flew into the air. 

			“Where’s Ishmael?” the sergeant yelled at Beverly. “What did you do with him?”

			Struggling to remain conscious, Beverly didn’t answer.

			Sergeant Trull yanked her by the hair until she was on her feet, and then began pushing her toward her house. She tried to stop, and he hit her again hard with his night stick. As she stumbled up the front steps, blood covering her face, Jonah ran out of the bushes lining the front of the house, crying. 

			“Mummy! Mummy,”he sobbed. “It was me. It was all my fault,” he said, his face streaming with tears. “I told Olivia about Ishmael, and then Amanda made me tell her. I didn’t know this would happen, Mummy. I’m sorry,” he screamed.

			“Run, Jonah!” Beverly cried. “Run!”

			Jonah stood there next to his mother, crying as he tried to hug her, not willing to move. 

			Sergeant Trull called to the men in his detail. “Grab him, bring him inside, and make him watch.” He dragged Beverly the rest of the way up the front steps, and then pushed her through the front door into the living room. He stood her against the back of the couch and bent her over the cushions, pulling her pajama bottoms down to her ankles. He pulled down his pants and raped her.

			When he was finished, he went to the kitchen and cleaned himself and his uniform. Zipping up his pants, he walked back through the living room. The two riflemen stood at attention behind Beverly, waiting their turns. “When you’re done, cut her up and throw her to the pigs,” the sergeant said. 

			As he walked out the front door, he saw Jonah standing wide-eyed in the corner.

			“Bring the boy with you when you come,” he called back to the men in the house.

			Twenty minutes later, the Iroquois helicopter rose over the coconut trees, heading up the shoreline to the military base in Arawa. The crew was in a good mood, laughing and joking. When the chopper was several hundred yards above the sea, the sergeant left his seat in the cockpit and came back into the hold where Jonah was sitting numbly, his eyes blank and listless as he stared out over the jungle of Bougainville Island.

			“The Good Lord told me He would forgive me if I did this for you,” the sergeant said to Jonah. “You wouldn’t have a life.” He studied the catatonic boy’s face, and then looked down at the sea. “Higher,” he yelled to the pilot in the cockpit. 

			The chopper lifted, like a bird on the wind. At a thousand feet, they threw Jonah into the Anewa Bay.
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			Amalani

			Amalani Tarurava spent the night tending to Ishmael in the space in the rear of her house she called her operating room. She sedated him with a pasty lozenge made from passionflower, which would leave him knocked out for the better part of a day. Outside the house, her husband, Elijah, threw logs in a pit and built a fire. When the flames were high, he heated water in several vessels, bringing inside the first kettle that boiled. Using the scalding water and clean rags, Amalani swabbed Ishmael’s upper torso and his face and beard, removing sand, salt, and grime—anything that could cause infection, the immediate and most serious enemy.

			When Amalani had cleaned Ishmael’s body, Elijah helped her turn him on his stomach, and she cleaned his back and washed his scalp. Then the two of them dried him off, turned him over on his back once more, and began working on his severed arm. Elijah brought in a fresh pot of boiling water, and Amalani sopped it over the stump protruding from Ishmael’s shoulder, swabbing and dabbing, removing loose bits of skin and tissue and dried blood, all the while softening up the surfaces of his wound, preparing them to be receptive for medicine. She did the same with the strand of ligament and tissue that connected Ishmael’s forearm to his bicep.

			She treated Ishmael’s severed limb all night, keeping it moist, not letting it dry out. When he cried out and moved, she restored him to the middle of his bed and gave him more sedative. 

			When dawn came, Amalani sent Elijah out to gather the long stringy leaves of the sirivi plant. Once he had returned with a bushel of the leaves, she began crushing them with a mortar and pestle. Grinding the leaves into an oily paste, she added droplets of water into the mortar bowl until she produced a dark green gruel. Amalani put her head over the mortar bowl and breathed in the pungent smell of the sirivi oil. When she could sense the vapor entering her nasal cavity and affecting her, she stopped grinding, set that batch of sirivi aside, and ground more leaves. She ground sirivi leaves for several hours.

			At noon, she told Elijah it was time for the bamboo procedure. He went outside and selected a long tapering bamboo stalk, not too thick in diameter, from the grove next to the house and cut it into meter-long lengths. Selecting a length of medium thickness, he checked to make sure it wasn’t cracked, and sighted inside its barrel. Then he went into his tool shed and returned with a thin metal shaft. Using the shaft, from each end of the bamboo rod Elijah poked inside the barrel, puncturing the inner membrane walls and making a transit hole. He then scraped clean the barrel walls at one end of the bamboo rod until they were flush and unobstructed, and checked to make sure he could look inside that end and see all the way through to the pinhole at the other end. 

			When Elijah had finished preparing three bamboo rods, he put fresh wood on the fire and stoked the coals. After the firewood had finished its initial combustion, the flames died down, and the wood formed a robust bed of glowing coals. He fetched a metal framework from his tool shed and installed it over the glowing fire pit. Elijah laid the three bamboo rods horizontally across the length of the metal framework. Where they rested, the rods were inches above the smoldering coals, too far removed for the bamboo to combust, but close enough so that inside the bamboo the temperature would be exceedingly hot, above the boiling point, and convert the watery sirivi paste into a gas.

			Amalani came out and collected him, and the two of them lifted Ishmael into a lounging position and stuffed pillows under his torso to prop him up. She demonstrated to Elijah how she was going to hold the pieces of Ishmael’s damaged left arm together and where to blow the sirivi vapor. When they were finished, Elijah went outside to the fire and returned to the kitchen with a bamboo rod. Amalani took a piece of wax paper, fashioned a crude funnel, and stuck the furled point into the open end of the rod. Then she took a mortar bowl of liquid sirivi paste and poured it through the funnel into the hollow rod. As she poured more and more of the sirivi into the rod, Elijah leveled it until it was flat and full of sirivi. Amalani released the rod to her husband, who carried it out to the fire and laid it on the metal framework. In five minutes, the sirivi in the bamboo rod was bubbling. Elijah put on a pair of welding gloves and transported the hot, incandescent rod into the operating room. While Amalani gathered Ishmael’s stringy ligament and held it between his forearm and his bicep and positioned the whole arm together in place, Elijah aimed the rod at the juncture and blew the sirivi vapor into Ishmael’s wound until all the gas in the rod was spent.

			They lay Ishmael down, filled the next two rods with sirivi, and repeated the procedure for two hours. When they had used all of the sirivi, they stopped, lay Ishmael’s head back on a pillow, and covered his eyes with a moist cloth compress. It had been eighteen hours since Ishmael had arrived. Amalani and Elijah went into their bedroom, drew sheets as blinds across the windows to shield the sunlight, and went to sleep.

			A few hours later, Amalani awoke when she heard Ishmael cry out where he lay in the operating room. As Elijah lay sleeping, she got out of bed and hurried around to the rear of the house. Ishmael was resting quietly, but the sun was high in a cloudless sky, and the room was too bright. She went to the clothesline, removed the sheets and the blankets she had been drying, and hung them over the windows of the operating room to block the sun. She felt Ishmael’s forehead and exchanged the compress covering his brow with a new, cooler one.

			When she went to leave the operating room, Ishmael’s father was standing outside her doorway.

			“Amos,” she said, “you frightened me.”

			“I’d like to see my son,” he said in a low tone.

			Amalani led the way back into the operating room, closing the door behind her. She tied off one of the sheets covering a window, letting in enough light so that Amos could see Ishmael’s face.

			Amos bent over his son, and then moved closer to examine his arm, not touching him. He straightened up. “I don’t want him to get infected.”

			“The seawater was helpful,” Amalani said. “There is no fever yet.”

			“Can you fix his arm?”

			“Curing the flesh is possible,” she said. “But the bone? Parts of it are crushed. If he wants to keep it, he will need a bone surgeon. A western doctor.”

			“In Port Moresby?”

			“No; PNG is too dangerous. Go back to the same hospital—the one in the Solomon Islands—where you took him after his gunshot injury. I hear they have a bone specialist—a Swiss man.”

			Ishmael stirred, groaned, and rolled over on his side. Amalani and Amos straightened him out and lay him back down in the center of the bed. When they were finished, his father stood next to the bed, staring at his son’s arm.

			“He must rest,” Amalani said. “I will give him more sirivi in another hour.” 

			“I will leave you,” Amos said. “Thank you.”

			“Tell no one he is here. The Defence Force is handing out money for information.”

			Amos left, and Amalani rehung the sheet over the window. In the darkness, she leaned over Ishmael to check on him one more time. 

			His eyes were open, and he was looking straight at her. “How is my arm?”

			Shocked that he had awakened, Amalani shushed Ishmael. She checked to see the door was closed, and then felt his forehead for fever. “Don’t speak; you need the strength. No one must hear you.”

			“How is my arm?”

			“Your father was just here,” she said.

			“I know. How is my arm?”

			“If the Good Lord wishes, you will live.” She adjusted the compress on his forehead. 

			“Tell my father to keep praying for me. He prays every morning at seven; I can feel it when he does. I need his strength.”

			“Your fighting days are over.”

			He stared at her as he considered her words. “Amalani, look at me.”

			She looked into Ishmael’s eyes.

			“Don’t let them take my arm.”
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			Born to Lead

			After learning all he needed to know, Ishmael closed his eyes and slept the sleep of the dead. Safe in a hiding place in his village with Amalani, who had cared for him since he was a boy, he was alive—and he still had his arm.

			Eight years earlier, in 1988, a twenty-year-old Ishmael hadn’t wanted any part of hiding. It was a heady time for young Bougainvilleans to be out and about. A man named Francis Olu had galvanized a restive populace, calling its citizens to action. Olu had worked for Bougainville Copper Limited as a surveyor at its Panguna Mine, but he and a group of like-minded firebrands were fed up with BCL and the mine, PNG’s corrupt national government, and the few greedy Panguna landowners who enriched themselves with mining royalties—what the Bougainvilleans called “fish compensation”—at the expense of the majority. Men were joining his new rebel militia, the Bougainville Revolutionary Army, and mustering out in Guava, Olu’s village hidden high in the hills. Ishmael heard the news, took his father’s shotgun, and headed up the mountain.

			Ishmael probably wouldn’t have wanted to be a soldier if his parents hadn’t encouraged him to read. Ever since he was a young boy, Ishmael had devoured stories from Commando Comics. The covers were bright and colorful, the pages black-and-white cartoon artwork on newsprint, and the stories about fighting men in World War II. Most of the soldiers were brave, although to keep things real, a few cowards were portrayed. All were patriots, willing to die for their country, capable of noble actions one minute and joking with their mates around a campfire the next. The battle scenes took place around the world, including many in the Pacific. The combatants weren’t typically black, but rather white members of the Allied Armed Forces—Brits, Aussies, Kiwis, even Yanks—but the men’s skin color mattered little to Ishmael. They were heroes on Arthurian quests. He wanted to be like them, experience what they had done, and forge a character of his own. 

			Ishmael didn’t learn only by reading. Many Bougainvilleans spent all of their lives on their island, but not him. When he was six, his mother Alice and his father Amos, teachers and missionaries with the United Church of Christ, moved the family to the PNG highlands. He remembered the airplane—the old type where passengers had to walk downhill to get to their seats—how its big engines rumbled and the plane bounced going through the storm clouds before landing in Mt. Hagen. Living in PNG in the midst of people Bougainvilleans called redskins, he realized for the first time how brown-skinned they were and how black he was, and what it was like to be different. 

			“Father, they’re not the same as us,” he said one day after coming home from school. “We’re black, and they’re brown.”

			“We’re the color of the night,” his father said proudly, his teeth pearly white when he smiled.

			Ishmael liked his color better.

			When it was decided that in 1975 Papua New Guinea would gain its independence from Australia, the Mt. Hagen mission closed and everyone had to leave. Ishmael and his family returned to Bougainville. Flying out of Mt. Hagan, he remembered their plane being full of white people going back to Australia. The men were somber and the women sobbing, crying about leaving their homes, escaping before PNG was overwhelmed by a sinister force Ishmael couldn’t comprehend, embodied by a strange, new word: chaos. Chaos was coming to Papua New Guinea. 

			They moved back to Roreinang, where Ishmael had been born, a village clustered around a United Church mission on a ridge above Aropa. Ishmael was a middle child in a family that grew to six siblings, including three brothers and three sisters. Being born to teachers who were also naturalists, Ishmael thrived in the wild, learning many things from his father, including all about the spectacular tropical plant life that grew in the mist-covered hills of his homeland.

			“Look, father,” he said as he returned from a weekend of exploring in the jungle surrounding the village, proudly displaying a clutch of orchids that he had obtained by climbing cliffs and shinnying up tree trunks. 

			“Here, we must care for them,” Amos said, taking the plants from Ishmael. “Watch me,” his father instructed him. He searched the ground among the grove of palm trees behind their house and fetched several decaying coconut husks. With Ishmael looking over his shoulder, Amos packed the innards of the husks with leafy compost. “This is all the food the orchids will need,” he told his son. Amos placed the plants root-first inside the curved shells, bound up each assemblage with a length of vine, and sprinkled water on the plants in their new homes. “Don’t make the mistake others do with orchids,” he advised Ishmael. “They don’t need much water.” He set the flowers in the shade by the side of the potting shed. “They’ll recover and grow. They deserve to live long lives, just like you.”

			“I thought we could sell them in the Arawa town market,” Ishmael said. He was somewhat disappointed; he had thought that proceeds from selling the orchids could pay for a new edition of Commando Comics.

			“If you want to sell special flowers, perhaps one day you could sell these,” Amos said, drawing Ishmael around to the opposite side of the potting shed where he kept his fenced-in flower garden. He led Ishmael down the rows of brightly colored adenium, lilies, and orchids, and stopped in front of a green, cactus-like plant with a round, white flower hanging from a stem. “Do you know what this is?”

			“You told us once,” said Ishmael. “You said it was the most valuable flower in the world, but I don’t remember its name.”

			“That’s the Queen of the Night,” said Amos. “A botanist in Mt. Hagen got one in Sri Lanka, an island country like ours near India, and gave me some of its seeds. The flowers make magnificent perfume.”

			“Why are the flowers so valuable?”

			Amos said, “Because as soon as you pick the flower, it dies. The only way for us to make the perfume would be to make it here—where the flower grows. That would cost a great deal of money, more than Bougainville has now. If we could do that one day, it might help propel our people to greatness; maybe you can make it happen.”

			Ishmael looked up into his father’s kind eyes. “I will, father.”

			He was a good schoolboy too. His academic scores were high enough to qualify him to board at Hutjena Secondary School on Buka Island, the best high school in the Bougainville province. He performed well at Hutjena, and became friends with George Washburn, an upperclassman two years ahead of him. It seemed important to George to be selected by the headmaster as the head of his class, while Ishmael couldn’t abide the politics necessary for such things. His passion remained anything involving the military: heroes, battles, guns, and warfare strategy. He wanted to go away to military school, but that was not possible for his family financially.

			When he was sixteen, Ishmael’s mother drowned in a freak accident. Her death staggered him. He loved her unconditionally and felt inconsolable guilt; he was away at school when she died and hadn’t been nearby to help her. It was his first experience with the loss of a person close to him. Inside, he would grieve perpetually for her, but Ishmael’s budding manhood caused him to remain stoic, rather than expose to others his susceptibility to sorrow.

			After his mother’s death, school didn’t seem important anymore. Ishmael left Hutjena, and went to the Defence Force barracks in Arawa, determined to sign up and pursue what he was sure was his mission in life. He was rejected; at five feet, five inches, he was deemed too short. Disheartened, like everyone else at the time he applied to work for BCL at the Panguna Mine. While the people there were nice enough, they didn’t hire him, leaving him even more adrift. He went to work for a logging company instead and belatedly grew six inches, while still hoping for a military career. Little did he know it would unfold in the Crisis right over the mountaintop, against two seemingly benign parties he had just encountered who would become the opposition: the Defence Force and BCL.

			When Ishmael showed up with his father’s shotgun at Francis Olu’s BRA hideout in Guava, the last thing he’d expected was to be the only member of the BRA with a conventional firearm. Almost everyone else was armed with primitive weapons, including bush knives, spears, bows and arrows, and even slingshots used for killing birds. A few men packed homemade zip guns.

			The BRA’s initial adversary was a nasty one: PNG’s riot squads. After the BRA grew to become a meaningful irritant, the Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary, the national government’s police force, stationed a riot squadron at the Panguna Mine, a few miles from Guava. In the beginning, the skirmishes between Bougainvilleans and the riot squads had little to do with what later burgeoned into a civil war, but instead stemmed from simpler rivalries involving skin colors, tribes and clans. The intensity and frequency of the incidents escalated, and neared the level of atrocity. Bougainvillean women were afraid to go out at night. Olu’s band of BRA recruits, shoeless and unequipped, were outnumbered, but determined to account for themselves. The BRA leader welcomed Ishmael and turned him over to Glen Tovir, an experienced military man in charge of whipping the BRA into fighting shape.

			Ishmael was excited to begin maneuvers, but, after a few days of training, was less than impressed. The BRA’s activities weren’t remotely akin to the type of action depicted in Commando Comics. Under Olu, the BRA’s creed was not to expend men, ammunition, or energy in military attacks, but rather to spy on the enemy, filch provisions and supplies when possible, and then hide.

			Ishmael regarded the BRA’s strategy as one espoused by common thieves, and devoid of military impact. “I thought we were supposed to teach the riot squads some manners,” Ishmael said carefully in a joking tone to Francis Olu when a group of BRA men sat around a campfire one night, but the great leader didn’t even respond to the young newcomer.

			Ishmael was pleased when finally dispatched on an assignment which might involve action: a stakeout on a well-travelled trail from Guava to Panguna. Where the path crossed a stream, its water flattened out and ran quickly through rock-lined banks. The villagers used the site to draw water, and Glen said it was a gathering place for riot squad troops up to no good.

			A patrol led by Glen, accompanied by Ishmael, Wendell Bittyman, a middle-aged man, and Sebastian, his oldest son, waited in Guava until nightfall, and then slipped down a side trail through a jungle-draped ravine. Glen carried a zip gun made from a pipe, Ishmael his shotgun, and Sebastian a bush knife. Wendell had painted his face and wielded a bow and arrow.

			As the men stumbled along the trail, the silence echoed danger to Ishmael. From years climbing in the hills above his village at all hours of the night, Ishmael knew that when the only sound was raindrops dripping off the tree leaves, the birds and wildlife were holding their breath and laughing at the clumsy intruders. While the BRA men lurched along in the dark, Glen warned Wendell to shut up twice, and Ishmael smelled home brew on Sebastian’s breath.

			Up ahead in the bush, a group of riot squad men was making as much noise as a pair of mating rhinoceroses. Behind a line of trees, the BRA guerillas nestled down in the moist earth, still warm from the heat of the day, and observed their foes ten yards across the stream in a clearing. Two of the soldiers were washing dishes, while a third filled canteens, and another did the same with kitchen water drums.

			Listening to the riot squad policemen gripe about the food they’d just eaten for dinner, Ishmael held his breath, listened to his empty stomach complain, and admired their camouflaged khaki uniforms and high-topped leather boots. 

			After a few uneventful minutes, one of the riot squad men said in a loud, oblivious voice, “Someone’s coming.” The men ceased their chores and lumbered around, pulling their dishes and canteens out of the stream and backing away beneath the low bush a few paces off the clearing.

			Ishmael could hear girls’ laughter as they came closer to the stream. Carefully, he unlocked the safety of his shotgun.

			As three girls, unaware of danger, entered the clearing, one of the soldiers spoke out of the darkness. “Welkam,” he said in pidgin.

			“Oh!” one of the girls exclaimed. The three stood stock-still as the riot squad policemen emerged from the shadows.

			“Wanem nem blo yu?” the talkative one asked.

			Ishmael figured something would happen when the guy asked the girl her name, but he was unprepared for what transpired. He heard a zipping sound behind him, and then the bush crashing as Wendell, war paint glistening, stampeded into the clearing, knife drawn. 

			“What the hell?” one of the riot squad men managed to gurgle as the shaft of Wendell’s arrow disappeared into his sternum.

			The girls screamed.

			Two of the riot squad men dropped their implements, turned, and ran, while a third, as he drew his Colt pistol, took a .50 caliber slug from Glen’s zip gun in the middle of his face and was blown back into the jungle.

			Ishmael straightened up from where he had been crouched in the bush, feeling like an idiot; he hadn’t fired his gun.

			“You could have got us killed!” Glen yelled at Wendell, who, ignoring him, was standing over the riot squad guy he had just skewered, the arrow sticking up out of the man’s chest as he moaned and twisted, trying to wrest the three-foot projectile from his torso.

			Wendell leaned over him. “Skius,” he said politely, and stepping on the man’s ribcage, ripped the arrow out of the guy, who cried out again. Wendell wiped the blood and flesh off the arrow’s tip, spat on the ground next to the riot squad guy’s head, and then bulled into the bush, heading up the trail back to Guava. Without a word, Sebastian crashed into the jungle behind him.

			“We’ve got to get out of here,” Glen said. “I’m sure someone heard us.” He yelled after the girls to run back to their village, while Ishmael glanced around the clearing. Glen grabbed the dead man’s Colt off the ground, and Ishmael gathered the canteens. Stepping around Wendell’s victim, neither of them bothered with the headless body in the bush as they left the clearing.

			Wordlessly, they scrambled up the steep trail toward Guava. Five minutes later, they caught up to Sebastian and Wendell.

			“Your father’s crazy,” Glen said to Sebastian.

			Sebastian ignored him and kept humping up the trail, following his father, with Glen and Ishmael bringing up the rear. At a switchback in the trail, Sebastian growled, “One of those girls was my sister,” and resumed hiking up the mountain.

			Ishmael had been looking right into the riot squad man’s eyes when Glen blew his head off, and felt queasy for a few days. It took one more incident involving a Bougainvillean woman, riot squad thugs, and the mindless complicity of the mining company, to cauterize Ishmael for war, and transfix all of Bougainville as well.

			The Aropa Plantation near Kieta was one of Bougainville’s largest. When Bougainville had been part of German New Guinea, missionaries and planters had settled the flatlands from Arawa in the north past Kieta twenty miles south to Aropa and made Kieta the center of the colony. The area was cleared and planted with thousands of coconut palms by the 1920s. A microcosm of Bougainvillean colonial civilization, the Aropa Plantation included acres of coconut palms running from the hills down to the sea, a reef-protected lagoon lined by wharfs and docks, and a dignified plantation house surrounded by a mini-village including a blacksmith shop and stable, a small collection of stores, a laundry, and even a medical station.

			When BCL blasted the Panguna Mine into a mountaintop overlooking the plantations on the coast, it didn’t realize it was bringing with it urbanization problems unique to Papua New Guinea. BCL couldn’t fill all of the Panguna Mine’s personnel requirements with Bougainvilleans and recruited skilled management from Australia and workers from PNG, forcing on Bougainvilleans an unwelcome tide of foreigners—arrogant Australians and rambunctious redskins—as well as a host of environmental depredations. 

			For its workforce, BCL provided dormitories and living quarters in the Panguna Mine’s two towns: Panguna Town, up on the mountain next to the mine, and Arawa, down at the harbor. There was limited accommodation for others, but that didn’t stop anyone. The sylvan acreage of the Aropa Plantation in particular became a magnet for squatters, who, thanks to PNG’s special, so-called “freedom of movement” land-use laws, were allowed to stay anywhere they could scratch out a camping spot. Perhaps if Aropa’s benign plantation owners and missionaries had spoken up in the beginning, they could have staunched the problem. By the time hundreds of immigrants had washed up on Kieta’s shore, including a large group of mountain tribespeople from Sepik, a remote PNG area alongside the Indonesian border, it was too late.

			When a serial rapist—the Arawa Phantom, rumored to be a redskin—attacked a number of Bougainvillean women, emotions were stretched to the limit. It was probably the worst time for a group of Sepik redskins to go on a rampage and rape and kill the Aropa Plantation’s nurse, a well-liked Kongara woman who was with child. Bougainvilleans were outraged. In Bougainville’s matrilineal society, women are considered by many the most important members of the community. In a frenzy of retaliation, the BRA, including a young rebel named Washburn, swept down from the hills into the Aropa Plantation, killed several redskin squatters, and chased the remainder from the land. 

			The situation escalated. Truckloads of new riot squad troops arrived and retaliated by burning villages, raping women, and killing young Washburn, one of the first BRA casualties of the conflict. Reactionary behavior had been expected from the riot squads, but not mild-mannered Bougainvilleans. An angry crowd gathered on the tarmac at the Aropa Airport and burned an airplane and nearby government buildings. It was the first time something like that had happened in beautiful Bougainville, but it wouldn’t be the last.

			Perhaps if Francis Olu had chosen another time to light a match and spark the Crisis, Bougainvilleans might have been composed enough to observe all they were poised to destroy, and think twice. After all, hundreds of them enjoyed salaried employment at the Panguna Mine or other businesses sponsored by BCL. But for too many Bougainvilleans, what had itched under their skin for a generation had festered into a rash that demanded to be scratched until it bled. No longer would they mindlessly “belong” to Papua New Guinea, or allow their land to be mined, without a fair deal. The sooner they finished their divorce with the mainland, the better. 

			One afternoon in late 1988, pursuant to an armed holdup, Francis Olu stole a supply of Cordtex explosives from a BCL storeroom. The next day he went on the radio and warned that judgement day was coming. A week later, his men used a spool of detonation cord to blow up a transmission line pylon along the road that ran from Arawa to the Panguna Mine. The explosion cut off power to the town and shut down the largest and most profitable copper and gold mine on earth. The event made the evening news around the world. The Crisis was underway. Olu took to the airwaves again, but now he spoke of secession. BCL had no choice but to begin winding down mining operations. The company’s engineers converted the Panguna Tailings, a wide gravel wash downriver from the Panguna Mine where they dumped stony residue after crushing rock to extract copper and gold ore, into a temporary airstrip. De Havilland Twin Otters, stubby bush planes that could take off and land on short runways, began flitting in and out of the western side of Panguna, removing valuable equipment, supplies, and personnel.

			In March of 1989, the national government sent reinforcements to central Bougainville in the form of the army—three companies of Defence Force soldiers—and gave Francis Olu an ultimatum: he had twenty-one days to surrender. Olu had barely begun; his BRA was expanding rapidly, and his response indicated as much. He demanded that the national government and BCL pay reparations of ten billion PNG kina, approximately ten billion US dollars at the time, to compensate aggrieved Bougainvilleans. The twenty-one-day surrender period expired with no sign of Olu. The national government declared a state of emergency and turned the Defence Force loose to root Olu out of his mountain stronghold in Guava. In the first armed engagement between the Defence Force and the BRA, while searching through a village called Orami, two Defence Force soldiers were shot and killed by BRA rebels. It was the Defence Force’s first casualties since World War II. In a sign of things to come, they promptly slaughtered seven villagers.

			Ishmael graduated quickly from BRA trainee to squad leader. Like someone with years of experience, he knew what he wanted in a fighter. 

			“I’m going with you this time,” said one of the young men who had joined the BRA recently, the darkness partially obscuring the multi-colored war paint he had applied to his face, as Ishmael organized men for a raiding party. 

			“That won’t be possible,” Ishmael said, as kindly as he knew how. “There’s other work here in camp where you can contribute while you learn.”

			“You’re not any older than I am,” the young man protested. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

			“I watched you turn and run when faced with the enemy last time, and if the going gets tough tonight, you’ll do the same. Stay put,” Ishmael said. He dropped a shell into the barrel of his shotgun, snapped it shut, and turning his back on the neophyte, walked out of camp.

			Ishmael took extreme care when recruiting guerillas. The best ones were typically villagers from the cacao plantations down the road from Roreinang like Solomon and Sevy, quiet and dependable deputies who were fearless and could be trusted to cover his back. Perched in the hills around Guava, Ishmael and his chosen BRA patrolmen continued to conduct scavenger missions as they watched the national government’s Iroquois helicopters begin to ferry in real soldiers from the Defence Force to supplement the riot squad police.

			Like the birds of prey he had observed in the skies at home, Ishmael monitored everything moving on the land below, from Panguna Town all the way down to the Tailings, learning the habits of his enemy. He had been studying the careless riot squad men for weeks when the Defence Force soldiers began to arrive. Ishmael realized that the time for the BRA to take advantage of the riot squads’ shoddy routines was fleeting. Their discipline was second-rate, but their equipment wasn’t: their standard-issue weapon was the M-16 assault rifle, the same basic weapon as the one deployed by the US Armed Forces. Ishmael had studied the attributes of the M-16 in a Vietnam War-era firearms manual he had found. He wanted one.

			He memorized the riot squads’ actions and their hours, noticing how casually they treated their weapons and their lax behavior when off-duty. They displayed little caution, parading back and forth in their troop-carrying vehicles—TCVs—as if they were back home on Papua New Guinea’s mainland. When the goons weren’t on duty, they tossed their rifles aside, and no matter what time of day, they always seemed to have enough access to home brew to get plastered.

			If Ishmael had an assault rifle—especially an M-16—he would sleep with it, and he never took a drink, nor did he allow his men to. He formulated a plan. Since the riot squad policemen didn’t respect their weapons, Ishmael would relieve them of the responsibility. That would be the BRA’s future source of weapons—not home-made zip guns made from pipes, but real armaments. Ishmael decided to organize a team of BRA fighters to hit the riot squads when they were most relaxed, after dinner when they were drunk. Every night, the riot squads ate at the mess hall in Panguna Town an hour after sundown. Later, their TCVs ferried them back down the road to their tents by the Tailings. The BRA guerillas would jump them en route. It would be a challenging mission, one which Ishmael was committed to lead, but some backup wouldn’t hurt.

			“Come with us,” Ishmael said, trying to recruit some men carrying homemade zip guns who had recently swaggered into the BRA’s camp, older guys he had respected as civilians in the days before the Crisis.

			“So we can get our heads blown off?” they scoffed. “You’ve got a death wish.”

			Ishmael didn’t blame the men for being afraid, but their attitudes weren’t compatible with military objectives, no matter how ragtag the BRA might be. The BRA needed to take the fight to the enemy. Their success depended on it; it had to happen. Otherwise, what were they fighting for? 

			On a moonless evening, Ishmael, together with only his wingmen Solomon and Sevy, hiked down a mountain trail from Guava to a high bank overlooking Panguna Town and the road to the Tailings. In front of them, the road hung a ninety-degree turn to cross a bridge before heading down the steep hill toward the Tailings. Any TCV would have to slow to a virtual stop to make the sharp turn and cross the narrow bridge. Under the bridge, the Jaba River spilled out of the Panguna Mine’s pit on its way to the Solomon Sea. In the blackness, Ishmael and his men slid to the bottom of the gravelly bank, hunkered under the downstream end of the bridge, and waited for a TCV to come along the road.

			Everyone knew the plan: carrying shortened, point-sharpened bush knives, Solomon would take the right-hand, driver’s-side door, and Ishmael would go after the guy most likely to be carrying a gun, the front passenger on the left; Sevy would cover them with Ishmael’s shotgun. They had to pray that the riot squad guys sitting in the front seats of the vehicle didn’t lock their doors, and that any passengers in the back seats would be too surprised to become engaged. Under the bridge, the dark water of the Jaba River was their escape hatch.

			They heard the engine of the TCV before they saw any headlights. Ishmael craned his neck above the floor of the bridge and gazed up the road in the darkness. “Nogat, nogat,” he called to the men, and they all shrunk back under the cover of the bridgeworks. A minute later, three TCVs slowed down to make the turn, then thundered over the bridge and continued down the hill toward the Tailings.

			They waited ten minutes more before they heard the growl of another TCV engine. Ishmael straightened up from where he was hiding and peered up the road. “This one,” he hissed to his men. “It’s alone.”

			The driver downshifted as the TCV crawled up to the bridge and started to rumble across. When the vehicle approached the end of the span and began to pick up speed, Ishmael and his men sprang up from underneath the bridge and ran barefoot alongside the truck. Sprinting, Ishmael got even with the cab of the TCV, reached to grab the door handle, and swung up onto the vehicle’s running board. He found himself looking through an open window into the shocked eyes of a riot squad policeman. They were head-to-head, and only a foot apart. Picking up the strong stench of jungle juice on the man’s breath, Ishmael jerked open the door. He thrust his bush knife into the guy’s ribcage and grabbed the man’s M-16 where it lay across his lap.

			“Hey!” the man cried, his nostrils flaring, eyes wild.

			Ishmael jerked the M-16 out of the guy’s hands and jumped backward away from the TCV. While he was in the air, he heard the TCV’s driver scream, saw the vehicle’s trajectory jog off-course, and hoped Solomon had been able to similarly eject himself from the moving vehicle. Landing hard on his feet, Ishmael rolled backward, head-over-heels, still clutching the M-16 with both hands, and ended up in a ditch on his back. He bounded to his feet. He had taken a pounding, and the back of his head was bleeding, but he had his prize. It never occurred to him that the mission would be anything but a success.

			The taillights of the TCV veered toward the riverbank as the vehicle picked up speed, bouncing down the hill. Dazed, Ishmael was checking the status of the M-16 when he heard shuffling and glanced up. In the darkness, Sevy was standing next to him, holding Ishmael’s shotgun. “I didn’t hear anything,” Ishmael said to him. “Did you fire a round?”

			Sevy said, “There was no need. Take a look.”

			They both glanced across the road just in time to see the TCV’s taillights disappear down into the Jaba River canyon.

			“Is Solomon with you?” Ishmael asked. When Sevy said no, Ishmael panicked. “Solomon?” he yelled. He bolted across the road to where the land fell away to the Jaba River. “Solomon?” he called again, his voice echoing down into the empty chasm. He would never forgive himself if something had happened to his friend from home.

			“Mi orait,” they heard. A moment later, Solomon hoisted himself up from the steep riverbank onto the road. He was covered with the driver’s blood, but otherwise seemed fine, although disgusted; he hadn’t been able to filch a weapon. 

			“I got my gun; where’s yours?” Ishmael said, watching his friend’s surprised face transform from a scowl to a smile as he got the joke. Everyone laughed; they were alive, and that was all that mattered.

			The next day, Ishmael talked Solomon and Sevy into walking with him in broad daylight up the Panguna road, carrying his captured M-16 into the maw of the mine pit, in plain view of any observer. He hoped that riot squad policemen would see them, lose their cool, and chase after them; then, maybe, they could cadge a few more weapons. It wouldn’t hurt if his own BRA comrades learned about the successful escapade as well, Ishmael concluded; they needed to know how much a dash of courage could accomplish. The young guerilla was bringing a new attitude to the BRA rebels.

			From their perch in the Guava heights above the Panguna Mine, Francis Olu and Glen Tovir kept tabs on the BRA’s military progress. Their most recent topic of conversation was George Washburn. Even though he was Bougainvillean, George had been a high-ranking Lieutenant in the Defence Force. When his younger brother was killed in the fighting with the BRA at the Aropa Plantation, George had taken leave to come home to Bougainville to bury him. Olu used the event to convince George to remain in Bougainville and change sides, offering him the title of commander of the BRA. George agreed, but indicated he had no plans to spend his time in the bush wielding a weapon on behalf of the BRA. He saw his future career to be one involving diplomacy and politics.

			“Who was responsible for holding up that TCV and grabbing the M-16?” Olu asked Glen. “That’s the kind of man we need in the bush.”

			“Ishmael,” Glen replied. “You should have ten more like him. He’s fearless, and his men will follow him anywhere. That M-16 was the first of many. Ishmael always has a plan. We should make him head of all military operations.”

			Over time, Ishmael assumed leadership of the BRA’s military cadres, and their success in the field reflected it. From behind rocks and trees, they ambushed the national government’s forces, helping themselves to assault rifles, self-loading rifles—SLRs—and two of Ishmael’s favorite, M-249 tripod-outfitted machine guns. Ishmael didn’t confine his weapons appropriation plan to PNG’s armed forces. He and his men raided the Kuveria Prison for shotguns, retrieved high powered, twenty-two caliber rifles with telescope sights from the Arawa Shooting Club, and even dug up US and Japanese guns and ordnance at their mothballed, WWII military bases in Torokina.

			While the BRA under Ishmael became a larger and better-equipped fighting force, the Defence Force proved ineffective. They had no answer for what they encountered in Bougainville’s rugged terrain. Their maneuvers—standard insertion and extraction exercises—were worthless in a jungle war. They had no idea where the enemy was, where they were going, or how to get there. Even if the Defence Force had owned expensive artillery pieces—and they didn’t—they would have been useless: the terrain was too difficult and the BRA rebels too elusive. An air campaign might have worked, but other than transport helicopters, the Defence Force had no aircraft, let alone any with installed armaments or electronic detection equipment.

			During 1988 and into 1989, PNG’s military leaders knew that Francis Olu was holed up in Guava but were powerless to capture him. The day after a foreigner with the organization that managed the Twin Otter planes was killed by a shotgun blast—the first white expat to die in the Crisis—BCL announced that it would close the Panguna Mine by April 1989. The mood of the ordinary PNG citizen became increasingly depressed—the mine was responsible for half of the country’s economy. In a war in which PNG’s riot squad policemen, not the Defence Force, remained in charge, morale in the army’s ranks worsened. The Crisis had become Papua New Guinea’s version of Vietnam.

			The climax of the first phase of the Crisis took place on the road from Arawa to the Panguna Mine, in a village called Sideronsi. Because it was situated next to the road, BRA men used Sideronsi as a staging area for raids on BCL and PNG vehicles. After an attack on a Defence Force convoy, the BRA rebels involved didn’t disappear into the jungle as usual, but instead holed up in the village. As a platoon of Defence Force soldiers gave chase through the collection of flimsy, thatched-wall houses, the small group of BRA men with antiquated weapons began firing at the soldiers out of windows and doors. After each exchange of bullets, the men jumped from house to house, reloaded, and then fired again. They were accurate and picked off many of their enemy. Outfoxed by the ragtag BRA fighters, the Defence Force troops took their anger out on the village. Soldiers sprayed anything in their path with hundreds of rounds from machine guns, SLRs, assault rifles, and even pistols, shredding houses and chopping people to bits. When they discovered that the BRA men had somehow managed to escape, the Defence Force’s frustrated platoon commander ordered that the village be torched. Within an hour, the homes of hundreds of Bougainvilleans were reduced to ashes.

			The international press learned what happened at Sideronsi, and sentiment directed at PNG’s politicians was harsh. A survey indicated that across Bougainville, at least 1600 homes had been destroyed. The national government fell. Fingers were pointed in all directions, and as members of PNG’s parliament stumbled selecting a new prime minister, a military coup was barely averted. In March of 1990, the national government and the BRA signed a cease-fire agreement, and the two sides declared a truce. When the chastened PNG political leaders told the Defence Force to come home, the riot squads evacuated overnight, fearing for their lives. BCL cleared out the next month and the Panguna Mine was closed, never to reopen. Bougainville was left to its own devices.

			Basking in military and political victory, Francis Olu was convinced he could do nothing wrong. His aggressive, unpredictable actions had not been altogether Bougainvillean, but they had worked nonetheless. His grateful people, relieved that the fighting had abated, assumed that some type of future improvement would accrue to their lives, although most doubted that the final chapter of the Crisis had been written. A tentative Bougainville tried to return to its peacetime ways. 

			The BRA guerillas were happy to take a break; many of them had been fighting in the bush, away from their families, for over two years. While Ishmael looked forward to returning to his village to see his family, there was another he longed for: Roreinang’s most beautiful young lady. While the name she was given at birth was Elizabeth, her friends teased her by calling her “Queennie,” so she preferred “Betty.” Her vision had been entwined in Ishmael’s thoughts from the day he had left for war.

			“Did you miss me?” he finally worked up the courage to ask her, as the two of them sat alone on a grassy bank along a mountain stream.

			A wistful smile touched the corners of Betty’s lips, but she didn’t answer, seeming to be focused instead on the waters of the brook flowing past them.

			“It’s been almost two years,” he lamented, their languorous conversation not the reception he had longed for from the girl of his dreams.

			“Has it been that long?”

			Ishmael turned away, his spirit crushed. He had thought she cared…and then his heart leapt as he felt her behind him wrapping her arms around his shoulders, her lips caressing his ear.

			“I thought of nothing but you.”

			They were married soon afterward, and in a year Betty delivered their first child, a baby boy. Meanwhile, Roreinang, together with all of Bougainville, did what was normal behavior in South Pacific islands: while the world swirled around them, they took their time. Days turned into weeks, and weeks into months, as the cloud of the Crisis floated above the land, still dark and loaded but not in discharge mode. While no one was quite sure what the next day would bring, the interlude was peaceful. Ishmael had always wanted to be a cacao farmer, and began clearing and planting an orchard, happily working from dawn to nightfall. War had been an unpleasant experience for Bougainville; everyone hoped it would just go away. 

			No one realized it at the time, but the hiatus represented the high-water mark for both Francis Olu as well as the BRA in terms of widespread Bougainvillean support. Even though theirs had been Papua New Guinea’s most prosperous province before the Crisis began, on the heels of the victory, no one could blame Bougainvilleans for expecting that even better days would soon follow. Until they didn’t.
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