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Our Itinerary  

 

Lae ï 3 nights 

 

Lababia Wildlife Management Area ï 3 nights 

 

Goroka ï 4 nights 

 

Crater Mountain Wildlife Management Area ï 4 nights 

 

Madang ï 5 nights 

 

Kau Reserve ï 2 nights 

 

 



 

 

People  

 

Locals 

 

Much has been said or written of the dangers of travel in PNG on account of the rascally 

nature of the local people. I donôt doubt that there must be significant person and property 

crime in the country. Many houses and towns looked like prisons. The security industry is 

doing well.  

 

Barry-Sean and I found only friendly, welcoming, softly spoken, beautiful and pleasant 

people. Those in the coastal areas of Lae and Madang were particularly charming. At one 

stage we resorted to asking the most desperate looking characters we could find whether 

they were ñraskolsò, only to be greeted with big grins, an open hand and a willingness to 

discuss their world, or more likely the Aussie football results. In my experience drawn from 

travel to several of the worldôs poorer countries, the people of PNG are at the top of the 

chart for friendliness. 

 



I wondered how many foreign travellers are killed in PNG each year compared to the 

number of British backpackers killed each year in Australia? 

 

Ex-pats 

 

There is a considerable, but possibly shrinking ex-pat community in PNG. Those we met 

were great company, full of information, and although they faced the frustration of dealing 

with the local bureaucracy, unmotivated and poorly paid workers, the climate, and various 

other bits and pieces Iôd rather not have on a daily basis, theyôre still there! 

 

Once more, they were helpful and accommodating. 

 

Religious Zealots 

 

Religious zealots were numerous, varied, obvious and (mostly) extreme. It is my considered 

opinion that they should be the first against the wall come the revolution. I failed to note any 

redeeming qualities at all. 

 

 
 

 

Weather  

 

Although I thought rain was illegal on a holiday, apparently this doesnôt apply to PNG. 

Donôt believe anything you read in guidebooks or told to you by friends. The weather 



proved reliably unreliable. Humidity, however, could be counted upon. The locals appeared 

to be immune to the weather. 

 

Insects  

 

Any large insects have been hunted down and eaten. The smaller ones like mozzies and 

those bloody things that want to take up residence in your eyes were more of an 

inconvenience than a reason to stay at home. Leeches were rare, small and odd colours. 

 

 

Food  

 

We had no problems whatsoever with the food. We ate anything. This included food sold at 

the places where only locals ate, pies, water in creeks, unknown things handed to us by 

smiling locals, airline food, and the small flying things accidentally ingested by trying 

unsuccessfully to take up residence in your eyes (see note re insects above). 

 

 

Beer  

 

Beer was good. Sometimes even better than that. SP (South Pacific) Lager was the most 

popular and not a bad drop. 

 

 
 

 

Transport  

 

There was room for improvement here. The public motor vehicles (PMVs), which were 

mainly minibuses, were curious in their behaviour, even for the third world. Donôt expect 

them to stop once they start their journey for sissy things like toilet breaks or to buy food, 

even if the journey lasts several days. Or they seemed like several days anyway.  

 



Most bizarrely, we had an internal air flight cancelled on us because the plane was needed 

for ñurgent missionary workò. If missionary work is necessary (and it isnôt) it surely 

couldnôt be more urgent than our burning need to be in a forest! 

 

There are no taxis outside of Port Moresby, and most of those would not be recognised as 

such in any event. 

 

Walking or ñgo by legò proved quite reliable. 

 

 

Costs  

 

PNG is not as cheap to travel in as one might expect. Accommodation in towns is relatively 

expensive. However fresh food, ñpublicò transport, guide services and accommodation in 

villages is very inexpensive.  

 

During the time of our holiday the Kina was worth 56 Australian cents or 28 US cents. A 

stubbie of beer at the Goroka Bowlers was K3 and at the Bird of Paradise Hotel in Goroka - 

K4. 

 

 
 

 



Wildlife  

 

Birds 

 

Scared, and deservedly so. Even the really little ones are frightened. The birds in South East 

Asia are really tame compared to this lot. Having said that, there are still a lot of birds in the 

forests of PNG. They are incredibly beautiful and varied. The bird of paradise display sites 

generally guarantee good views of these, the worldôs most beautiful things. Otherwise pray 

for mixed feeding flocks and stay with them as long as you can. I had one mixed flock with 

over twenty species and with different birds dropping in and out all the time. Whatever you 

do, donôt point at them or yell out for your mates to come over to have a look, or they will 

vanish!  

 

Mammals 

 

There arenôt any. Well, there are, but youôll be very lucky to see them unless you spend a lot 

of time at night far away from established villages. We didnôt do this but aside from some 

sea monsters, flying foxes, unidentifiable microbats, and the odd nervous bandicoot or 

rodent, donôt buy a notebook specifically for your mammal sightings.  

 

Reptiles 

 

Not too many of these were obvious either. There were lots of small and often colourful 

skinks, a few neat looking geckos, one fantastic large green tree monitor that attracted every 

nearby bird, one tiny snake and that was about it. I assume theyôve gone the same way as 

anything else remotely edible for humans in areas within a monthôs walk of habitation. 

 

Vegetation  

 

This stuff is often less edible, has a tendency to aggregate over vast areas and is more 

inclined to stay in one spot (unless pursued by malaysians or japanese ï my lack of use of 

capitals is deliberate). Orchids were a real highlight - PNG has more than any other country. 

Some of the fruiting figs were amazing in terms of the manner of their fruiting. The forests 

on Mt Gahavasuka near Goroka were as varied and attractive as Iôve seen outside of the 

cloud forests of South America. 

 

 

 



 

Diary  

 

We had a day or two at Cairns on the wayé.. 

 

 
 

 



 

Day 1 ï Sunday 16
th

 September 2001 

 

We left Cairns at 1130 and arrived at Port Moresby at 1255. On the way we marvelled that 

PNG locals could drink up to eight bottles of beer on such a short flight. The reasonable 

consequence was an untidy mass of dark-skinned pissed idiots exiting the plane. 

 

Young Barry-Sean-Sean and I considered a taxi trip to the Port Moresby Botanic Gardens 

but the ever-present threat of being raped, stabbed and eaten by the locals kept us cowering 

in the domestic terminal. We made a start on our bird list by the presence of Australian 

pratincoles, Torresian crows and cattle egrets languishing on the relative safety of the airport 

runway. 

 

We left Port Moresby at 1800 and arrived at Lae at 1845. During the flight I sat with a 

charming Filipina named Nelia who worked as a dentist in Lae, and an equally charming 

local guy, Oscar, who gave us a lift into town from the airport when our scheduled transport 

failed to materialise. 

 

We stayed at Rainforest Habitat, a ñvalue addedò kind of zoo cum research facility in the 

grounds of the University of Technology in Lae. Habitat offers very reasonable 

accommodation and is managed somehow by Oz ex-pat couple Peter and Dianne Clark. I 

felt like death with a dose of The Dreaded Nunga but Barry-Sean leapt at the opportunity of 

downing some cleansing ales with our hosts. 

 

Day 2 ï Monday 17
th

 September 2001 

 

Peter had us up at 0530 and off birdwatching with a very competent and friendly local 

birder, Elliot Harding. Elliot took us to a few sites around Lae. Most of the forest has been 

trashed but nevertheless we saw some good things, many of which we were not to see again. 

Highlights for me were yellow-faced myna, New Guinea scrubfowl and red-cheeked parrot. 

It transpired that my favourite PNG birds were generally quite common. 

 

I was a little confused at the number of local guys named ñNoelò. I later realized that Elliot 

was saying ñmorning nowò in ñtok pisinò. 

 

We had a tour of ñHabitatò - a real achievement for the Clarks and the others that kept it 

going. Well worth a look if youôre in Lae. 

 

We adjourned for cool drinks to the Lae Yacht Club, or, as Barry-Sean preferred to call it, 

the ñRaj Yacht Clubò. We were thus firmly introduced into some Lae sub-culture. There 

were really friendly ex-pats on the inside, with violent and dangerous criminals on the 

outside, perhaps. Itôs worth going for a drink at this fine establishment if only to admire the 

charm and beauty of the local women employed by the club (Iôm serious). 

  



 
 

Day 3 ï Tuesday 18
th

 September 2001 

 

The Clarks suggested we might wish to go to Lababia Wildlife Management Area, a couple 

of hours down the coast by banana boat. Iôd read about this place so we decided to go and 

spend three nights there. Our 1300 boat arrived on time at 1520 (you learn these things) and 

off we sped in the company of breast-feeding mums, friendly to the point of nuisance locals, 

and stunning coastal scenery. We were rapt to see a few pods of short-snouted spinner 

dolphins, various terns (mainly gull-billed), magnificent and lesser frigatebirds and lots of 

jumping tuna. Only the occasional boat was seen, and judging by the flocks of seabirds 

everywhere, the fish appeared to be abundant.  

 

 
 



The guesthouse at Lababia was great, the people were amongst the most charming Iôve ever 

met, and now a week after Iôm back home, itôs this village I think of when I think of PNG. 

The community functioned as a community should. People were recognized for their skills, 

community ex-pats with higher education were returning to help, and most importantly, they 

had a strong environmental ethic. We asked a number of people the same questions and got 

the same answers. These guys caught a lot of fish, but only kept what they could eat on the 

day, and they left most of the critters in the forest alone. They admitted to hunting pigs (that 

shouldnôt be there anyway) and cassowaries. They didnôt hunt cuscus, tree kangaroos or fat 

birds. We saw palm cockatoos, hornbills, great cuckoo-doves and other tasty things right 

behind the village. Leatherback turtles nest on the beaches. They donôt eat them either but 

this wasnôt always the case. More on that later.  

 

We paid $A165 pp for three nights with all meals (which were very good), tours, guides and 

transport from Lae - great value. 

 

 
 

Day 4 ï Wednesday 19
th

 September 2001 

 

Yesterday we arrived too late to do any birding so we had high expectations for some 

exciting finds, and as a direct consequence, it pissed down with rain. It stopped at 1000. For 

5 minutes. This was enough time for us to get well into the forest to be nice and stranded for 

when it rained harder than ever. A sensational view of some blue jewel-babblers as they 

scurried about our feet at an imitation of their call was some compensation.  

 

The rain stopped again late in the afternoon allowing us to see many Raggiana bird-of-

paradise (BOP) in their display trees behind the local school, as well as a low flying palm 

cockatoo and a pair of eclectus parrots.  

 

We travelled by boat to Lababia Island, just offshore. We caught a few mack tuna on the 

way. A couple of thousand frigatebirds came to roost on the island late each afternoon, 

providing quite a spectacular sight. Black-capped lories, various fruit-doves and imperial 



pigeons were also commonly seen, as were grey crows. New Guinea scrubfowl were present 

but we failed to see any. 

 

The threat of rain stopped my cuscus hunt along the beach but I did get very close and 

stunning views of the very rare Papuan hawk-owl behind the accommodation. I also scared 

some kind of wallaby without seeing it. 

 

 
 

 
 



Day 5 ï Thursday 20
th

 September 2001 

 

Not raining!!! 

 

Our guide, Levi, a skilled and pleasant chap, took us for a 0600 paddle along a small river 

that runs behind the village to the north of the accommodation. This was possibly the most 

prolific area for birds we found on our trip. It was here that we got the impression that any 

hunting that might go on in this area must be on a very small scale indeed. There were a 

variety of different parrots, all in large flocks, fat pigeons like the great cuckoo-dove, six 

sightings of rufous-bellied kookaburra, hornbills, kingfishers, Raggiana BOPs and lots of 

little things like white-bellied thicket-fantail. Iôd love to do that little boat trip again. 

 

We walked unguided on the trail that leads into the forest directly behind the lodge to the 

David Suzuki Lookout, which is the worst lookout Iôve seen. Saw several female king 

BOPs, various monarchs and great views of crinkle-collared manucodes with their chicks.  

 

Many parrots and pigeons roosted close to the lodge late in the afternoon. 

 

The village drama group performed a ñproductionò called ñLukautim gut toroselò (roughly 

translated as ñlook at the poor bloody turtlesò) in the evening. We had front-row seats for 

this somewhat bizarre performance. Villagers living to the north and south of Lababia were 

invited to attend in an attempt to get them involved in leatherback turtle conservation. The 

life cycle of the turtles was dramatically acted, along with an explanation of the good 

reasons for their continuing survival. There wasnôt a white man in sight except us. It was 

simply fabulous. Made me think of what a community can achieve. I canôt ever remember 

belonging to a community. I could live in Lababia (well, at least for a whileé.). Full marks! 

 

 
 



 
 

 
 

Just one thing - if you go to this place make sure that you ask what everything costs from 

whoever is in charge and donôt pay anything to anyone else. Keep all receipts. More than 

one person asked us for the full cost of everything although weôd paid before leaving Lae. 

There were no arguments, it just seemed like everyone there was in charge of something or 

at least they thought that they were. 

 



 
 

Day 6 ï Friday 21
st
 September 2001 

 

Rain. Chatted with June Nero B.A., a lovely 23 year old who had returned to her village to 

contribute her skills. Her father is the local schoolteacher. 

 

Left in the rain to head back to Lae in the banana boat. Peter and Dianne picked us up from 

the Yacht Club. Spent a fair part of the rest of day changing travellerôs cheques. Horrible 

things. Never again. 

 

 



 

Day 7 ï Saturday 22
nd

 September 2001 

 

We caught the Balus Bus to Lae airport for an Airlink service to Goroka. These guys fly in 

old Brazilian-built Bandierante aircraft. We were met in Goroka by Silas Sutherland, the 

local cool dude, Aussie, and meeter and greeter for the Crater Mountain Wildlife 

Management Area. Although we werenôt due to fly to Crater Mountain until the next day, 

Silas said heôd try to get us there straight away. But first we went to meet the US-based 

wildlife researchers in town. Then we were whisked off to meet Silasôs wife Janine, son 

Oscar and more significantly, their pets. These consisted of a spotted cuscus and a number 

of Goodfellowôs tree kangaroos. The cuscus was very affectionate and big enough to bash 

up tree kangaroos when they got too close. Unusual pets that were saved from the cooking 

pots.  

 

Sadly the airstrip at Herowana (our destination at 1100m in Crater Mountain) was fogged in 

by the time our aircraft was ready for us.  

 

We stayed at the Lutheran Guest House, which cost us K40 per person including breakfast. 

This was okay except for the resident religious zealots. As the guest house had no liquor 

license Barry-Sean and I went to the Goroka Bowling Club for drinks. Initially they were 

reluctant to let us in. No white tourists drink at the Bowlers, in fact we were the first white 

visitors that werenôt married to a local ever to drink there. We were keen to either meet the 

Gorokans, get the shit kicked out of us, or get mildly intoxicated, and the Bowlers was 

conveniently close to the guest house. The locals were very pleased to see us and came to 

shake our hands and explain that we werenôt in any danger after all, at least not during 

daylight hours anyway. Good spot. 

 

  


