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The other Honiara

Wokabaoti long Saenataone
Wokabaoti long Saenataone,
Mekamu kosi angga long kona,
Suti apu sekem hedi,
Kikim baket enikaeni,
Iasi iu laf hafu sens wata nating.
Tingting baek long iu,
Lusim hom long taem,
Tu yia ova mi no lukim iu,
Tasawai mi no laekim iu,
Man i karangge hed i luism mani.
Namata mi dae long Honiara,
Samting mi lus long taem long iu,
Bat sapos iu ting long me,
Iu kan weit fo tu yia moa,
Letem kam laet sikin lelebet.

Walkabout in Chinatown
Walkabout in Chinatown,
Make a course for the corner,
Shoot, shake head,
Kick bucket, any kind
Yes, you laugh, mad, water on the brain.
Think back to you,
A long time since leaving home,
More than two years haven’t seen you,
Which is why I don’t like you,
Man stupid, stupid head to lose money.
Doesn’t matter if I die in Honiara,
What’s lost, is lost a long time with you,
But if you think of me,
You can wait for two year more,
Let my skin get a little lighter here.

Source: Frazer (1985: 185).



HONIARA

158

Plate 4.1 Walkabout Long Chinatown, the Viking album featuring the 
song of the same name by Edwin Sitori, Rone Naqu, and Jason Que.
The recording was made during the first half of the 1950s by Solomon Dakei and his 
Solomon Singers.
Source: Brian Taylor Collection. 

Honiara’s worlds
Wokabaoti long Saenataone, the best-known song from Solomon Islands, 
was co-written in the first half of the 1950s by Edwin Sitori from Malaita, 
Rone Naqu from Kolombangara, and Jason Que from Vella Lavella. 
The song was made famous by Solomon Dakei and his Solomon Singers. 
It has now also been absorbed into the popular culture of Papua New 
Guinea, Vanuatu, and Fiji. Sung in Solomons Pijin English and originally 
played in country-music style, it nostalgically describes aimlessly walking 
about in Honiara’s Chinatown, and the trials of living in the foreign urban 
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setting, separated from home and loved ones. Sitori, from the Onepusu 
area of west ̀ Are`are on Malaita, was fascinated by modern music and had 
taught himself to play the guitar. Like so many of his contemporaries, he 
arrived in Honiara to seek his fortune, eventually finding a maintenance 
job with the government. Wokabaoti long Saenataone struck a chord 
of recognition with many rural Pacific peoples faced with the alienation of 
life in town. The song was recorded by the Solomon Islands Broadcasting 
Service, issued as a Viking Records 45 rpm record, and popularised outside 
the Solomons by Fijian musician Sakiusa Bulocokocoko, who produced 
a more up-tempo version.

Two Malaitan musicians from the 1960s and 1970s, Fred Maedola and 
Jim Baku, also recorded with Viking. Music was one aspect of change 
in Honiara after World War II when the US troops introduced modern 
American music and new musical instruments. Until then, Solomon 
Islanders’ access to world music had been limited to Christian hymns. 
Some of the missions saw songs like Wokabaoti long Saenataone, 
Sitori’s Honiara Girl, or Baku’s Lucky Girl as the work of the devil, 
leading inexorably to promiscuity and decline. While these were hardly 
provocative songs by modern standards, the reactions point to other 
aspects of Solomons culture in decades past: the hold of Christianity and 
kastom taboos still observed among some Solomon Islanders (particularly 
Malaitans) that meant public displays of sexuality could lead to demands 
for compensation.1 

This book argues that there were (and still are) several parallel Honiaras: 
the official Honiara largely governed by administration and commerce, 
which began as a British ‘world’ but is now controlled by Solomon 
Islanders; an Asian Honiara, the members of which have social, economic, 
and political influence well beyond their numbers; and an indigenous 
hybrid Honiara, which combines elements of all the ‘worlds’, including 
the rural village ‘world’ that is still the major driving force of the nation. 
These divisions began in the colonial years and each has altered in 
importance as the decades progressed (Figure 0.1). 

In the 1959 census, the national population was estimated to be 124,000, 
with Honiara home to 2,664 males and 827 females. Six years later, the 
population had almost doubled.2 Honiara in the 1940s, 1950s, and early 

1  Hægland 2010: 32–37.
2  BSIP 1961. See also Tables 4.1 and 6.1, this volume.
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1960s was primarily an administrative centre dominated by expatriate 
officials. The ‘other’ Honiara was made up of several parallel communities, 
with Chinese and Solomon Islanders—Melanesian and Polynesians—
and other Pacific Islanders living alongside in a symbiotic relationship 
that depended on the cash economy but remained segregated from the 
European community. The Solomon Islander labour force—which 
was most of the population—lived mainly in the squalid Labour Line 
at Kukum. Chinese were added to the pattern from 1948, establishing 
Chinatown on the east bank of the Mataniko. And there were other 
groups, particularly the immigrant Gilbertese, Fijians of indigenous and 
Indian descent, and a small Nauruan community.3 In Tulagi, Solomon 
Islanders always outnumbered the Europeans, Chinese, and other Pacific 
groups. It did not take long for this also to occur in Honiara. This chapter 
examines the early years of these parallel but interwoven communities.

James Tedder and M.P.E. Bellam both conducted research in Honiara in 
the 1960s. Bellam, a geographer, created a schematic plan for Honiara 
in the mid-1960s (Map 8.1), which showed how the small town was divided 
up. In early Honiara, physical segregation was based on a combination of 
income, occupation, and race. Honiara in the 1950s and 1960s had two 
distinct areas, divided by the Mataniko River and Chinatown. Tedder, 
a senior government officer, lived in Honiara in the late 1950s and more 
substantially in the 1960s and 1970s. His description of Honiara, written 
in 1966, is accurate: 

Partly due to the town plan and partly to conditions which can be 
placed upon leases of crown land, housing development had been 
carried out in an orderly pattern which has, however, resulted in 
rather strict stratification by income. Thus, most of the higher-
grade Government houses and more expensive commercial houses 
are situated in one of four areas—Lengakiki, Kola, or Vavaya 
ridges, and along the coast west of Rove. For the most part, these 
houses are occupied by Europeans. The middle-grade houses on 
the flats north of Lengakiki and Vavaya ridges in the Matanikau 
Valley, and on the lower slopes of Kola Ridge are generally occupied 
by Solomon Islanders and Fijians, though on the Lengakiki Flats 
most of the houses and apartments are occupied by Europeans. 

3  Tahal and Oxenham 1981. In the mid-1970s, one Nauruan family at White River owned the 
largest car in Honiara, a red American convertible. One of the sights of Honiara was watching 
the car being driven slowly about town with the occupants waving, almost regally. The family owned 
the Kukum movie theatre. ‘Who brought the Nauruans in?’, Kakamora Reporter [hereinafter KR], 
July 1975, 9–10.
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The lower-grade houses and barracks occupied by the semi-skilled 
artisans, junior clerks, and labourers are situated around the 
eastern end of Vavaya ridge and the Kukum housing estate and are 
occupied by Solomon Islanders.4 

Housing for Solomon Islanders was established inland from Central 
Market and Fijian Quarter, spreading to Mbokonavera and Kukum. 
Chinatown, which was home to most of the Chinese and some of their 
employees, was a neutral zone accessed by all. Accommodation for single 
and married labourers was developed in the Labour Line housing spreading 
inland from Kukum Beach. Young Solomon Islanders, mainly males, 
making their way up through the public service and church hierarchies, 
lived nearby in the Single Officers’ Quarter. The new indigenous middle 
class—public servants and church workers—lived on the lower slopes of 
the ridges behind Central Market and on Kola`a Ridge. Most expatriates 
had little need to visit east Honiara, except to pass through on the way to 
the airfields at Kukum or Henderson, once it was reconditioned. Likewise, 
most Solomon Islanders lived in barracks, shopped in Chinatown, and 
had little need to proceed west of the Mataniko, except for trips to 
Central Market, the beachside churches, and the Point Cruz wharves. 
A few worked as domestic servants or in the government offices at Point 
Cruz.5 The closest Tandai villages were Kakabona to the west and higher 
up the Mataniko behind Honiara. White River, Kukum, and Vaivila 
(the  Malaitan fishing community on the coast at Kukum) developed 
as village-style modern residential areas within Honiara’s boundaries. 
Initially, indigenous house construction used local or leftover American 
building materials. 

While the protectorate’s expatriate officers thought of Honiara as their 
town, in many ways, it was a Solomon Islander creation, and the way 
it became incorporated into Guadalcanal was certainly very ‘Solomons’. 
The argument put forward here and in later chapters is that over 
decades Honiara has become a hybrid society that has many village-like 
characteristics. The etiquette of exchange is a feature of Solomon Islands 
cultures. Circulation, not one-way migration, is basic to movement in the 
islands. This is best illustrated in the discussion below of Central Market. 
But first, the origins of Chinatown. 

4  Tedder 1966: 38.
5  ibid., 36–41, 43.
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Chinatown and Chinese business interests
Permanent Chinese residents arrived in Solomon Islands in the 1910s, 
creating Chinatown on Tulagi. From the 1920s and until 1942, they 
developed numerous trading companies, which operated a fleet of small 
interisland boats from rickety wharves off Chinatown, and began trade 
stores in the western Solomons, on Isabel, Malaita, and a few other islands. 
There was never a comfortable relationship between European and Chinese 
commerce. Several attempts were made to limit the number of Chinese 
allowed to enter the protectorate and their right to become traders. Neither 
was there a close relationship with Solomon Islanders, as the Chinese were 
exploitative in business dealings. About half the Chinese left during the 
war years, with small communities remaining on Makira, Malaita, and 
Isabel.6 During the war Kwan How Yuan (Guan Houyuan)7 and a few 
other Chinese accepted an offer from Military Governor Trench to move to 
Camp Guadal. They ran laundry and other services, and some joined with 
Kwan How Yuan to sell artefacts. Kwan worked as a middleman between 
the Americans keen to take home grass skirts, weapons, and carvings, and 
local villagers and members of the BSIP Defence Force and Labour Corps 
who made the items in their spare time. They also had artefacts and shells 
sent to them from their home islands. Sir Fred Osifelo remembered his 
mid-teenage years on Malaita, when he gathered shells off reefs and made 
walking sticks, grass skirts, and combs for his relatives in the Labour Corps 
to sell to the Americans on Guadalcanal. The Chinese ‘marooned’ on 
Makira during the war also manufactured their own versions of artefacts. 
The Americans bought them all.8

Several Quan/Kwan brothers and cousins migrated to BSIP before the war. 
Augustine Quan Hong (Guan Kang) arrived in the Solomons in 1920s, 
then lost everything during the war. His brother Kwan How Yuan (or 
H.Y.) had arrived at Gizo in 1933 when he was 18 years old, establishing a 
store there. After his stint selling artefacts at Camp Guadal during the war, 
he returned to Hong Kong in 1947, where he established businesses that 
restored some of his finances. Persuaded to return to BSIP in 1952, he had 
plans to develop extensive business interests, first restoring his Gizo store 
and, with his brother Kwan Toor, purchasing a new ship to resume their 

6  Laracy 1974; Moore 2008a; 2019: 113–21, 213–27, 389–90.
7  There are complex issues with Chinese nomenclature, as several English-language versions 
are used in the sources, and different branches of the same family choose to spell the same names 
differently. I have followed the advice of my colleague Chi Kong Lai and placed a standard pinyin 
form in parentheses after the version found in the source unless they are identical to modern forms.
8  Osifelo 1985: 23.
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interisland trading. On the way to BSIP, he left his children in Sydney for 
education; the eldest, James, was already studying there. Fairly quickly the 
brothers extended to Honiara. Other Chinese merchants joined them—
often from Hong Kong after the communist takeover on the mainland in 
1949. In the 1950s, Honiara’s Chinatown was a separate shopping centre 
catering almost exclusively for Solomon Islanders.9

The Chinese built what are still called ‘trade stores’. In the beginning, they 
used scrap materials left by the Americans, then they began to construct 
typical Chinese stores. Some of the early buildings still exist, having 
survived the 2006 riots that destroyed much of old Chinatown. The small 
wooden shops with galvanised ripple-iron roofs were painted in bright 
colours. They had front verandahs with crossed railings, leading into cool, 
dark commercial spaces full of tinned goods, rice, and cheap household 
items. The traders and their families lived at the rear. There were usually 
small alters set high on an interior wall, where ancestors were venerated 
with prayers, offerings of fruit and other foods, and burning incense. The 
shops were similar to those that had existed in Tulagi and in other places 
like Gizo and Auki before the war. The Chinese operated with three prices 
for any item: the lowest for other Chinese, a middle price for Europeans, 
and the highest for Solomon Islanders.

Plate 4.2 Aerial view of Chinatown in the 1950s.
Source: BM, Patrick Barrett Collection.

9  O’Brien 1995: 227; Solomon Star [hereinafter SS], 8 February 2016; Emails from Joyce Tshe 
(née Kwan), 21 and 28 March 2022.
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Plate 4.3 View down Chinatown’s main street in the 1950s.
Source: BM, Patrick Barrett Collection.

Plate 4.4 View into Chinatown, showing the typical trade stores, in the 
early 1960s.
Source: BM, Bob Wright Collection, in John Tod Collection.
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In Solomons Pijin English, the Chinese are now known as waku. 
The origin of the word is from the Cantonese wah kiu, which translates 
literally as ‘residing outside’, although it is better translated as ‘expatriate’ 
or ‘overseas’ Chinese. In Mandarin, the phrase is wai ju. Originally used 
self-descriptively by Chinese immigrants, the word has been adopted by 
Solomon Islanders.10 The Chinese and Chinatown have been central to 
Honiara since the late 1940s, although the use of waku as a Pijin name 
for them is relatively new. The standard descriptor until the 1960s 
was ‘Chinaman’. 

The Chinese community in its separate Chinatown was integral to the 
new Honiara. The Chinese prospered in the pre-independence years—
still outsiders in a social sense, and mainly isolated from the European 
elite, but far more important to the economy than they had been back 
in Tulagi days. Because the large pre-war merchant houses (Burns Philp, 
Levers, and Carpenters) never returned to dominance in the post-war retail 
trade, the Chinese merchants were able to achieve a substantial monopoly. 
They also began to diversify their interests into business areas once the 
preserve of  the large merchant companies, such as coastal trading, and 
in the case of James Wang, plantations. The Chinese community had its 
own elite and they socialised quite separately from Solomon Islanders and 
Europeans, although there were always crossovers and friendships.

Beginning in the late 1940s, they began to adopt Christianity and 
established a Chinese-language school. Seldom invited to European 
‘society’ functions, they controlled much of the retail trade in the country 
and became dominant in Honiara and in the main provincial towns. One 
of the first signs of this change was the establishment of Honiara’s Chung 
Wah School (Chinese School), which was organised and financed by 
Chinese residents. The school was officially opened by acting Resident 
Commissioner J.D.A. Germond on 15 October 1949. In the mornings, 
teaching was in English by the wife of the secretary to the government, 
and in the afternoons in Cantonese by a teacher from China. The first 
professional teacher was Fung Shiu Kat (Feng Shaoji) from Hong Kong, 
who arrived in July 1952 through arrangements between the Anglican 

10  I am indebted to Garth Wong, Chi Kong Lai, Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka, and David Akin for 
their help with the meaning of the word.
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Melanesian Mission and the Bishop of Hong Kong.11 The school went 
from strength to strength and remains one of the major schools in 
Honiara, although it is no longer exclusively for Chinese children.

In the early 1950s, there were around 300 Chinese living in the 
protectorate who were involved in technical and commercial services, 
based mainly in Chinatown, running small trade stores, and travelling 
in their own ships throughout the protectorate to purchase copra, bêche-
de-mer, and trochus shells. They were also skilled artisans and craftsmen, 
filling many trades positions for the government and private enterprises.12 
A few Chinese also lived at the Kukum (now Ranadi) industrial area and 
above their shops in the Point Cruz commercial area.

The Chinese were fluent in Pijin, but seldom in English. One who was 
fluent in English was Chan Chee (Chen Zhi), general manager of Kwan 
How Yuan Proprietary Limited, the largest Chinese company in the 
protectorate. He was also president of the Chinese community group in 
Honiara during the 1950s and until he returned to Hong Kong in 1962. 
Chan Chee was succeeded by Lai Yuen Wo (Li Yuanhuo). The better-
educated Chinese also had friends in the European community. As owners 
of trade stores and as employers, they had an ambivalent relationship 
with Solomon Islanders, although there were some early intermarriages 
that created substantial links. In the 1950s and 1960s, many Chinese 
residents applied for British citizenship. This was easier to gain if they 
were Christian, and many became Roman Catholics, encouraged by 
Fathers van Mechlin and Leemans. In October 1961, 43 Chinese from 
Chinatown were christened, watched by another 60 Chinese Catholics in 
the congregation. The British Solomon Islands Chinese Association was 
formed in November 1965,13 with advisors from the wider community. 
The overlap with the executive of the multiracial Honiara Club gives some 
idea of who were the major racial integration advocates of the 1960s.14 

11  PIM, November 1949, 16.
12  Information from Paul Quan, Sydney, September 2017.
13  Peter Lai was president, James Wang was chairman, C.K. Ching (Qing) was vice-chairman, 
Henry Quan (Guan) and K.H. Ip (Ye) were secretaries, and Chow Leong (Zhou Liang) was treasurer. 
Stephen Yee (Yi), Leong Fat (Liangfa), and Paul Sze-tu (Situ) were responsible for social and 
educational activities.
14  These were Michael Rapasia, Mariano Kelesi (Legislative Council Member for North Malaita), 
Father Wall (Anglican priest and Legislative Council Nominated Member), Silas Sitai, and Dr Gideon 
Zoloveke.
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Plate 4.5 Chinatown in the 1960s.
Source: BM, Bob Wright Collection, in John Tod Collection. 

Plate 4.6 The Bailey bridge over the Mataniko River, and part 
of Chinatown.
Source: BM, Bob Wright Collection, in John Tod Collection. 
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At the time of the 1959 census, there were 366 Chinese in Solomon 
Islands, all but three of them in Honiara, and another 100 or so in the 
‘mixed’ category, some of whom were of part-Chinese descent. There 
were 624 Chinese in Honiara in 1968, and 577 in 1970. By the early 
1970s, the Chinese were considering their futures, and many were 
leaving to join relatives in Australia, Canada, and the United States. 
About 200 departed and a further 60 were preparing to leave before self-
government in 1976. In mid-1975, there were said to be 30 shops for sale 
in Chinatown, Kukum, and Point Cruz. The main motivations of those 
who left were to obtain a better education for their children and to secure 
the future of their families. Un Tak Fook (Yu Defu), the main commercial 
photographer in Honiara, was one of those preparing to leave in 1975.15 
The children of the first generation were blocked from taking expatriate-
salaried government jobs. Although many were Australian educated, they 
were domiciled in Solomon Islands and not eligible for the overseas salary 
supplement. In 1976, 452 remained. Numbers had declined again, to 
342, by the time of the 1986 census.

Honiara’s Chinatown of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s was the classic 
two-sided street of trade stores. A few Chinese businesses had become 
major commercial operations. The largest was Kwan How Yuan Pty Ltd, 
importers and exporters, plantation and ship owners, and general 
merchants, famous for their Joy Biscuit factory opened in the late 1950s 
in the Kukum area that became Panatina. The factory made ‘hard navy 
biscuits’ for local consumption, which are still a favourite Solomons 
breakfast item. The company also manufactured soft drinks. There were 
increasing numbers of Chinese importers and exporters, plantation owners, 
shipowners, and general merchants.16 Some of the younger Chinese left 
their family trade stores and branched out into other commercial ventures. 
They supplied logging camps, marketed trochus shell and bêche-de-mer, 
and began specialist shops in the central business district along Mendana 
Avenue. There were always tensions because Solomon Islanders resented 
the Chinese stranglehold on retail and wholesale business, but they 
worked hard and served the nation and themselves well. The families who 
remained prospered, becoming leading hoteliers, parliamentarians, and 
owners of a wide range of businesses. 

15  SND, 25 July 1975; Email from Joyce Tshe (née Kwan), 30 November 2016.
16  BSIP NS, 7 June 1967.
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Some of the Chinese men married Solomon Islands women, which has 
stood them in good stead in periods of conflict in Honiara when local 
connections were crucial. The Chan, Leong (Liang), Leung (Liang), 
and Wang families have entered the mainstream as hoteliers. The Chans 
entered politics. Sir Tommy Chan was in parliament and was the head of 
a political party, while his son Laurie served as Minister for Foreign Affairs 
and Trade. The Leong family set up the Pacific Casino Hotel. The Leung 
family started with their father’s electrical shop in the 1960s, moved into 
commodity trading, then took over The Bookshop in Mendana Avenue, 
which in the 1990s effectively became Honiara’s first department store. 
Next, they moved on to run restaurants and bars at the Pacific Casino 
Hotel, and now operate Iron Bottom Sound (IBS) Hotel. The Quans, 
early settlers in Tulagi, are in business in Honiara; their QQQ store in 
Chinatown is famous. A few other early Asian settlers also prospered, such 
as Japanese businessman Yukio Sato, who established himself in Western 
District in the 1950s, before shifting his business interests to Honiara. 
He went into national politics for one term. 

Honiara’s Asian community is now much more complex, including 
Japanese, Taiwanese, Koreans, Filipinos, Malaysians, and Bangladeshis. 
There are clearly two Chinese groups in Solomon Islands, classified by 
the length of time they have resided there: old waku and new waku. 
The new waku are Chinese (and other Asian) residents who have arrived 
in recent decades, from South-East Asia (particularly Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam), Taiwan, and mainland China (Figure  0.1). 
One tendency is a move into the small businesses usually reserved for 
Solomon Islanders, forcing some local canteens out of business. The 
same applies to bus and taxi ownership. Although there is also long-term 
smouldering resentment of the old waku, these more established Chinese 
families ‘belong’ in the Solomons. They understand and respond quite 
differently to local cultural issues. The difference was made clear in 2006 
when large amounts of new waku property were damaged in riots, while 
the businesses of some of the old waku—notably, the Quan and Chan 
families—escaped unscathed.17 

17  Moore 2008a.
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Plate 4.7 Aerial view of Chinatown, 1968.
Source: Les Tickle Collection. 

Plate 4.8 Mataniko River and Chinatown, also showing the beginning 
of housing on the ridges, 1981.
Source: Wendy Ho photograph, in Clive Moore Collection. 
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The Gilbertese Migration
Solomon Islands is unusual among Pacific nations for having three 
substantial Pacific ethnic communities: Melanesians, Polynesians, and 
Micronesians,18 the latter group recent migrants from what is now Kiribati. 
The Gilbertese resettlement scheme began in the 1950s to provide new 
homes for the people from the Phoenix (Rawaki) Group: eight atolls 
including Orona (Hull), Birnie (Manra, or Sydney), and Nikumaroro 
(Gardner) islands. The Phoenix Group, west of the Line Islands and east of 
the Gilbert Islands, was uninhabited until the 1930s and was then settled 
due to overcrowding in the southern Gilbert atolls. Poor soils and low 
rainfall caused famines and resettlement was suggested for humanitarian 
reasons. The scheme was only possible because the Crown Colony 
of Gilbert and Ellice Islands and the BSIP were both administered by 
Britain’s WPHC, based in Honiara.19 By the time independence arrived in 
1978, there were 2,753 Gilbertese living in Solomon Islands, with a few 
Ellice Islanders included in the migration. 

Plate 4.9 Gilbertese migrants in the 1950s.
Source: BM, Patrick Barrett Collection. 

18  Continuing to use this racial classification terminology rightly has its detractors (due to its racist 
connotations and the fact that the migration of Pacific peoples is extremely complex). Nevertheless, 
it is still widely used, not least by Pacific Islanders themselves.
19  A group from Banaba Island, which was devastated by phosphate mining, was moved to Rabi 
Island in Fiji. Kituai 1982; Teaiwa 2000, 2015.
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A pilot party of 10 Gilbertese arrived in 1954, visiting Gizo and 
surrounding islands. They were followed by 30 adult men at the end 
of 1955, who were accompanied by assistant administrative officer Te 
Karibanang—the intention being to build up to a balanced community 
of 120 by 1957.20 The next group to arrive were 500 from Manra and the 
southern Gilberts during 1955–57. The first settlement was at Titiana, in 
the south of Gizo Island, with later settlers placed on small islands close 
to Gizo. By 1962, there were 600 living at Titiana.21 A few more families 
joined the transplanted Gilbertese communities during the second half 
of the 1950s. Further settlements were begun in the Shortland Islands 
in 1962–63 for about 120 people who had arranged their own journeys. 
In 1963, an advance party of 70 cleared land on Wagina Island off 
southern Choiseul, which became home to 1,200 people from Orona and 
Nikumaroro islands. The Wagina settlers were government-sponsored, 
completing the evacuation of the Phoenix Group. A fourth group arrived 
in the 1960s: 350 came as public servants and students, while some others 
joined the migration to look for work. Most of these settled near Honiara, 
some at Red Beach, and others at White River. Two brothers helped with 
the 1950s transition: Takarebu Tarakabu was an ordained United Church 
minister, and his brother Tim was soon also ordained. They attended an 
orientation course at Goldie College and then took up duties at Wagina 
and Titiana.22 

The migrants all signed agreements that they would decide within five 
years whether they intended to remain in the BSIP. The UK Government 
provided funds to purchase land, mainly that which had been already 
alienated as coconut plantations. The first and third groups were offered 
government freehold land if they promised to give up all land rights in 
the Phoenix Group. The second and fourth groups were not promised 
any land, although settlers in the second group were able to purchase 
government perpetual estate (PE, closely resembling freehold) land.23 
They could also apply to join resettlement schemes within the BSIP or 
apply for land in fixed-term estates (FTEs) in urban areas. In 1971, some 
of the settlers purchased 8 hectares of an old plantation on the Guadalcanal 
Plains as freehold land, and another group moved nearby to Komuvada 

20  PIM, July 1955, 87, November 1955, 110.
21  Pitakaka 1979.
22  Bobai 1979: 131–32.
23  A PE is the most common form of landholding in Honiara and, unlike FTE, it is not time bound. 
It can only be owned by citizens. Evans 2012: 1.
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under a land resettlement scheme (Map 6.2). The Wagina Island land in 
Western District proved to be poor quality, forcing many to look for work 
elsewhere, with some moving to Honiara.24

Questions were asked in the Legislative Council in 1963, expressing fears 
that the migration could lead to a situation like that in Fiji with its Indian 
immigrants. In 1971, the Governing Council effectively stopped all 
further migration by restricting the automatic right of entry of children of 
existing settlers. The path of the Gilbertese migrants was not smooth. Five 
years later, the government recommended that if they chose to become 
citizens, the Gilbertese could keep their existing PE land, but any further 
land acquisitions should only be leases. Under the terms of early 1970s 
land ordinances, Gilbertese settlers were defined as Solomon Islanders, 
which meant they could also acquire customary land with the approval 
of local councils. The year before independence, the Land and Titles 
Ordinance was amended, no longer recognising Gilbertese residents as 
Solomon Islanders, removing their right to purchase PE and customary 
land from indigenous citizens. The same legislation turned PE land held by 
non–Solomon Islanders into 75-year FTEs. At home, the Gilbertese had 
access to individual ownership of land and expected the same conditions 
in Solomon Islands. Later that year at independence talks in London, 
a compromise agreement was reached allowing Gilbertese residents 
automatically to become citizens on application. Although they were 
allowed to keep their PE land, their access to leased land was limited.25

They re-created their original lifestyles, building maneaba (large meeting 
houses) and churches, and maintaining distinct cultural ways, which 
were particularly obvious in singing, dancing, and martial arts. Coming 
from atolls, they were unaccustomed to forested land and found it 
difficult to adapt their maritime skills to Solomons-style agriculture. 
This was aggravated by the poor quality of land they had been allocated. 
The Catholic Diocese in Gizo established close relations with the new 
community, augmenting the United Church connection.26

24  ibid., 134; Pitakaka and Bobai 1979.
25  Bobai 1979: 134–41; see also McIntyre 2014: 182–95.
26  BSIP NS, 12 July 1955, 31 August 1957, 31 May 1963, 31 July 1963, 31 August 1963, 15 
November 1963; BSIP AR 1969: Part 2, pp. 182–83; Gina 2003: 59–63; Knudson 1965, 1977; 
Laxton 1951; Cochrane 1970; Bedford 1967.
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The 2009 National Population Census recorded 6,446 Micronesians, 
almost all of whom would have been of Gilbertese descent. For several 
decades, they have held significant positions in the public service, and 
Gilbertese dancing has become a tourist mainstay in Honiara and Gizo 
hotels. The Gilbertese have also intermarried successfully with indigenous 
Solomon Islanders. The census does not differentiate the offspring of 
these marriages, and the total population of Gilbertese descent would 
be much higher than the statistics indicate—equal to the number of 
indigenous Polynesians in Solomon Islands. The Gilbertese settlers have 
become citizens, are well integrated into the nation, and a constant 
presence in Honiara, Gizo, Munda, and on the small islands where they 
were resettled.27

Fijians
The link between Fiji and Solomon Islands was always strong as the 
BSIP and Fiji were part of the WPHC and, aside from Australia, Fiji 
provided the main overseas communication channels, whether shipping, 
telecommunications, or international flights. Two different groups came 
to Honiara: indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians (the descendants of the 
Girmitiyas, who were indentured labourers from India). Fijian tradesmen 
on contracts were employed from the 1940s and 1950s when skilled 
labour was scarce in Honiara, and others worked as clerks in the public 
service. Fijian Quarter near Chinatown is the original site of their barracks 
and houses. The Indo-Fijian workers were usually plumbers, mechanics, 
carpenters, or joiners, most of whom worked for the government, along 
with a smaller number working for private businesses. For example, of 18 
mostly single Indo-Fijian men who arrived during the 1950s and 1960s, 
seven stayed in Honiara and five married local women. The two groups 
mixed in Fijian Quarter, on special occasions combining Fijian Tabua 
(whale’s tooth) presentations, feasts, and Indian Taralala dances.28 The 
most senior were in the police force or were assistant medical officers 
(AMOs) trained at the Fiji School of Medicine. The most significant 
were probably Ratu Dr Tom Dovi, an AMO and brother of Ratu Sir 
Lala Sukuna, Fiji’s leading early twentieth-century statesman, and Timoci 

27  They are often still known as Gilbertese, which is not a slight on their Solomon Islands 
citizenship but differentiates them from the i-Kiribati who are citizens of Kiribati.
28  Tudor 1953a: 119.
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Bavadra, who was later briefly Prime Minister of Fiji and who also worked 
in the Solomons as an AMO (1966–69).29 A few, such as James Prasad 
Tahal, went into business and one became general manager of the Tulagi 
shipyard, until it was bought out by the National Fisheries Development 
Company in 1978.30 The families of those who stayed are so blended into 
the Solomon Islands population as to be inconspicuous.

Solomon Islanders, markets, and 
exchanges
The chapter now turns to discussion of the presence of Solomon Islanders 
in modern Honiara—the subject of much of the remainder of the book. 
The British, busy re-establishing their pre-war regime, were slow to realise 
that the war had changed everything. Solomon Islanders, particularly in 
the north and central islands, had experienced invasion, war on land, 
sea, and air, and had seen almost unbelievable numbers of foreigners 
and their supplies arrive. Perhaps more than anything else, they had 
witnessed their colonial ‘masters’ run away in fear. As well, thousands 
of men had joined the Defence Force, the Labour Corps, or worked as 
Scouts with the Coastwatchers. They had learnt about new ways of life, 
interacting with the American troops, particularly African Americans, 
who encouraged them to think differently. They had also passed through 
the years of Maasina Rule (1944–52), the proto-nationalist movement 
that began on Malaita and spread to neighbouring islands, making 
demands of the British and cleverly using passive resistance as a tactic. 
They also experienced the Moro Movement, a social and political force on 
Guadalcanal over decades. Solomon Islanders had had to deal with war, 
and protectorate and indigenous-derived forces of progress and national 
and regional unification. They would never be the same again. 

Honiara was also a new phenomenon—much bigger than Tulagi. 
The problem for Solomon Islanders in its early years was not so much the 
social segregation or the shortages of various foods, but a lack of money 
to buy anything at all. An article in the BSIP News Sheet looking back on 
1949 from 1969 noted: 

29  Moore 2013c: entry for Bavadra.
30  Tahal and Oxenham 1981.
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A little went a long way in those days, with unskilled labourers 
getting $4 [£2] a month plus $6 [£3] worth of rations. Even so, 
employers were alarmed at the spiralling cost of living, which in 
1949 was two and a half times as high as in 1939.31 

Other problems emerged as the new urban centre began to expand. 
Disease epidemics were difficult to control. In late 1949 and early 1950, 
the Medical Department battled a whooping cough epidemic. Several 
hundred deaths occurred in the BSIP, and Honiara was a major centre for 
the disease.32 

Access to food also became a major issue. Solomon Islanders have always 
traded commodities at regular markets, and Honiara needed a local food 
supply. The two needs came together in the establishment of Honiara’s 
Central Market. Murray Bathgate’s excellent 1970s studies of the Honiara 
market supply and the role of the Ndi-Nggae (Map 1.1) people from 
north-west Guadalcanal show that selling market produce in Honiara 
was initially an extension of long-established social mechanisms. Items 
freely given to kin in a village environment were usually sold to outsiders 
and, while the buyer set the price within a village, it was the seller who 
established the value outside the village. Cash became a major commodity 
from the 1940s and 1950s, and the main medium of exchange in 
Honiara, but never the sole means. Traditional shell valuables and pigs 
were also traded, and what developed was an amalgam of old and modern 
trading systems. Inland and coastal peoples on Guadalcanal have always 
required products from each other. Gifts generated obligations and values 
were not fixed, varying between individuals and groups. Even though 
exchanges in Honiara were no longer strictly traditional, elements of 
sinei (exchange with no fixed-equivalent values), tsabiri (a form of fixed-
equivalence trading expedition), and voli (nonceremonial exchange 
between Ndi-Nggae individuals) remained.33 Bathgate continues:

Even though sinei exchanges declined following the early change in 
settlement pattern, and there is no longer tsabiri of a traditional type 
with Malaitans, the people of Santa Ysabel, Savo and the Florida 
[Ngela] Islands in pigs, valuables and canoes, and the Ndi-Nggai 
[Nggae] today [in the 1960s], nevertheless they view marketing in 
Honiara as a tsabiri, the purchases made by townsmen as a voli, 
making it quite clear that traditional precedents and associated 

31  BSIP NS, 31 January 1969.
32  BSIP AR 1949–50: 24.
33  Bathgate 1973, 1977, 1978a, 1978b, 1985.
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exchange concepts have been translated into modern day market 
place trade. In fact it can be said that in selling food to Malaitans 
and other Solomon Islanders in Honiara, the Ndi-Nggai are not 
only carrying out an activity consistent with traditional practice 
but they are also catering for many of the people with whom, 
before the place of exchange was centralised to the urban centre, 
they had trade relationships in the past. It can also be said that 
where once the Ndi-Nggai acquired shell valuables, canoes and 
sundry items from Solomon Islanders, they now acquire money in 
their tsabiri which allows them to buy goods in Honiara.34 

Central Market
Honiara’s early expatriate residents always complained about the lack of 
fresh fruit and vegetables, having to rely on cold room supplies brought 
by ship from Australia, which usually arrived wilted and unedifying. 
While they were able to obtain basic supplies from the Government Trade 
Scheme of anything that was frozen, tinned, bottled, or bagged, they also 
craved fresh foods. Spearline Wilson, an ‘old hand’ from Tulagi, was based 
in Honiara during 1945–46 as Commissioner of Lands, and for a short 
time was acting government secretary.35 He knew his way around: 

I get a couple of frozen chickens a week from an unknown (to 
anybody else) source, and today I expect to acquire about 10 lbs 
[4.5 kg] of boned roast sirloin. Sunday I had crayfish, Monday 
a pigeon (shot with my new gun) and Bennie and the orderly 
produce a fish occasionally. My only expense at home is about 
6d per day for bread, which I have to buy at 1/- a loaf from the 
Chinabloke.36 

He spent part of his spare time pigeon and pig-shooting, which endeared 
him to the Solomon Islanders to whom he gave most of his trophies. 
A few of the 1940s residents grew their own fruit and vegetable gardens. 
Wilson was growing tomatoes, cabbages, watermelons, rockmelons, and 
cucumbers. He lived on a coral-topped area with not much soil and went 
to the trouble of having soil brought in from Tulagi for a flower garden, 
with asters and zinnias in pride of place.37 

34  Bathgate 1977: 23–24.
35  UQ FML, Wilson Papers, A.H. Wilson to J.A. Wilson, 13 December 1946.
36  ibid., 6 April 1946.
37  ibid., 17 and 30 December 1945, 14 and 15 March 1946.
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Honiara has poor soils in many areas, which discouraged gardening, 
and the residents longed for garden produce to be brought in from 
surrounding areas. What they needed was a regular marketplace. After 
the war, the Agriculture Department distributed yam and pana seeds 
to surrounding villagers to replenish agriculture disrupted by the 
war, although sweet potatoes were still available. From 1946, once the 
government’s experimental farms at Ilu and Kukum were established, seeds 
for other vegetables—corn, shallots, watermelon, pumpkin, tomatoes, 
and beans—were distributed. The next year, the government suggested 
that surrounding villages might supply root crops for consumption in 
Honiara and other urban centres, and that they could pay their taxes in 
this way. This never happened. The first Solomon Islanders to sell produce 
in Honiara were door-to-door hawkers who first arrived in about 1947 
from north coast villages on Guadalcanal, mainly Ndi-Nggae people from 
near Visale, and others from nearby Kakabona and Mataniko villages. 
They established contacts with labourers employed in the town and began 
selling root crops. Once they understood urban market requirements, the 
villagers added bananas, citrus fruit, varieties of Chinese cabbage, and 
watercress to their cultivation.38 Until then, Honiara residents had relied 
entirely on imported food, and vegetables and fruit supplied from the 
prison gardens and Kukum and Ilu farms. 

A year later, plans were made to build a marketplace and the hawkers were 
encouraged to become vendors. By 1949, Ho Man (also Ho Min or Ho 
Nan), an ex-Tulagi Chinese businessman, had established a market garden 
and Honiara’s first restaurant (on the site of today’s King Solomon Hotel).39 
Mission farms were operating at Tenaru and Lungga, swelling supplies. The 
government built a market house as accommodation for visiting vendors, 
which Ho Man managed to take over for his own business purposes. In early 
1950, people from the Ngela Group began to sell produce in Honiara in the 
same way they had on Tulagi. The government assisted them with transport. 
The next step came in May when Central Market began on the beach east 
of Point Cruz. On its first day, the produce sold out in one hour. Two 
more market days were held later in the month, although transport issues 
overwhelmed the Ngela villagers. Once more, Honiara was left dependent 
on local supplies. The district officer then began marketing produce twice 
weekly out of his own office, mainly to expatriates. Clearly, there had to 

38  Bathgate 1978b: 11–12.
39  Lawson n.d. [c. 2000s]: 9. By 1952, Ho Man had established another small restaurant, behind 
the Kukum Married Quarters. Information from Alan Lindley, Adelaide, 2 November 2014.
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be a better method than ‘feast or famine’ to provide food supplies for the 
growing town. This led the district commissioner to revive the idea of 
a permanent Central Market supplied from villages to the east and west, 
and from the south coast. To accomplish this, the government needed to 
overcome transport problems.40 

The first permanent Central Market facilities were constructed in 1952 
next to the office of the district commissioner. There was a fenced area, 
several leaf-thatch houses with tables, and produce spread out on leaves 
on the ground. Marketing occurred on Wednesdays for a few hours in the 
morning, under police supervision to stop disputes over prices. The police 
also discouraged hawkers from operating anywhere in Honiara, diverting 
them to the market. Government produce was sold at fixed prices, 
which set the standards to which villagers eventually had to conform. 
The Ndi-Nggae, Mataniko, and Kakabona villagers gradually increased 
their production. Vura and Taboko villagers began to participate and, in 
1953, once the road was extended up into the Poha Valley, Tapinanja 
villagers also joined them regularly (Map 4.1). Transport was by road and 
by canoe. Supplies of produce from the south coast were slower to develop 
as the government had difficulties providing a reliable transport service. 

Plate 4.10 Honiara’s Central Market was a simple affair when it began 
in the 1950s.
Source: Mary Cowmeadow photograph, in Clive Moore Collection. 

40  Bathgate 1978b: 7–9.
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A small market also operated three days a week at the prison gardens.41 
Bathgate reported that, by 1956, Central Market was operating twice 
a week, on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and the variety and quantity of 
produce available had improved. Although in 1955 the government sold 
its 65-hectare Ilu farm to Romulus Dethridge,42 the government farm at 
Kukum, which was used to train agricultural extension officers, continued 
to supply produce. The government also distributed vegetable seeds to 
surrounding villages to stimulate production. The main customers 
continued to be European and Chinese.

Table 4.1 Population of Honiara in 1959.

Racial origin Male Female Total

Melanesian 2,154 464 2,618

European 201 162 363

Chinese 139 127 266

Polynesian 137 48 185

Fijian 13 11 24

Gilbertese 8 6 14

Other 12 9 21

Total 2,664 827 3,491

Sources: BSIP (1961: 51, 57, 60); Tedder (1966: 37). 

Accommodation for Solomon Islanders initially was in leaf-thatch houses, 
which slowly were replaced with the cement-walled and floored, rather 
soulless Kukum Labour Line houses, and the Single Officers’ Quarter. 
Over the years, the gender proportions became more equal, although 
male dominance remained strong during the first few decades. The young 
single male workers were not major market customers; they were supplied 
with rations—mainly rice, hard navy biscuits, and tinned meat—
although they also purchased small amounts of fruit and vegetables. 
The  government was aware that this limited diet was not satisfactory. 
During the 1950s, the senior medical officer insisted that the hospital’s 
patients be provided with increased amounts of root and green vegetables, 
and fruit. This reduced rice to 15 per cent of hospital diets and raised 

41  Initially, these gardens seem to have been on the site of the present-day National Archives and 
the National Museum, but by 1953 they were flourishing near the new Rove police headquarters. 
Tudor 1953b: 69.
42  Hilder 1957.
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the root crop proportion to 80 per cent. Fairly quickly, the Mataniko 
villagers, and those from Tamatangga, Kakabona, Tapinanja, and west 
Tasimboko, began to sell produce to the hospital. The oversupply was sold 
in the Honiara market, as was Kukum farm produce. While increasing 
the availability of fresh produce had a health basis, the government also 
realised that food imports were costing them £50,000 a year. There was 
an immediate saving from encouraging local produce and all government 
departments were advised to purchase local food. For instance, in 1957, 
the Police and Prisons Department increased the root crop content of staff 
diets to 50 per cent, and prisoner diets to 85 per cent.43 

By the end of the 1950s, the amount of market produce reaching Honiara 
had increased, mainly coming from around Guadalcanal, with Ngela 
villagers making occasional contributions, and Malaitans also entering 
the fray. There was never enough produce and, in the 1950s, the settlers 
at Fishing Village regularly hired trucks from the town council to visit 
surrounding Guale villages to purchase root crops. During 1957 and 
1958, the people around Auki began sending market ships loaded with 
betel nuts, fish, pigs, and root crops. Between 1956 and 1960, Bina, 
a  government ship, brought produce each month from Guadalcanal’s 
south coast and, by 1958, a local boat out of Tasimboko, east of Honiara, 
brought regular produce to market and to supply the hospital. Ken Hay, 
whose GPL company had purchased Ilu farm, was producing exotic 
vegetables for European and Chinese tastes. The Police and Prisons 
Department was also supplied from a village to the east of Honiara.

Murray Bathgate divided suppliers into three groups (Map 4.1). In the first 
were people from Mataniko, Kakabona, Chiri, Tapinanja, and Veramboli. 
This part of the supply chain was interfered with by expatriates with cars, 
who began intercepting the vendors when they overnighted at Kakabona 
before market day. This left Honiara’s Solomon Islanders with reduced 
supplies in the market; they complained to the district commissioner. 
The second group was from Vura, Taboko, Vatusii, Vilu, and Takemboru. 
In the second half of the 1950s, as more people in these villages purchased 
vehicles, their participation increased, although Vura people were the 
main enthusiasts. Nearby villagers also walked to Honiara or cadged lifts 
with government and mission vehicles. Outsiders—namely, a Malaitan 

43  Bathgate 1978b: 9–12.
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and a mixed-race woman—also established commercial gardens in 
this area, supplying the Police and Prisons Department and Central 
Market. The third group was from further away in west Guadalcanal, 
between Takemboru and Lambi Bay. With no direct road access, they 
preferred to produce export crops and dive for trochus shell to earn cash 
income.44 For them, copra production was still greater than production 
of market vegetables.

The old labour recruiting system (a hangover from the days of indenture 
contracts) ceased in 1960. Labourers no longer received rations and 
were paid marginally higher wages to compensate. They had to obtain 
their own food, which stimulated the sale of produce in Honiara’s 
market.45 By  1970, Honiara had a population of more than 11,000 
people. The cash-crop production escalated during the 1960s and 1970s, 
providing a substantial urban market for agricultural produce. The road 
infrastructure improved, allowing reasonably easy access to Honiara’s 
market from as far west as Visale. Government agricultural extension work 
also expanded. Demonstration farms were established at Komimbo (near 
Visale) and at Vatakola (near Kakabona), allowing people to be educated 
about new crops, hygienic packaging, and transport. The Agriculture 
Department established vegetable marketing cooperatives—the first at 
Mataniko in 1961 and the second at Vatakola in 1965. A market was 
built at Vatakola, operating on Saturdays, but like the earlier ambush of 
supplies at Kakabona, Chinese businessmen arrived at 5 am and bought 
up all the produce to onsell in Honiara.46 Central Market and other 
smaller markets operated on the ‘shilling economy’: items for sale were 
sorted into piles valued at 1 shilling; pennies and sixpence coins were not 
used. It was a picturesque scene, as the rural women sold their produce, 
while their menfolk watched and chatted. All the Guale men and women 
smoked pipes, often keeping a plug of stick tobacco threaded through 
a hole in their earlobe. Everyone chewed betel nuts. 

44  ibid., 13–14.
45  Bellam 1970: 75.
46  Bathgate 1978b: 15–16.



183

4. THE OTHER HONIARA

Plate 4.11 Betel nut sellers in Honiara’s Central Market, 1970s.
Source: Ian Frazer Collection.

Plate 4.12 The Compass Rose II carrying thousands of pineapples from 
Malaita to Honiara’s Central Market, 1994.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Map 4.1 Guadalcanal council wards in the early 1970s, showing details 
of settlements in the north-west, which were the main areas supplying 
Honiara’s Central Market.
Note: Bathgate used Kakambona as the spelling on this map; elsewhere in the book, 
it is Kakabona.
Source: Bathgate (1978b: 64).

Migration to Honiara
The 1959 census (Table 4.1) spelled out clearly what had worried authorities 
since Honiara was established. Although the proportion of males and females 
was well balanced in the overall BSIP population, in Honiara, 82 per cent 
of the indigenous population was male and most were young adults from 
Malaita. One of what I have called Honiara’s ‘worlds’ (Figure 0.1) had 
emerged: Malaitans dominated overall and were the main labour force in 
Honiara. However, all islands were represented in the new urban centre. 
For instance, Choiseulese, who were smaller in number, came to Honiara 
to find work and pursue lifestyles and education impossible on their own 
island, as did other groups from the central Solomons. The same applied 
to migrants from the Outer Islands. Quite large numbers from the Reef 
Islands, and Polynesians from Tikopia, Anuta, Sikaiana, and Ontong Java 
Atoll migrated to Honiara. Eventually, these communities outnumbered 
the populations on their home islands. The Guale were always there, too, as 
it was their island and they had easy access to Honiara.47 

47  Donner 2002; Feinberg 1996, 2002; Kengava 1979.
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Ian Frazer’s early 1970s study of the To`ambaita from north Malaita 
exemplifies the movement that took place from the 1950s, usually 
with no intention of a permanent shift of residence. Honiara provided 
alternative employment to plantation work. The main drive was to find 
employment in the new town and to better their economic and social 
circumstances. Young men regarded the migration as an adventure, 
much as their grandfathers had in working as indentured labourers in 
Queensland and Fiji, with the intention of eventually returning home to 
marry.48 Working in Honiara and on the Guadalcanal Plains had become 
the new Malaitan ‘rite of passage’. The W.D. & H.O. Wills Company 
tobacco factory (Map 7.1), with its Dickensian working conditions, was an 
urban replacement for plantation work. Older married men with families 
also participated, taking the chance to earn wages, which, although low, 
were more than anything they could earn in their villages or anywhere 
on Malaita. If they failed to find work, their wantoks supported them 
and, if necessary, paid to send them home again. And there was also extra 
excitement available, as Frazer described: 

Honiara has all the attractions associated with a fast growing town, 
such as picture shows, recreational and sporting clubs, drinking 
facilities, and trading stores with a wide range of consumer goods 
available at prices more favourable than in rural areas.49 

After a while, as still occurs, the momentum was increased by migration 
to join wantoks’ existing families, or individuals who had succeeded in 
Honiara. Much of the unskilled labour force was transitory, wages were 
low, and there was insufficient accommodation available for families. 
In 1958, 40 per cent of Honiara’s labourers worked there for three months 
or less, 20 per cent for three to seven months, and 15 per cent for six 
to 12  months, before returning to their villages.50 By 1960, building 
contractors, other employers, and the Public Works Department were able 
to engage all necessary labour in Honiara. Only the Ports Authority still 
recruited stevedores from elsewhere for Honiara-based activities.51 The 
first meeting of the Legislative Council in 1961 discussed the problems 
created by Solomon Islanders visiting Honiara without sufficient means 
of support, thus causing financial hardship for permanent residents. 
The government was requested to report on possible remedies.52 

48  Moore 1985, 2017.
49  Frazer 1973: 115.
50  Tedder 1966: 37.
51  BSIP AR 1959–60: 8.
52  BSIP Legislative Council Debates, 2 May 1962, 48.
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Plate 4.13 Honiara’s tobacco factory, 1972 (see position on Map 7.1).
Solomon Islanders first smoked tobacco in the nineteenth century, bartered from 
whalers and traders, and obtained when working on plantations overseas and in the 
protectorate. Initially smoked in clay pipes, the tobacco was also rolled in strips of 
newspaper or pages from school exercise books. W.D. & H.O. Wills Company built 
Solomon Islands Tobacco Company at Ranadi in 1967. Production of twist tobacco 
began that July, with 5 tons of cut and twist tobacco manufactured each month—
enough to supply the Solomon Islands and New Hebrides markets. In 1968, its first 
full year of operations, the company produced 66.74 tons of twist tobacco worth 
$249,208. The leaf came from the United States and Africa. 
Source: Ian Frazer Collection. 

Demographic trends in the 1970s 
and 1980s
Census statistics for the BSIP are poorly enumerated before 1970. The 
first BSIP-wide census was in 1931. Another planned for 1949 was only 
complete for Western and parts of Eastern and Central districts. This was 
in the middle of the Maasina Rule years and the government received 
no cooperation from Malaitans and some other island groups. There 
was another partial census in 1959—deliberately so this time—as the 
government seems to have been unable to finance a full national census. 
A complete census did not occur until 1970, which was repeated in 1986, 
1999 (another year with difficulties that made those results unreliable), 
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2009, and 2019.53 The 1959 census (Table 4.1) tells us little about 
Honiara, beyond basic numbers. Over decades, indigenous male/female 
ratios became more equal, with the predominance of indigenous males 
dropping from 81.7 per cent in 1959 to 58 per cent in 1976, and 53 per 
cent in 2009. The number of households has more than tripled since 
1978 and household sizes are bigger. In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, 
the population was overwhelmingly young, with 39 per cent aged under 
14 years. Honiara was predominantly a very young male Malaitan town.54 

Table 4.2 Honiara’s gender profile: Melanesian population in 1970.

Age Female Male Total

0 to 4 546 624 1,170

5 to 9 373 429 802

10 to 14 340 437 777

15 to 19 430 1189 1,619

20 to 24 400 1070 1,470

25 to 29 254 773 1,027

30 to 34 157 497 654

35 to 39 111 265 376

40 to 44 65 160 225

45 to 49 62 130 192

50 to 54 33 96 129

55 to 59 19 47 66

60 to 64 12 38 50

65+ 13 46 59

Source: BSIP (1970). 

Table 4.3 Age divisions in Honiara’s population, 1976 and 1986 
(percentage).

Year 1–14 years 15–29 years 30–40 years 45–59 years Over 60 years

1976 39.20 35.7 17 5.80 2.1

1986 39.23 35.7 14 5.12 2.1

Source: SIG (1988a: 5, 15). 

53  The latest national census occurred in November 2019. The full statistical analysis had not been 
released when this book was finalised in late 2020. SIG 2020g.
54  BSIP 1961; SIG 1988a: 5, 15, Table 2, p. 57.
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Table 4.4 Protectorate-born population by island, compared with 
Honiara’s protectorate-born Melanesian population, and the Melanesian 
male population, 1970.

Islands/Sub-Districts, 
Urban Area, Districts

Total Population 
by Island/Sub-

Districts, Urban 
Area, Districts

Melanesian 
Population 
of Honiara

Solomon Islander 
Males in Honiara 

Over 15 Years

Guadalcanal 23,996 2,039 540

Honiara 11,191 (see total) (see total)

Ngela 5,351 346 236

Rennell & Bellona 1,504 0 1

Russell 2,715 19 5

Santa Isabel 8,653 536 318

Savo 1,352 48 34

Central District 54,762 2,988 1,134

Anuta 157 n.a. n.a.

Makira 10,921 241 151

Reef 4,053 228 176

Santa Cruz 3,433 51 35

Tikopia 1,040 n.a. n.a.

Ulawa 1,469 64 38

Utupoa 232 n.a. n.a

Vanikoro 163 n.a. n.a.

Other 0 4 8

Eastern District 21,468 588 408

Malaita 50,659 4,183 2,291

Pelau, Luaniua & Sikaiana 1,063 n.a. 9

Other 0 0 9

Malaita District 51,722 4,183 2,309

Choiseul 8,017 165 109

Marovo 4,538 87 44

Roviana 8,499 311 174

Shortland 1,950 42 32

Vella Lavella 9,227 173 92

Western District 32,231 778 451

TOTAL 160,183 8,537 4,302

Source: BSIP (1970: 23, 32). These statistics come from two different sources in the 
census report. Except for the total population by island, they can only be taken as 
an overall approximation. I have excluded the Polynesian islands from the Honiara 
Melanesian population statistics, while leaving in islands that are Melanesian with 
Polynesian influences.
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Kastom and wantokism

As well as maintaining traditional gardening practices, Solomon Islanders 
in Honiara adapted other customary ways of behaving to survive in 
the urban environment. Two terms are relevant, kastom and wantok. 
Kastom (shared traditions and customary ways of behaving) was applied 
and adapted constantly. In Solomon Islands, kastom is not a hegemonic 
ideology. Anthropologist David Akin suggests this is because some of the 
leading Christian churches, particularly in the past, opposed the retention 
of what they saw as ‘customary ways’, and because the most kastom-
conscious large island is Malaita, where kastom emerged after the war 
as an anti-government ideology.55 Kastom is a fluid concept that is used 
selectively as part of Solomon Islanders’ ability to cope with modernisation 
and change.56 Kastom affects the way a physical dwelling is used. If sexual 
separation is practised—which is still typical in many villages—then 
customary special divisions will be observed, even in a small urban house 
full of visiting family members. In a one-bedroom house, a couple and 
their children retreat to the bedroom as a family unit, leaving the rest of 
the house to the visitors, who occupy the living and outdoor kitchen areas. 
Or the house could be divided into male and female domains. No-one is 
ever turned away because of lack of space.57

Wantokism is derived from wantok (‘one talk’), meaning from the same 
language group, and implies giving preference to kin in the expectation of 
reciprocal obligations being fulfilled. Once wantoks are outside their village 
situation (where everyone usually speaks one language), the same-language 
social category applies, particularly in urban, school, or plantation/work 
situations. As political scientist Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka has noted, 
increasingly, wantokism has become a term used ‘to identify people from 
the same region or island to distinguish them from outsiders, even if they 
speak a different language’.58 In its broadest form, it identifies all Solomon 
Islanders (when they are overseas) as one people, or all Melanesians as 
one people. In the Solomons, the added complication is that there are 
also substantial Polynesian and Micronesian communities, which practise 
their own type of wantokism, broadening the base of the concept.59 

55  Akin 2005: 98.
56  Keesing 1982, 1993; Keesing and Tonkinson 1982; Babadzan 2004; Gooberman-Hill 1999: 
29–31.
57  Jourdan 1985: 55–96.
58  Kabutaulaka 1998: 24; Nanau 2011.
59  Nanau 2011.
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Wantokism operates like a social security system, providing food, shelter, 
and care to the wider group. They do so not just out of obligation. 
It comes from a belief about what is necessary to support societal stability. 
In Honiara, this means supplying hospitality to visiting kin and relatives. 
At moments of crisis and rites of passage, they send remittances to 
immediate and extended family members. Remittances are used to pay 
school fees or church requirements, and to help with supplying food 
and clothing, as well as playing a part in ceremonial activities on their 
home islands. In optimum circumstances, Solomon Islanders will return 
to their villages, even if only briefly when they are working, to take part 
in weddings or funerals. There is no strong concept of a nuclear family, 
and equal place goes to extended families. First, second, or third cousins 
are regarded as brothers and sisters, and aunts and uncles are treated 
as parents. Adoption of children between families is part of normal 
life. If unable to attend a social activity in their home village, Solomon 
Islanders will send money or bags of rice, provide fares for relatives to 
attend, and eventually return themselves, with compensatory goods, cash, 
and sometimes customary wealth items. Being a Solomon Islander carries 
deep and meaningful obligations, freely given, and love for their families. 
For those who have migrated to another area there is the added need to 
maintain their rights at home. They are quite aware that long absences 
and lack of participation in communal responsibilities make them lesser 
members of their descent groups, which in the long term will dilute 
their access to land and ceremonial rights. When the main wages activity 
revolved around plantation work, there was little chance of returning 
home to fulfil one’s obligations, except at the end of contracts. In urban 
situations, it became usual for Solomon Islanders to try to keep, but also 
to restructure, their kin obligations. 

In an urban setting, wantokism develops both horizontally and vertically. 
In the ‘valley’ communities in Honiara, wantokism has been remade 
through weekend neighbourhood gatherings for gardening, sporting 
or church events, birthdays, and other social events. Some of these ties 
emerge from equivalent personal circumstances. For instance, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, senior public servants worked alongside junior labourers in 
their gardens in Honiara’s valleys on land either leased from the Guale 
or in Queen Elizabeth National Park. The common factors were their 
agricultural backgrounds, the paucity of root and green vegetables in the 
market, which created the need to supplement wages to supply food for 
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extended families, and gardening as a form of exercise. The same applied 
to fishing after work or on weekends, and to hunting. As Honiara grew, 
there was less spare space in the valleys; animals such as possums and 
birds became rarer, hunted to extinction. Great strain was caused from 
feeding the extended family members who flowed in and out of Honiara 
while they were job-hunting, shopping, seeking medical care, on church 
group trips, or selling copra and trochus shells, or artefacts for the tourist 
market. Nothing has changed. They still often stay for extended periods, 
overcrowding houses and straining finances. 

Initially, Solomon Islanders from outside Guadalcanal saw Honiara as 
a  place to earn quick money and return home. Home remained their 
island of origin, to which most families returned on annual holidays 
and to fulfil social obligations. As the Tandai population had long been 
displaced from the Honiara area, and was not large, Honiara was never 
the equivalent of Papua New Guinea’s Rabaul, Lae, and Port Moresby, 
where nearby villagers supplied much of the manual and clerical labour. 
Children, even if born in Honiara, still identified with their parents’ 
islands of origin. Over decades, there has been a shift as many Honiara-
born residents have now lost touch with their ancestral roots and seldom 
return to their parents’ villages. This is discussed in the final chapter. 

***

Honiara was a readymade town based on American wartime facilities. 
It was excised from what became the Guadalcanal Sahalu Council Ward, 
neighboured by the Malango and West Tasimboko wards (Map 4.1). The 
British were slow to invest in the development of new infrastructure. 
Ten  years after the end of the war, the Solomons plantation economy 
had been re-established and confidence was beginning to be restored. 
Honiara’s early development depended on obtaining funds from the British 
Government through the WPHC, although eventually independent 
commercial development spread, first to Chinatown and then around 
Point Cruz, and at Ranadi. Honiara quickly became much more of a focal 
point for Solomon Islanders than Tulagi ever had been. This process was 
never an alienation from village roots; it was a circulation and extension, 
based on cultural concepts that continued to operate in the districts and, 
later, the provinces.
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By the time independence arrived in 1978, Honiara was a thriving and 
expanding urban area, an entity that functioned separately from the rest 
of the island. The Guale were becoming aware that urban growth and 
the presence of the ‘foreigners’—Europeans, Chinese, Gilbertese, other 
Pacific Islanders, and other Solomon Islanders, particularly Malaitans—
living there had made their island different. There was a sense of pride 
that Guadalcanal had become the centre of the new nation, accompanied 
by a growing sense of unease as Guale realised they were not reaping many 
of the benefits. 

The argument put forward in the Introduction and summarised in its 
Figure 0.1 is that several intersecting ‘worlds’ existed in Honiara, the 
importance and composition of which altered over time. From the 
late 1940s and 1950s, Solomon Islanders began to live in Honiara on 
a temporary basis, as an extension of a pattern of circular mobility that 
dated back to the nineteenth-century labour trade, and to plantations 
and Christian missions in the protectorate in the twentieth century. Just 
as they had overseas on Queensland and Fijian plantations, and on BSIP 
plantations, Malaitans predominated in Honiara’s labour force. Solomon 
Islanders from all over the protectorate and nation lived in Honiara, but, 
other than Malaitans, never in such large numbers that any other island 
group became dominant. 

There are pan-Malaitan characteristics that bind them together as wantoks 
in a whole-island sense and, just as earlier labour movements and Maasina 
Rule united them, so, too, have their Honiara experiences. Nevertheless, 
it is wrong to depict Malaitans as one united group. They come from 
a dozen language and cultural regions on the island. Malaitans moved 
to Honiara roughly in the same proportions as their numbers in various 
language areas at home. The Kwara`ae were always the main group and 
those from the north were also numerous. The move to Honiara made 
intermarriages easier, both with other Malaitans and with other Solomon 
Islanders. They also made marriage links into the European, Chinese, and 
other Pacific Islander communities. 

There came a stage—probably beginning as early as the late 1950s, and 
certainly in the 1960s and 1970s—when there was a significant enough 
Malaitan urban community to claim that they inhabited their own 
Honiara ‘world’, measured not in terms of economic or political control, 
but through indigenous social dominance. If we use the 1970 census as 
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our guide (Table 4.4), Honiara had a population of 11,191 people, or 
close to 7 per cent of the national population of 160,183.60 Malaitans 
made up 37.4 per cent of Honiara’s total population. The next largest 
island group was from Guadalcanal: 2,039 or 18.2 per cent. The 2,291 
Malaitan males made up 54.7 per cent of Honiara’s Melanesian male 
population over 15 years of age.61

60  BSIP 1970: Table IID, p. 20.
61  ibid., 32, 33.
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