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1  BSIP NS, 7 July 1967, 31 July 1957, 31 June 1960, 28 February 1961, 30 November 1969; 
BSIP AR 1968: 82, 1969: 80–81; SND, 18 March 1977.

Building infrastructure

Map 6.1 Honiara in the 1970s.
This map uses local names while also showing the developed areas.
Note: Mbokona is wrongly positioned; it should be inland, not on Point Cruz. 
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

In European tradition, cathedrals, exhibitions, art galleries, sporting 
facilities, large hospitals, excellent schools, and tertiary institutions are 
markers of the difference between a town and a city. In Honiara, the 
foundation stone for the Anglican St Barnabas’ Cathedral was laid in 
1961, with the completed building consecrated in 1969. The Catholic 
Holy Cross Cathedral was completed during 1977–78. Both cathedrals 
replaced earlier temporary structures.1 The other Christian denominations 
also built central churches, although none is as imposing as the Anglican 
and Catholic structures. Judged by its cathedrals, Honiara in the 1960s 
and 1970s qualified as a city. In reality, it was still a small tropical British 
colonial town replete with racial attitudes that segregated indigenous and 
non-indigenous inhabitants.
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Plate 6.1 The WPHC High Court building was built in 1964.
It was also used as the BSIP court building and for meetings of the BSIP Legislative 
Council and the National Parliament, until the new parliamentary building was 
constructed in 1994. This photograph is from 1971.
Source: Brian Taylor Collection. 

This chapter discusses some of the major infrastructure developments that 
shaped Honiara and Guadalcanal in the 1960s and 1970s—the urban 
development that changed the town into a city. The British envisaged 
a new capital that would also be the headquarters of the WPHC, with 
adjoining agricultural development. The areas discussed here are medical 
services, the police, shipping, air services, and the media. Each of these 
institutional themes concentrates on Honiara but reaches out to networks 
created throughout the archipelago. Together, they helped create a national 
consciousness, and a sense of belonging to one political entity and society, 
rather than to individual islands. Developing these institutions was part 
of the process of building a nation. An associated development was 
commercial agriculture on the Guadalcanal Plains. The British also had 
longer-term hopes for mining development, which eventually came to pass 
(briefly) when Gold Ridge mine opened in the late 1990s. Inadvertently, 
these three developments—Honiara, agriculture on the plains, and Gold 
Ridge—fuelled Guale discontent as they saw their land eroded from their 
control, and large-scale migration, all with too little compensation.
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Guadalcanal Plains, 1960s – 1970s
After World War II, one of the government’s goals was to encourage 
commercial agricultural development on the Guadalcanal Plains. They 
were part of the parcel of land that made Honiara a suitable base for the 
protectorate’s headquarters. The initial development began at the edge of 
east Honiara, and the port was the conduit for labour. In the early 1940s, 
when Levers abandoned Ilu plantation east of its Kukum–Lungga–Teneru 
land, it reverted to the government. During the American years, Ilu 
became a military farm to produce vegetables for Camp Guadal. After the 
war, the government put the land to use as an experimental farm. It also 
purchased the remainder of Levers’ land out to Lungga River and some 
further out on Guadalcanal Plains.

Map 6.2 Guadalcanal Plains east of the Honiara City Council land in the 
1970s, showing the mixed usage.
The eastern boundary of Tandai land is at Betanivua, between the Tenaru and 
Ngalimbiu rivers. The land further east belongs to the Malango and the Lengo.
Source: Based on Ruthven (1979a: 59). Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 

Honiara lies on the edge of the Guadalcanal Plains, which have witnessed 
intensive agricultural development and contestations over land use and 
land rights since the 1880s and 1890s. During the 1900s and 1910s, 
Levers developed coconut palm estates on the plains, having bought up 
earlier plantations. Levers always concentrated on copra production, 
although it also experimented with other tropical crops such as cacao and 
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palm oil.2 In 1916, Levers introduced a 40–50-hectare trial of oil palms on 
part of its Ilu plantation.3 The war years turned the coast into a battlefield, 
destroying most of the coconut palms and plantation buildings. During 
1944–45, the Americans trialled dry rice cultivation at Ilu, with 200 
hectares planted by late 1945. Although the yields were disappointing, in 
1946, a further 25 hectares of dry rice were planted, only to be attacked 
by insects when harvesting machinery was late arriving. By 1948, the 
government had given up; then, in the 1960s, it attempted a trial of wet 
rice production.4 

In the 1950s and 1960s, the British Colonial Development and Aid 
Fund investigated the commercial possibilities of crops other than 
coconut palms. In 1963, the Commonwealth Development Corporation 
(CDC) leased 10 hectares of land at Ilu to trial oil palms, and wet and 
dry rice. It was part of development planning to restore and diversify 
commercial agriculture, creating a sounder economy for the protectorate. 
This was followed in 1965 by the announcement of a new company, 
Guadalcanal Plains Limited (GPL), under the direction of Honiara 
businessman Ken Hay, with nominal capital of £750,000 and plans to 
develop the plains for rice, soybean, sorghum, and beef cattle. When 
questioned in the Legislative Council about the alienation of the plains 
from their customary owners, Director of Agriculture F.N. Spooner 
said the government had reserved 2,600 hectares on the eastern side of 
the Mbalisuna River for a  Solomon Islander settlement scheme. There 
were also significant amounts of customary land interspersed with the 
commercial development (Map 6.2). 

In late 1965, GPL received a 33-year lease over 1,666 hectares at Tetere and 
prepared 291 hectares for dry rice, soybeans, and sorghum, and introduced 
Hereford cattle. The amount of dry rice planted by GPL increased from 
30 hectares in 1965, to 154 hectares in 1967, and 833 hectares in 1968.5 

2  Raw cacao is made by cold-pressing unroasted cacao beans. The process keeps the living enzymes 
in the cacao and removes the fat (cacao butter). Cocoa powder is raw cacao that has been roasted at 
high temperatures. Palm oil is an edible vegetable oil derived from the reddish pulp of the fruit of 
oil palms. Along with coconut oil, palm oil is one of the few highly saturated vegetable oils that is 
semisolid at room temperature, which makes it a cheap substitute for butter. Oil palm processing 
involves picking the fruit bunches, sterilising and threshing the bunches to free the palm fruit, 
mashing the fruit, and pressing the crude palm oil, which is then further treated to purify and dry for 
storage and export.
3  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, Knibbs, Deputy Lands Commissioner to RC Workman, 17 June 1920.
4  Hansell and Wall 1974: 34.
5  BSIP NS, 7 May 1967, 20 October 1967.
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Hay’s other assets included the Mendana Hotel, a  store, butchery, and 
what became Tetere rice plantation. The first dry rice crop produced 
200 tons, which was sold in Honiara in mid-1966, with investigations 
under way to develop an irrigated rice scheme.6 Dry rice farming was 
rotated with soybean production; the beans were exported.7 In 1966, the 
government invited applications for the lease of another 1,916 hectares on 
the plains, with three-year leases paid at A$1.10 per hectare per year, with 
an option to extend for another 35 years. GPL took this up. Rice exports 
firmed up in 1969 when 200 tons of brown rice were exported to Fiji.8 

The rice project was enlarged and wet rice became the main crop, with 
1,800 kilograms of paddy rice expected in 1971, with plans to expand the 
irrigated area to 2,000 hectares.9 GPL produced sweet potatoes for the 
local market, raised cattle, and operated Ilu farm. Two thousand laying 
chickens produced 1,000 eggs each day, with a potential daily market for 
1,500 eggs. 

In September 1973, GPL was taken over by the Mindoro International 
Corporation, a company based in Millersville near Philadelphia, in the 
United States. This company hired Hawaiian Agronomics Company 
International, a subsidiary of C. Brewer & Company, to operate GPL’s 
rice and other agricultural operations, and, in May 1974, announced 
expansion plans worth A$2.3 million. This would have increased rice 
production fivefold, trebled the cattle herd, increased pig and poultry 
production, and begun to produce farmed seafood. Overstretched, in 
October 1974, GPL went into receivership. In February 1975, GPL was 
taken over by the Brewer Group, in a new company known as Brewers 
Solomons’ Associate Limited.10 Some years earlier, the Hotel Mendana 
had been split off as a separate company.

The BSIP had more success with the CDC. In 1970, the government had 
reached agreement with the CDC to establish a 3,333-hectare oil palm 
project between the Ngalimbiu and Barande rivers on Guadalcanal Plains. 
Planting began the next year, with 680 hectares of palms under cultivation 

6  ibid., 27 July 1966.
7  There were several Australia-based directors: W.F. Moses and F.B. Moses, E. Sly (from a NSW 
grazing family), David Thompson (a partner in stockbroking firm Ors, Minnett and Thompson 
of Sydney), and Mr Pennyfather (a Hereford cattle breeder from Victoria).
8  BSIP NS, 15 February 1969; Hansell and Wall 1974: 34–35.
9  BSIP NS, 30 June 1971.
10  SND, 25 October 1974, 28 February 1975.



HONIARA

252

by the end of 1972, and the factory expected to begin operations five 
years later.11 The company, known as Solomon Islands Plantation Limited 
(SIPL), was a partnership between the CDC (68 per cent), the BSIP 
Government (30 per cent), and local landowners (2 per cent). The land, 
formerly alienated as coconut plantations, had become government-
owned and was converted to 75-year leases, with PE rights reverting to the 
landowners. The initial cost, to be provided by the CDC, was expected to 
be $6 million, with around 800 employees in the early stages. The decision 
to proceed was based on the CDC’s trial plantings begun in 1965. SIPL 
began operations in 1973, built a mill, and by 1976 was exporting palm 
oil. The original concept, which never eventuated, envisaged smallholder 
outgrowers. SIPL chose to run an estate-based operation. Nevertheless, the 
venture was successful: palm oil products made up an average of 11.3 per 
cent of national exports between 1976 and 1998, and between 1988 and 
1998, were Solomon Islands’ most important agricultural export.12 

The other major business on the plains was Foxwood Timber Limited, 
a Queensland-based company that in 1973 bought out the British 
Solomons Timber Company. It had extensive logging operations inland 
and around Red Beach, where it had a sawmill.13 

Just as land issues in Honiara sowed the seeds for future discontent, so, 
too, did the division and commercialisation of the Guadalcanal Plains, 
which attracted large numbers of labourers from other islands. By the late 
1990s, 6,300 hectares of the plains were under oil palms, and the company 
employed 1,800 people—the largest numbers from Malaita Province 
(65 per cent) and Temotu Province (16 per cent). With their families, this 
added 8,000 to 10,000 people to the population of the plains—a level 
that remained until mid-1999. Although companies provided barracks-
style accommodation, once the labourers settled permanently with their 
families, they wanted their own land for houses and gardens. The labourers 
became friendly with the local landholding groups; sometimes they, 
or their family members, ceased employment with the companies and 
worked for the landowners. They negotiated rights to start small villages 
and gardens, providing compensation for land use in a complex web of 
intermarriages, customary exchanges, cash, and goods. These agreements 

11  Hansell and Wall 1974: 34.
12  BSIP NS, 15 June 1965, 31 October 1965, 7 May 1966, 7 October 1966, 15 October 1970; 
Kendrick 1968; Fraenkel et al. 2010: 66–67.
13  Bennett 2000: 178, 312.
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were seldom written down and were extended when new members of the 
immigrant families arrived. The Guale landowners became worried and 
tried to remove some of the squatters, and the Guadalcanal Provincial 
Government suggested that in future formal applications must be made, 
in consultation with the landowners, before permission could be granted 
to settlers. Twenty years later, in the late 1990s, the issue had escalated and 
militant Guale caused forced the evacuation of tens of thousands of non-
Guale Solomon Islanders from Honiara and Guadalcanal Plains. 

Honiara in the 1950s and 1960s
There can be little doubt the British neglected the development of 
Solomon Islands during the second half of the 1940s and into the 1950s. 
The protectorate’s economy was based on coconuts, and the 900 islands 
in a far-flung corner of the Pacific were of little concern to Whitehall. 
The war had done so much damage it was difficult to rehabilitate the 
protectorate. As there were no radical pressures for change, such as it faced 
in several African and Asian colonies, Britain was able to hold back on 
establishing an agenda for economic and political development. 

In 1951, the decision was made to separate the position of Western Pacific 
High Commissioner from that of Governor of Fiji, and to transfer the 
WPHC headquarters to Honiara. The stated reason was to place more 
emphasis on the development of the BSIP, but the war had caused the 
British to rethink their rather unwieldly 1877 WPHC, which was always 
a sideshow to the administration of the Crown Colony of Fiji. The delay 
was because of uncertainty about whether the BSIP would remain British, 
as the Australian Government had discussed with Britain and France the 
possibility of taking over the BSIP and the New Hebrides.14 Robert (later 
Sir Robert) C.S. Stanley was appointed the new high commissioner, 
separate from the position of Governor of the Crown Colony of Fiji. 
Arrangements to move the WPHC headquarters continued throughout the 
year. Stanley made his first visit to Honiara in September and transferred 
there permanently on 22 December. On 1 January 1953, the new resident 
high commissioner took over the administration of the protectorate from 
acting Resident Commissioner Peter Hughes, combining his BSIP duties 

14  PIM, May 1951, 5, 10.
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with those of the WPHC.15 The High Commission Secretariat plus its 
records were transferred to Honiara, and the High Commission’s chief 
secretary and financial secretary held conjoint appointments as officers 
of the BSIP administration. An officer of the colonial legal service was 
appointed as BSIP Attorney-General and concurrent legal adviser to 
the High Commission, replacing the Attorney-General of Fiji. The 
office of the resident commissioner lapsed, and the BSIP Secretariat was 
merged with that of the High Commission. The Inspector-General of 
the Health Service in Fiji continued as adviser to the high commissioner 
on medical matters. Stanley departed on 7 July 1955 on pre-retirement 
leave, succeeded by John (later Sir John) Gutch, who began his duties on 
26 September 1955.16 

Until then, the development of the BSIP had been tied to the level of 
its internal revenue, which in 1952 was only £483,445. Once the High 
Commission shifted its headquarters to Honiara, the town served not only 
as the capital of Solomon Islands, but also as the WPHC headquarters, 
which included the administration of the Crown Colony of Gilbert and 
Ellice Islands, the British half of the New Hebrides Condominium, 
and several smaller territories.17 Regular development plans began to be 
created in the 1960s and proceeded until after independence. Between 
1955 and 1967, total revenue increased eightfold. In 1967, $4.5 million 
of the BSIP’s $7.7 million expenditure related to the WPHC headquarters’ 
move to Honiara.18

Slowly, urban and rural transport infrastructure developed. By the mid-
1960s, it was possible to drive the 40 kilometres from Honiara to Maravovo 
Anglican School in the north-west of the island. To the east, the Tenaru 
River was bridged in the early 1960s, although the Ngalimbiu, Mbalisuna, 

15  PIM, January 1953, 19.
16  BSIP AR 1955–56: 59–60.
17  Cook Islands and Niue were removed from the WPHC in 1901 when they were transferred 
to New Zealand. Tokelau was transferred to New Zealand in 1926 and removed from the WPHC 
in 1948. By 1952, the remaining WPHC territories were Canton and Enderbury Islands (a US and 
British Condominium), the Kingdom of Tonga (a protected state), Fiji, Gilbert and Ellice Islands 
Colony, the BSIP, and New Hebrides (the British side). Pitcairn Island was removed from the WPHC 
in 1952; it became a separate territory administered by the Governor of Fiji. In 1971, the British High 
Commissioner in Wellington became the non-resident Governor of Pitcairn. Tonga and Fiji became 
independent nations in 1970, the Crown Colony of Gilbert and Ellice Islands was split in two in 
1975 in preparation for independence as two separate nations: Tuvalu in 1978 and Kiribati in 1979. 
Canton and Enderbury Islands were included in Kiribati in 1979. The BSIP became independent in 
1978, followed by the New Hebrides (Vanuatu) in 1980.
18  Australian dollars were used from February 1966.
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and Metapona rivers (Map 6.2) continued to be forded until later in the 
decade. The rehabilitation of Henderson Airfield, plus the beginnings of 
the new wharf complex, were all completed during these years.

The US Army Quonset huts that had been a feature of Honiara were 
disappearing. Several new public buildings were constructed, such 
as the airconditioned High Court, the secretariat building, the post 
office, the National Museum, King George VI School, and the public 
library. Educational institutions were expanded, and roads and bridges 
on Guadalcanal were improved. When Jock Stevenson joined the Public 
Works Department as senior architect in 1963, he had the dream job 
of designing and supervising the construction of new buildings, many 
of which remain in use today. He also completed the first sketch plans 
for the new Government House on the beach at Nahona`ara. Stevenson 
went into private practice in 1968, adding to his list the University of 
the South Pacific Extension Centre, Kukum cinema, Forum Fisheries, 
industrial buildings such as the abattoir, the tobacco company, the Joy 
biscuit factory, the octagonal-shaped Tourist Authority, the Solair office, 
and The Bookshop, CDC housing, and various church buildings. He also 
designed other buildings throughout the nation until he retired in the 
1990s. The Stevenson stamp remains on the architecture of Honiara. 

The urban labour force grew, as did the overall population. The combined 
WPHC–BSIP administration also enabled more Solomon Islanders 
to become public servants. There were 320 indigenous civil servant 
positions in 1958, which had increased to 580 in 1966.19 Honiara’s 
gender divisions changed considerably. Between 1959 and 1965, the 
number of males in Honiara had increased from 2,297 to 3,980—up 
40  per cent. The  number of women almost tripled, from only 520 in 
1959, to 1,426 in 1965, creating a more balanced community. The size of 
the European population grew from 363 in 1959 to 624 in 1965, and the 
number of Chinese residents increased from 266 to 414. Nevertheless, as 
before, Solomon Islanders were the majority population. These increases 
meant that housing and services had to expand fast, and one further 
result was the increase in the number of indigenous women who had 
moved to Honiara. Males still predominated and about 90 per cent lived 
singly, although a large minority were married and had left their wives and 
families on their home island. Slowly, the arrival of women changed the 
nature of Honiara society.20 

19  Bellam 1970: 72–75.
20  BSIP AR 1965: 5; 1969: 90; 1971: 7.
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Table 6.1 Population of Honiara: Ethnic groups, 1959 and 1965.

Ethnic group 1959 1965

Solomon Islander 2,817 5,469

European 363 624

Chinese 266 414

Othera 102 145

Total 3,548 6,652

Further divisions of ethnic groups

Melanesian 2,618 4,535

Polynesian 185 238

Micronesian (Gilbertese) 14 166

Not stated 0 532

a Fijians, Indo-Fijians, and mixed-race 
Sources: BSIP (1961); Bellam (1964, 1968, 1970). 

M.E.P. Bellam conducted a survey in 1962 that revealed that most adult 
Solomon Islander males in Honiara intended to return to their home 
village. Only around one-fifth of those interviewed expressed a wish to 
spend all their working life in Honiara: 

This seems to apply to men who may spend all of their working 
lives in wage employment as well as to migrant labourers whose 
sojourn in town on any one visit may be restricted to three or six 
months. To date virtually all civil servants have returned to the 
village on retirement from government service.21 

Bellam discerned the development of embryonic class-like relationships, 
mainly among skilled workers. He concluded that a small number of 
workers was beginning to see advantages in permanent urban residence, 
particularly because of the educational assistance this could provide for 
their children.22 Many of Honiara’s earliest indigenous public servants were 
from Western District—the area of greatest early economic development 
and modern education. Most other Solomon Islanders in Honiara were 
labourers or semiskilled workers on short-term wage-earning ventures. 
They lived among kin or wantoks, often in barracks, and much of their 
earnings were remitted home. 

21  Bellam 1968: 11.
22  ibid., 11–12.
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Plate 6.2 Solomon Islands Museum at the time it was built in 1968.
The museum’s collection was begun in 1951 and was displayed at various sites before 
the present museum enclave was established at Coronation Gardens in central 
Honiara. The original structure remains the central exhibition space, augmented 
by newer exhibition areas, offices, a library, storage areas, an artefact shop, and an 
auditorium constructed from traditional materials.
Source: BSIP AR (1969: 89). 

Plate 6.3 In the 1960s, two high-rise residential buildings were 
constructed in Honiara.
Source: BSIP AR (1963–64: 52). 
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Three substantial hotels began operations in Honiara. The Mendana 
Hotel had a monopoly over ‘high-level’ accommodation until the mid-
l960s. Jack Close, who arrived in 1962 to run the British Solomon Islands 
Trading Corporation Limited for its new owners, Mitsui & Company and 
D.J. Gubbay & Company, described the Mendana: 

The accommodation at the hotel was a series of rooms in a long 
single-story [sic] wooden building with a veranda running along 
the front. The rooms were Spartan but adequately furnished. 
Mosquito mesh covered the windows and the screen door, but all 
the rooms and the shower-blocks were hot and generally airless.23 

The father of the present owner of the Honiara Hotel (Sir Tommy 
Chan) began the 13-room hotel on the edge of Chinatown in 1968. The 
Mendana Hotel doubled its capacity in the same year.24 Another hotel, 
Kwong Chow (Kuang Zhou) in Chinatown, built by R.C. Symes for 
Chinese interests, was a basic drinking place with no accommodation. 
A few years earlier, in 1964, Americans Alvin J. and Gertrude Blum began 
their Hometel (a word play on ‘homely hotel’) in Hibiscus Avenue, with 
rooms, a café, and dining room.25 Their philosophy combined religious 
beliefs and capitalism. 

The Blums were two of Honiara’s characters in the 1950s and 1960s. Alvin 
was born in New Jersey in the United States in 1912. He spent 10 years in 
the southern US as a commercial traveller. When World War II began, he 
joined the American Army Corps. Blum served four years in the Pacific, 
including on Guadalcanal, in a non-combat medical position, rising to the 
rank of sergeant. After the war, he married Gertrude Gewartz from New 
York. They moved to Little Rock, Arkansas, where their daughter Keithie 
was born in 1947.26 Lady Keithie Saunders’ history of her parents, Of Wars 
and Worship, tells the story of this remarkable American couple who were 
of the Bahá`í Faith, which they introduced to Solomon Islands. The 
family moved to New Zealand, then in 1953 toured Ceylon (Sri Lanka), 
India, Pakistan, and Israel, where they pursued their interest in religions, 
chiefly the Bahá`í Faith. They arrived in Solomon Islands in March 1954, 
and Alvin Blum spent his first three months as acting manager of the 

23  Close 2011: 169.
24  BSIP NS, 31 August 1968.
25  ibid., 21 September 1967, 30 September 1968, 30 September 1970, 23 June 1976; Saunders 
2013: 269–72.
26  ‘Festivities honor community service’, Bahá`í World News Service, 1 March 2004, available from: 
news.bahai.org/story/291/.

http://news.bahai.org/story/291/
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Mendana Hotel. An inveterate entrepreneur, he set up a taxi service, and 
began a general store and bakery in Honiara. The couple traded as A.J. and 
G. Blum and Company. Other ventures followed: a dry-cleaning business, 
a peanut oil mill, production of iceblocks and soft drinks, a fish and chip 
shop, and in 1959, a general store, bakery, and cinema in Auki, Malaita. 
Not all these ventures succeeded, but the Blum’s Hometel endured. Built 
like a motel and based on temperance principles, it was on the site of 
what is now King Solomon Hotel. Individual bathrooms were added in 
1966 and the accommodation wing was extended to 15 rooms in 1968. 
These rooms are now the shopping arcade of the King Solomon Hotel. 
As  recounted in Of Wars and Worship, the Blums began their Hometel 
largely as a reaction against Ken Hay, who would not allow Solomon 
Islanders into his Mendana Hotel, except in the ‘boi bar’. Blum’s Hometel 
was a comfortable, alcohol-free environment with a friendly atmosphere 
where all races were welcome.

The main concern of the Blums was always the Bahá`í Faith, in which 
they were pioneers and international figures. Alvin was an active member 
of the town council from its inception in 1958 until August 1967. 
He was also a leading member of the Chamber of Commerce, serving as 
its president for several years in the 1960s. The Blums were overseas for 
part of late 1967, when they visited Bahá`í centres around the Pacific. 
In their absence, their businesses were run by Owen Battrick, another 
Bahá`í follower. Alvin died in 1968, survived by his wife and daughter, 
Keithie, who had married Bruce (later Sir Bruce) Saunders. She returned 
to Honiara to take over her parents’ businesses and, with her husband, 
expanded into tourism, artefacts, real estate and property management, 
insurance, and international trade. Alvin and Gertrude Blum received 
a Knight of Baha`u`llah Award. Gertrude helped establish the National 
Council of Women and the Red Cross Society, and was awarded an MBE 
in 1989 for her community services and her dedication to the Bahá`í 
Faith. In 1970, Gertrude left Honiara for two or three years to spread the 
Bahá`í Faith in New Zealand. The Blums’ Hometel was sold in 1976 to 
Hibiscus Hotels Limited. Gertrude remained in Honiara until her death 
in June 1993.27 The Blum company still operates, with Sir Bruce running 
the business, as well as BJS Agencies Limited, while Lady Keithie is the 
US Consular Agent for Solomon Islands. 

27  Saunders 2013; BSIP NS, 7 April 1966, 21 September 1967, 15 April 1968, 30 September 
1968, 30 September 1970, 30 June 1976; Letter from Alan Lindley, Adelaide, 30 June 2011.
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Plates 6.4–6.6 Blums’ Hometel, built in Hibiscus Avenue in 1964, was 
the most socially advanced of Honiara’s hotels and welcomed everyone.
The food in the café was excellent and affordable. The Hometel guestrooms are now 
part of the shopping arcade of King Solomon Hotel. In keeping with the Blums’ Bahá`í 
Faith, their Hometel did not serve alcohol. 
Source: Lady Keithie Saunders Collection. 



261

6. BUILDING INFRASTRUCTURE

New Honiara
Honiara changed rapidly during the 1960s. In March 1966, the Honiara 
Town Council named some of the important roads and facilities in 
Honiara, although street signposts and maps have never been a strong 
point. One of the city’s continuing peculiarities is the lack of readily 
available maps. A quiet secret of RAMSI’s 2003–17 success was a book 
of large maps made from aerial photographs, which the personnel used 
to navigate Honiara. Although digital maps of Honiara can be viewed 
online, revealing its pattern of nameless streets, there is still no paper-
based street directory. 

The coastal road west from the Mataniko River to Rove Creek is Mendana 
Avenue, which then changes name at Rove to become Tandai Highway as 
far as Poha River. Prince Philip Highway, now usually known as Kukum 
Highway, runs east from Mendana Avenue along the coast. Both highways 
were named in 1966. Skyline Road was named, as was Commonwealth 
Street from Mendana Avenue to the Point Cruz docks. Mud Alley already 
had its name, based on the ‘quality’ of its road in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Footpaths were constructed along main roads and beautification projects 
were undertaken.28 Poincianas and other flamboyant shade trees were 
planted along the roads, adding character, which, sadly, has been depleted 
in recent years.

The remnants of the American wartime camp gradually disappeared, 
replaced with new buildings and facilities. Several problems were difficult 
to solve. Removing munitions has already been mentioned. Another 
problem—still Honiara’s biggest weakness—was the water supply. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, Honiara’s original water supply was provided 
by a combination of rainwater tanks, boreholes at Kukum, and springs 
at Lengakiki. Electric pumps were submerged in two boreholes and 
supplemented by six permanent springs whose water was caught in a small 
dam.29 After 1965, the upstream section of the Mataniko River was also 
used as a source, with water stored in a series of large tanks in different 
locations. Water pressure has always been poor in hilly areas like Skyline, 
Kola`a Ridge, and the other ridges as new houses were built. For 75 years, 
Honiara’s residents have complained about rationed and inadequate water 

28  BSIP NS, 20 October 1967.
29  BSIP NS, 31 January 1969; BSIP AR 1949–50: 32–33.
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supplies, with little solution in sight and larger problems looming as 
Honiara continues to grow. Recently, a Japanese aid project has expanded 
the network of boreholes. Another possibility is to build a treatment plant 
upstream on the Lungga River and pipe in water.30 Residents on the ridges 
are used to water coming and going in the pipes and sometimes must 
wait hours for it to return. I lived on Skyline Ridge in the mid-2000s 
in a household where rain was welcomed and captured in drums and 
buckets to supplement the often-empty reticulated system. The supply 
of electricity was similarly erratic. The problems continue. Honiara 
has water rationing, as well as poor water quality. Residents are advised 
to boil drinking water. As Matthew Wale, leader of the parliamentary 
opposition, remarked in 2019, ‘it is totally unacceptable that the capital 
city of a country should go without water for an extended period’.31 

Honiara’s public and commercial facilities became permanent and more 
substantial during the 1960s. Honiara Town Council’s new fish market 
opened in May 1966, with a freezer, cold store, and ice-making facilities, 
leased to the Honiara Co-operative Fish Marketing Association Limited. 
Guadalcanal Bus Service began in 1968, travelling from King George VI 
School to White River, operated by partners Monty Ho (He), William 
Chan (Chen), James Kwan (Guan), and Nga Kwak Kwan (Yan Weiqun), 
with Chan as general manager. A second bus was added in 1969 and 
a third in 1970.32 The big red buses trundled back and forth until the 
introduction of minibuses made them obsolete. A permanent wharf 
was constructed next to the fish market in 1969, which allowed small 
ships and fibreglass canoes to bring produce directly to the market.33 
Supplementing the existing Commonwealth Bank, the Australia and New 
Zealand Banking Group (ANZ) opened a branch in Honiara in mid-
1966, and the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) 
did likewise in December 1973.34 In 1969, Honiara held its first National 
Agricultural and Produce Show—the forerunner for many similar events. 
Substantial churches and cathedrals were also built and remain the major 
focal points of life for many Solomon Islanders.

30  Sei 2019a.
31  Salani 2019. See also Bau 2019a.
32  BSIP NS, 31 August 1968, 15 May 1969, 31 December 1969. The company was purchased by 
Mark Lewis in 1975. SND, 6 February 1975.
33  BSIP NS, 15 April 1969.
34  ibid., 7 May 1966; Moore 2013c: entry for Banking.
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Namba 9: Central Hospital

Plate 6.7 Aerial photograph from December 1944 of ‘Namba 9’, the 9th 
US Casualty Clearing Station, close to the Mataniko River.
This became Honiara’s Central Hospital, initially consisting of Quonset huts.
Source: USNARA, Air Force aerial photograph, 11 December 1944. 

One of the most important facilities in Honiara is Namba 9, once the 
9th US Casualty Clearing Station, which became Central Hospital and 
is now known as the National Referral Hospital. During the war, the 
Americans developed extensive medical facilities for their troops and, to 
a limited extent, Solomon Islanders also benefited. When Honiara began, 
the buildings of the most conveniently placed wartime hospital became 
the main hospital for the protectorate. They were Quonset huts with 
wooden internal walls and plywood floors—all of which were intended 
to be temporary. The operating theatre had wire-netting walls (spectators 
had to be removed during operations), the roof leaked, and there was 
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no plumbing.35 Medical services were disorganised in the early post-war 
years, with a restructuring partly achieved by 1948. Various extensions and 
rebuilding schemes were made possible by grants under Britain’s Colonial 
Development and Welfare Fund. In the early years, the European section 
was painted inside, while the Solomon Islander section still had plain tar-
paper walls.36 

Table 6.2 BSIP Medical Department, 1950, 1956, and 1962.

Position No. of staff

1950 1956 1962

Senior medical officer/director 1 1 1

Medical officers 4 4 5

Assistant medical officers 11 11 16

Pharmacist 1 1 1

Dressers, medical assistants, and nurses 71 83 90

Trainee medical assistants 0 0 28

Matron 0 1 1

Sister-tutor 0 0 1

Nursing sisters 4 3 5

Nurses 0 5 18

Trainee nurses 0 n.a. 19

Local council nurses 0 n.a. 22

n.a. Not available
Sources: BSIP AR (1949–50: 24; 1955–56: 37; 1961–62: 49).

In the early 1950s, the BSIP Medical Department was quite limited. 
Central Hospital was equipped with 120 beds and able to provide surgical, 
x-ray, and laboratory services. The wartime buildings were dilapidated 
and being consumed by termites. In March 1950, a new European ward 
was constructed with accommodation for six patients. In 1950, Central 
Hospital received 1,376 inpatients, 8,259 outpatients, and conducted 
2,871 laboratory tests, and 750 x-ray examinations. Planning to rebuild 
the entire hospital commenced in 1951, with construction between 
1954 and 1958. The first new wards to open were for outpatients, dental 
surgery, and tuberculosis patients, along with a dispensary.37 

35  PIM, September 1952, 59.
36  ibid., March 1953, 19.
37  BSIP AR 1953–54: 31; BSIP NS, 1 July 1955, 12 July 1955; Information from Alan Lindley, 
Adelaide, 30 June 2011.



265

6. BUILDING INFRASTRUCTURE

Plate 6.8 The tuberculosis ward at Central Hospital, mid-1950s.
Source: BSIP AR (1955–56: 36). 

Dr J.D. Macgregor became the senior medical officer in 1957, remaining 
until 1974. Until Macgregor arrived, there had been no expansion in 
the senior staffing since the late 1940s, although there was some growth 
in the  number of indigenous dressers, medical assistants, and nurses 
(Table 6.2). As Macgregor recounts, it was an exciting time to practise 
medicine in the Pacific: 

For example, penicillin was becoming available in place of the 
old arsenical preparations to treat Yaws. It was far more effective 
and infinitely less toxic. Streptomycin and other drugs were 
revolutionising the treatment of Tuberculosis. Even Leprosy was 
responding to treatment with the new drug Dapsone. Blood 
transfusions could be contemplated in remote places like the 
Solomons; anaesthesia was much safer despite the fact that we 
had no anaesthetic gases in the islands; new insecticides, especially 
DDT [dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane], held out promise for the 
eventual control on Malaria; and a vaccine was at last available 
against Poliomyelitis.38 

38  Macgregor 2000.
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When he began work, Mcgregor found himself the only fully trained 
doctor at the hospital, as the other two expatriate doctors were about 
to depart. Macgregor was aided by several very competent AMOs—two 
of whom, Enele Karuru and Sefanaia Tabua, were on secondment from 
Fiji—a very experienced matron (Christine Woods), several expatriate 
nursing sisters, a pharmacist (Ben Crone), and an excellent executive officer 
(Reg Pullen). There was no blood bank, but the local branch of the British 
Red Cross Society (formed in 1951) kept a register of potential donors. 
Transfusions were organised by Solomon Dakei, the chief laboratory 
technician, who also doubled as the radiographer (his other claim to 
fame was as the mainstay of Honiara’s best string band in the 1960s and 
1970s). Until anaesthetic gases were available, surgical procedures were 
performed using local, regional, and spinal injections. The major causes 
of death were malaria, yaws, tuberculosis, and Hansen’s disease (leprosy). 
Other prominent conditions were related to poor hygiene and sanitation, 
including fungal skin conditions and intestinal worm infections. The 
effects of early 1950s poliomyelitis epidemics were also very evident.39

Malaria has long been the scourge of the Solomon archipelago. Malaria 
is transmitted by the nocturnal bite of the female Anopheles mosquito, 
which transmits a protozoan parasite from an infected human to 
someone uninfected. Until Atabrine was developed in the 1930s, the 
only effective treatment was Quinate, a drug with quinine as its active 
ingredient. Atabrine was a better drug, although it still only supressed 
and did not cure malaria and had the disadvantage of turning one’s 
skin yellow. It remained in use until superseded by Chloroquine, which 
was also invented in the 1930s but not in common use until the 1960s 
and 1970s.40 While seldom fatal in adults, malaria reduces the general 
efficiency of a person by about 20 per cent. Residents learned to live 
with malaria and to take prophylactics, although most Solomon Islanders 
waited until the fevers struck, then used a high suppressive dose, if they 
had access to a clinic or hospital. Removing mosquito breeding grounds 
in stagnant water and DDT spraying were used to reduce the risk. This all 
changed in the 1990s when research by Sir Dr Nathan Kere showed that 
bed nets treated with insecticide were better preventative measures, along 
with community education. Although not eradicated, malaria is no longer 
a major health issue.

39  PIM, February 1948, 15; June 1951, 49; July 1951, 79.
40  Mason 2004: 66–101.
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Central Hospital catered for Honiara and was the referral hospital for the 
protectorate. In addition, there were government hospitals in each of the 
other district headquarters: Gizo (Western), Auki (Malaita), and Kirakira 
(Eastern); and two rural hospitals, at Malu`u (Malaita) and Tataba (Isabel). 
Some district councils employed dressers (medical assistants) and provided 
funds for buildings and equipment for dispensaries.41 The Christian 
missions also maintained hospitals: at Fauaabu (Anglican Diocese of 
Melanesia) and Atoifi (SDA Mission) on Malaita, and at Kukudu 
(SDA Mission) and Bilua (Methodist Mission) in Western District. These 
hospitals and their rural clinics were all feeders for the Central Hospital. 
Fauaabu was also the Anglican training school for nurses.

Eventually, there were also 62 rural health centres and 22 rural maternity 
and child welfare centres, each staffed by nurses, and all connected to 
Central Hospital. Dressers were in charge of the rural health centres and 
locally registered nurses or midwives ran the maternity and child welfare 
centres. There was also a government leprosarium at Tetere, 32 kilometres 
from Honiara, and small mission-run leprosaria in Western and Malaita 
districts. Metropolitan-trained doctors were in charge at Fauaabu 
Hospital, and at Munda Hospital on New Georgia. Most of the many 
mission stations throughout the protectorate also provided medical care, 
which varied from basic first aid to simple hospitals run by foreign nursing 
sisters.42 In June 1966, a new hospital was opened at Buala on Isabel, and 
work had begun on another at Auki.43 

During its first year based in Honiara, the WPHC put aside £106,000 
to reconstruct the main hospital and build a small mental hospital at 
Kukum, which was completed between 1954 and 1956.44 In the 1960s, 
the expansion in the government medical staff was at the level of medical 
assistants and nurses, many of whom were working in the districts. 
By 1967, the principal government medical institutions were still Central 
Hospital in Honiara (148 beds), and district hospitals at Kilu`ufi at 
Auki (100 beds), Kirakira (56 beds), and Gizo (46 beds). Rural hospitals 
operated at Malu`u (36 beds, plus a hostel for transient patients) and 
Buala (36 beds). Kilu`ufi Hospital at Auki was opened in October 1967. 
The government leprosarium at Tetere was staffed by three nursing sisters 

41  BSIP AR 1953–54: 28.
42  BSIP AR 1959–60: 41; 1963–64: 51.
43  BSIP NS, No. 11 [n.d.] June 1966, 27 July 1966.
44  BSIP AR 1955–56: 6.
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from the Catholic Marist Order, who were joined in 1967 by a fourth 
sister qualified as a physiotherapist. The New Zealand Leper Trust Board 
assisted in establishing a physiotherapy department at Tetere.45 

The first specialist surgeon in Honiara was Dr Tony Cross, who was 
appointed in the 1960s. One of his specialities was assisting people who 
had been crippled in the 1950s poliomyelitis epidemics. He conducted 
hundreds of operations to restore some degree of mobility. A team of eye 
specialists visited each year in the 1970s for around three weeks, headed 
by Dr J.E.K. (Dick) Galbraith from Melbourne, attending to cases in 
Honiara, Gizo, Auki, Atoifi, and Kirakira. 

Central Hospital was expanded in 1970 with a 12-bed ward for 
people with mobility problems, mainly those suffering the effects of 
poliomyelitis. In 1974, a hostel run by the Society for Crippled People 
opened at the hospital, funded by the Ryder Cheshire Foundation and 
local donations. It accommodated 10 male and eight female patients 
undergoing rehabilitation. In 1974, government hospitals contained just 
500 beds, supplemented by another 275 beds in mission-run hospitals; 
775 beds for a population estimated to be 178,940 was disastrously 
below the world average.46 The Nurses and Dressers Training Centre 
also began at Central Hospital.47 Providing medical care was crucial, but 
so, too, was the training of local nurses, which created one of the few 
working environments for Solomon Islander women (the other was the 
teaching profession). Training for nursing and teaching is discussed later 
in the chapter. 

One difference in 1970s medical treatment was the new emphasis on 
community health through malaria eradication—usually via DDT 
spraying and the use of chemically impregnated bed nets—and attempts 
to lessen the occurrence of tuberculosis, Hansen’s disease, gastroenteritis, 
and measles. Health inspectors received training overseas. Some of their 
tasks were to ensure standards in meat production at the abattoir, and 
to mitigate air and water pollution. One thing remained the same: 
without the medical services of the Anglican Diocese of Melanesia, the 
United Church, and the SDA Church, patients in the districts would 

45  BSIP AR 1967: 55.
46  In 1975, the world average number of hospital beds per 1,000 population was 2.4; the Solomon 
Islands statistic for 1974 was 0.0043 per 1,000 population. ‘Hospital beds (per 1,000 people)’, World 
Bank Data [online], available from: data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS.
47  BSIP AR 1974: 80.

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS
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have been far worse off. Although the government was developing 
services in the districts, overwhelmingly, they concentrated on building 
up Central Hospital.48 

The National Referral Hospital
Namba 9, as it is still affectionally known, is the nation’s tertiary care 
hospital, taking referrals from the 12 smaller provincial hospitals, and 
dealing directly with the population of Guadalcanal and Honiara. In 2020, 
there were 50 doctors, 304 beds, 12 clinical departments, 12 inpatient 
wards, and 10 outpatient clinics. The available treatments include 
emergency care, injury and trauma care, advanced obstetrics care, as well 
as paediatric, surgical, and general medical care. The National Referral 
Hospital also treats increasing numbers of diabetes, cardiopulmonary, and 
cancer patients, and is a training centre for medical, nursing, and other 
allied health professions. The hospital staff interact with 110,000 patients 
a year, providing direct care for 4,500 to 5,000 patients a month. There 
are 11,000 admissions each year. The hospital has three functioning 
operating theatres (two of them major), although in 2016, two of these 
were closed temporarily for safety reasons. Diagnostic equipment remains 
limited. 

Additional buildings were added to Namba 9 in the 1970s and 1980s. 
The  current main building was constructed by the Republic of China 
(Taiwan) in 1993. The biggest future issue is the need to relocate the hospital 
away from the beach and the mouth of the Mataniko River, as the ground 
is only 1.5 metres above high tide. Wastewater is discharged out to sea, but 
during high tides, this backs up. In a cyclonic area, subject to earthquakes, 
and with a volcanic island within sight, the possibility of tsunamis is high. 
The current site is not safe for a medical facility integral to the wellbeing 
of the nation. Construction of a larger, modern hospital on a new site is 
crucial.49 An offer in 2016 from the Republic of China to provide a new 
National Referral Hospital was rejected because the plan was to rebuild on 
the existing coastal highway and there was no gynaecological ward included, 
even though Solomon Islands has the highest level of prenatal and neonatal 
deaths in the Pacific. Plans for relocation are still under discussion. 

48  ibid., 75–80. 
49  SIG 2014d; Sasako 2016; Sei 2017.
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Plate 6.9 National Referral Hospital, Honiara, 2016.
This is the nation’s major hospital. On the site of the former Central Hospital, it was 
rebuilt by the Republic of China (Taiwan) in 1993.
Source: Daniel Evans Collection.

The Royal Solomon Islands Police Force
The modern police force was created after World War II, rebuilt from 
the pre-war Armed Constabulary, which began in 1897 as a small 
paramilitary force. Its original headquarters was at Tulagi, with regional 
forces in each district. Primarily, the police were used for ‘pacification’ 
and to assert British law; then, from the 1920s, they accompanied tax-
collecting expeditions. During the war, the police were absorbed into 
the Defence Force. On its re-establishment after the war, the force 
consisted of a commandant and a sub-inspector, and 150 sub-officers and 
constables. Urban areas depended on regular policing, which was slowly 
expanded in Honiara after the war. After spending 1944–45 with his 
‘Honiara Guard’ crowded in with other BSIP departments at Stateside 
close to the Mataniko River, and supervising three prisons (in Honiara, at 
Ilu farm, and at Rove), the acting commandant, Inspector Frank Moore, 
wrote to the government secretary suggesting a move for the headquarters 
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detachment and all prisons to ‘Rove Camp’, a site large enough to cope 
with any expansion. The area adjoined the western portion of what had 
been the US engineering depot and 690th Heavy Equipment Company 
base. The move was agreed to on 24 December 1945. The constables built 
the new buildings using thatch and scrap wartime materials. The new 
prison consisted of one barrack block containing lock-up cells built from 
salvaged lumber and wartime prefabricated huts. A grassed parade ground 
doubled as a sports ground, with a pavilion. The creek provided cooking 
and washing water. Drinking water was carted in—some of it from the 
wells at the nearby Heavy Equipment Company site.50 

Plate 6.10 BSIP police headquarters at Rove, 1952.
A Japanese field gun is in front of the main office block (at left). The buildings 
beside the white entrance gate are the guard house and the armoury.
Source: Alan Lindley Collection, in Clive Moore Collection. 

Moore, an Australian, only lasted one more year, then reverted to his 
substantive rank of inspector. He left soon after, but his 1945–49 task 
had not been easy. The Armed Constabulary was shambolic, and the 
task of reform seemed impossible without recruitment of new expatriate 
police officers. Few police records survived the war, the police were 
untrained, and there were sometimes as many as 1,000 prisoners in 
Honiara because of Maasina Rule arrests. In 1949, Moore was replaced 

50  Holloway 1973.
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with Superintendent  Hugo Colchester-Wemyss, who had been with the 
Palestine police (1933–38), the Barbados police (1938–41), and in Jamaica 
(1941–49). Looking forward to retirement, not to building a new, efficient 
police force, he left the Solomons in 1955.51 In his early years, Colchester-
Wemyss had only two senior officers, both of whom were sub-inspectors: 
Ronald Yates, who had been a post-war Palestine police building inspector 
and was in charge of the prison; and Dick Richardson, of African-American 
and Solomon Islander descent, who had previously been a sergeant major. 
All three were stationed at the Rove headquarters in the early 1950s. There 
were 210 sub-officers and constables in the force. The police headquarters, 
depot, and training school were gradually expanded and, by 1953, were 
fully operational, with offices, teaching facilities, a clubhouse, and canteen 
(which was reported to be superior to the facilities at the Guadalcanal Club), 
lawns, paths, and gardens. Detachments were also stationed at the various 
district administration centres. In addition to Honiara (later Central) Police 
Station, there were stations at Auki and Malu`u in Malaita District, and at 
Kirakira in Eastern District. Police detachments were also stationed at Gizo, 
and at Tataba on Isabel Island.52 

New expatriate police officers did not arrive until the early 1950s. The 
delay was probably because Britain concentrated on Palestine and Kenya 
and other colonial flashpoints considered more important than a far-away 
Pacific protectorate. Eventually, 10 new expatriate officers were appointed 
during the 1950s, which enabled the establishment of the modern 
Solomon Islands Police Force (SIPF). The first of these officers, Inspector 
John Buckingham, a former London Metropolitan Police officer close to 
retirement, arrived in February 1952. He was based at Honiara Police 
Station, which also served all of Central District. The second to arrive was 
Alan Lindley, a sub-inspector, at the end of March 1952. Two more sub-
inspectors arrived in June, Edward Bradley and James Semple. They were 
followed by John Holland early in 1953. Lindley was from Nottingham 
and had completed his National Service in the Royal Berkshire Regiment, 
serving in Eritrea, and then as a constable with the Coventry Police in 
England. The war had removed many middle-aged officers, enabling 
these young British men to advance rapidly in the colonial service. Most 
were aged in their twenties (Lindley was 22 years old when he arrived) and 
barely prepared for working in the protectorate. Semple came from the 
Nottingham Police and had also been in Palestine in the post-war years. 

51  Hilder 1955; BSIP 1949.
52  Golden 1993: 290; BSIP AR 1949–50: 30; BSIP 1949.
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Buckingham was moved from Honiara Police Station to Auki in about 
May 1952, as commanding officer on Malaita during the later years of 
Maasina Rule. Semple was posted to Malu`u in north Malaita. Soon 
after he arrived, Bradley, also from Coventry, was put in charge of the 
training school and central prison. Lindley was transferred to Honiara 
Police Station, replacing Buckingham. He remembered his annual salary 
as Fijian £550 (about £500 Sterling), plus a 10 per cent rent allowance. 
There was no uniform allowance, which made for difficulties as dress 
uniforms, which included a sword and long boots, were expensive. The 
jobs were far from the standard police duties in the United Kingdom. 
The superintendent (chief ) of the SIPF was also superintendent of prisons, 
although most prison duties fell to their deputy, who carried the extra 
title of Inspector of Prisons. Lindley added prison officer and executioner 
to his duties.53 He was also responsible for Honiara’s fire services, which 
included the airfield. Later he was appointed an immigration officer, as 
well as being firearms control officer, and in charge of all traffic matters.54 

The prison was near the police station and inmates were taught wood and 
cane work, making furniture for the hospital and government offices.55 
The ‘Haus Hang’ was behind the prison; condemned prisoners had to 
walk around the wall to get to the place of execution. When Lindley 
arrived, there was a flogging stool at the central prison, shaped like 
a lectern, about 1 metre high in the front and 1.2 metres high at the back, 
with a piece of wood on which the offender could lean. The Honiara 
device had never been used, and the ordinance that allowed flogging was 
repealed in 1951.56 

A new Queen’s regulation issued on 14 November 1954 renamed the 
Armed Constabulary as the Royal Solomon Islands Police Force (RSIPF). 
At the end of that year, the approved establishment was eight commissioned 
officers, and 200 sub-officers and constables. Not all the posts were 
filled and there were only six or seven commissioned officers. The police 
headquarters, depot, and training school remained at Rove, with police 
detachments located at various district administration centres. European 
commissioned officers were in charge of stations at Honiara, Auki, and 
Gizo. Police officers were also stationed at Malu`u, Yandina in the Russell 

53  The death penalty was not used after 1959 and was formally abolished in 1966.
54  Lindley 2013: 3.
55  Tudor 1953b: 74.
56  A 1934 regulation introduced flogging in certain circumstances. This was not repealed until 
1951. Lindley 2015: 19; 2011a: 2.
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Islands, and Gizo and Korovo in Western District, the last station opened 
in 1954. Increasing emphasis was placed on literacy for new recruits; they 
had to be at least 1.6 metres tall and unmarried. Government reports 
suggest that in 1954 a start had been made to establish a criminal records 
office at Honiara. This may have been ‘window-dressing’ as Lindley had 
no memory of it and said the criminal investigation division was not 
established until many years later.

Most of the pomp and ceremony in Honiara were provided by the police. 
Their strict dress codes mixed British colonial ‘military’ uniforms with 
Pacific-style adaptations. The uniforms were made by a tailor at the Rove 
headquarters. The early police uniform for constables was a khaki sulu 
made from drill material and a black belt, with no shirt or shoes. Before 
shirts were common apparel, to which rank stripes could be attached, 
cummerbunds were worn. These were red for constables, light blue 
for corporals, black for lance corporals, white for sergeants, white with 
a wide ‘Sam Browne’ belt57 for sergeant majors, and red and white for a 
senior sergeant or station sergeant.58 In 1952, Station Sergeant Waneba at 
Central Police Station in Honiara had a shirt with his rank on the sleeve, 
which was unusual. In the late 1950s, the sulus were tailored, with cloth 
straps and buckles. When Honiara was chilly at night, duty police wore 
full European clothing. Hair was worn long and bushy, with one strange 
habit: on ceremonial or special occasions, the men darkened their hair by 
using a mixture of ash from burnt sago palm leaves and coconut oil, to 
achieve uniformity of hair colour.59 

On occasions like the Queen’s Birthday parade, Solomon Islander police 
wore starched white jackets with tailored blue sulus and red sashes, along 
with black leather sandals made in Fiji. Expatriate officers wore khaki 
British colonial police uniforms with a ‘Sam Browne’ black leather sash-
belt and, on formal occasions such as parades, buff-coloured trousers. 
On special occasions, they wore khaki trousers and long-sleeved shirts. 
In 1954, this dress uniform changed to dark blue. On formal occasions, 
such as the Queen’s Birthday, officers wore white linen jackets with a 
belt passing from the left shoulder and under the right arm, which held 
a leather ‘message box’ (left over from battlefield uniforms). Tight-fitting 

57  A wide belt, usually leather, supported by a narrower strap passing diagonally over the right 
shoulder to the left hip.
58  Parakoro 1971: 9.
59  ibid.
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woollen trousers with buff-coloured stripes were worn with half-length 
wellington boots with patent leather tops that reached up to the knees. 
White pith helmets with a pointed silver top, a dark-blue puggaree, and 
a strap under the chin, along with a ceremonial sword, completed the 
outfit. Pith helmets were used until 1968, after which they were replaced 
with caps. The ceremonial swords were modelled on straight infantry 
weapons; they were pointed, but always blunt. Another eccentricity 
of early police formal uniforms was that superintendents wore spurs 
(there were no horses).60 

The new Central Police Station (the present one) opened in April 1963, 
with accommodation built behind it in 1966, consisting of a block of 
rooms for single men and eight married quarters. The Rove headquarters 
was rebuilt in late 1963, and the first training course passing-out parade 
occurred there on 3 June 1964. The examinations were of similar standard 
to those used in the United Kingdom, and Constable Baekalia earned the 
top score. By 1966, the SIPF comprised 10 gazetted officers and 275 non-
commissioned officers and other ranks.61

Plate 6.11 Queen’s Birthday parade, Rove Police Headquarters, 1950s. 
The building at the rear is the Police Club.
Source: Brian Taylor Collection.

60  Information from Alan Lindley, Adelaide, 30 June 2011.
61  BSIP AR 1966: 54.
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Plate 6.12 Honiara Police Station in 1952, constructed from a Quonset 
hut and scrap US Army materials.
Source: Alan Lindley Collection, in Clive Moore Collection.

Plate 6.13 Honiara’s new police station, completed in 1963, was 
renamed Central Police Station.
The Central Bank building is on the right. This photograph is from 2011.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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Routine police work began to change in the 1960s once alcohol was legally 
available, and in the same decade the first stirrings of protest began, related 
to racial discrimination, trade unionism, and labour politics. Honiara 
became more volatile in the late 1960s and early 1970s when trade union 
activism began. There were also new social and religious movements such 
as the Moro Movement on Guadalcanal and the Christian Fellowship 
Church in the western Solomons. This led to the formation of a field force 
and a riot unit under Superintendent Ray Viggor, who had previously had 
a posting in Africa. Honiara’s first riot occurred in April 1965, when the 
police used teargas (actually CN or CS gas—a far worse form) to quell 
a crowd of Malaitans who were marching past the Treasury building to 
Central Police Station, demanding the release of a man arrested at the 
Kukum Labour Line. This incident is further examined in Chapter 7, 
in the section on the development of trade unions and labour activism. 

As independence approached in the mid-1970s, there were 13 gazetted 
police officers, 16 inspectors, and 328 non-commissioned officers, along 
with 17 clerical staff. There were 14 police stations and posts within 
the four police districts, which coincided with the BSIP administrative 
districts. The headquarters remained at Rove, along with the training 
school and the mobile unit. All police stations were linked by a radio 
network: Honiara, Gizo, Kirakira, Auki, and Korovou had 100-watt base 
sets, while Munda, Ringi Cove, Yandina, Buala, Tulagi, Malu`u, Santa 
Cruz, and Mohawk Bay used 15-watt Racal base sets. The police training 
school also taught constables from the Crown Colony of Gilbert and 
Ellice Islands.62

By 1968, three of the four police districts were commanded by Solomon 
Islanders. The first two senior Solomon Islander police officers were W.B. 
(Ben) Kiriau and Simon Siapu. Kiriau, a Malaitan, joined the force in 1950. 
By 1952, he was a corporal, and was promoted to sub-inspector in 1957, 
and to superintendent in 1968. David Morgan took over as chief of police 
in 1963, with Superintendent Alan Lindley as deputy chief (later senior 
superintendent). After Morgan and Lindley left the force at the end of 
1969, Kiriau, who had trained in 1951 at Hendon Police College in the 
United Kingdom, was offered but declined the deputy’s position. Siapu had 
a similar record of service and was the first Solomon Islander to be promoted 
to superintendent. Kiriau was given command of Malaita in 1968.63

62  BSIP AR 1974: 88–89.
63  BSIP NS, 31 January 1968.
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John Holloway, appointed as officer-in-charge of the Special Branch in 
1964, had previously worked in Northern Rhodesia. He was appointed 
the first police commissioner in 1975, with Ben Kiriau as his deputy. 
Holloway held the position until 1982, when he was replaced with the 
first indigenous police commissioner, Fredrick Soaki from Tikopia, who 
held the position until 1995. Knighted for his services to the nation, 
Sir  Fredrick was assassinated at Auki on 1 February 2003 during the 
Tensions. 

During the self-government years, the SIPF comprised Rodger Edwards 
as commissioner, Kiriau as deputy commissioner, H. Brown as senior 
superintendent, Fred Soaki and B.S. Ward as assistant superintendents, 
several inspectors, 70 sergeants, 272 constables, and 16 administrative 
staff. ‘Royal’ was added to the title of the police force in 1978. The title 
can only be granted after a visit by the monarch, which occurred in 1974. 
The actual gift of the title was made by the Duke of Gloucester as Queen 
Elizabeth II’s personal representative at independence on 7 July 1978.64 

Another feature of the Royal Solomon Islands Police Force (RSIPF) is 
the police band, formed in 1950, which always faced great difficulties. 
None of its members could read music, they lacked confidence, and 
their instruments were in poor repair. In 1962, new instruments arrived 
from New Zealand and the band was rejuvenated by new bandmaster 
John Kabwere, a Gilbertese who had trained with the Fiji police band. 
It has remained the major band used on all formal occasions in Honiara, 
particularly for the Queen’s Birthday and Independence Day parades.65 

Shipping services
Contrary to the pattern in many countries of government divestment of 
essential services, the Solomon Islands Government continues to control 
water, electricity, ports, broadcasting, postal services, a printery, Solomon 
Airlines, and the Investment Corporation. These are all based in Honiara. 
From the end of the war until the late 1950s, almost all contact with the 
outside world was by ship, and the ocean was also the essential path for 
communication within the protectorate. The main pre-war BSIP ports 
were at Tulagi, Yandina, Gizo, Tulagi, and Vanikolo. The smaller harbours 

64  Information from Maxwell Saelea, Honiara, 15 July 2015.
65  BSIP NS, 31 October 1962.
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at Auki, Gizo, and Kirakira could only be used by vessels of light draft. 
Viru and Allardyce harbours, Nila, and Ringi Cove were also used, and 
there were several sheltered lagoon anchorages formed by barrier reefs off 
New Georgia, Isabel, and Malaita, which allowed safe navigation, provided 
the skipper had local knowledge. Gizo wharf was controlled by the British 
Solomon Islands Trading Corporation, although the harbour was shallow. 
The wharves at Yandina were in deep water, as was the Vanikolo wharf 
operated by the Kauri Timber Company. Both were too far from Honiara 
to be useful substitutes. The wartime Tulagi wharves remained in use 
until the 1970s, by which time Honiara’s port facilities had improved.66 
Control and operation of the official ports were vested in the BSIP Ports 
Authority, which was an independent statutory body based in Honiara. 

Honiara has no natural sheltered port other than Point Cruz, which 
has been constantly expanded and modified since the 1950s. It is barely 
recognisable as the small island joined to the mainland by a narrow neck 
of reef and sand observed by Mendaña and his crew in 1568. During the 
American occupation in the 1940s, the main wharf was at Kukum, with 
a smaller temporary jetty at Point Cruz. The Kukum wharves had three 
sections, two at right angles to the shore and one parallel, forming three 
sides of a rectangle. The most easterly section fell into disrepair and was 
demolished; the other sections were destroyed by cyclones, in February 
1951 and January 1952.67 Inland from the Kukum wharves were copra 
and cargo sheds, the customs house, and the headquarters of R.C. Symes, 
the largest private company after the war. Brothers Bob, Jim, and Matt 
Symes made their money on the New Guinea goldfields and at Tulagi, 
before the war, then returned and set up business in Honiara. In the early 
years, when the Meteorological Office issued storm or cyclone warnings, 
ships anchored at Point Cruz would make a dash for the safety of Tulagi 
Harbour, 32 kilometres away.68 With the wharf gone, ships arriving 
from overseas had to use lighters, or tranship at Tulagi on to smaller 
vessels. The first stage of new port facilities for Honiara was approved in 
September 1955.69 

66  In the 1940s, the Tulagi wharves were difficult to use as, when they departed, the Americans had 
dumped trucks and other vehicles off the end, blocking the anchorage.
67  PIM, March 1951, 17; March 1952, 122.
68  BSIP AR 1957–58: 47.
69  BSIP NS, 1 September 1955, 12 September 1955, July 1960, 15 February 1963, 31 March 1964, 
14 February 1965, 21 February 1966.
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Plate 6.14 Kukum docks in 1945, built by the Americans. The area is 
opposite what is now Panatina Plaza.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 6.15 In the 1950s, work began on reshaping Point Cruz to create 
a port.
Source: BM, Patrick Barrett Collection.
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Plate 6.16 RCS Melanesian at Honiara wharf in 1958.
The ship was built in Kowloon in 1956 for the BSIP Government. Thirty-six metres 
long with a 7.9-metre beam, the ship had a maximum speed of 9.5 knots. It left 
Sulufou in Lau Lagoon, Malaita, on 9 July 1958, heading for Sikaiana, with 64 people 
onboard. The Melanesian disappeared, and only limited amounts of wreckage and one 
partial body were found, along the east Malaita coast. No clear explanation was ever 
established for the tragedy. The most likely reason was faulty manufacture of the 
hull, which may have split in two when hit by rogue waves, causing the ship to sink 
immediately with total loss of life.
Source: Alan Lindley Collection. 

During the 1950s, Burns Philp’s Muliama arrived at Honiara every four 
weeks and its Malaita every six weeks. They were the main means of 
travelling to and from Australia. A major study was conducted during 
1954 into how to develop Honiara as a port. The first stage of the new 
port facilities was approved the following year, the Ports Act was passed 
in 1956, and the Ports Authority was gazetted in 1957. The next year, 
a new 128-metre concrete wharf was constructed with a 3-metre depth, 
augmented by a 9-metre-deep stub jetty for larger overseas ships. Cargo 
handling sheds were added in 1959.70 Plans to build a deep-water wharf 
began in mid-1960, including surveys to extend the existing wharf and 
install heavy mooring buoys to accommodate overseas vessels, which still 
had to use lighters to unload. In 1963, funding was approved to construct 
a deep-water berth, financed by the Ports Authority through a bank loan. 
Tenders were considered during early 1964. Brisbane-based Hornibrook 
Constructions won the contract and began work early the following year. 

70  BSIP Gazette, No. 213, November 1957; BSIP AR 1957–58: 47.
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The berth, 71 metres long with a minimum depth of 8.5 metres, was used 
for the first time on 15 February 1966. Soon after, around 70 overseas 
ships were visiting Honiara every year.71 This also enabled cruise ships 
to visit, the first of which was probably TSMV Oriental Queen in 1965; 
in 1967, P&O’s SS Orcades began regular visits for a few years, which 
provided an occasional market for artefacts.72

By 1974, the deep-water berth had been expanded to take vessels up to 
213 metres long and there were also three small jetties for local ships. 
Two jetties had a capacity to take vessels up to 35.5 metres and the other 
was owned by Shell Oil Company, which supplied overseas shipping with 
fuel via a submarine pipeline that ran out to a moored buoy.73 In 1977, 
the Asian Development Bank provided funds to improve the port. Over 
subsequent decades, Point Cruz has been extended with landfill, creating 
the present facilities for the major container ship traffic.

Plate 6.17 Point Cruz wharves in the 1960s. A Quonset hut from the war 
years is visible on the shore.
Source: BM, Bob Wright Collection, in John Tod Collection. 

71  BSIP NS, 1 September 1955, 12 September 1955, 15 July 1960, 15 February 1963, 31 March 
1964, 14 February 1965, 21 February 1966; PIM, June 1965, 115.
72  The Oriental Queen information is from Ian Geering, 30 May 2020.
73  BSIP NS, 16 December 1977.
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Plate 6.18 The interisland shipping wharves in 2017, with the centre 
of Honiara behind.
The Bank of the South Pacific is on the corner of Commonwealth Avenue at bottom 
right, the Anthony Saru building and NPF Plaza (opened in 1986) are at top right, 
with part of the accommodation block of King Solomon Hotel showing above it. The 
lower, grey-coloured structure in the centre is the City Centre building, and the NPF 
building is on the left.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

The modern Solomon Islands Ports Authority operates two international 
ports, Honiara and Noro, which is the fishing and cannery base near 
Munda in Western Province. Development over the past 60 years has 
transformed Point Cruz into a container terminal for overseas ships, with 
a new large wharf that can also accommodate visiting cruise ships. On the 
eastern side of the port, the original wharf remains, along with local 
shipping wharves. The patrol boat base is on the western side.74 Further 
extensive improvements of the Point Cruz facilities occurred during the 
late 2010s and, despite a tumultuous few years under chief executive 
officer Colin Yo, who was dismissed in 2016, the port functions well.75

74  Keen et al. 2017: 110. The combined annual income from each cruise ship is now around 
S$270,000 (comprising port fees, markets, hotels, and tours), with the revenue increasing each year 
until the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020.
75  Pacific Islands Report, [Honolulu], 1 February 2017.
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Air services
While sea transport will always be the main way to move around Solomon 
Islands, a quicker transport method was established: by air. The first 
seaplane landed at the Shortlands, Gizo, and Tulagi in 1926. It took the 
war to provide the beginnings of the airfield infrastructure still in use today. 

In 1954, there were only three airfields functioning in the protectorate: 
Kukum (Fighter II), Yandina, and Barakoma on Vella Lavella. Air traffic 
linking Honiara to the districts developed gradually as wartime airfields 
were reconditioned or new airfields were constructed between the 
1950s and the 1970s (Table 6.3). These made access to Honiara easier. 
Henderson Airfield was reconditioned during 1957 to a standard suitable 
for Douglas DC-3s, and officially opened as the main airfield on 19 May 
1958. The first overseas flight, a new Qantas service via Lae in Papua 
New Guinea, arrived on 9 June 1958. Air navigation aids, including a 
beacon, were installed in May 1960 in preparation for an extension of 
air services. Henderson Airfield was extended again in 1966, from 1,654 
to 1,828 metres, and tar-sealed to enable Douglas DC-6 piston-powered 
aircraft to land. Two years later, it was extended further and a 182-metre 
overrun was added, with another upgrade in 1970.76 

Plate 6.19 Honiara Airfield in the 1950s, on the site of the Fighter II 
Airfield at what is now Ranadi.
Source: SINA, ACOM, Fauaabu Melanesian Mission Box. 

76  BSIP NS, 31 October 1957, 30 April 1958, 29 February 1960, 31 December 1960, 30 April 
1961, 30 May 1961, 21 March 1966, 7 May 1966, 15 March 1969.
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Table 6.3 Solomon Islands airfields and their years of construction.

Airfield Year District/province

Kukum 1943 Central

Yandina 1945 Central

Barakoma (Vella Lavella, Methodist) 1945, 1955 Western

Munda 1955 Western

Henderson 1942, 1957 Central

Gwaunaru`u 1963 Malaita

Seghe 1963 Western

Barakoma 1963 Western

Mono 1963, 1966 Western

Kirakira 1964 Makira-Ulawa

Avuavu (Guadalcanal, local council) 1965 Central

Marau (Guadalcanal) mid-1960s Central

Nusa Tupe (Gizo) 1969 Western

Parasi 1969 Malaita

Hatangua (Rennell) 1970 Rennell–Bellona

Graciosa Bay (Santa Cruz) 1970 Temotu

Lomlon (Reef) 1970 Temotu

Taro 1971 Western/Choiseul

Fera 1971 Isabel

Sterling (Treasury) 1971 Western

Ghongau (Bellona) 1971 Rennell–Bellona

Atoifi (SDA) n.a. Malaita

Afutara (SDA) n.a. Malaita

Kwailabasi (SDA) n.a. Malaita

Kakuda (SDA) n.a. Western

Batuna (SDA) n.a. Western

Viru Harbour (SDA) n.a. Western

Ramata (SDA) n.a. Western

Vella Lavella (SDA) n.a. Western

n.a. Not available
Source: Compiled by Clive Moore. 
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Beginning in April 1961, TAA introduced a prop-jet Fokker Friendship 
service between Lae and Honiara, which soon after included Buka in its 
run. Fiji Airways also began regular flights, in mid-1961. In October, 
Captains M. Lewis and P. Bennett arrived in Honiara to investigate 
beginning an internal air service. The next year, Captain Laurie Crowley 
began charter flights to Honiara out of Papua New Guinea, using a Piper 
Aztec plane. Late in 1963, Crowley purchased a Series 6 de Havilland 
Dove aircraft to operate as Crowley Airways, and within the protectorate 
as Megapode Airways. There was a sharp increase in air traffic between 
1965 (2,911 flights) and 1966 (6,130 flights) due in large measure to 
the activities of planes conducting an aerial geophysical survey of the 
country.77 Each week in 1966, Henderson Airfield serviced 125 to 250 
passengers travelling on Fiji Airways, TAA, and Megapode Airways. Early 
in 1969, Fiji Airways and Solair both applied for licences to operate in the 
BSIP, much to the annoyance and resistance of TAA, which had extended 
its international service to Munda and Yandina. Fiji Airways proposed 
to operate from Fiji to Port Moresby via Honiara, and Solair wanted to 
operate from Honiara to Kieta via Munda and Gizo (once Nusa Tupe 
Airfield was completed in 1969). 

Crowley Airways was purchased by Macair Holdings of Papua New 
Guinea in 1968 and incorporated into Megapode Airways. By March the 
next year, four regular air services a week were operating to Munda.78 
The company became Solomon Islands Airways in 1975, trading as Solair 
but owned by Macair Holdings. Macair was purchased in the same year 
by Talair (Tourist Airlines of Niugini), a company owned by Dennis 
Buchanan, which gave Talair control of Solair. At the same time, the 
Solomon Islands Government bought 49 per cent of the Solair shares, 
with a right to purchase the remaining shares within the next five years. 
This full government takeover was negotiated between 1984 and 1987. 
The current name, Solomon Airlines, was adopted when the airline 
became fully state-owned. 

One issue was the need for an alternative airfield to land international 
flights if Henderson was closed. In 1963, Auki’s Gwaunaru`u airfield was 
lengthened by 152 metres as an alternative, although as planes became 

77  BSIP AR 1966: 63; BSIP NS, 7 May 1966.
78  BSIP NS, 31 October 1961, 31 August 1962, 31 January 1962, 31 July 1962, 15 September 1963, 
30 November 1963, 31 July 1964, 14 November 1964, 14 February 1965, 15 June 1965, 15 November 
1965, 21 February 1966, 7 March 1966, 7 April 1966, 7 May 1966, 11 August 1966, 15 May 1968, 31 
January 1969, 15 February 1969, 15 April 1969.
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larger, Gwaunaru`u was no longer suitable.79 Munda, once a large wartime 
Japanese airfield, was upgraded in 2017 with New Zealand Government 
aid funds to become the alternative international airfield. This also 
enabled international flights to land in Western Province, thus boosting 
its tourist industry. 

By the early 1970s, Solomon Airlines was the sole commercial domestic 
provider of air services, operating Beechcraft Baron and Britten-Norman 
Islander aircraft. Honiara was the centre of operations, reaching out to 
18 protectorate destinations. TAA (on behalf of Qantas) and Air Pacific 
(formerly Fiji Airways) provided overseas services. There were links to 
the New Hebrides and Fiji three times a week, to Port Moresby once 
a week, and to Kieta and Rabaul via Munda twice a week. In 1973, the 
Air Transport Licensing Authority allowed the SDA Mission to operate 
non-scheduled air services on routes linking airstrips they had developed, 
and to other licensed or government airstrips. Over many years, the SDAs 
developed their aviation services. They used SDA-owned airfields (Atoifi, 
Afutara, and Kwailabasi on Malaita, as well as Batuna and Kakuda in 
Western Province) and ‘affiliated’ airfields managed by community groups 
on customary land adjacent to SDA villages (at Viru Harbour, Ramata, 
Vella Lavella, and on Choiseul).80 The next year, the Mission Aviation 
Fellowship was given permission to operate a Cessna seaplane for public 
non-scheduled transport on six-month permits to United Church and 
South Sea Evangelical Church (SSEC) bases. 

Air Pacific inaugurated its first direct flight from Honiara to Brisbane 
in 1973. Four years later, the first Boeing 727 jet landed at Henderson 
Airfield. Henderson’s passenger terminal and facilities were upgraded 
for independence in 1978, with several more upgrades since. The old 
international terminal is now the domestic terminal. Also in the 1970s, 
the Australian Bureau of Meteorology, on behalf of the South Pacific Air 
Transport Council, began operating several meteorological reporting 
stations and a meteorological office in Honiara. In 1980, the council’s 
assets were distributed and its member nations took over individual 
control.81

79  ibid., 15 September 1963.
80  My thanks to David MacLaren, Humpress Harrington, and Fraser Alekevu for this information, 
12 August 2017.
81  BSIP NS, 22 June 1973; SND, 13 January 1978, 17 February 1978; BSIP AR 1971: 89, 1974: 100.
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This web of international and domestic flights serves the nation well and 
contributes to national infrastructure. Twenty-three domestic airfields can 
now be reached out of Honiara. The international carriers and their routes 
have altered over decades. Current links include Australia, Fiji, Vanuatu, 
Papua New Guinea, Nauru, and Kiribati. The national airline remains 
100 per cent owned by the Solomon Islands Government through the 
Solomon Islands Investment Corporation and Solomon Islands Holdings. 
Air transport has enabled quick communication between islands and 
further developed the feeling of being linked into one nation. Another 
way this has been achieved is through the introduction of modern media. 

Media and communication
A mix of media provide flows of information to the citizens of the 
nation. These have helped unify the population and foster nationalism. 
Recently, the arrival of modern media (Facebook and other digital and 
online services) that is available on mobile devices and computers has 
changed the scene.82 While the usefulness of print media relates mainly to 
literacy, this is not true for radio or mobile phones—the communication 
mediums with the best outreach. The future expansion of the new digital 
communications is an unknown quantity, although the new undersea 
fibreoptic cable will cause great advances. The Solomons Government 
negotiated first with China and then with Australia for a cable to improve 
its antiquated telecommunication services. As part of a policy to limit 
Chinese expansion into the Pacific, Australia provided A$137 million for 
a new cable linking Australia, Papua New Guinea, and Solomon Islands. 
Agreements were signed in early 2018 and the cable was installed in 
late 2019.83 

The first periodicals and newspapers specifically related to Solomon Islands 
were produced by the various Christian missions, which circulated along 
with weekly newspapers and periodicals from overseas. News specific to 
the protectorate was not produced until 1955, when the Government 
Information Service began the BSIP News Sheet, initially every two 
months, then upgraded to monthly in 1957, and to fortnightly in 1962. 
The News Sheet dealt with BSIP news and was distributed to missions, 

82  Hobbis 2017a, 2017b, 2017c.
83  Sas 2019. 
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all schools, local councils, government headmen, health clinics, cooperative 
societies, government departments, on request to private citizens within 
the BSIP, news services, and Solomon Islands students overseas. With no 
local press, the News Sheet was intended to express government aims and 
policies and provide general public relations, as well as limited overseas 
news for Solomon Islanders. It contained centre spreads on a wide variety 
of subjects, such as therapy for polio victims or the tourism potential of 
Solomon Islands. The text, produced by mimeograph machine, was kept 
as simple as possible and the News Sheet was illustrated with photographs. 
The News Sheet’s letters to the editor became an early outlet for Solomon 
Islanders wishing to communicate widely with their own people.

The number of copies produced increased rapidly, to 1,000 in 1966 and 
3,500 in 1969.84 In 1972, the News Sheet and the Information Service were 
included in the Department of Information, Broadcasting, Museum and 
Library Services. Advertising in the News Sheet began in 1974. Circulation 
in that year was around 4,000 copies, 400 of which were sent overseas, 
mainly to students, while 1,930 went to schools, and around 400 began 
to be sold via distribution points throughout Solomon Islands.85 

The Anglican Diocese of Melanesia press (now the Provincial Press) 
became  a commercial printery in 1973 with an offset press and the 
ability to print to tabloid newspaper size. Two years later, this enabled the 
News Sheet to be turned into a weekly newspaper renamed the Solomon 
News Drum, a successful trial edition having been published in October 
1974, with the final News Sheets published in December. In mid-1982, 
the Solomon News Drum was taken over by five Solomon Islanders 
(the government sold it to them for one dollar) and renamed the Solomon 
Star. It has been run as a private newspaper ever since. 

Another early newspaper was the cyclostyled Kakamora Reporter (1970–75), 
also published in Honiara, which came out monthly or bimonthly. It was 
produced by a group of volunteers and contained the views of ‘educated’ 
Solomon Islanders, generally presenting ‘radical’ nationalist opinions in a 
satirical and often quite scathing style. The Melanesian Nius (also called 
Kiokio Nius) came next, published from January to March 1977. Edited 
by George Atkin, it closed due to financial difficulties. Atkin then edited 
Solomons Toktok from August 1977 to December 1978. The newspaper 

84  BSIP AR 1966: 68; 1969: 79.
85  BSIP AR 1974: 111.



HONIARA

290

began with a print run of 800 copies and, by December, had increased 
its run to 1,500 copies a week.86 District commissioners also issued 
monthly newsletters in simple English to communicate issues of local 
interest within their districts. In 1977, the Nationalist (later Nationalist 
Democratic) Party started a 10-page news sheet called Nadepa to publicise 
its views, and the proceedings of the Legislative Assembly. Honiara was 
at the centre of this new media industry, working alongside the Solomon 
Islands Broadcasting Corporation. Creating a nation is a political process. 
By encouraging local newspapers and its government radio station, the 
BSIP also fostered independent debate about issues that concerned all 
Solomon Islanders, and provided education on international issues.

Solomon Islanders remain inveterate readers of newspapers. The Solomon 
Star, the Island Sun, and Sunday Isles are sold on the streets of Honiara. 
The Solomon Times has an online format. There is an ever-increasing 
number of magazines, for business, for women, for youths, and so on, 
which come and go. 

Solomon Islands Broadcasting 
Corporation
The other improvement in communications was through radio, which 
continues to be the main medium of communication at the village level. 
There are many synergies here with other Pacific nations where there is 
no mainline power system in rural areas.87 During the war, American 
military radio operated a ‘Mosquito Network’ from Camp Gudal.88 The 
first attempt at regular local broadcasting after the war was in 1947. 
Station VQJ2 transmitted each Sunday at 10 am for 30 minutes from 
a  leaf-thatch hut on the beach in Honiara. It used a rebuilt American 
war-surplus transmitter operated by Wireless Officer Ron F. Calvert. 
Known as ‘The Shoestring Network’, the station began its short weekly 
radio service primarily for planters, missionaries, and colonial officials, 
keeping them in touch with world news, copra prices, and shipping 
schedules. In 1948, a grant of British aid money enabled the purchase 
of broadcasting equipment, the installation of which was delayed until 

86  Solomons Toktok [hereinafter STT], 13 December 1978.
87  Bolton (1999) shows a similar pattern of usage and importance in Vanuatu.
88  Martin Hadlow’s (2016) research suggests that public broadcasting in Solomon Islands began in 
1923, when the Methodist Mission in the western Solomons broadcast a concert. 
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1949 when a new communications building was erected on Vavaea Ridge. 
From 1949, Calvert was helped by Bill Bennett, an assistant Coastwatcher 
during the war and later the Honiara postmaster. In 1970, Bennett became 
the head of the broadcasting section, retiring five years later after 25 years 
in broadcasting.89 

Gradually during the 1950s and 1960s, Solomon Islanders gained access 
to radio, enjoying the advantages provided by a diversity of music, 
personal ‘service messages’, education, and general information. Just as 
televisions were initially expensive for modern users, radios were similarly 
prohibitively expensive for most villagers. The government distributed 
200 ‘saucepan’ wireless receivers in 1951 to extend the listening audience 
to Solomon Islanders in villages near Honiara.90 Another 600 radios were 
donated by the Foundation for the People of the South Pacific in 1969.91 

A 400-watt war-surplus transmitter was obtained and converted in 1951. 
Solomon Islands Broadcasting Service (SIBS, now Solomon Islands 
Broadcasting Corporation, or SIBC) began operations on 23 September 
1952 with a medium-wave transmission on 400-watt Station VQO each 
night between 6 pm and 7 pm on a frequency of 1030 kilohertz (kHz). 
Reception was usually good for about 160 kilometres. The first broadcast 
lasted two hours and included a message from the high commissioner, 
a history of the station, musical numbers by Fred Kona’s string band, and 
music from the stage show South Pacific. On Wednesday evenings, there 
was a 90-minute program primarily for Solomon Islanders.92

The first British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) transcriptions were 
received in 1954 and, in the same year, indigenous music, recorded by 
G.F. Milner of the London School of Oriental and African Studies in 
1950, began to be broadcast. SIBS also purchased a high-quality tape 
machine to record more indigenous music. At Gizo in 1953–54, the 
Sunday news broadcast was treated as an expatriate social event when, 
in turn, the district commissioner, district officer, doctor, and police 
commander hosted a brunch of curry, beer, brandy, and gin and tonic.93 

89  Tedder 1973; Moore 2013c: entry for Solomon Islands Broadcasting Corporation; Hadlow 2015.
90  ‘Saucepan’ radios were invented in the 1930s as the ‘poor man’s radio’, literally using half a 
saucepan, an antenna, a coil, and a tuning capacitor. Smyth 1984; Hadlow 2004; BSIP NS, 31 January 
1969; BSIP AR 1949–50; SND, 4 April 1975.
91  BSIP NS, 15 February 1969.
92  PIM, November 1952, 57; BSIP AR 1953–54: 43.
93  Information from Alan Lindley, Adelaide, 30 June 2011, who was stationed in Gizo during the 
1950s.
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In October 1955, an experimental shortwave service was added, Station 
VQ02, which broadcast on Sunday mornings. In many ways, radio 
broadcasts emanating from the SIBC created a new social communication 
network for Solomon Islanders and expatriates alike. 

Solomon Dakei, Fred Osifelo, and Silas Sitai94 were members of the 
SIBS board, which first met on 12 November 1958. New studios were 
opened in Honiara in January the next year, with medium and shortwave 
transmitters, replacing the first studios on Vavaea Ridge. This provided 
more audience space for programs such as Belshazaar (Bill) Gina’s 
children’s program. A permanent Broadcasting Advisory Committee was 
established the next year to give guidance on policy. It was reconstituted 
in 1970 and advised the Governing Council on broadcasting strategies. 
The SIBS became an associate member of the Asian Broadcasting Union, 
which had members throughout Asia and the Pacific, and arranged 
program exchanges, staff training, and technical liaison. Until the end of 
1964, the SIBS operated under the Colonial Development and Welfare 
Scheme, after which the BSIP Government met recurrent expenditure.95

Short commercial advertisements began to be broadcast in 1961 and, in 
1965, service messages were initiated to disseminate essential information 
to individuals or families on behalf of government departments, private 
individuals, or groups. Service messages were the quickest way to pass 
information to people living in rural areas and to the nation as a whole. 
Between 1968 and 1970, 1,400 of these messages were broadcast 
annually96 and, by 1973, the rate was 2,000 per year. Service messages 
became integral to the nation’s communication system; they reached 
people with no other means of speedily receiving messages. Deaths, 
marriages, money transfers, family matters, shipping arrival times, and 
staff and private transport movements became everyday knowledge 
throughout the islands. In villages, even if not used at any other time, 
radios were always turned on for the service messages, and the news in 
Solomons Pijin. The personal nature of service messages helped create 
the modern nation. They enabled everyone in the protectorate to feel 
part of one extended family, since all listeners knew quite intimate details 

94  Moore 2013c: entries for Dakei, Osifelo, and Sitai.
95  BSIP AR 1963–64: 73.
96  BSIP AR 1970: 85.
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about families and individuals throughout the archipelago. Radio service 
messages still exist, broadcast twice a day, although in reduced numbers, 
and now mainly replaced with mobile phones and text messaging. 

Evening radio programs were extended and, in November 1965, the first 
live broadcast occurred when a Honiara versus Auki rugby match was 
transmitted from Auki. The SIBC also began to record local popular music, 
such as Peter Lui’s band, for broadcast in the BSIP and Papua New Guinea. 
A 1967 survey of 314 Honiara listeners reported that about half listened 
to the radio every day. Their favourite programs were those in Solomons 
Pijin: the local news, shipping movements, and the world news summary, 
as well as Dr Gideon Zoleveke’s97 ‘Good Health’ talks. The largest numbers 
of listeners tuned in between 6 am and 7 am, and 6 pm and 8 pm.98

From the 1960s, radio listening became part of village and urban life 
in Solomon Islands. Good reception was available in most areas early in 
the morning and in the evenings, and there were even listeners in the 
New Hebrides, Papua New Guinea, and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. 
By 1968, 2,200 radios had been imported to be given away to village 
and urban communities.99 Broadcasting increased from 1,400 total hours 
in 1966 to 3,400 hours during 1968. A grant in 1969 from the British 
Government enabled installation of two new transmitters near Henderson 
International Airport, and expansion of other facilities.

The broadcast buildings at Rove were expanded and weekly broadcast 
time increased from 24 hours in 1965 to more than 80 hours in the 
1970s. Overseas news was provided each day by two relays of the BBC 
World Service and three of Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) 
bulletins, and there was also a daily news summary in Solomons Pijin. 
Regular programs covered a range of subjects, including school and 
adult education, and special broadcasts concerning women, youth, and 
farming. Excerpts from Governing Council proceedings were broadcast, 
beginning the tradition of parliamentary broadcasts. About this time, 
the SIBS also began publishing its own magazine, Preview, which was 
issued six times each year and contained information and publicity about 
programs, editorial opinions, and advertising. Each print run was about 
2,000 copies.100

97  Moore 2013c: entry for Zoleveke. See also Zoleveke 1980.
98  Moore 2013c: entry for Solomon Islands Broadcasting Corporation.
99  BSIP AR 1968: 1.
100  BSIP AR 1970: 85.
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Two years later, the government’s broadcasting and information departments 
were joined with the library and museum into one department. The SIBS 
provided 57 hours of its own programming, together with 14 hours of 
school broadcasts over 10 weeks in each school term. A new format was 
introduced during 1973, with 10 hours a week of local and relayed news, 
including one hour of Solomons Pijin news, 7.5 hours of locally produced 
features, two hours of religious broadcasts, 19 hours of music requests, and 
18 hours of music and plays. This increased the time allotted to requested 
music (both traditional and modern local music) by 14 hours, which 
was the most popular programming. Strategic placement of the request 
programs attracted larger audiences to adult education programs in public 
health, agricultural extension, and political education. Broadcasting the 
proceedings of parliament, as with the service messages, helped to create 
a united Solomons listening community. Each year during the early 
1970s, advertising netted the SIBS around $18,000. There was no licence 
fee required and by then there were an estimated 7,800 radio sets in the 
Solomons, reaching a listening audience of 8,000 in rural areas and 12,000 
in urban areas, from a 1974 population of around 178,940.101 

When Bill Bennett retired, he was replaced with R.J. (Dick) Hoskins, 
who resigned in October 1977, claiming the government was interfering 
through the chief minister’s office.102 Initially broadcasts came in batches, 
with some gaps in between; all-day programming (6 am – 10.30 pm) began 
in 1975, and in that year Chief Minister Solomon Mamaloni laid the 
groundwork for what would become the Solomon Islands Broadcasting 
Corporation (SIBC), a statutory body. This occurred on 1 January 
1977 under legislation introduced by Chief Minister Peter Kenilorea. 
Both chief ministers, Mamaloni (1974–76) and Kenilorea (1976–78), 
realised the importance of providing the nation with an independent, 
high-quality radio service. Kenilorea obtained further funding from the 
Australian Government, enabling construction of the present Rove studio 
complex, which opened in 1982.103 Solomon Islanders became ‘hooked’ 
on radio. In every Honiara settlement and suburb, and every village in the 
nation, radios received service messages and local and international news, 
Solomons music was played, and a potent communication network was 
at work. The SIBC remains the dominant radio network, although there 
are now also four independent FM services.

101  BSIP AR 1974: 108–9.
102  STT, 5 October 1977, 23 November 1977.
103  Information from Sir Peter Kenilorea, Honiara, June 2007.
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Plate 6.20 The first SIBC Board meeting, 1982.
Left to right: A.B. Wickham (general manager and secretary to the board), F. Wa`ahero, 
E. Gagahe, M. Abana, Bill Bennett MBE MM (chairman), G.B. Gatu MP, W. Teilo, and 
J. Fifi`i MBE. Absent: M. Sibisopere (deputy chairman). 
Source: Martin Hadlow Collection. 

Another aspect of Solomons radio was the ease with which radio signals 
from the east coast of Australia and elsewhere in the Pacific were picked 
up in the evenings. Alan Lindley reported being able to listen to Hawaiian 
radio on Malaita in the 1950s. I know from personal experience in the 
1970s that in east Malaita and Honiara, I was able to tune into 4AY (Ayr) 
and 4TO (Townsville) in north Queensland, and that shortwave receivers 
could reach the BBC, Radio Australia, Radio New Zealand, Radio 
Moscow, and the American overseas service. The SIBC also carried some 
international religious programs such as Garner Ted Armstrong’s World 
Tomorrow (an American syndicated religious program), which may have 
affected some local religious developments.104 While of diverse quality, 
radio reception was crucial to the education of Solomon Islanders in the 
late protectorate years. At a stage when many countries had moved on to 
television, Solomon Islands discovered radio. 

104  Timmer 2015.
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Solomon Islands now has two SIBC stations broadcasting from Honiara, 
one from Gizo (Western Province), and one from Lata (Temotu Province), 
plus FM stations in Honiara. Where once the News Sheet arrived in the 
mail, now Solomon Islanders overseas can listen to their local radio 
stations streamed live anywhere in the world. 

Television was introduced much later than radio. The wealthy have 
satellite dishes and can tap into numerous overseas channels. Television 
is received in Solomon Islands from overseas services and relayed locally. 
There is a limited local television service, One News, which began in 2008, 
producing 15 minutes of local news and content, broadcast over the top of 
the Australian Network. By 2016, the SIBC was investigating beginning 
its own television station, then late in December 2017, the corporation 
announced that the government had not paid its financial subvention for 
more than a year, which meant the SIBC was behind in paying its bills. 
Broadcasting was reduced to shortwave, with limited hours, and staff lay-
offs were contemplated. In early January 2018, the government found 
SI$1.2 million, but still owed the SIBC SI$150,000. Services have been 
restored and a limited SIBC television news service began in May 2019 
in collaboration with Telekom. However, the financial difficulties show 
how less essential ‘essential’ services become when the money runs out.105 

***

Honiara, once the centre of a substantial and crucial American wartime 
garrison, inherited some of those wartime facilities. New government 
buildings were erected in the late 1950s and 1960s—some of which 
are still in use—and the town altered from its origin as a second-hand 
former American base into a small, quaint British colonial city. Honiara 
lacked much of the grace of Suva, but bubbled along and grew fast, with 
hospitals, airlines, radio, newspapers, an international port, hotels, and 
clubs. Many of these infrastructure developments assisted the growth of 
nationalism and they all impacted largely on Honiara. Partly provoked 
by changes in the physical infrastructure came related social and political 
changes, which are the subject of the next chapter. 

105  Dorney 2012; Runa 2017; ‘Govt settles $200,000 of arrears to SIBC’, SIBC, 4 January 2018.
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