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Map 0.1 Solomon Islands.
Source: Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 
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Map 0.2 Guadalcanal Province and Honiara, 2021.
Source: National Geographic Information Centre, Ministry of Lands, Housing and 
Survey, Solomon Islands Government.
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Introduction

Honiara
Urbanisation—a ‘foreign flower’ planted in Oceanic soil—has become 
an accepted part of all Pacific Island nations.1 Modern governments and 
economies function through urban centres and, just as occurs all over the 
world, the ‘bright lights’ of towns and cities draw people from villages 
in the hope of creating better, more interesting progressive lives for 
themselves and their families. Often, they are disappointed and end up as 
landless urban poor on low incomes, struggling to exist in a harsh money-
driven environment. 

The British Solomon Islands Protectorate (BSIP) was declared in 1893. 
The Tulagi enclave—the capital in the Ngela Group from 1897—was 
destroyed when World War II reached the islands in 1942.2 After the 
war, the new reliance on air transport meant the small Tulagi settlement 
was no longer suitable to be the centre of government. The capital was 
shifted to Honiara, where the Americans had built major airfields and 
a large military base. These created the foundations for the modern city. 
Like Tulagi, Honiara is geographically central to the nation. The area is 
midway along the sheltered northern side of the island of Guadalcanal 
and does not receive the large ocean swells delivered along the southern 
Weather Coast. The rainfall is also much lower than on the other side of 
Guadalcanal and in many other areas of the Solomons. 

From the 1890s until 1952, the BSIP was a central part but not the hub 
of the Western Pacific High Commission (WPHC), the bureaucratic 
mechanism created in 1877 by the British to administer their South Pacific 

1  Peter Larmour aptly uses ‘foreign flowers’ in the title of his 2005 edited book on institutional 
transfers and governance in the Pacific.
2  Moore 2019.
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territories. The WPHC administration was transferred from Suva in Fiji 
to Honiara in January 1953, creating a new importance for the town. 
This arrangement lasted until 1974–76, when the WPHC was wound 
down. Solomon Islands was placed under a governor in preparation for 
independence, which came on 7 July 1978.3 Then a small city of 20,000 
people, Honiara became the capital of both the nation and Guadalcanal 
Province. I first arrived in Honiara in 1976 during the self-government 
years, on board Turkmenia, a Russian ocean liner that had left Cairns 
in north Queensland three days earlier. Although I could have taken 
a plane flight across to the beautiful tropical archipelago, the opportunity 
for a sea voyage was far more exotic. It was an academic adventure that 
shaped my entire career. I was 25 years old and beginning research on the 
participation of Malaitans in the Queensland labour trade in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, and their migration to the Queensland 
town of Mackay.4 I had met Ishmael Itea, an important Malaitan leader 
from the Fataleka language district, when he was visiting his family, the 
Fatnownas, in Mackay. His visit was part of the rebirth of the connection 
between Australian South Sea Islanders and their kin in the islands that 
began in the 1960s and 1970s, after a lapse of 60 years. Ishmael met the 
Turkmenia and whisked me off to Dodo Creek Agricultural Station on the 
edge of Guadalcanal Plains, to the home of Mervyn Molia Davis and his 
wife, Bettrie, who had visited Mackay as part of a Seventh-day Adventist 
Church group. Along the way, I glimpsed the dusty town and its rural 
surrounds. A week later, I moved to Vura to the home of John Maetia and 
Caroline Kaliuae, where I was immersed in a newly developing Housing 
Authority subdivision—largely a Malaitan community. I knew I was in 
an unfamiliar cultural milieu one night when a neighbour needed to get 
a troublesome spirit removed from his house and sent for the Tasiu, the 
Anglican Melanesian Brothers.5 My first trip to Malaita island a few weeks 
later was on Compass Rose II. I remember the bustling late-night scene 
as hundreds of Solomon Islanders milled around the wharves seeing off 
relatives returning home. As with the exorcism by the Melanesian Brothers, 
that night at the wharves, I realised Solomon Islands was a special place. 
Although new ships have replaced the old, the scene at the wharves has 
not changed. Sea transport moving in and out of Honiara is still the 
nation’s lifeblood. Over the intervening years, my arrivals have usually 

3  The 1972 Select Committee into Constitutional Development recommended that the high 
commissioner be redesignated as governor.
4  Moore 1981, 1985.
5  Moore 2004b.
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been at what is now called Honiara International Airport—Henderson 
Field,6 although sea travel is still my favourite means of moving around 
the islands. For the first time since 1976, in 2017, I arrived at Honiara 
on a ship, P&O’s Pacific Eden. We tied up at a much more sophisticated 
container wharf than the one at which I first stepped ashore. 

Honiara has changed over the years as the urban area spread along the 
coast and inland into the valleys. In the 1950s, Point Cruz—named by 
Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña de Neira in 1568—began to be 
expanded into a sizeable port. By the 1970s, a lot of reclamation work had 
already been completed. In 1976, the main government buildings were 
clustered on both sides of and inland from Point Cruz. Shops were strung 
out along Mendana Avenue between Point Cruz and Central Market, 
which was in the same place as now, but smaller. ‘Namba 9’—once the 
9th US Casualty Clearing Station, then the Central Hospital, and now 
the National Referral Hospital—remains close to the Mataniko River. 
In the 1970s, Chinatown, on the banks of the Mataniko, was the second 
commercial hub. Riots in 2006 destroyed many of its quaint wooden 
buildings, although by then the commercial centre of Honiara was at 
Ranadi, further east.

In 2020, most of the city’s houses either balance on the series of 
undulating ridges or squat on valley floors. In the 1970s, houses along the 
coast around Rove were the most sought-after residences for government 
ministers and senior public servants. The middle classes and the rich lived 
on the ridges, particularly at Lengakiki and Nggosi, or further east at 
Skyline, Kola`a, and Panatina. Poorer residents lived in the valleys or on 
the slopes of the ridges. Woodford School, begun in the mid-1950s, was 
still in the middle of downtown Honiara, opposite the National Museum. 
The Anthony Saru building and its shopping arcade have replaced it. 
In the 1970s, large red buses trundled about, along with a few minibuses 
and cars, and trucks. People often travelled crammed on to the backs 
of trucks and utilities. They still do when coming from rural areas into 
town, or travelling for political rallies, or customary ceremonies. There 
are now large numbers of cars and minibuses, which have made Honiara’s 

6  When the Japanese Government funded an upgrade of Henderson Airport in 2003, they suggested 
a change of name. A petition against this, and US diplomatic intervention, led to the airfield being 
renamed Honiara International Airport—Henderson Field.
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traffic jams notorious. Since 1994, the National Parliament has sat high 
on Vavaea Ridge above Point Cruz, creating a central focus. In the 1970s, 
the High Court building doubled as the parliamentary chamber.

Unlike Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea’s capital, positioned on 
commodious Halifax Harbour, Honiara has no substantial bay. It sits on 
a curve in the coast with small Point Cruz as the central promontory; 
the point was originally an island joined to the mainland by a swampy 
causeway. Unlike Port Vila, Vanuatu’s smaller capital on Efate Island, 
which is set on a safe harbour and is replete with sidewalk cafés showing 
its French influence, Honiara is often caricatured as a hick town that too 
hurriedly became a city. It lacks the lush surrounds of Lae or Suva, or the 
large non–Pacific Islander population of New Caledonia’s Nouméa. Yet, 
for those who live there or who visit regularly, Honiara has a laidback, 
pleasant nature and is a likeable place—a rumbustious and ever-growing 
Pacific urban sprawl. On any given day, thousands of residents perambulate 
constantly along Mendana Avenue, the coastal road that stretches from 
White River to the Mataniko River. Its name changes to Kukum Highway 
as the road continues past the National Referral Hospital, the Malaitan 
Fishing Village, Ranadi industrial estate, Burns Creek settlement, Lungga 
industrial area, and on to Honiara International Airport—Henderson 
Field. People walk to Central Market or city offices, or take minibuses 
to work, school, and shopping, along routes that move travellers about 
cheaply and efficiently, along the coast and snaking into the hills. The 
problem is that peak-hour traffic is now so congested that it is often 
quicker to walk short distances—for instance, from Point Cruz to Central 
Market—than to take a bus.

Honiara is a homely city made up of long-established middle-class and 
elite suburbs, as well as large areas of insecure land leases renewed annually, 
and squatter areas—the last two both best described as urban villages or 
settlements. Socially, Honiara has much in common with other Pacific 
cities. Its village-like qualities are hard to come to terms with, but future 
planners must understand its hybrid links with rural areas if they are to 
plan wisely and cope with future developments and flashpoints. Sadly, 
recent town planning documents show few signs of any accommodation 
of the unusual circumstances of Honiara’s development, nor much 
cognisance of the poor urban planning in the 1960s and 1970s that 
created the present situation. This point is picked up again in Chapter 10. 
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A recent Asian Development Bank (ADB) paper described Honiara as 
a ‘village city’, which nicely depicts the combination of suburbs and 
settlements, and provided the title for this book.7 However, rather than 
a Pacific village-city, the recent urban plans seem to replicate a modern 
Australian city, although there are the beginnings of an attempt to come 
to terms with the dominance of settlements. Despite having its own act 
of parliament, Honiara City Council is relatively powerless. The mayor 
and council must always negotiate with national government ministries, 
and with the administration of Guadalcanal Province. The council and 
its mayor do not control the city in a way that could be expected of an 
equivalent large urban area elsewhere. 

A city of contrasts
Honiara is a city of contrasts and not everyone is impressed. Many visitors 
and some residents find Honiara overwhelming and without grace. Eric 
V. Lawson, a prominent businessman who lived there for 24 years from 
1947, uncharitably called Honiara ‘just a dump’.8 Its worst critics emerged 
before and during the Tension years—the period of violence and civil 
unrest between 1998 and 2003. Travel writer Paul Theroux visited the 
city in the early 1990s: 

My first impression was of a place so ramshackle, so poor, so scary, 
so unexpectedly filthy, that I began to understand the theory 
behind culture shock—something I had never truly experienced in 
its paralysing and malignant form. The idea that such a miserable-
looking town could be regarded as a capital city seemed laughable.

… The Solomon Islanders in Honiara were among the scariest-
looking people I had ever seen in my life—wild hair, huge feet, 
ripped and ragged clothes, tattoos on their foreheads, ornamental 
scars all over their faces, wearing broken sunglasses.9 

Although he softened his attitudes a little once he talked to a few people, 
such hyperbole is hard to believe from such a seasoned traveller. Perhaps 
he was trying to be provocative, as he had little good to say about other 
Pacific cities either. 

7  ADB 2016; see also 2017. In 1974, Ian Willis published Lae, Village and City, the title of which 
was a similar play on words.
8  Solomon News Drum [hereinafter SND], 11 July 1975.
9  Theroux 1992: 148, 159.
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He was not the only one to deride the city. Will Randall visited during 
the Tension years, when, admittedly, Honiara was not looking its best. 
Even so, his unkind description of the city as ‘the unsightly boil in the 
navel of the otherwise dazzling, seductively beautiful Solomon Islands’ 
and as a ‘hungover vagrant’ gazing ‘blearily out across its one main street 
to the sea’10 is unfortunate vilification. Charles Montgomery was equally 
unflattering about Tension-era Honiara, repeating the same style of 
negative imagery: 

[T]he storm of dust and refuse, the plastic bags that rolled 
like tumbleweeds across the road, the heaps of garbage that 
smouldered like castles after a siege. And this, spray-painted across 
an abandoned building: ‘Welcome to Hell’.11 

After around 60 visits, I must admit to being fond of Honiara. What 
Theroux, Randall, and Montgomery missed is that Honiara and its 
surrounds can be very beautiful, and the people are charming, friendly, 
and gentle, although often shy of foreigners until they get to know them. 
The city stretches along the coast; the views of neighbouring island 
groups and the sunsets, with volcanic Savo Island as part of the backdrop, 
can be astounding. The view into the mountains of Guadalcanal—
Mt Popomanaseu, inland from the Weather Coast, reaches 2,335 metres, 
107 metres higher than Australia’s Mt Kosciuszko—is awe-inspiring. 
Unlike in Western cities where the inhabitants scuttle past ignoring 
each other, in Honiara, people do not usually rush about; they amble 
along—a product of the heat and a desire to put social relationships first. 
No acquaintance goes ungreeted and everyone is acknowledged. There is 
an etiquette of respect for personal space that is appealing. Passing directly 
in front of another person, or between two people who are talking, is 
considered rude. It is taboo to step over the legs of a sitting girl or woman, 
although this seldom can occur as they are trained never to allow it to 
happen. There is no begging in the streets, and in markets there are fixed 
prices, politeness, and honesty when returning change. When passing, 
men and youths usually meet your eyes and smile and say hello, using 
raised eyebrows as part of the greeting, and women and girls will also 
smile a hello, a little more demurely.

10  Randall 2002: 150.
11  Montgomery 2004: 159.
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Like any developing-world city, Honiara has its drawbacks. I am not 
blind to them. The informal settlements overwhelm the formal suburbs, 
corruption is an ever-increasing problem, and there are too few trees 
and parks. The pollution of Mataniko and White rivers is a disgrace, 
and a  better rubbish collection service would be a distinct advantage. 
I have been saddened by the reckless granting of public land to business 
enterprises; areas once used by the public—for instance, the Town 
Ground sporting field and the Kukum shore—are now locked away 
for commercial use. Asian logging businesses have begun to invest in 
Honiara; the recent Capital Park complex near King George VI School 
is a good example. But these weaknesses are overridden by the sense 
among the people of pride in their nation and their capital that makes 
any shortcomings easy to forgive. And we must not fall into the same trap 
as many of the planning documents, which seem to presume that Honiara 
should be a clone of a medium-sized First World city. It never will be. 
As I argue in this book, it is a village-city in which substantial elements of 
provincial village life mingle with an emerging ‘Solomons’ style of urban 
development. Although I do not underestimate the level of poverty, I can 
also see the resilience and the beauty.

The final chapter suggests that hybridity is the overriding feature that 
makes Greater Honiara (the entire city council urban area and its peri-
urban surrounds) work as a single unit. Early chapters help build towards 
this conclusion. Solomon Islands cultural ceremonies and dances continue 
in Honiara, brought from villages around the nation, some adapted for 
hotel or cultural show performances. Malaitan bride-price ceremonies 
take place, in which 50 to 100 strings of shell wealth change hands, 
accompanied by gifts of cloth and cash. The original canoe transport 
has turned into travel on open-back trucks, with participants equipped 
with symbolic decorative paddles. Big-city buildings like Hyundai Mall 
on the waterfront jostle alongside the modern version of trade stores 
with unlikely names such as New Generation or Red Carpet. Honiara’s 
markets are a crucial link between villages and the urban centre. Central 
Market operates seven days a week—a huge undercover area where green 
and root vegetables, fruit, flowers, chickens, fish, handicrafts, and shell 
wealth can be purchased. There is a second, smaller council market at 
Kukum, and a substantial roadside food market flourishes at the Malaitan 
Fishing Village on Sundays, at which most of the vendors are Seventh-
day Adventists, who observe their sabbath on Saturdays. Other local 
markets operate at White River, Borderline, Mbokona, at the east–west 
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Kola`a Ridge intersection, and out on the road to the airport, regardless 
of occasional city council attempts to close some of them. Small makeshift 
shops sell household items in the settlements and suburbs. Betel nuts, 
lime, and pepper leaves,12 and single cigarettes, or cooked chicken or fish, 
can be purchased from roadside vendors. Potent illegal kwaso (homemade 
alcoholic spirits) and marijuana are readily available in all parts of Honiara, 
including Central and Kukum markets. Honiara, with its flourishing cash 
economy, is a complex meeting place for people and products from all 
over the Solomons.

I feel at home whenever I return, seeking out new buildings and 
developments, looking at new fashions and interactions. There were low 
times in the 1990s and 2000s when I was able to judge the weakness of 
the economy by the size of the potholes in the road from the airport. 
Viewed from a distance, the drivers appeared drunk as they weaved slowly 
all over the road, trying to avoid the cavities. Even though repair is now 
much better on the tar-sealed main roads, this still seems to go in cycles. 
In late 2013, once more the main roads were falling apart; the repairs were 
few and inadequate. The contractors had patched the roads for show, not 
longevity. In mid-2017, when dignitaries arrived from all over the Pacific 
to mark the end of the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands 
(RAMSI),13 the main roads were full of potholes once more, patched up 
with gravel, not bitumen. By October that year, the ‘drunk drivers’ were 
back, easing cars in and out of potholes. The main Mataniko bridge has 
been doubled in size, and a Japanese aid project restructured the main 
road in the Mendana Avenue and Kukum Highway area. Upgrading of 
the road from Point Cruz to White River has begun. Regardless of the 
improvements to the coastal road, driving around Kobito, Gilbert Camp, 
and White River or anywhere in the hills, ridges, and valleys is always 
a slow experience as cars manoeuvre along decaying roads—a reminder 
to citizens of Honiara that urban facilities are still limited.

12  Chewed together, they have a mildly narcotic effect.
13  Under the auspices of the Pacific Islands Forum, in 2003, RAMSI was begun to bring an end to 
civil conflict and stabilise the nation. See Chapter 9.
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Urbanisation
Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, and Papua New Guinea have the most 
rapidly urbanising populations in the south-west Pacific. As shown in 
Figure 9.1 and Maps 10.4–10.5, an ever-increasing number of Solomon 
Islanders—around 25 per cent—now live in what is termed Greater 
Honiara, beyond the boundaries of the Honiara City Council. The 
overflow of city boundaries is similar in neighbouring nations. Vanuatu’s 
total population is around 300,000, of whom about 30 per cent live in the 
Greater Port Vila area. More than 50 per cent of Fiji’s total population of 
900,000 now lives in urban areas, with 15 to 20 per cent of Greater Suva’s 
244,000 population living in settlements in the Suva to Nasau corridor. 
Papua New Guinea now has a population of close to 9 million. Its capital, 
Port Moresby, is home to 400,000 people, and some estimates suggest 
that half of them live in informal settlements. Another 600,000 live in 
other PNG towns and cities.14 

My training is as a historian, not a geographer or social scientist, which 
are often the dominant genres of urban academic writing. Cyril Bellshaw’s 
book The Great Village, about Hanuabada, Port Moresby, and John Connell 
and John Lea’s Pacific 2010, about urban Polynesia, come to mind.15 In the 
south-west Pacific, if we exclude settler societies on the fringe in Australia 
and New Zealand, there are few wide-ranging monograph histories of 
Pacific towns and cities. There are of course chapters, academic articles, 
and reports on aspects of Pacific urbanisation, although many of the most 
recent emerge from allied social science disciplines that study aspects of 
contemporary development, governance, gender, climate, environment, 
social change, youth, employment, policing, economics, and politics, 
not history. Often these publications have little chronological depth, the 
necessity of which I regard as a hallmark of good urban history. I  am 
interested in the longue durée—change over time—and how people 
use social space and urban settings in their own ways, regardless of 
attempts by planners to shape and control developments. I also freely 
borrow techniques from different disciplines to achieve my aims. After 
all, Solomon Islanders have created their own urban environment, which 

14  Keen et al. 2017: 31–48. See also Jones 2012; and ADB 2016.
15  Bellshaw 1957; Connell and Lea 1994.
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replicates and extends some patterns from rural villages. They use space 
quite differently from the way the British and post-independence planners 
envisaged. I have tried to trace the way these changes have occurred. 

It is worth a reminder that urban development is alien to Melanesia’s pre-
contact societies, and that Honiara is a uniquely large urban centre in 
the nation.16 Originally, Solomon Islanders lived in small communities—
usually hamlets or villages sustained by subsistence agriculture, hunting, 
and coastal fishing. They came together in large numbers only during 
warfare and trading, or for feasts and festivities—gatherings of hundreds, 
not thousands, of people. This all began to change after 1897 when the 
first substantial urban settlement was begun on Tulagi. Previously there 
had only been small trading and Christian mission stations.

The urban centres that grew were all government towns, except for Paeu, 
which was established on Vanikolo Island in the 1920s as a base for 
a substantial logging company, and Noro near Munda on New Georgia, 
a fishing port and processing plant begun in the 1990s. Government 
towns were established on Gizo Island in the New Georgia Group in 
1899, at Auki (`Aoke or Rarasu) on Malaita in 1909, Ontong Java Atoll 
(Luangiua or Lord Howe Atoll) in 1915–16, at Kirakira on Makira (San 
Cristobal) in 1918, and Lata on Nendö (Santa Cruz) in 1923. There 
was also a government base at Faisi in the Shortland Islands from 1906, 
and another began at Aola on Guadalcanal in 1914, neither of which 
developed into substantial urban areas. By the 1920s, there were eight 
administrative districts: the Ngela Group; Mala (Malaita); Guadalcanal; 
Gizo; Shortlands; Isabel and the Russells; Eastern Solomons (Makira and 
Ulawa); and Santa Cruz. Later, the number of districts was reduced to 
four: Western (based at Gizo), Eastern (based at Kirakira), Central (based 
at Tulagi, and then Honiara), and Malaita (based at Auki). Until Honiara 
was established, the headquarters for Guadalcanal District was at Aola. 

Living patterns for some Solomon Islanders began to alter in the late 
nineteenth century, not only through the government towns but also 
through large coastal mission villages and plantations. Early in the 
twentieth century, coconut plantations became new gathering places 
for labourers, who began and ended their contracts at Tulagi and other 
government centres. 

16  Goddard 2019.
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Indigenous movements leading 
to urbanisation
Indigenous social and political movements such as Maasina Rule and 
the Moro Movement also led to greater concentrations of population in 
some areas. Maasina Rule (1944–52) began in ̀ Are`are, Malaita, at a time 
when many Malaitan men were working in the wartime Labour Corps on 
Guadalcanal and in the Ngela Group. Maasina means ‘his brother’ or ‘his 
sibling’, or even ‘his friend’. Maasina Rule was a radical reorganisation of 
Malaitan society with the aim of enabling Malaitans to regain control over 
their lives after decades of British government. The movement’s members 
were influenced by American servicemen, including African Americans, 
whose humane treatment of them and political advice encouraged them to 
take a stand against the old colonial system. The leaders spread a message 
of the need for Malaitan independence across the island, advocating 
improvements in agriculture, concentration into larger, cleaner villages, 
and later, non-cooperation with the BSIP Government and Christian 
missions. These teachings were coupled at some stages with hopes for 
liberation by the Americans, and millenarian ideas. This latter aspect of the 
movement was often exaggerated by contemporary government officials, 
and later by anthropologists and historians influenced by their accounts. 
The movement soon spread to all areas of Malaita, and to neighbouring 
islands, particularly Makira and parts of Guadalcanal. For eight years, the 
movement dominated the political scene in the central Solomons. It was 
an indigenous proto-nationalist movement grounded in a desire for self-
government and self-determination. 

In the late 1940s, Maasina Rule towns were built on Malaita to 
accommodate several thousand people.17 Given the preponderance 
of Malaitan residents in Honiara in the second half of the 1940s and 
1950s, should these Maasina Rule towns be considered transitory and 
ephemeral, or could they have played a part in early Malaitan thinking 
about Honiara? Many Malaitans never liked the Maasina Rule towns: the 
imposed social closeness, and having to live with people who were not 
close kin, far from their gardens and ancestral lands. Solomon Islanders 
from the provinces often still feel this way about Honiara. Not everyone 
wants to live there. Some prefer not to visit Honiara at all or, if forced to 
do so, they escape the hurly-burly as soon as possible. The quiet of rural 

17  Akin 2013; Bennett 1987: 202–310; Keesing 1978a, 1978b; Laracy 1983.
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areas, the support of kin, the ability to live from their own garden produce 
and fishing, and the comfort of living on ancestral lands will always be 
important for the majority.

The Moro Movement, the other indigenous movement that influenced 
Guadalcanal, was begun by Pelise Moro in the late 1950s to gain 
social, economic, and political improvements on Guadalcanal through 
cooperative economic enterprises. These changes were combined with 
a high regard for custom and tradition to synthesise a new social order. 
It was a ‘back to custom’ movement and had magical and spiritual 
elements. Moro was born in the mid-1920s and lived at Makaruka village 
on Tasimauri (meaning ‘live sea’), the name for the Weather Coast of 
Guadalcanal. The Moro Movement can be partly understood in the 
context of World War II and the Allied presence on Guadalcanal, the 
long-term migration of `Are`are Malaitans to Marau Sound at the eastern 
end of the island, and the government’s neglect of the Weather Coast. 
The Moro Movement called the island ‘Isatabu’, instead of Guadalcanal 
(the Spanish-inspired name), and for many decades was a significant 
regenerative force for traditional life. It was also residually involved in the 
Tensions that occurred between Malaitans and the people of Guadalcanal 
in the 1990s and 2000s. 

In the same way that the people of the north coast have links to Savo 
and the Ngela Group, Marau Sound at Guadalcanal’s eastern end was 
settled some 13 generations ago by migrants from the `Are`are language 
area on the west coast of Malaita. There were already `Are`are links to 
Marau Sound when the Mendaña expedition visited in 1568, and there 
was always regular canoe traffic back and forth, and trade and kinship 
links. This ancient connection seems to have increased in the mid-
nineteenth century. The people were divided between those living on the 
islands around the sound and those on the mainland. During Maasina 
Rule, the Marau `Are`are felt themselves to be part of the movement. 
In 1953, preparations began to form the Guadalcanal Council, although 
in 1954 two of the Marau villages (Hatere and Niu) wanted to join the 
Malaita Council instead. When this was rejected by the protectorate 
administration, they, along with the neighbouring Veuru Moli people, 
asked to be allowed to form their own Marau–Hauba Council, which 
occurred in 1955. There was considerable tension between the Marau 
‘saltwater’ people, who were determined to expand their interests on 
Guadalcanal, and the bush people. The Marau Malaitans claimed control 
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of the land from Oniseri to Kakau (Kaukau). Most indigenous Guadalcanal 
people are inclined to regard the `Are`are Malaitans as intruders, though 
they have all been linked for hundreds of years. 

Moro suffered a severe illness in 1957 during which he had visions that 
were incorporated into his social movement. Government records contain 
the first reports on the Moro Movement in May 1957 and tell of an 
incident that led to Moro’s imprisonment for three months, along with 
some of his followers. He claimed he was destined to lead the Marau–
Hauba peoples and was assisted by two Melanesian Mission–educated 
men, David Valusa and Joseph Goraiga, who wrote down his version of 
customs and history. Moro’s most important document related to the 
settlement of Isatabu. He said the core chieftainships of Guadalcanal were 
in the centre of the island. His own headquarters was at Makaruka in the 
Veuru Moli area on the Weather Coast.

At the core of the movement was Moro’s desire for the economic betterment 
of his people through social action. His strongly anti-government focus 
related to land matters and came after the decline of the Marau–Hauba 
Council. The movement spread along the coast, into the mountains, 
and to the Guadalcanal Plains on the north coast. It created a structure 
with district leaders, clerks, and tax collection, much as Maasina Rule 
had devised. There were also millenarian aspects to the Moro Movement, 
some of which predicted that the Americans would return, although these 
ideas were always peripheral. Moro did not promote them. 

In 1959, Moro and his followers refused to take part in the government 
census or cooperate with a government mapping project. By 1960, the 
movement was renamed the Moro Custom Company. The government 
dealt carefully with it—first, by trying to increase economic development 
on the Weather Coast through the establishment of agricultural and health 
projects. In 1965–66, the Guadalcanal Council aided the construction 
of an airfield at Avuavu, although this was viewed unfavourably since it 
served the Catholic Mission, where many people were not movement 
supporters. Some of Moro’s supporters were elected to the Guadalcanal 
Council, with Moro himself preferring to ignore formal political processes 
and work separately. By the mid-1960s, the Moro Custom Company 
had influence over about half of Guadalcanal, mainly in the centre of 
the island, bounded by the outskirts of Honiara and Rere on the north 
coast, and Duidui and Balo on the south coast. An estimated 3,000 to 
4,000 people were followers, out of Guadalcanal’s indigenous population 
of 20,000 (which included Honiara). 
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In 1972, more than 1,000 visitors arrived at Makaruka village from all 
along the Weather Coast and Honiara, including a Canadian television 
crew and a research team from the University of Hawai`i’s East-West 
Center. Government officials, including District Commissioner James 
Tedder, also attended. A special feast had been organised to celebrate the 
first arrival of humans to Isatabu and the creation of the island’s strong 
customs. Moro issued the invitation for people to participate to show that 
his movement had a rational design and was not a cult. Accompanied 
by 10 male escorts, Moro was dressed in shell money—an extraordinary 
display of wealth. All guests were allowed to visit the custom house and 
the ‘house of memory’, if they were wearing custom garments: tapa breech 
cloths for men and grass or string skirts for women, with the concession 
of a tapa cloth top for European women. The village normally had only 
10 houses; an additional 190 had been constructed for the visitors. Dances 
were held and displays of fighting were arranged.

At independence in 1978, Moro and his followers were invited to Honiara 
to join the cultural activities. The movement—strongest in the late 1950s 
and 1960s—continued to exist into the 1990s. In 1985, it celebrated its 
30th anniversary. The Moro Movement had loose connections with the 
Isatabu Freedom Movement, the militia group that from 1998 to 2003 
tried to rid the island of the large Malaitan presence, and to restore control 
by Isatabu people. Moro died in 2006.18 

Modern urban settlements
In the early 2020s, there are only five substantial urban areas in a nation 
of approximately 721,000 people: Greater Honiara, with its population 
estimated to be 160,000;19 Gizo, with 7,000 people; Auki, of similar size 
to Gizo; Noro, with around 4,000 people; and Lata, with 2,300 people. 
There are now nine provinces, which has meant the creation of new urban 
centres; Buala in Isabel Province, Taro in Choiseul Province, and Lata in 

18  Davenport and Çoker 1967; Davenport 1970; O’Connor 1973.
19  Estimates of Honiara’s population depend on the boundaries used. The peri-urban population 
blends into surrounding Guadalcanal Province. As well, the significant daily movement of people 
from the provinces to Honiara makes estimating the population difficult. This is especially true for 
movements between Auki and Honiara. Many Malaitans see Honiara (not Auki) as the end of the 
market route because they are able to get in and out of Honiara on ships daily. Solomon Islands 
Government [hereinafter SIG] 2009: Basic Tables and Census Description, pp. 5–8. Based on the 
2019 national census, the National Statistics Office estimate for the population of the Honiara City 
Council area is 130,178, with another 30,000 in the peri-urban area. SIG 2020g.
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Temotu Province are recent urban developments. Tulagi, the capital of 
the protectorate until 1942, is now the headquarters of Central Islands 
Province. The difference between Honiara and the next biggest urban 
centres is significant. 

Map 0.3 Modern Solomon Islands urban centres.
Source: SIG (2020h).
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The Solomon Islands Government chose a legal status for Honiara similar 
to the capital territory system used for Port Moresby in Papua New 
Guinea, and Canberra in Australia. Two acts of parliament are relevant. 
Under the Honiara City Act 1999, the Honiara City Council includes 
representatives from 12 wards, and the Minister of Home Affairs appoints 
the three local members of the National Parliament, and the Premier of 
Guadalcanal Province, as ex officio members, as well as another four 
members, one of whom must be from Guadalcanal. The Provincial 
Government Act 1997, is also relevant, mainly through Part 2(1), which 
excludes Honiara, although by tradition the Mayor of Honiara attends 
premiers’ conferences.20 Honiara is a special district made up almost 
entirely of perpetual estate (PE) land under the ultimate control of the 
Commissioner of Lands and is not part of Guadalcanal Province. It is 
the only urban area in Solomon Islands with its own act of parliament. 

Now a sprawling Melanesian city, Honiara’s 2020s business, church, and 
political leaders are very different from the first generation of Solomon 
Islander residents in the 1940s and 1950s. So far, Honiara does not have 
the social and criminal problems of Papua New Guinea’s larger cities, 
although the Tension years were testing and, occasionally, serious riots 
have occurred to mar the urban equilibrium. The most significant riot was 
in 2006 when Chinatown and several other central areas were destroyed. 
The causes of the Tension years (1998–2003), discussed in Chapter 9, 
are unresolved.21 There are disturbing economic and social trends that 
indicate that Honiara could well develop into another Port Moresby or 
Lae, where the rich live behind razor wire and have security guards to stop 
the unemployed poor preying on them. In Honiara, except for diplomatic 
and commercial compounds, most residents still manage to live quite 
comfortably with minimal security. While the wantok system (sharing a 
language and kinship-derived obligations) sustains social and economic 
equilibrium, and acts as a safety net in an urban society largely bereft of 
state-sponsored social security, it has its limits. Workers’ salaries can never 
be sufficient to honour customary obligations when relatives come to 
town, or to sustain family rites of passage that occur in provincial villages. 

Honiara will continue to grow and at some stage an accommodation must 
be reached with the surrounding Guadalcanal landowners to secure an 
adequate water supply and some agreement as to the eventual maximum 

20  Refer to SIG 1997, 1999a. I am indebted to Philip Tagini for his assistance.
21  Moore 2004a, 2018; Fraenkel 2004.
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population and extent of the city as it extends into the Tandai and 
Malango wards of Guadalcanal Province. There are obvious solutions for 
controlling the size, or accommodating the growth, of Honiara. One is to 
develop provincial towns and rural-based economic projects to make life 
in the provinces attractive enough to satisfy people in the regions, thus 
curbing their desire to try their luck in Honiara. The other is to reach an 
accommodation with the surrounding Guale people on their customary 
lands. While these solutions are clear, two decades on from the beginning 
of the Tensions, despite plans, there has been no new large-scale economic 
development in populous Malaita Province, or anywhere else, that would 
encourage people to stay home. The government has failed to deal with 
key issues that provoked the Tensions. Honiara will continue to increase 
in size.22 

The village-city
Honiara: Village-City of Solomon Islands outlines life in the area that 
became Honiara, concentrating on the eight decades between 1942 and 
2020. Maps, photographs, tables, and graphs are spread throughout the 
chapters. Readers can also be viewers, visually appreciating the changes 
that have occurred. Chapter 1 deals with the north coast of Guadalcanal 
before Honiara existed, covering the early interaction with Spanish 
explorers, and the beginning of coconut plantations in the late nineteenth 
and first half of the twentieth centuries. The nineteenth-century land 
divisions have in part shaped the modern city. Chapter 2 outlines the 
Japanese and then Allied invasions between 1942 and 1945. The bulk of 
the book concentrates on the 1940s to the 1970s and the development 
of the nation that emerged at independence in 1978. Chapter 3 
describes how the Americans’ Camp Guadal became Honiara, the 
British administrative headquarters—first, for the BSIP, and then for the 
entire WPHC. Chapter 4 covers the same period, focused on the ‘other’ 
Honiara—the early parallel community made up of Solomon Islanders, 
Chinese, Gilbertese, and Fijians. 

Chapter 5 examines the development of municipal authority and housing, 
along with the urban planning necessary to construct the rudimentary 
town that slowly became a major Pacific city. Chapter 6 examines 

22  Clifford et al. 1984; Dinnen 2001; Dinnen and Ley 2000.
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Honiara in the 1960s as infrastructure was built for the BSIP and WPHC 
headquarters. Honiara housed the High Court and the Secretariat for 
the WPHC, Namba 9 (the Central Hospital), the police headquarters at 
Rove, educational institutions, the National Museum, hotels, shipping 
and air services, newspapers, and the Solomon Islands Broadcasting 
Corporation (SIBC). All these were building blocks for creating the 
modern nation. Chapter 7 discusses further aspects of nation-building, 
examining religion and sport, and education through to secondary and 
tertiary levels. The chapter ends with the changing role of women and 
children in urban society, the beginnings of trade unions and political 
activism, and the localisation of the public service. Chapter 8 examines 
the creation of social hierarchies and national politics during the 1960s 
and 1970s, and the different political iterations that led to the National 
Parliament. The chapter also examines the public service and the elite who 
controlled the changing city, ending with independence and Solomon 
Islander political ascendancy. 

The final two chapters are broad essays on the development of Honiara 
over the 40 years since independence. Two major arguments are pursued 
throughout. The first is that a hybrid society exists that has drawn its 
characteristics from several sources, both indigenous and international, 
as Solomon Islands has joined the community of nations. Second, as 
summarised in Figure 0.1, an overarching argument from Chapter 3 
through to Chapter 10 is that over decades there have been four and 
sometimes five changing and intersecting Honiara ‘worlds’ (or spheres) 
operating at any one time, each with different social, economic, and 
political significance. Although there were few Solomon Islanders living 
in Honiara until the early 1950s, even at this stage, the beginning of 
Malaitan dominance was clear. Four or five Honiara ‘worlds’ were in 
operation by the 1960s and 1970s: one British, one Solomon Islander, 
one Chinese, and one made up of Gilbertese migrants and other Pacific 
Islanders who were in Honiara for employment or education. A Malaitan 
‘world’ grew strong, both in numbers and in social significance, far more 
so than for other Solomon Islanders in the capital. While the Chinese 
extended their economic power, at the same time, Malaitans overwhelmed 
Honiara numerically and in many social ways. In my suggested divisions 
in Figure  0.1, the Gilbertese are not listed separately after the 1970s 
and 1980s, because they have become citizens of Solomon Islands. 
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Likewise, Fijians and Indo-Fijians were only significant in early decades, 
usually arriving as tradesmen, and the presence of other Pacific Islanders 
undertaking education was transitory—a product of the 1960s and 1970s.

Chapters 9 and 10 carry the book’s argument from independence until 
2020. In the 1980s and 1990s, Honiara’s Asian population broadened to 
include old and new Chinese families (the waku) and other Asian groups. 
They took over most of the modern economy of the independent nation 
in a manner that had never been possible for the Chinese in Tulagi before 
World War II. Indigenous national consciousness also developed, partly 
planned by the British through the creation of local and national political 
and educational institutions, but inevitably also home grown, taking on 
unique Solomon Islander characteristics. During these recent decades, 
there have been significant issues as the nation both lost and found its way 
politically and economically. Along the road there were mismanagement 
and corruption, and the Tension years, when the nation came to the brink 
of anarchy and was described by some as a ‘failing state’. The arrival of 
RAMSI (2003–17) was a Pacific Islands Forum initiative, attempting 
to rebuild major governance structures. The book ends in 2020, with 
Solomon Islands once more a totally independent Pacific nation. Honiara 
is woven into these recent events. 

Writing about the Solomons
Although my career as a historian has also covered diverse topics in the 
history of Australia and Papua New Guinea, I have an abiding fascination 
with the peoples of the Solomon Islands archipelago and the modern 
Solomon Islands nation. In some ways, I have been in training to write 
about Honiara for 45 years, and my work on Malaitan history has enabled 
me to deal with one of the key aspects of Honiara: the substantial number 
of residents of Malaitan descent. Understanding their background and 
place in Honiara is an important part of the book. As well, Honiara is 
intimately involved in the history of the nation and cannot be written 
about in isolation. Often, I have had to set explanations into a wider 
context to make sense of developments in Honiara. I have not dealt in 
detail with the history of the BSIP before World War II, as that was covered 
in my book Tulagi, the companion volume to Honiara, and in my Making 
Mala. The history of the capital city is also a history of the modern nation; 
Honiara is the urban hub that makes it all function. My path to the book 
began in the first half of the 1970s when I first interacted with Australians 
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of Solomon Islander descent while collecting oral history, and particularly 
after 1976 when I first visited Honiara and Malaita. The route is now 
paved with several earlier books and publications that are precursors to, 
or augment, the present volume. 

Malaita has long been the most populous island in Solomon Islands and 
Malaitans became the major labour force travelling in circular labour 
migrations outside and inside what in the 1890s became the BSIP. 
From the 1870s, Solomon Islanders were involved in the labour trade 
to Queensland, Fiji, Samoa, and New Caledonia and, from the 1900s, 
within the protectorate. Malaitans have always been the dominant ethnic 
group in Honiara. I argue that we cannot account for Malaitan dominance 
unless we also understand the history of the archipelago and particularly 
of Malaita and labour movements. Just as my apprenticeship to write 
a history of Honiara has been long, so is my background in examining 
the role of Malaitans in developing the nation. In a broad sense, this is the 
fourth book I have written that is fully or partially centred on Malaitans. 
The first two were Kanaka: A History of Melanesian Mackay and Happy 
Isles in Crisis: The Historical Causes for a Failing State in Solomon Islands, 
1998–2004, both of which link to arguments presented in my later 
Making Mala: Malaita in Solomon Islands, 1870s–1930s.23 Over the same 
years, I have constantly broadened my knowledge of Solomon Islands. 
My Tulagi: Pacific Outpost of British Empire, while about the first capital of 
the protectorate, also widened my understanding of the place of Malaita 
in the establishment of government processes. These books are supported 
by my online Solomon Islands Historical Encyclopaedia 1893–1978, which 
contains aspects of them all and serves as an extension of the present 
book.24 In the course of this journey, I have both broadened and narrowed 
my understanding of the history of the nation. My 2004 history of the 
background and course of the Tension years, much of which was played 
out in Honiara, forced me to present all sides of the argument as I strove 
not to be branded as a Malaitan partisan. During 2005–08, I edited Tell 
It As It Is, the autobiography of Sir Peter Kenilorea, who lived much of his 
life in Honiara. His book was published as part of the 40th anniversary 
celebrations for the nation of which he was the first prime minister.25 
This provided me with new perspectives on decision-making processes 
and a  close acquaintance with the Malaitan who is regarded by many 

23  Moore 1985, 2004a, 2017a, 2019.
24  Kenilorea 2008; Moore 2013c: entry for Kenilorea, 2017a, 2019.
25  Kenilorea 2008.
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as the most important leader the nation has produced. I also edited the 
proceedings of a 2013 RAMSI seminar26 and chaired the final RAMSI 
symposium in June 2017. Both occasions provided me with a wider 
perspective on Solomon Islanders in the mid-2010s. 

Two other books have particularly influenced my thinking. Judith Bennett’s 
Wealth of the Solomons: A History of a Pacific Archipelago, 1800–1978 is 
an exceptional history of the colonial years; my copy never leaves my desk 
and is regularly consulted. David Akin’s Colonialism, Maasina Rule, and the 
Origins of Malaitan Kastom is equally useful.27 In his exhaustive, forensic 
look at Maasina Rule (1944–52), Akin examined the way Malaitans 
constructed a proto-nationalist movement that repositioned Solomon 
Islanders vis-a-vis the British administration. Although Making Mala is 
a useful precursor to understanding this political movement, anything 
I could write on Maasina Rule would be superfluous to Akin’s book on 
these crucial years: the final stages of the creation of one Malaitan people 
from a dozen language and cultural regions. As this political development 
coincides with the beginning of Honiara, it is essential to understanding 
Malaitans and the influence of Maasina Rule in early Honiara.28 

Honiara’s ‘worlds’
To conclude this introduction, I have attempted to summarise Honiara’s 
history in one figure, which illustrates historical events over almost 
80 years. Hopefully, it will make readers think about historical and cultural 
processes and developments, and ponder the future. Honiara: Village-City 
of Solomon Islands amplifies the abbreviations depicted. 

As the book proceeds, I often refer to this figure and explain the changes 
illustrated. Viewed over several decades, the division into ‘worlds’ or spheres 
operates as a summary and argument, helping guide the reader through the 
changes that have occurred. Nevertheless, it is important not to be confined 
by the simplification offered in the figure. There were always intersections 
and a melding of these ‘worlds’ caused by religion, education, travel, 
finances, and so on, which no one figure can express. Each ‘world’ had 
a distinct social identity, largely self-contained, but also permeable. 

26  Moore 2014.
27  Bennett 1987; Akin 2013.
28  Akin 2013: 187–91.
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Figure 0.1 Honiara’s ‘worlds’ in order of their social, economic, and 
political importance, 1940s – 2010s.
Source: Figure by Vincent Verheyen. 

I suggest that a rudimentary Malaitan world separate from, and dominant 
over, all other Solomon Islander urban communities has existed in Honiara 
since the 1940s and emerged very clearly well before independence in 
1978. Honiara’s Malaitan world has since grown ever stronger numerically 
and culturally. I am not advocating Malaitan dominance, superiority, or 
separation, but as a historian, I cannot ignore what has occurred. It is 
a unique situation, not matched in the history of neighbouring nations 
such as Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu. Yet, I expect this influence will 
wane and not remain such a strong difference.

The only way forward is for all Solomon Islanders to be equal, and 
for future development to assist all areas of the nation—the smaller 
provinces just as much as the larger, more populous ones. The processes 
of modernisation will ensure that over the next few generations there will 
be further intermarriages that will eventually create one nation. Islands of 
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origin will become less significant. This is already beginning to be evident 
in modern Honiara, although even when urban Solomon Islanders become 
disconnected from their village origins, they still maintain a strong sense 
of connection to their island of origin. At present, it is inescapable that 
Malaitans are the major ethnic group in the nation, in their numbers in 
Malaita Province (173,347 in 2019), in other provinces, and in Honiara. 
Within the context of Honiara, it is necessary to try to understand the 
historical circumstances that have led to the large number of residents of 
Malaitan descent, and to come to terms with other development issues 
such as those that have left the Guale as an urban minority in a Honiara 
steadily encroaching on their customary lands. 

Solomon Islands has a centralised system of government with weak 
provincial governments,29 alongside strong regional cultures. Creating 
a federal system has been discussed for many years, with no significant 
progress. Regardless of this seemingly failed dialogue, the citizens of 
Solomon Islands will become more united, although for the moment 
home provinces and islands of origin remain significant. The Malaitan 
dominance in Honiara is a local historical peculiarity that will decline over 
the next century as intermarriages, nationalism, and modern education 
become more significant than regionalism. Christine Jourdan described 
this as ‘cultural creolisation’.30 

If I may be allowed to do what historians usually avoid—to forecast the 
future—over the next 50 years, I would expect to see the emergence of 
a more united people with class and income variations becoming more 
significant than tribal, language, or regional ancestry. This will particularly 
occur in urban areas.31 There are of course moderating factors: customary 
ownership of most non-urban land in Solomon Islands is a basic right 
enshrined in the constitution; and circular migration from rural to urban 
areas, and vice versa, will continue, always renewing traditional cultural 
patterns. At the same time, sacred sites have been abandoned and offerings 
are no longer made to ancestors, except among a small number of people, 
mainly in the Kwaio area on Malaita. The people’s relationship with their 
land has altered, and in urban areas landownership and occupancy have 

29  Provincial governments were largely formed out of the protectorate’s administrative districts of 
the 1960s and 1970s. The terminology came into use after independence in 1978. On Guadalcanal, 
this meant the government of the entire island, excluding the area of Honiara, with a provincial 
headquarters based in Honiara.
30  Jourdan 1995b.
31  Gibson 2019.
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been individualised. There are also signs that some urbanites are losing 
fluency in their parents’ indigenous languages and are using Solomon 
Islands Pijin and English as their primary languages. While rural 
customary influences will remain important, urban areas are growing fast 
and the residents are adopting new versions of custom and culture, mixed 
with influences from the ‘foreign flowers’ of Christianity and government 
requirements, alongside often insecure land tenure. As Jaap Timmer 
suggests: ‘The cultural openness of Melanesian societies has enabled the 
creation of new forms of organisation and identity in the contemporary 
era.’32 In the long run, the most enduring urban characteristic will probably 
be not Malaitan dominance or cultural retention, but the dominance of 
the immigrant East Asian business community with its strong economic 
influence in the nation. 

***

Finally, every historian has moments of self-doubt, and we are only 
as good as our sources allow. I am conscious that I will always be an 
outsider, no matter how well-informed. And even though I have 
cumulatively spent a few years of my life in Honiara, I have never lived 
there permanently. This has advantages and disadvantages. My view is 
clearer from not being involved in day-to-day events, although I can never 
hope to have the detailed knowledge of changes and geography available 
to a permanent, long-term resident. To my friends whom I have pestered 
with questions about obscure details, now you know why. I apologise for 
any shortcomings. I hope Solomon Islanders will gain some appreciation 
of their past from my endeavours. No doubt, they will agree and disagree 
with some of my interpretations. It is my hope that the current generation 
will be inspired by what I have retrieved and go on to write their own 
histories of Honiara and the other urban centres in Solomon Islands.

Clive Moore
The University of Queensland
February 2022

32  Timmer 2019: 133.
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