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Embracing the Great Unknown:
Exploring Papua New Guinea



Dive Geo
Story and photos by 
Scott Johnson

Divers are generally an adventuresome bunch. 
We willingly plunge into the great unknown 
to explore true wilderness. Divers traveling to 

the faraway islands that make up Papua New Guinea 
have the rare opportunity to experience a people and 
a way of life that remain largely unchanged by time 
and technology. 

 
The Island of New Guinea 

The Independent State of Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
encompasses more than 600 volcanic islands and cor-
al atolls in the Southwest Pacific in an area known 
as Melanesia (a region of Oceania). It is bounded by 
the Bismarck Sea to the north, the Solomon Sea to 
the east and the Coral Sea to the south. PNG and the 
Indonesian province of West Papua share the island of 
New Guinea in much the same way as the Dominican 
Republic and Haiti jointly occupy Hispaniola in the 
Caribbean. Each possesses roughly the same area as 
the U.S. state of California, with PNG accounting for 
the eastern half of the island. 

New Guinea, the second-largest island in the 
world, lies just below the equator and only 100 miles 
(160 km) due north of Australia. It is also located in 
the Ring of Fire, a horseshoe-shaped swath in the Pa-
cific Ocean that accounts for more than 70 percent of 
the world’s volcanoes. These volcanoes were birthed 
from and many are still fueled by colliding tectonic 
plates. New Guinea emerged as the Indo-Australian 
and Pacific plates smashed into one another. These 
violent tectonic plate collisions formed the daunting 
topography of the island and thus the conditions that 
have spawned one of the most biologically and cultur-
ally diverse habitats on the planet.

The island is predominantly mountainous. The 
New Guinea Highlands, an imposing, rugged 
mountain range primarily covered by dense, tropi-
cal rain forest, runs the length of the island from 
east to west. These mountains, the dense jungle 
that covers 80 percent of the land, mighty rivers, 
vast swamplands and open ocean form natural bar-
riers that have restricted the movement of flora and 
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fauna since the island emerged from 
the sea. New Guinea is connected to 
Australia via the Torres Strait, which 
geologists believe used to be above 
sea level. If so, this temporary bridge 
explains why the two lands have so 
many genetically linked species of 
plants and animals, while the outly-
ing PNG islands do not. 

Cultural Honeycombs
The original inhabitants are thought 

to have started arriving 50,000 years 
ago from Southeast Asia. The immi-
grants appeared at intervals and slow-
ly penetrated different sections of the 
country. This effectively seeded them 
into cultural honeycombs that lived in 
isolation due to the confining topog-
raphy. The resulting tribes developed 
their own language and culture inde-
pendent of one another. Even now, 
more than 800 native languages — 

almost one-fifth of the world’s total 
indigenous languages — are spoken 
here (the most widely used language 
is called Tok Pisin or Pidgin).

Portuguese explorer Don Jorge de 
Meneses is credited with being the 
first European to discover PNG in the 
16th century. He named it llhas dos 
Papuas, which means, “Land of the 
Fuzzy-haired People.” Spanish con-
quistador Ynigo Ortiz de Retez later 
called it Nueva Guinea because the 
people looked like those he had seen 
in Guinea, Africa. The island’s dark, 
inhospitable reputation kept the out-
side world at bay until the Dutch, Ger-
mans and British began tussling over 
their respective colonial ambitions. 
The Dutch successfully secured what 
is now West Papua, while the Ger-
mans established copra plantations in 
north PNG and the British declared 
southern PNG a protectorate to better 

shield its interests in Australia.
World War I led to Germany’s ex-

pulsion and Australia receiving a 
League of Nations mandate to manage 
the former German New Guinea. The 
northern and southern PNG territories 
were later unified as the Territory of 
Papua and New Guinea after Austra-
lian and Allied troops repelled invad-
ing Japanese forces during World War 
II (more than 200,000 military per-
sonnel died in the bloody New Guinea 
campaign). PNG peacefully and offi-
cially declared its independence from 
a supportive Australia on September 
16, 1975. The two countries continue 
to maintain close ties.

Literal Translation
Port Moresby is a bustling city, 

where the past obviously clashes with 
modernization. Though located on the 
mainland, it is as much of an island as 
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More than 800 native languages are spoken in the islands.



FACTS AND FIGURES
Location: 100 miles (160 km) north 
of Australia.

Size: Total area is 287,595 square 
miles (747,747 sq km). 

Population: More than 6 million.

Capital: Port Moresby.

Getting there: The international 
airport at Port Moresby is the gate-
way to PNG. Air Niugini and Airlines 
PNG are the only options for flying 
into PNG. These airlines offer ser-
vice from Brisbane, Australia, and 
Cairns, Australia. 

Departure Tax/Visa: It is recom-
mended to obtain visas prior to 
your arrival. Visas are usually valid 
for six months from date of issue 
and cost $40 per person. The de-
parture tax is $30 per person. 

Milne Bay

Australia

Papua New Guinea

66  A Good Diver Is Always Learning!

Kimbe Bay

Port Moresby

Currency: Papua New Guinean Kina. 
Credit cards are accepted in the larger 
cities and resorts. 

Electricity: 240 volts, 50 cycles, with 
outlets that use Australian-style plugs. 

Language: Tok Pisin, Hiri Motu and 
English are the official languages.

Time: Greenwich Mean Time plus 10 
hours.

Hyperbaric Chamber: Port Moresby. 

Climate and Dress: The climate and 
corresponding dress requirements 
differ by elevation. The Highlands are 
much cooler than the nonmountain-
ous jungle and coastal areas. Overall, 
the climate is hot and humid, with a 
rainy season from December to No-
vember. Hats, sunglasses and sun-
screen are essentials.

any of the offshore atolls. Roads do 
not extend very far outside the capital 
due to the surrounding terrain. You 
must either take a boat or plane to 
reach another province. 

Tourism is still in its infancy here 
due to the severely limited infrastruc-
ture and the convoluted land owner-
ship rights that have stymied commer-
cial development. Tribes or kinship 
groups, not individuals, own most land 
and coastal reefs, and multiple par-
ties may claim ownership of the same 
property. Few documented records ex-
ist to clarify the historical rights. 

Villages and tribal customs differ as 
you travel throughout the country. A 
trusty, knowledgeable guide will help 
you understand the cultural variations, 
facilitate communications with the lo-
cals and thus significantly enrich your 
experiences. From Highlanders to Is-
landers, most villagers are generally 
happy to allow you to tour the grounds 
and honored to arrange a dance or dis-
play their bilas (traditional costumes).

There seems to be such an inno-
cence and timelessness to the places 
we visit. Most of the population still 
lives in villages or rural outposts and 
is sustained by subsistence agriculture, 
fishing, hunting and crafts. Bartering 
and trading are necessities. 

The Papua New Guineans we en-
counter throughout our trip are helpful 
and friendly. Most display wide grins 
with gums and teeth stained bright red 
from the ancient tradition of chewing 
betel nut, a stimulating concoction of 
kambang (lime powder), daka (mus-
tard) and buai (betel nuts). 

Pigs are another constant from one 
village to the next. You see them freely 
roaming around or sleeping wherever, 
whenever and however the mood strikes 
them as if they ruled the premises. Pigs 
are a valued treasure and denote wealth. 
The person with the most pigs is usually 
the richest person in the town, the chief 
and/or the big man on campus. 

The perceptions of graciousness and 
naiveté were certainly not prevalent in 
the not-too-distant past. Papua New 
Guineans were feared cannibals and 
headhunters well into the 20th century. 



FACTS AND FIGURES
And, while most tribes did not actually 
practice either ritual, enough knitted 
them into the tapestry of their beliefs 
to taint the country’s reputation. 

Mirror Images
The Coral Triangle is the center of 

marine biodiversity that encompasses 
5.8 million square kilometers (2.23 
million square miles) of the Pacific 
Ocean and includes Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, PNG, the Philippines, the Solo-
mon Islands and Timor-Leste. Accord-
ing to the WWF (World Wide Fund for 
Nature), the convergence of oceanic 
currents, warm water and plentiful 
sunlight in this area have yielded “76 
percent of the world’s coral species, 6 
of the world’s 7 marine turtle species, 
and at least 2,228 reef fish species.” 
PNG is uniquely positioned within this 
geographic region, as circulating cur-
rents from the three different seas that 
surround it constantly replenish the 
waters with vital nutrients and carry 
larvae, as well as pelagics, throughout 
the archipelago. The country’s amaz-
ing terrestrial topographical and spe-
cies diversity is mirrored in the raw, 
natural beauty of its territorial ma-
rine waters. More than 400 species 
of coral and 900 species of fish have 
already been identified. 

There are dive sites for almost 
every interest and skill set, but not 
every dive is appropriate for every 
diver. PNG is a remote, wild setting. 
It is important for divers to properly 
evaluate their skills and discuss the 
potential sites with a divemaster 
beforehand. You can explore coral 
bommies that rise all the way to the 
surface, deep-water walls, World 
War II wrecks and seemingly bar-
ren landscapes that abound with life. 
Like their counterparts on land, un-
derwater guides are vital to having 
an out-of-this-world experience. 

The waters here are generally warm, 
though both temperature and visibility 
can and do change by season and lo-
cation. A 3- to 5-millimeter wet suit 
should suffice, but it’s best to contact 
local operators to check on the cur-
rent conditions before you leave home. 

DIVE TRAINING • SEPTEMBER 2012  67

A massive table coral dwarfs a 
diver at the Kimbe Bay dive site 
known as Susan’s Reef.

The markings on this twinspot goby 
resemble extra eyeballs. They are 
meant to confuse potential predators.



Live-aboards are the only option for 
diving many of the outlying islands 
and bommies, but land-based opera-
tors can offer a wider range of terres-
trial and marine excursions. A blend of 
both will allow you to maximize your 
dive time and explore the land.

The Diving Pioneers 
of Kimbe Bay

Max Benjamin and Alan Raabe 
are renowned for developing scuba 
diving and conservation initiatives 
for the reefs radiating from Kimbe 
Bay, New Britain. Benjamin bought 
the dilapidated Walindi cocoa plan-
tation in 1969 and converted it into 
oil palm production. His burgeoning 

passion for the ocean and the beauty 
of the surrounding reefs motivated 
him to add bungalows and diving 
services to the plantation in 1983. In 
1996, Benjamin and his lovely wife 
Cecilie established the Mahonia Na 
Dari (Guardian of the Sea) Research 
and Conservation Centre to expand 
the preservation efforts.

Rabbe joined Benjamin in establish-
ing programs to not only protect the vir-
gin reefs, but also to teach Papua New 
Guineans to both appreciate and serve 

as guardians for their priceless marine 
treasures. Rabbe then spread the con-
servation and education campaigns to 
the distant island villages during his 
many voyages as an evangelizing live-
aboard captain. The combined efforts 
of Benjamin, his wife and Rabbe have 
helped preserve the vibrant, healthy 
reefs and made it possible to witness 
underwater splendor that relatively few 
divers will ever see. 

Kimbe Bay
Veritable fields of neon-red and 

pink whip corals, brilliant orange 
sponges and expansive sea fans 
spread before us at Susan’s Reef and 
Vanessa’s Reef. Schools of razorfish 

(Aeoliscus strigatus) dance among 
the flowing sea whips, which makes 
them almost impossible to photo-
graph without damaging the gorgeous 
whips or becoming hopelessly entan-
gled in the dense strands. Underwater 
photographers face a difficult decision 
before every dive in PNG in trying to 
decide whether to go wide or macro. 
No matter what you choose, you will 
likely find one or a hundred reasons 
during the dive to have selected the 
other lens. 

Restorf Island is an idyllic, unin-
habited jewel where we usually break 
for lunch and where I spend count-
less hours in the afternoon observ-
ing macro subjects, such as twinspot 
(signal) gobies (Signigobius biocel-
latus), longnose hawkfish (Oxycir-
rhites typus) and peacock mantis 
shrimp (Odontodactylus scyllarus). 
The twinspot gobies, in particular, 
fascinate me. They clean their bur-
rows by filling their mouths with any 
unwanted sand and rocks, and then 
spit them in my direction. I try not to 
take it personally. 

 
Milne Bay

We could spend days diving under 
and around the Samurai Island pier 
without getting bored. It now ranks 
among our most cherished shallow-
water sites in Northern Sulawesi. 
Sun rays spill between the cracks of 
the overhead timbers and dapple a 
large school of bigeye scad (Selar 
crumenophthalmus) that flows like 
a sparkling silver cloud between the 
pillars. We find tasselled wobbe-
gong sharks (Eucrossorhinus dasy-
pogon), crocodile flatheads (Cym-
bacephalus beauforti) and Papuan 
scorpionfish (Scorpaenopsis pap-
uensis) nestled among the debris 
that covers the bottom. 

A regal lacy rhinopias (Rhinopias 
aphanes) awaited us at Crinoid City, 
a coral mound adorned with colorful 
crinoids. We followed the rhinopias 
for almost half an hour as it steadfastly 
walked and hopped across the reef. 
Our second dive at the site gave me the 
chance to shoot a tiny pygmy seahorse 
(Hippocampus bargibanti). 

The Heart of Adventure
The most rewarding experiences in 

life stretch us by forcing us to see be-
yond ourselves and thus glimpse the 
possibilities and realities outside of 
our small, comfortable cocoons. When 
you dive into the great unknown, you 
really make an unbridled exploration 
of yourself. You could easily invest a 
lifetime in PNG without discovering 
all it has to offer. 
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A reef cuttlefish poses for a photo before jetting off.


