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Introduction

Papua New Guinea is a land of staggering diversity and profound historical depth. Its
towering mountain ranges, dense rainforests, vibrant coastlines, and hundreds of
islands have been a backdrop to human innovation and cultural evolution for tens of
thousands of years. As the eastern half of the world’s second largest island, and with
over 800 distinct languages spoken, Papua New Guinea stands as one of the most
culturally and linguistically diverse nations on earth. The story of this nation is woven
not only from the threads of its rich and varied traditions but also from transformative
encounters with the wider world.

Long before the first European ships appeared on the horizon, the peoples of Papua
New Guinea were among humanity’s most enduring pioneers. Archaeological evidence
suggests that the first humans arrived on these shores between 50,000 and 60,000
years ago, migrating over land bridges and narrow straits from Southeast Asia. In the
highlands, some of the world’s earliest agricultural communities took root, with local
innovations in crop cultivation shaping the very landscape of the island and the lives
of its inhabitants.

For centuries, the island and its archipelagos developed unique cultural practices,
intricate kinship systems, and sophisticated trade networks. The periodic arrival of
Austronesian-speaking mariners brought new technologies and exchanges, adding yet
more layers to Papua New Guinea’s already complex mosaic. The arrival of Europeans
in the 16th century marked another dramatic turning point, one that would eventually
lead to colonial rule by German, British, and Dutch powers, and the subsequent
imposition of foreign systems and economies.

The twentieth century ushered in further challenges and upheavals. During World War
II, Papua New Guinea’s strategic position exposed it to fierce military campaigns,
suffering occupation, devastation, and loss, but also forging new forms of cooperation
and resilience among its people. After the war, under unified Australian administration,
the country would begin a measured but determined journey towards self-government
and, ultimately, independence.

Since 1975, Papua New Guinea has faced the ongoing challenges of forging a cohesive
national identity, fostering social and economic development, and addressing regional
and ethnic tensions. From the struggles of independence to contemporary debates
over governance and sustainability, the nation’s history continues to unfold. This book
seeks to provide a comprehensive narrative of Papua New Guinea’s past—its deep
prehistory, vital cultural achievements, colonial encounters, wartime endurance, and
continuing quest for unity and progress. In doing so, it aims to shed light not only on
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the pivotal events and personalities that shaped the country, but also on the diverse
communities whose voices and traditions continue to define Papua New Guinea today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ancient Lands: Geological Origins
of Papua New Guinea

The island of New Guinea, of which Papua New Guinea forms the eastern half, is a
place of extraordinary geological drama. It sits in a highly active zone where the
Earth's crust is constantly being reshaped by the colossal forces of plate tectonics.
This makes it a relatively "new" land in geological terms, a place where mountains are
still rising and volcanoes still simmer. To understand the history of the people who
came to inhabit this land, we must first look at the fiery, grinding processes that
created it.

Roughly 250 million years ago, the Earth's landmasses were joined together in a
supercontinent known as Gondwana. This enormous landmass included what are now
South America, Africa, Antarctica, Australia, and the Indian subcontinent. As
Gondwana began to break apart around 180 million years ago, the landmass that
would become Australia and New Guinea started its own northward journey.

Over millions of years, this Australia-New Guinea plate drifted across the Earth's
surface. Around 25 million years ago, a significant event occurred: this northward-
moving plate began to collide with the Eurasian plate to the north. This wasn't a gentle
nudge, but a monumental impact that has been shaping the region ever since. New
Guinea was, quite literally, pushed out of the sea in an accordion-like effect.

This ongoing collision zone is incredibly complex, involving not just the Australian and
Pacific plates, but also several smaller microplates, each with its own distinct motion.
The interaction of these plates has resulted in a variety of tectonic processes,
including subduction, where one plate slides beneath another, and collision, where
landmasses crumple against each other. Papua New Guinea is situated at a
convergent plate boundary, with the Australian Plate colliding with and subducting
beneath the Pacific Plate. This dynamic environment is responsible for the region's
high level of seismic activity and frequent earthquakes.

The collision has also given rise to the dramatic topography that defines Papua New
Guinea today. The Central Highlands, a formidable spine of mountains running through
the island, are a direct result of these tectonic forces - uplift, folding, and faulting.
These mountains are not ancient, worn-down peaks, but relatively young formations,
still being sculpted by the ongoing collision. The southern part of New Guinea, for
instance, is the northern edge of the Australian continent, uplifted from beneath the
shallow Arafura Sea as the collision progresses.
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In the late Miocene, about 8 million years ago, the Australian continent collided with
the Finisterre island arc. This collision had a profound effect, causing the process of
subduction to flip. Now, the seafloor to the north of New Guinea, part of the Caroline
Sea plate, is plunging southwards beneath the northern edge of the Australian
continent. The boundary between the Finisterre arc and the Australian continent is
marked by the Ramu-Markham Fault, a prominent geological feature visible from
space, running along the Markham river valley in eastern Papua New Guinea.

The complex geological history has also created a diverse array of rock types and
structures across the country. The mainland is generally considered to have three
main geological parts: a relatively stable Australian continental plate in the south, a
central fold-thrust belt, and a complex "mobile belt" in the north composed of accreted
island arcs and other fragments. The Papuan Peninsula in the southeast, for example,
is made up of different basement rock groups, including an ophiolite, metamorphic
rocks, and an accretionary prism. Ophiolites are sections of oceanic crust and upper
mantle that have been thrust onto continental crust, providing geologists with a
window into the composition of the Earth's subsurface.

The mountainous interior of Papua New Guinea is a mosaic of geological features,
including limestones, volcanic lavas, metamorphic rocks, and various intrusive rocks.
The collision and subduction processes have also led to significant volcanic activity,
particularly in the eastern part of the country, including the Bismarck Volcanic Arc and
the islands of New Britain and Bougainville. These volcanoes are part of the Pacific
Ring of Fire, a zone known for its intense volcanic and seismic activity. Eruptions are a
periodic reminder of the powerful forces at work beneath the surface.

Beyond the dramatic mountains and active volcanoes, the geological history has also
influenced the landscape in other ways. The opening of basins, like the Manus Basin,
and the extension of continental crust in areas like the Papuan peninsula are all tied to
the complex plate interactions. These processes have shaped the river systems,
valleys, and coastal areas, creating the varied environments that early humans would
eventually encounter. The geological story of Papua New Guinea is one of continuous
transformation, a testament to the dynamic nature of our planet and the powerful
forces that continue to mold its surface.
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