Well, the trip here was reasonably uneventful.  Unfortunately Will (my Assistant Patrol Leader) got to Brisbane airport to discover he had his mothers passport rather than his own.  After much running around (Australia was happy to let him out, as long as the Solomon Immigration would let him in) we ended up having to organise for him to stay with some of his family in Brisbane.  He joined us at 3am on Sunday morning.

The bus part of the trip was pretty long, but fortunately we were stopping just often enough to break it up enough.  The plane was interesting… it was an old Air Vanuatu plane, and was staffed by Solomon Islanders. On landing I could not see ANYTHING out the window, until the moment the planes wheels touched down… and boy did that scare me as I was definitely not expecting it.  The minute the planes wheels touched the bumpy ground the breaks screeched on in an effort to stop the plane before it ran off the end of the runway.  (Apparently Henderson International Airport has a very short runway and planes use every inch of it to take off and land.)  As the plane was hurtling down the runway straining in its effort to stop, the whole thing was shaking… it was an interesting experience to say the least.

Well anyway that wasn’t the end of our travelling adventures. Once at Honiara International Airport, half the team managed to get through immigration with no hassles at all, they all got stamps in their passports and were sent happily on their way… unfortunately when my and another patrol made it to the desk, we were told we could not go through as we did not have return tickets… go figure how one half of a team (and it was VERY obvious that we were a team) can get through no questions asked and the other half can’t.  It wouldn’t have been a problem, if only the person holding all the tickets hadn’t already made it through immigration, and was oblivious to our plight.  Eventually someone realised we were not at customs, and came looking for us… after a lot of explaining and after finally getting the tickets to prove that we were not going to stay in the islands, but infact go home in 2 weeks time… we managed to get into the country.

When we finally all got through the processes of immigration, customs and quarantine we left the airport in a group, where “warriors” did a dance and “pushed” us down through a chute where an honour guard of local scouts gave us a lei each and welcomed us in the most amazing way.  The place was buzzing, and none of us could do anything but smile laugh and introduce ourselves to all the friendly people and Scouts who welcomes us in to their country and city and offered to do anything we asked of them.

That wasn’t the end of the excitement though, Scouts came up and took our bags.  They were loaded into a big truck, and then we were told that to do the same. There were several utes and trucks, and we all clambered into the back for transport to the Red Cross School in “traditional Solomon Islander style!”

The trip to the school on our ute was a bit squished, and we were all hanging on tight, but still, we had all those cheesy grins stuck to our faces, and all the discomfort in the world couldn’t have wiped them off.  The breeze that came with the movement of the ute down the streets was heavenly, as the humidity, even at 11pm hit us once we climbed out of the plane, and all of us found it very hot.

Fortunately many of the roads in the Honiara area are in varying states of disrepair…this slows the traffic down considerably, and to add to the discomfort of so many people in a ute… some of the potholes are enormous!!! 

We arrived at the school, spent a bit of time sorting out things and talking to the scouts and people from the red cross school, and then set up our tents, had quick showers and went to bed… very thankfully!

So… that brings us to the 2nd ( we spent the 30th June and the 1st July travelling)

We started the 2nd July, by heading as a group off to the Australian High Commission.  The Commissioner had cake drinks for us (was an interesting breakfast to say the least) and we enjoyed speaking to the commissioner and some of his staff, about our trip and what we were expecting.  We learnt a bit about what we could expect from our time in Honiara, and things we should do.  It was a really good morning.  After that we headed off to the bank to get some Solomon Island money.  I changed $50 Australian dollars, and ended up with $250 Solomon Dollars… which is a lot of money.  I still haven’t spent all of it!  Anyway, back to the story… After heading to the bank we looked through many of the shops, and wandered around and familiarised ourselves with the area around Honiara.  The next challenge was to get back to camp.  Rifle Range, where the Red Cross School is located, which is a couple of kilometres from the centre of town… normally within walking distance, but with the humidity and heat is a very long way to walk.  So we caught a local bus for the cost of $2 SD… about 40 Aussie Cents… why would you bother walking for that price?!

Our transport system has a lot to learn from the Solomon Islanders… the Honiara transport system is made up of lots of mini vans and small busses.  You stand on the side of the road, and a bus will pull up.  You never have to wait more than a couple of minutes before one comes your way. You pay your $2 when you are settled in your seat, and the fare is the same wether you go 10 metres or all the way across town.  To stop the bus you make a funny noise (a tsss tsss tsss, a bit hike a hiss, but with a ‘T’)  The ride can be interesting though and slightly dangerous as there are some maniac driver on the road!!

So the 2nd was pretty quiet, we familiarised ourselves with the area, had a bit of a look through some of the shops.

Honiara is an interesting place, definitely far from clean (but apparently it is extremely clean compared to what it was one year ago when the Australian Federal Police came in)  It is pretty busy, and the Roads are crazy.  Being white, everybody as you pass looks and stares, and sometimes it is quite disconcerting.  Everyone is friendly though, and now as many people now know who we are and why we are here they all say hello.  But anyway, back to the story.

The 3rd was the first day of work… we were on clean up.  Making 45 peoples living area ship shape is no easy task!!  We worked hard all day, and did all sorts… Sally and Alice went to the river with our washing ladies to wash all our clothes, and spent almost all day doing it.  We pulled apart the kitchen and the bathrooms, and built an outdoor shower.   It is wonderful to have a cold (outdoor) shower at the end of a long day, and be able to look up in the sky and see the sillouettes of coconut palms and other exotic plants against the evening sky….but boy will I enjoy a nice hot shower when I get home, when my feet wont get muddy straight after showering, and I can get totally dry (the minute you get dry you tend to start sweating again straight away). We had a very long project council meeting, as we had a lot to discuss… We never got to bed (not until 4.30 anyway), as we picked up Will from the airport as he came in at 3am.  Cameron fell asleep at the airport, as did Dean (but he was standing!)  It was great to see Will after the problems he had with the passport in Brisbane, and after being a couple of days late he was extremely glad to see us too.  We gave him a good welcome and presented him with a lei.

On the 4th we had our first day off.  It was a Sunday.  We went shopping and wandered town, but most of the shops were shut…so we wandered town mostly.  After lunch we decided to go for a swim, so we went with Katies patrol to the Lunga river.  We had a great swim in the fast flowing (and as we found out later, crocodile and other animal infested) water.  The locals didn’t seem to mind what was in the water, and used it for everything… washing cars, themselves and their clothes.  The swim was great fun.  We were the centre of attention, as we were the only white people as far as the eye could see, and I suppose with crocodiles about (we were told it was safe though) you don’t tend to see too many white people swimming in the Lunga, and having a grand old time like we were.  Our grand old time we were having was brought to a quick end though, when Chris came hobbling out of the water with a suspected stonefish bite.  A local told us the best way to help the pain (and we knew it to be true too) was to have someone pee on the sting… so Andrew gallantly took a bottle to a hill a bit away from prying eyes, did his business and returned with a bottle full of the best thing for stonefish sting… warm liquid.  That did the trick, and we were able to take Chris back to camp.

As we were on our way to catch a bus back to camp we had a torrential downpour.  I have never seen rain so hard, and for the first time in the Solomon Islands so far I was cold.  We were soaked through to the bone within seconds.  We hailed a bus and clambered aboard.  Maybe it wasn’t the best bus to be on.  The driver was a maniac, and while the others on the bus were oblivious (they had bought a betel nut and were tasting it… they were fascinated with the way it make their tounge numb) I hung on for grim death, as we swerved in and out of Honiara traffic.  We came close to having 6 separate accidents, and by the time I got back to the Red Cross School, my nerves were a wreck.  Apart from the driving I had to try and convince the others not to take some of the unknown white powder and the leaves the drivers offsider (like a conductor I suppose, he opens the door and collects everyones money) kept on offering us… I noticed some writing that said something about marijuana that the others hadn’t noticed.  I am glad I convinced them not to take any without being too rude, as the Driver was a big guy, and the conductor dude quite muscly (like many of the locals).  So with the bus ride and the sting, it was quite an interesting afternoon.

The 5th was our turn on Catering duty.  We started early in the morning, preparing breakfast for everyone.  After that we headed off to the Honiara Central Market to buy the days supplies in fruit, vegetables and other ingredients for lunch and dinner.  We decided to cook fish, so amongst many other items of fruit and veg we bought a HUGE fish for dinner.  We also bought 11 pineapples… freshly picked, and still attached to the branches of the bush they were picked from.  To give you an dea of the cost of fresh fruit and veg here.  The 11 pineapples cost us 110 SD, approximately 22 AUD.  A bunch of bananas is 2SD a bunch, which equates to about 40 Aussie cents, each bunch has 10 or more bananas, so that’s about 4 cents per banana.  The fish (which fed 45 comfortably with some to spare) cost us 100 SD (or 20AUD)  Some things are definitely cheaper than others… but I still cant get over a packet of sugar costing over 15 SD, even if that is only 3 AUD.  Our dinner of fish cooked in lime and ginger, or cooked in flour, served with salad and lime and pepper rice went down a treat, and everybody enjoyed it thoroughly.

