
AUTHOR’S NOTE: 
growing up in  

papua new guinea

Dear Reader,
I was born and raised for most of my childhood in Papua 
New Guinea. When people hear this, they often ask lots of 
questions like: did you get malaria? Did you meet crocodiles 
and sharks on a regular basis? Did you have your own canoe? 
Yes and yes and a canoe called Bird of Paradise! I thought 
maybe it would be easier to write a book about my memories 
of growing up there, and this was my inspiration behind 
writing The Shark Caller.

When I first came to the UK, I wore three jumpers during 
the summer, and met an English grandmother who made 
chocolate puddings and talked about snow and primroses 
– extraordinary behaviour! Here are a few more memories 
of my everyday life in Papua New Guinea – and I’d love to 
hear how they are different or similar to what you do.

• For breakfast I ate mango, paw-paw, sago pudding, 
sweet potato patties or flummy dummies (fish in batter). 
There was no chocolate and we drank a lot of fresh 
coconut water.

• There was no formal schooling in the village where I 
was born. Children played and helped grown-ups with 
daily chores such as collecting wood for cooking fires, 
catching fish or trading feathers and shells with 

occasional tourists in exchange for fish hooks, razor 
blades, peanuts and raisins.

• We washed every day in the sea or freshwater creeks. 
The toilet was the long drop – a small hut at the end of 
a fallen tree hanging over the sea.

• I was never worried about sharks (they are quite shy 
creatures) but I was worried about freshwater crocodiles. 
They frequently snatched the last person crossing the 
river. Nobody ever wanted to be the last person!

• There were snakes, beautiful beetles, butterflies as big 
as your hand and colourful parakeets. Oh, and 
mosquitoes. Lots and lots of mosquitoes! Interestingly, 
there were no horses.

• My house was a wooden hut on stilts. This was to protect 
from snakes wriggling up under the floorboards.

• There were no books. Occasionally one might come 
with the trade ship. When I came to the UK I was very 
behind in Maths. On the plus side, I could beat all the 
boys at arm wrestling!

• We rose at sunrise and went to bed at sunset because of 
mosquitoes. We told the time from the position of the 
sun. There were no clocks or watches. We ate when we 
were hungry not because it was dinnertime. We ate 
when we had caught or collected something. There 
were no shops.

To find out more about Zillah, you can find her on Twitter at  
@ZillahBethell and tell her your own stories too!


