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Praise for Mud, Microbes, and Medicine



“A fascinating memoir—brilliant, bold, and original . . . a fearless tale of reinvention and resilience. You’re about to enjoy eight delightful books fused into one fascinating autobiography. You’ll read about life on remote Pacific Islands, low-tech ways of raising children, learning from one’s mistakes, how to start out naïve and still succeed, and how to morph from an impoverished powerless student into an affluent powerful executive.”

—JARED DIAMOND, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Guns, Germs, and Steel

“What a rip-roaring gem of a text Mud, Microbes, and Medicine is, all the way from Safari Barbie in the ’70s to the latest trip back to the real world there in the Southwestern Pacific in 2019. A gripping read. Congratulations to Elizabeth Aden for all her very hard work in getting it all together (in life, and on paper!).”

—KIRK W. HUFFMAN, PHD, anthropologist, research associate at Australian Museum, curator and honorary curator of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, and author of Arts of Vanuatu

“Elizabeth Aden’s journey from naïve young researcher in Vanuatu to the powerhouses of Silicon Valley is wise, fascinating, funny, brutally honest, and beautifully written. Nearly every page has an insight about the different cultures, South Pacific to biotech boardrooms, that hits like a revelation. The book is also a moving story about the personal efforts and sacrifices behind the development of drugs for diseases like transplant medicine, and the challenges that continue to face women in science.”

—SHERI T. JOSEPH, USA Today best-selling author of Edge of the Known World, winner in the 2024 American Fiction Awards for Best New Fiction

“Mud, Microbes, and Medicine is an engaging read that grants you the confidence to believe in yourself and follow where your heart and mind lead you.”

—CAROLYN FEAMSTER, biopharma executive

“Elizabeth Aden’s Mud, Microbes, and Medicine is a must-read. Her analysis of the natural history of infection with the hepatitis B virus is a pioneering interdisciplinary work in biomedical anthropology and illustrates the importance of understanding culture and context in order to develop meaningful and relevant interventions in global health. Her journey demonstrates the value of learning from mistakes, persistence in achieving an objective, the importance of listening, and having the flexibility to make midcourse corrections.”

—LOCHLANN JAIN, PHD, professor of anthropology, Stanford University; visiting chair of Global Health and Social Medicine, King’s College London; research affiliate at VIAD, University of Johannesburg; and author of Malignant: How Cancer Becomes Us and Things That Art: A Graphic Menagerie of Enchanting Curiosity

“An enthralling story of medical anthropology in Vanuatu (previously New Hebrides). Aden took a huge leap into unknown scientific territory—studying the natural history of hepatitis B in a remote island of Vanuatu. Her willingness to take risks and her fierce intelligence, combined with a recognition of her own naivety, resulted in fascinating insights. She demonstrates how deep knowledge and understanding of cultural traditions and behaviors are necessary to comprehend transmission pathways of the hepatitis B virus. Her years in Vanuatu prepared her for her eminent scientific career, initially in anthropology and then immunology and biogenetics.”

—JENNY BLACKETT-SMITH, MD, president of Leftemap mo Skul

“What an amazing story of a life filled with confidence and creativity and also hard reflections and self-doubt. It is easy to look at an accomplished person and assume that their path to success was straightforward rather than necessitating the application of a strong will to happenstance. The author neatly sidesteps the moralizing tone used in many global health books and instead delivers a matter-of-fact accounting of conducting research under the challenging conditions found in most low-income countries and how those experiences shaped her life.”

—MELINDA MOREE, PHD, former executive director of PATH Malaria Vaccine Initiative and former CEO of Bio Ventures for Global Health

“Life is an adventure. And few would dispute that Aden’s life as a cultural anthropologist, infectious disease epidemiologist, pharmaceutical executive, and author would not qualify as adventuresome. Mud, Microbes, and Medicine takes on an intensely personal autobiographical retelling of Dr. Aden’s life in science and industry. The lessons she learned along the way—conveniently summarized at the end of each chapter—make fascinating reading.”

—GEORGE W. RUTHERFORD, MD, MA, professor of epidemiology, preventive medicine, pediatrics, and history at University of California, San Francisco

“In Mud, Microbes, and Medicine, Elizabeth Aden takes us on a deeply personal yet universally relatable journey of self-discovery, courage, and resilience. With honesty, humor, and wit, she reflects on the complexities of relationships, societal expectations, and the often messy process of finding one’s own path. It’s a tale that speaks to anyone who has ever felt trapped, undervalued, or unsure of their future, showing that with faith, determination, and a bit of humor, we can rewrite our stories and embrace the freedom to live life on our own terms.”

—KIM SORRELLE, author of Love Is and TV and podcast host

“Aden takes us on one of the wildest rides imaginable, surpassing even the thrills of political thrillers and action-packed adventures. Her nonfiction account of cultural shock and self-discovery in Melanesia is both riveting and eye-opening. The lessons she learns from her missteps offer inspiring insights, making her journey a remarkable recipe for success and personal growth. A must-read for anyone seeking adventure and inspiration!”

—NANCY ORLEN WEBER, author of The Life of a Psychic Detective, All Nature Speaks, and The Soul Detective

“Aden’s memoir of curiosity and inquiry spans the globe. Her experiences are described in a timeless playbook for everyone navigating the uncertainty and opportunity of life. She sums it up best in her own words: ‘When there are no rules, you get to write them in your favor.’”

—PAT WETZEL, host of the Bump in the Road podcast and author of the Bump in the Road book series

“Mud, Microbes, and Medicine is a riveting read of the personal and professional evolution of a scientist during fifty-plus years of risk-taking and continued learning in a man’s world. Her combination of epidemiology and anthropology yielded important contributions to the natural history of hepatitis B virus infection.”

—BARBARA G WERNER, PHD, FIDSA, retired public health infectious disease laboratory scientist and associated professor of medicine at Tufts University School of Medicine and UMass Medical School

“What a mixture of intrigue and science and lessons about living! Aden’s honesty is very refreshing and fed my curiosity about what next decision she would make and where it would take her. It shows the kind of creative, tedious, and risky work that some scientists do. This book is a fast and enjoyable read.”

—MARY LANG SOLLINGER, author of From Inspiration to Activism: A Personal Journey Through Obama’s Presidential Campaign

“Anyone who has ventured alone into an unfamiliar culture, or anyone who has longed for this kind of adventure, will find Mud, Microbes, and Medicine a page-turner. Ms. Aden’s journey of self-discovery is a chronicle of feminist pathfinding over the last fifty years. Her journey from fieldwork among the hospitable ni-Tamambo on the island of Malo in the New Hebrides to the not-always-so-hospitable halls of corporate decision-making shows ingenuity and courage, creativity and genuine grit. Her significant accomplishments in medical research are inspiring to those willing to aim high, take the path less traveled, and meet obstacles with persistence, self-awareness, and humor.”

—J. SUZANNE COX, cross-cultural market strategist and former executive VP of marketing at American National Red Cross
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Foreword


Dr. Elizabeth Aden’s memoir, Mud, Microbes, and Medicine: How a Curious Anthropologist Got to the Boardroom, is a down-to-earth, vivid, honest, and engaging story of a woman’s experiences as an anthropologist who transitioned into the world of business.

Dr. Aden takes the reader through a variety of settings: a failed marriage, graduate school, ethnographic medical research on a remote island in the South Pacific, and then, after leaving academia, various positions in the business world including top-level jobs in the pharmaceutical industry, and finally being a mom in a successful second marriage. We meet a variety of characters along the way: a loving but difficult mother, a Nobel Prize–winning researcher, university professors who are supportive and others who harass her, Pacific Islanders living in a subsistence economy who are kind and helpful, some business people who recognize her talents and others who seem clueless.

Her book charts a course over five decades living through the challenges women faced as they moved into much more prominent roles in the professional world. She recounts the challenges and the factors that led to her successes. Her approach to writing the book is matter-of-fact and straightforward; she often lets events speak for themselves and provides some life lessons at the end of each chapter. In some respects, the book is an auto-ethnography, a cultural description of her own life, which itself is composed of her experiences in the diverse cultures and subcultural settings she encountered.

I knew Dr. Elizabeth Aden as “Betsy” in graduate school at the University of Pennsylvania, and I also did ethnographic fieldwork in a geographically remote society in the Southwest Pacific with many similarities to the society where she did her fieldwork. I find her descriptions of her experiences in graduate school in the 1970s, including her discussion of the sexual climate there, and many of her experiences living in a village in Melanesia, resonate closely with my experiences.

I recommend the book for its intimate view of a woman navigating challenging circumstances, its straightforward approach to that navigation, its acknowledgment of the help she received along the way, and its description of her continuing perseverance, resourcefulness, and successes.

—WILLIAM W. DONNER, PhD, Professor of Anthropology, Kutztown University; Freyberger Professor, Pennsylvania German Studies; and author of Serious Nonsense: Groundhog Lodges, Versammlinge, and Pennsylvania German Heritage
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FIGURE 1: Timeline: Visits to Malo Island
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FIGURE 2: Location of Vanuatu (formerly New Hebrides), “Reprinted with permission from Encyclopaedia Britannica, © 2015 by Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.
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FIGURE 3: Location of Malo Island within the Vanuatu archipelago,* Map reproduced with permission from CartoGIS Services, Scholarly Information Services, The Australian National University.






	* The island names are transcribed phonetically. The island Malekula can also be spelled Malakula.







Prologue: Freedom


“Betsy, you have penis envy,” Paul informed me, quite seriously, one evening. Throughout the early days of our marriage, he constantly told me I was doing something wrong or what I said was stupid. This was the last straw.

“Oh, please,” I replied. “I am done with this!”

Penis envy was neither novel nor interesting. My mother, who was also a Freudian psychiatrist, had gratuitously psychoanalyzed me and my friends for the past ten years. I didn’t need a husband doing exactly the same thing. At twenty-one, I wanted to go out with friends and have fun. I wanted life to be enjoyable. Furthermore, I thought life should be enjoyable. But I felt trapped by his expectations.

I’d married at nineteen because it seemed like a good idea. My mother was married at that age and had me two years later. Paul was cute, from a prominent family, and starting his internship —all in all, a good catch. Then we moved from Berkeley to Cincinnati, and he started his psychiatry residency and brought Freud home.

One evening, when all the Ohio universities were closed for the remainder of the spring semester after the Kent State massacre in 1970, we had Paul’s fellow psychiatry residents over for dinner. During dessert, Paul took a telephone call. Once he left the room, I said, “I had the most amazing dream last night. It was so vivid and real. Would you like to hear about it?”

“Yeah, tell us,” the residents enthused. Their eyes were fixated on me.

I chose that moment to savor another spoonful of ice cream and slowly withdrew the spoon from my mouth. “Snakes. I was asleep in my bed and then aroused from my slumber by these big gray-and-orange snakes coming out from under my bed and slithering . . .”

I had their attention. There is nothing Freudians love more than someone sharing their inner thoughts. I was making it all up, throwing in everything I had absorbed over the years and embellishing my “dream” with symbols I knew they would relish.

“Tell us more, Betsy!” they begged.

“Well, there were dragons, too. They were eating the snakes when out of the cave came . . .” I paused for effect. “Do you want to know more?”

Of course they did. I piled it on until Paul returned.

In the psychiatry department, divorce was a career-killing move for a young resident. The rationale was “If you can’t control your wife, how can you counsel other people?” Divorce was thought of as a serious character defect. My “dream,” shared with his colleagues, was my parting gift to him.

“She was totally out of it!” they’d say, and then add under their breath, “Definitely neurotic, maybe even psychotic.” They would tell everyone that I was crazy, and what a relief it was for Paul to be rid of me.

A few days later, I returned to California. I found a lawyer who served Paul with divorce papers, but not until I had made sure I was financially secure. Just before we were married, I’d hit the jackpot when my great-aunt Maybelle died.

My maternal grandmother had been the only one of her siblings to have children. Her father had invested every spare cent he earned into buying stock in the fledgling company where he worked. The American Telephone and Telegraph Company’s (AT&T) stock did well over the ensuing seventy years. On the death of his last surviving child, Maybelle, his portfolio was put in a trust to be shared equally between my mother’s and my uncle’s children.

On my twenty-first birthday, I received a quarter of my inheritance, including a lump sum of $10,000, which I considered a fortune.

“If you deposit that check into our joint account, it will prove you love me and are committed to our marriage,” Paul had said.

“I love you, but my mother says it is my separate property,” I replied.

“If you don’t share it, I’ll think that means you plan to leave me.”

“I don’t plan to leave you.” So I had proved it by putting the money into our joint account.

Upon leaving Paul and arriving in San Francisco, I created a new bank account, in my name only, and transferred my inheritance into it. Then I called Paul, with twenty-four hundred miles between us, and courageously announced, “I’m getting a divorce.”

A day later, he called back. “I checked our joint account. You robbed it. You stole ten thousand dollars.” He was angry and called me a thief. If taking your own money back to escape a marriage that gave you nothing made you a thief, then, sure, that was me!

At twenty-one, I had the freedom and the resources to explore and see where life and opportunity would lead. I didn’t know where it would take me. I was ready to step into the unknown on my own.

Join me on this adventure.





Chapter One:Culture Quakes (Santo and Penn)


From the air, Espiritu Santo, the largest island in New Hebrides (now Vanuatu), seemed like an endless deep-green mass, a wealth of different types of trees. Wooded and seemingly impenetrable, there were groves of coconut trees, banyan trees, mangrove swamps, and countless types of incredible, dense foliage.

The white landing strip was made from crushed coral, and as we approached, I could see people shooing cows away from the grass adjacent to the runway—for sure, I wasn’t in the United States anymore! It was gloriously sunny. Outside of the terminal, casually dressed people waited for the six of us to disembark. There was no bustle at this tiny airport. A small concrete structure provided shelter if it was raining, and there was no baggage claim.

The last to depart the small twin-engine death trap, I stepped off the Islander and collected my stuff. My hosts were waiting for me on the airport apron. In my elegant khaki Safari Barbie ensemble, wearing my red backpack and clutching my brown canvas shoulder bag filled with tetracycline, I made my way to meet John and Karen. John was a graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania doing archaeology fieldwork on Malo Island. I feigned my best American-in-paradise persona but tripped as I walked toward the couple.

“Hi. It’s so good to meet you!” I gushed. I studied Karen and then congratulated her. “You’re pregnant!” I exclaimed. “How lovely!”

“No,” she informed me. “I’m just fat.”

I smiled my way through it but died inside. Not a good start, Betsy, not a good start.

The situation was defused when John suggested that we all go for lunch. We took a taxi into town to La Fief, a casual French restaurant. The first course served was a green salad.

“I’m not supposed to eat salad,” I told them, thinking of the many health warnings I’d been given before my trip began—don’t eat uncooked vegetables, never touch unpeeled fruit, never drink the water, and remember, ice contains water.

“Don’t worry. It’s fine,” John replied. “You can eat everything—ignore the scaremongering. Trust me.”

They were alive and looked healthy, so I did. All the rules went out the window with that first bite of crisp butter lettuce coated in oil and vinegar. I ate the salad; I ate everything that was put in front of me and waited for the diarrhea to arrive within the next twenty-four hours. It didn’t—I had taken my cue from the “locals” and survived.


Culture Shock 101

How and why did I spend the summer of 1973 on a remote island in Melanesia, followed by seven additional trips over the following forty-six years? This die had been cast when I opened a letter from the University of Pennsylvania.


Dear Miss Dickie:

I am happy to be able to inform you that we can offer you admission to the PhD program in anthropology in this department starting in September 1971 without financial aid.



The eldest of four children, I am the sole daughter of my parents, each of whom was married four times. My three brothers and I span twelve years, have three different fathers, and grew up in two separate homes, but we share a common stepfather. Complicated? I’ve just begun. My maternal lineage is graced with high achievers. Great-grandmother Mary won the title of Checker Champion of Boston. Her daughter Minnie passed the Massachusetts Bar in 1921.1 Minnie’s daughter Marilyn, my mother, was one of three women to graduate from the University of California–San Francisco (UCSF) School of Medicine in 1956. Then there is me. Grad school was a long shot.

For the most part, I had done what was expected of me—but just barely. An underachiever, I applied to seven graduate programs hoping I might get into at least one of them. Penn was among those schools because my teacher at the University of California, Berkeley, had taken a professorship there. I knew he would remember me, since I’d earned an A+ in his fossil primates course. I hoped the University of Pennsylvania, which I thought was another state school, would take me with my mediocre grades and worse test scores. When they did, I accepted, and the adventure of my life began.

I remember my first day very well. Dressed in my UC Berkeley best—a tie-dyed T-shirt, my mother’s blue jeans from Wellesley, navy wooden clogs, and my hair in pigtails with daisies poking out from behind my ears—I clomped down the red brick path toward a group of well-dressed twentysomethings who were milling around the steps to a medieval-styled, metal-laced wooden door with discreet signage: ANTHROPOLOGY DEPARTMENT. I had arrived.

The door opened to reveal a short, neatly groomed man wearing a beige summer suit. He introduced himself as the department chair and then invited my class of twenty doctoral students into the building. As we filed in, he looked at me and said, “You must be the one we took from Berkeley.”

At that moment, I realized how different I appeared. My male classmates were in khakis, polo shirts, and deck shoes, and the women wore shifts. I was informed there was a dress code, literally. After a letter to Mom, dresses from home soon arrived.

The conversations and language were also unfamiliar. “Where were you prepped?” people asked each other. “Saint Paul’s” and “Choate” were common answers. To me, an East Coast neophyte, it seemed like a lot of people had undergone surgery—the only context I knew of where people were “prepped.”

Other things were different, too. As our class gathered to go to a Chinese restaurant, one of my new colleagues asked, “Where’s Alan? Does anyone know where Alan is?”

“Which one is Alan? What does he look like?” I asked.

“He’s the Jewish-looking guy with red hair.” Huh? Red hair was the only part of the response that I understood. It was more new information.

I mentioned this exchange to my British archaeology professor, with whom I had established an engaging repartee. His response: “That’s nothing. In Ireland, your life can depend on differentiating ‘Catholic skin’ from ‘Protestant skin.’”

In 1971, the East Coast had a very different culture from the West Coast, where a person’s religion wasn’t significant and certainly not a descriptor. I was experiencing culture shock.

It took me six months to realize I had inadvertently landed in an Ivy League school and one of the best anthropology departments in the country.



Barbie on Safari

One of the key decisions for anthropologists is where they will do their fieldwork. The decision focuses your attention and coursework on that specific region. It can also determine who will be your adviser. Where in the world did I want to live for two years? Alaska? Too cold. The Middle East? Too hot. How about the South Pacific? I’d analyzed Polynesian languages for my master’s thesis because I had a crush on my professor.2 When he offered me the word lists he had collected while doing his fieldwork in West-Central Polynesia, I said yes. I’d started Penn thinking I would study human paleontology, but I quickly realized my dissertation would consist of analyzing fragments of fossil bones, likely in Africa—that wasn’t so appealing. Polynesia, however, could be a desirable place for fieldwork: Those islands had beaches and—if done right—French food.

There I had it: I was making a major life decision based on personal desires and fun. Good food, sunshine, and beaches—why not decide your life on that if you could? Somehow, a dissertation would emerge, but in what way or on what topic, I had no idea. Well, I’ll cross that bridge later, I told myself.

I was starting my second year of grad school at Penn. I had been coding the Trukese-English Dictionary for almost a year as an assistant to Ward Goodenough, who became a trusted mentor and the first of my thesis advisers.3 He was a well-known cultural anthropologist whose geographic expertise covered the three regions of Oceania.4 Goodenough was a short, stout man whose face was dominated by large, dark-framed glasses that magnified his bright-blue eyes. He had a full head of thick, wavy brown hair with enough gray to look wise. I was awed and intimidated. He was serious and conscientious while he showed me what he wanted. Once he realized I could and would do a good job, he relaxed and became a font of encouragement and support. He boasted about buying his Ivy League Harris tweed sports coats at the Bryn Mawr thrift shop. He talked about how different customs were on Truk, an island in Micronesia where he’d conducted fieldwork over a twenty-year period.5

When I laid Helen Gurley Brown’s best-selling book on my desk, he said, “Sex and the Single Girl is nothing new.” I was intrigued and asked him whether there was premarital sex on Truk.

“When I first arrived, in the late forties, I was surprised to learn there was no stigma attached to premarital sex. Even virginity wasn’t valued on Truk,” he said.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“There is no privacy in their houses, so I asked about how, when, and where couples had sex. That opened the door. Children are aware that their parents have intercourse their entire lives and, when they reach puberty, they experiment and talk with their friends. It is very open and not taboo. In general, premarital sex is discreet and prohibited between close relatives. After marriage, adultery is frowned upon, with the exception that a man is free to have sex with his wife’s sister and his brother’s wife.”

“How does that work?”

“Truk is both matrilineal and matrilocal, so the husband’s genes are staying in the woman’s family, as it were. It is a handy system if either his wife or his brother is infertile,” he explained.

“That makes sense,” I said, and seized the opportunity to advance my agenda.

“Wouldn’t it be a good idea if I went to the South Pacific and got a sense of what fieldwork might be like?”

I was really thinking, Beaches for the summer! I imagined myself swimming in the warm blue ocean and watching the waves break while walking or basking on the sand. It would be a paid vacation in heaven.
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FIGURE 4: Betsy at work on the Trukese-English dictionary


“That’s a very good idea,” he said, likely seeing right through me. “Penn is administering a Ford Foundation grant to support anthropology fieldwork. Since your master’s thesis examined migration patterns in Polynesia, we can rationalize the trip as reconnaissance for future fieldwork in Oceania. I know the perfect place. You can go to Malo Island, where one of my doctoral students is doing his research in archaeology,” he continued. “John’s expanding on his master’s thesis. He found a Lapita site on Malo Island and is doing more research on the culture of these early settlers in Melanesia. He and his family are living on Malo, an island in the New Hebrides. You can spend the summer with them and get a sense of the island’s culture. It’ll be a great introduction to fieldwork for you.”

It wasn’t Polynesia, but it was in Oceania. It was a start. I got the grant and told my mother I was going out to the field. Christmas was approaching, and she used all her gift-giving imagination to select an outfit appropriate for a young woman venturing into the jungles of Oceania. There was only one place to shop for it: Abercrombie & Fitch, which was then an upscale sporting goods store.

I unwrapped the box and saw the A&F label. Gently, I peeled the white tissue paper apart. Behold—the A&F box contained a khaki-colored ensemble that could have been labeled “Safari Barbie Goes to the New Hebrides.” I lifted the first piece, a vest with a sheepskin patch for fishhooks and a leather patch to secure the butt of a rifle. Hmm, I thought, I’ll be doing fieldwork, not going on safari. The next piece was a long-sleeved shirt—that could be useful, but I was going to the tropics. The last piece was a culotte skirt with pockets—something I would actually wear. Each piece of the khaki suit was labeled “Dry-clean only.”

I’m not sure how many dry cleaners Mom thought there would be on the island, but I was reasonably certain that number would be zero. I was ready to become the exotic fieldwork poster girl for one of A&F’s nonexistent ad campaigns—thanks, Mom. The outfit ensured that I would still look feminine while undertaking my serious work. I appreciated her effort for me to have the best, even if the best was impractical.

Mom was a physician who often overdid things. Before I left for the New Hebrides, she decided I needed to speak to a tropical medicine expert at UCSF.

“You could be a savior, an absolute angel of mercy to the ‘savages’ you will encounter,” he told me.

“I believe the word you’re looking for is ‘people,’” I countered.

“You need to take as much tetracycline as you can carry,” he continued. “And antimalarials.” He was the one who had warned me off everything from fruits and vegetables to water.

His advice boiled down to this: Don’t eat or drink, and take all the antimicrobial medicines in the Western world. I walked out of his office with prescriptions that became fifteen pounds of antibiotics stuffed into a brown canvas shoulder bag. So, when I started my sojourn as Safari Barbie, I was secure in the knowledge that these pills would save all the natives’ lives. It was his vision, not mine. He believed I was going on a life-threatening mission into the wild, whereas I was thinking, Bain de Soleil.

I was able to ignore the disconnect between our visions until I went to the library, where medical journals described the different ways ocean creatures could kill me. I knew there were no deadly animals on the island, but I had no idea that in the sea lurked many terrors, worst of all, sea snakes. Sea snakes. If one bit me, I would have about an hour to live. My problem was that I had 20/400 vision. A sea snake could sneak right up to me; I would never know, since I swam without glasses. I might only see it when it bit me. I was terrified.

My fantasy was still swimming at a nice beach with palm trees (well, perhaps I’d dropped swimming from the fantasy by this point) and living with a nice family in a delightful French–English colony (see Color Plate 1: Champagne Beach and Hat Island [Espiritu Santo]). All very civilized. Sure, there was malaria, but I had pills. Survival for two to three months in the New Hebrides would be easy; people lived and survived. On the other hand, experts said death was everywhere from swimming in the ocean to eating the food, contracting infections, and being bitten by insects. I had no way to reconcile these two extremes until I arrived in Santo.



Living History

After surviving my flubbed arrival at the airport and my disregard for dietary precautions during lunch, I relaxed.

“Soon you’ll meet Ken Hutton. He has an empty apartment where we’ll be staying for tonight,” John announced. “Ken’s Australian and the dentist in town. He’s a great friend. I met him when I was here working on my master’s. I’ll give you a tour on the way to his house.”

As we walked down the main street of Santo, John explained how the road had been made.

“In World War II, when the Seabees arrived, they plowed this main road. They then dredged up live coral, put it on the road, and ground it down flat with steamrollers. Next, they watered the road so the coral would grow together. They repeated this a couple more times, and the result is this incredibly durable, waterproof, pothole-free coralline road.”

“Impressive. It also explains why the road is so white. Does it reflect the heat?”

“Yes. So it’s even hotter if you walk on the street. It is best to stay in the shade of the covered wooden sidewalk. How are you doing?”

“Fine,” I lied. My back was drenched with sweat from wearing my backpack. It was hot. I was glad John was carrying the drug-filled tetracycline (tetra)-sack. As we walked in the partial shade of the covered boardwalk next to the stores, I watched in awe as the sweat-free local men passed us in their flip-flops, T-shirts, and Bermuda shorts.

“I feel like I’m in an Old West town, only the horses have been replaced by sedans, and instead of saloons, we’re passing storefronts offering Chinese goods.”

“Don’t worry, there are plenty of bars here. Mao’s is the main bar, especially for expats,” John said, pointing diagonally across the street to a nondescript brown wooden building. “Just before you get there is the Tropicana, which makes the best French bread and pastries.” He then stopped for a moment and turned around. “See that big blue Quonset hut with the CFNH on it?6 That’s the French supermarket. Next to it is the butcher shop, and behind it is Chez Pappy’s. Pappy’s son, Michel, is the butcher. He sells Charolais beef that melts in your mouth. We eat well here.”
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FIGURE 5: Main road in Santo Town (Luganville, 1973)


“I have a lot to look forward to,” I said, rubbing my stomach and thinking that I might have lucked out after all. “But where did that Quonset hut come from?”

“Santo, or Luganville as the French call it, exists only because of World War II. The area between Santo and the adjacent islands forms one of the largest protected natural harbors in the Pacific. It was also close enough to the Pacific Theater to be the staging base for the Battle of the Coral Sea, yet far enough to offer the troops R & R. They say over one hundred thousand troops came through here. The Americans built the town and the three landing strips on the island. Seems everyone pitched in: the Seabees, the navy, and even the army.”

We turned around and kept walking. Soon we were off the boardwalk and on the shoulder where the coralline road met the packed dirt. Every so often, a jeep or truck passed us.

“See that jeep?” John asked.

“The small one without a roof? Looks like it’s from Patton?”

“That’s the one. It is a jeep from the war that was shipped over in fifty-five-gallon drums filled with oil. It was assembled here and, for a little money, you can buy one still in the can.”

“Canned jeep? That’s a new one.” I tried to visualize how the pieces would all come together. John pointed out other trucks from the war as well.

Santo was the island’s hub and much more developed than where I was ultimately headed. It had a reasonably sophisticated expat community of fifty to seventy workers, who, with their spouses and families, frequented the stores, restaurants, and bars. There was also Burns Philp, an Australian supermarket, to complement the French CFNH.

John explained that the working expats went for long lunches at the handful of bars and restaurants. On the weekends, they drove to the Santo Golf and Country Club ten kilometers away in Palikulo Bay. Life was simple for the expat community during the week—the men worked and imbibed throughout the day, and the women stayed home to shop, cook, and take care of the children.

I had stepped back in time, or onto a movie set from the 1950s. The one-street town with a laid-back air was a living anachronism. I wasn’t in the 1970s anymore; I was within touching distance of World War II.

We reached a fork in the road. “The Sarakata River, where I tie my boat, is to the left and Ken’s house is to the right,” John said. We walked a block to the right and stopped at a large single-story, white-washed concrete house. On the left side of the building was a brown-painted door with one word: DENTIST. Ken’s duplex was our base in Santo.
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FIGURE 6: World War II Quonset huts in Santo (Luganville) (1973)


Later, when I walked next to the Sarakata River at the edge of town, I would sing a refrain from one of the songs in South Pacific about leaving America and coming to a place with coconut palms, banyan trees, and coral sands—the “Tonkinese” was the only missing piece.7 By tapping into my childhood memories of the movie and the songs I’d long ago memorized, Michener’s work made Santo more accessible to me (see Color Plate 2: Tales of the South Pacific by James A. Michener).

John lent me an old moldy copy of Tales of the South Pacific that was among Ken Hutton’s books. The inside cover was stamped “Vanikoro Library” and had come from the nearby Solomon Islands. Perfect. I read it and learned more about the war experience in the Pacific Theater. In Santo, where Michener had been stationed, I met Madam Ratard, who some thought inspired the memorable character Bloody Mary. The French plantation owner on whom Emile de Becque was based had died during the war. There was a decaying sign on the island of Aore that had once read American Beach; this beach was for nurses like Nellie Forbush. Bali Hai, the mystical island on the horizon penned by Michener, was the island of Aoba forty miles to the east of Santo in the other arm of the “Y” that gives the archipelago its distinctive shape.8

And because World War II was still alive in people’s thoughts (especially the men’s), I heard a lot of stories that brought history to life. Sometimes I would wander down to the Mission House and talk with the older men in Bislama (pidgin English).

“Tell me about the war and the soldiers you met,” I’d say.

“Planes would fly over Malo,” they would tell me. “Lots of planes. They made a lot of noise.”

Or, “Sometimes soldiers would come over to Malo. We fed them laplap and they gave us gifts.9 This shirt is a gift from a man named Fred. I traded a handwoven bag for the shirt. The shirt is very good. My brother got a tray.10 He beat the tray until it was flat and could hold laplap.”

“Ships were everywhere. There were so many ships. They come, they go, they come for a long time.”

“The Americans who come were good. They were nice. They brought gifts.”

The islanders remembered those times fondly, never having experienced battle like the nearby Solomon Islands.

The islanders’ vision of Americans was very positive, a big plus for me. They thought of us as kind and generous. The Americans had given the islanders things they could spare, such as shirts, caps, gas masks, metal cups, mess trays, and utensils. These gifts—and the associated memories—were cherished and on display whenever there was an important event.

One day, when I accompanied John on a shopping excursion in Santo, I decided to spend some time getting to know Ken. Ken had arrived in Santo well after the Americans had left. As far as I knew, no Americans had chosen to live in Santo after the war.

“What was Santo like when you arrived?” I asked.

“Pretty much what you see today. You Septic Tanks turned the place from a plantation into a town,” he said in his clipped, Cockney-esque Australian accent.

“Septic Tank?”

“We Aussies like to rhyme, and we love nicknames. You’re both a Yank and a sheila.”

“Sheila means ‘woman’?”

“You’re bloody smart, Septic Tank,” was his retort. “You want to know more about the war? Let’s visit Million Dollar Point.”

“That sounds promising. Let’s go,” I said.

We got into his white Toyota sedan. We took a back road through streets lined first with concrete houses and then wooden shacks. The road had not been sealed; it was rutted, and Ken drove slowly over and around the bumps. Ten minutes into the drive, the road ended. We got out of the car and walked to the edge of a desolate fringing coral reef. At the water’s edge, I stopped to look more closely at a large block of rusted metal.

“Take a good look at it,” Ken said. “You might be surprised.”

I squatted and examined what was now obviously a machine of some sort. Closer scrutiny revealed the name “Friden” and corroded keys with an occasional number. “It’s an adding machine.”

“That’s right. Now look over here,” Ken said, pointing to a much larger object farther out on the reef. “That’s a bulldozer.”

“What happened here?”

“Simple. When the war ended, you Septic Tanks offered to sell the equipment you brought to Santo. You weren’t going to take it home, and the Brits and Frogs knew that. They thought, Why pay anything when it’s going to be free once the Yanks leave? So the colons informally divided up the would-be spoils of war and decided to wait it out. But you Septic Tanks weren’t having any of that. You decided that if you weren’t going to be paid for it, you would drive everything into the sea . . . construction equipment, office machines, chairs, you name it. Yankee efficiency. That’s why it’s called Million Dollar Point. There’s millions of dollars’ worth of machines and equipment that was deliberately ruined.”

We walked on the coral, stepping around or over the rusted relics.

“How did they get the equipment into the water?” I asked.

“You Yanks built a ramp out to about a quarter of a mile. Then everything was driven into the sea. Hundreds of tons, everything from Coke bottles to tanks. Some of it is under a hundred feet of ocean and some’s washed up on the shore.”

The scope of what had been driven into the sea was stunning and brought home the inanity of war—it reinforced what I’d experienced during my college years when protests against the Vietnam War roiled Berkeley and other college campuses.

Today, Million Dollar Point is a tourist and diving attraction.

I felt a little like a tourist myself; after all, I was on the first overseas trip I’d taken since I was three years old. Everything I saw seemed new and different. Even the bathrooms were different, with the sinks and toilets in separate rooms. I thought they should be together—it was basic hygiene! The toilets flushed differently, too. This was only the beginning of the adjustments I had to make.

I searched for the familiar but found only the foreign. Santo had suffered a big earthquake the year before I arrived. I could still see its destructive effects—huge fissures in concrete foundations, walls with spiderweb cracks, rubble piles from collapsed buildings—and it was much worse than anything I’d seen in San Francisco. I was definitely a stranger in a strange land. I had new coping skills to learn, but I noticed that the people here, both natives and foreigners like myself, looked happy and relaxed. I just had to learn what they did and how they did it.

Adapting was easy on days when the sun was out—the contrast of emerald-green trees and sapphire ocean against the blue sky was spectacular. When the sky was gray, the ocean was gray, and the foliage muted to olive; sea, earth, and sky blended into each other. The days of deep green and blue kept me upbeat while the days of gray could be glum.

Overall, I adjusted to the semitropical climate and found it quite pleasant. The islands were neither humid nor hot, and my aluminum-lined sleeping bag (which I had brought despite being advised not to) kept me plenty warm.

I was unprepared for what I encountered in Santo during those first two days. I had no idea of what to expect on Malo. I was hours away from finding out.



Lessons Learned


	Ask and apply for what you want; you just might get it.

	Important decisions can be made based on seemingly frivolous criteria, like having fun.

	What you don’t know can kill you.

	You can survive, even thrive, by eating as the locals do.

	Childhood memories can provide comfort in a new and strange place.

	The American impact from World War II endures.

	Excessive greed gains nothing. Best case, it results in a tourist site.







	1. Minnie, a member of Portia School of Law’s first class, graduated in 1920 with a bachelor of laws (LLB) degree. The school was founded in 1908 as a law school for women. It was reincorporated in 1918 as Portia School of Law and was granted the ability to award the LLB degree in 1919.


	2. My master’s thesis used linguistic analysis to determine whether the language in the northern and southern Ellice Islands (now Tuvalu) came from the same or multiple sources. Elizabeth R. Dickie, “A Lexicostatistical Analysis of Six Polynesian Languages: A Study in Methods” (master’s thesis, University of Cincinnati, 1976).


	3. A Trukic language of the Austronesian language family spoken in the Caroline Islands in Micronesia.


	4. Oceania, or the South Pacific, is divided into Melanesia, which includes the islands between New Guinea and Fiji; Polynesia, which includes the islands that fall within the triangle anchored by New Zealand, Hawaii, and Easter Island; and Micronesia, which includes the islands north of the equator and east of the Philippines.


	5. Now called Chuuk.


	6. Companie Française de Nouvelles-Hébrides.


	7. Tonkinese refers to Indochinese, including Vietnamese indentured servants, who were brought to New Hebrides to work on the French plantations from the 1920s until the beginning of World War II. At one point, 10 percent of the population was Vietnamese.


	8. Aoba is now called Ambae.


	9. Laplap is a baked pie made of grated yams and often topped with coconut cream.


	10. A steel mess tray divided to separate different elements of the meal, i.e., vegetables, meat, and dessert, etc.








Chapter Two:M-Day—Landing on Avunatari Beach (Malo)


“Are you ready to go and see your summer home?” John asked the next day. “Let’s load all the food and supplies into Ken’s car. Karen will go with him, but you and I’ll walk the half mile to the boat.”

We walked along a treeless road in the midday heat down to the Sarakata River, which, fortunately, was lined by trees that gave relief from the relentless sun. The river’s edge was defined by a partially corroded steel seawall that had been installed over thirty years earlier. The retaining wall was still intact and kept the river from eroding its banks while providing a convenient docking area. John’s boat was tied there.

“See the island in front of us? That’s Aore. See the island behind it, in the distance, the one that looks like a hat?” John asked, pointing. “That’s Malo.”

“The island with a low, flat brim and a flat crown, like a broadbrim woman’s straw sun hat?” I asked.

“That’s the one. See the point on the far right? That’s where we’re going.”

“How far away is it?”

“About ten miles. Look how protected it is. The passage between Aore and Espiritu Santo forms a large canal, and it’s where the Pacific Fleet was harbored.”

“Which is why everyone refers to it as ‘the Canal,’” I said, reinforcing the now obvious in my mind.

“Just beyond Aore is the open sea.” John finished loading the boat, placing my backpack and food under the small covered part of the bow. “Hop in. Why don’t you sit up front near your things? You’ll stay drier.”

With my tetra-sack resting on my back, I stepped down onto a bench in the open-hulled ten-foot aluminum fishing boat. John extended his hand. He then helped Karen into the boat and took his captain’s seat next to the outboard motor.

I kept a tight hold on my precious shoulder bag, which was filled with the island’s salvation (antibiotics—my tetra-sack), as we sped through the Canal. When we left the shelter of Aore, the water was choppy and the ride bumpy and wet. We were crossing deep water in a part of the Pacific Ocean where tsunamis are relatively common. The fifty-minute ride was both terrifying and exhilarating. I felt vulnerable because the trip was rough in the small boat, but I was fascinated by the large, hat-shaped, dark-green island we were approaching. I also appreciated that the speed kept me from seeing the sea snakes and sharks that were surely lurking below.

I didn’t see a dock as we approached Malo. John slowed the boat to a crawl and navigated the fringing reef, a seemingly impenetrable barrier of sub-surface coral. Only a few tiny passages allowed the boat to approach the shore. Two islanders appeared as if on cue and waded out to help beach it. About five feet from the shore, they stopped our
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Home Sweet Home
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Between a Rockfish and a Soft Landing









Lessons Learned


	Schooling gives status, even on small remote islands.

	You don’t need fancy Western plumbing to have a nice shower.

	Hair survives with only weekly washing.

	Living is much easier when you take advantage of someone else’s experience.

	A soft landing in a foreign place makes it easier to adjust.
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