
On 30 March 2022, China and the Solomon Islands
signed an agreement where in accordance with a leak of the
draft (the exact content is unknown): 

“Solomon Islands may, according to its own needs,
request China to send police, armed police, military
personnel and other law enforcement and armed forces to
Solomon Islands to assist in maintaining social order,
protecting people’s lives and property, providing humani -
tarian assistance, carrying out disaster response or
provide assistance on other tasks agreed upon by the
Parties; China may, according to its own needs and with
the consent of Solomon Islands, make ship visits to, carry
out logistical replenishment in, and have stopover and
transition in Solomon Islands, and the relevant forces of
China can be used to protect the safety of Chinese
personnel and major projects in Solomon Islands.”
(Karambelkar 2022)
At the time this agreement was signed Australian police

and military were on the ground in Honiara restoring order at
the request of the Solomon Islands government. In this paper
I will use my experience as a military history tour guide in the
Solomon Islands to examine why the Solomon Islands has
become a target for foreign intervention.

Geography
The Solomon Islands are about 2000 kilometres north-

east of Queensland on a direct line between California in the
United States and Australia. There are five main islands and
many smaller ones in two parallel lines stretching south-east
from Bougainville off Papua New Guinea.

Some geographic statistics (Anonymous 2023):
• area: 28,400km2

• population (2021): 707,851
• official language: English
• ethnic groups (2009): 95.3% Melanesian; 3.1%

Polynesian; 1.2% Micronesian; 0.4% others
• religions (2016): 97.4% Christianity (76.6% Protestant,

19.0% Catholic, 1.8% other Christian), 1.2% folk
religions, 1.4% others/none

• independence from the United Kingdom: 7 July 1978
• government: unitary parliamentary constitutional

monarchy; legislature: national parliament
• monarch: Charles III; governor-general: Sir David

Vunagi; prime minister: Manasseh Sogavare
• GDP (2019): total $(US)1.479 billion; per capita

$(US)2,307
• currency: Solomon Islands dollar (SBD) [1 SBD = 0.19

AUD, 7 September 2023]
• time zone: UTC+11
The main island is Guadalcanal. The second major island

is Malaita. Honiara, the capital and main port, is on
Guadalcanal. Honiara is a small town and looks like a nice
place to live.  Its main roads are paved, but you do not have
to go too far to get to dirt, and when it rains they create bogs.
The governor-general’s car is a four-wheel-drive.

The locals, however, do not all live as an Australian would
be accustomed. Red beetle-nut stains on the footpaths tell
some of the story. Electricity is diesel-generated. Solar panels
are encouraged, but feeding excess solar energy into the grid
and storage of it for peak usage probably has not been
addressed.
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RUSI of Australia - www.rusi.com.au

Lieutenant Colonel John Howells OAM RFD (Ret’d)   



The market and village to the west of the town were once
prone to youngsters speeding well above the 80kph island
speed limit; causing deaths. The locals fixed that, building
speed-reducing troughs in the roadways, 1-metre deep by 2-
metres wide, making it difficult to speed.

The surrounding country is quite rugged. Rural living is
basic, but at least the houses do not need to be heated in
winter. Mosquitos are a problem and malaria is endemic; as is
eating beetle nut, a mild addictive fruit. When eaten with lime,
beetle nut turns mouths, teeth, footpaths and paper currency
bright red.

The nation is an archipelago. The locals get around by
powered skiff (Figure 3). As the seas can be quite rough,
weather conditions can limit inter-island travel.

Early History
The archipelago was first settled around 30,000 BCE, well

before New Zealand and a long time after Australia. 
The first Europeans on site were the Spanish in 1568.  It

was the Spaniard Álvaro de Mendaña de Neira who is
credited with coining the name. Alluvial gold was found whilst
searching for water, hence the legend of King Solomon came
front of the Spanish mind.

In the 1890s, there was a spate of Pacific Island grabbing
by European nations. The British took most of the Solomons
archipelago, while the Germans annexed Bougainville, its
northernmost island.  The British made the Solomon Islands
a “Protectorate” in 1893.

Little was done to develop the country. The British
commissioner had a house perched atop the island of Tulagi
and the port nestled between that island and the rest of the
Florida Islands to the north. This small port afforded protection
from the tropical storms that at times raged across the sound
separating Tulagi and the largest island, Guadalcanal, to the
south.

1978 saw the nation of the Solomon Islands granted
independence from Great Britan.

World War II
Japan, the aggressor in the in the Pacific in World War II,

fully understood the strategic significance of the Solomon
Islands wich were on a direct line from the United States to
Australia. America could use Australia as a firm base for any
counter-offensive it planned, such as a drive north, island by
island, towards Japan. So, Japan decided to occupy the
Solomon Islands to develop a base there from which
America’s lines of communication with Australia could be
interdicted, and, hopefully, America’s access to the vast area
and resources of the Australian continent could be denied. 

By August 1942, Japan was well on the way to estab -
lishing the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere by
dominating China and driving the Americans and Europeans
from South-East Asia and the western Pacific. So far, Japan
had experienced only two defeats, the aircraft-carrier battles
of the Coral Sea and Midway. Land bases thus were seen as
more reliable as aircraft launch-pads than sinkable ships.

There were no defenders in the Solomon Islands when
they were invaded by the Japanese in May 1942. Then, as

now, there was no defence force, only police. The British
commissioner, William Marchant, left his bungalow at Tulagi,
overlooking the port, to organise coastwatchers. After the
Japanese landed on the main island, Guadalcanal, they
began airfield construction in July so as to provide an
unsinkable base astride the sea highway between the United
States and Australia. Further, in the quiet harbour waters
adjacent to Tulagi, on the islands of Tanambaghou and
Gatavu, the Japanese developed a seaplane base.

The Americans struck back close to midnight on 6/7
August 1942. A carrier-based force delivered the 1st Marine
Division to the islands. 1st Marine Division was the only
formation available and its weaponry was of World War I
vintage. The Division landed 3000 marines (1st Marine and 1st

Raider Battalions) at Tulagi  with the remainder of the force
(some 11,000) landing at “Red Beach”, 5km east of Lungga
Point near where the Japanese were building an arfield.

On the night of 8/9 August, aggressive action by the
Imperial Japanese Navy, which had not been anticipated by
the Americans, saw several ships of the Allied amphi bious
inva sion force sunk, including the cruiser HMAS Canberra.

The American landing on Tulagi was on the south-western
side of of the island. From there, the marines fought their way
through the rugged terrain against fierce resistance from
some 800 Imperial Japanese Navy troops. None of the
Japanese survived, either dying in battle or committing
suicide.

The American landing at “Red Beach” on the morning of 7
August was unopposed.  As the soldiers exited their landing
craft they could hear the sounds of the fierce fighting across
35km of what was to become known as Ironbottom Sound
due to the ships lying there, sunk during the many naval
engagements over the next few months. Pushing inland, when
they reached the airfield, they found it abandoned. The 3000
Korean forced-labourers and their 200 or so guards had taken
to the jungle on the over looking Mount Austen.

The Japanese reacted quickly. Forces were despatched
from Pelau, the Philippines and Guam. The first element to
arrive was 917 men, part of a regimental-sized unit (around
3000 strong) under Colonel Ichiki from Guam. With little
intelligence as to the size of the American force he was facing,
Ichiki decided to move quickly with what he had, hoping to
take advantage of the Americans settling in and not having an
effective defensive perimeter in place.

He moved his available force hastily to the edge of what
the Americans now called “Henderson Field” after an aviator
lost at Midway. There on 21 August2, the two forces met at the
“Alligator River”, a creek inhabited by saltwater crocodiles.
The American defenders had a well laid out perimeter,
including machine guns sited to take advantage of the fire
lanes created by the creek. The Japanese attacking force was
all but annihilated, the commander suicided. Today, a
memorial at the site stands atop a mass grave which holds
the bodies of the brave Japanese who died that day (Figure 4
~ see next page).

The Japanese, now reinforced, circled around to take the
airfield from the south. The attack was met by Merit Edson’s
1st Marine Raider Battalion and repulsed. Further Japanese
landings east and west of Lungga Point led to further
unsuccessful Japanese attempts to re-take the airfield from
September to November.
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Figure 3: Powered skiff. [Source: the author]

2This was four days before a separate Japanese force landed at Milne Bay
in Papua.
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Now, we come to Evans Carlson, commanding officer of
the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion at Guadacanal. Lieutenant
Colonel (later brigadier-general) Evans Fordyce Carlson had
been the philosophical father of the United States Marine
raiders. He had risen from the ranks in the Army in World War
I, and then served in the Marines from 1921. He was posted
with the US Marines to China on two occasions. He then went
back to China for the third time in 1937 as an official student
of the Chinese language and as a military observer with
Chinese forces. There he was afforded the opportunity to
learn the tactics of the Japanese soldier. He met Chinese
Communist leaders such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai and
Deng Xiaoping. Travelling thousands of kilometres through the
interior of China with the Communist guerrillas, often on foot
and horseback over the most hazardous terrain, he lived
under the same primitive conditions. He was impressed by the
tactics the Chinese Communist guerrillas used to fight
Japanese troops. When later forming the Marine raiders, he
drew on this philosophy – that of co-operation between all
ranks and the mentoring of junior officers by senior soldiers –
along with the Mao forces’ impressive tactics. Carlson was
decorated for his work in the Solomons. Initially, Carlson was
deployed to guard an airfield construction party at Aola, 50km
east of Henderson Field. When the site proved unsuitable, the
engineers were withdrawn by sea. 2nd Raider Battalion was
ordered to undertake a lengthy patrol to the west, during
which he harassed and eventually drove the Japanese from
the country east of the airfield. 

In October, the Japanese pushed from the west taking a
vantage point at Gifu Village overlooking Honiara from the
south. Here they were held in place by American troops that
now also included two Army divisions. By December, the
Japanese were out of rations and very low on ammunition but
were still able to hold off attacks from their strong bunkers. It
took three Stuart tanks that had difficulty ascending the
muddy and mountainous terrain to give the American forces
the firepower needed to destroy the emplacements.

By February 1943, the ever increasing strength of the
American force and the failing capability of the “Tokyo
Express” – the name given to nightly forays by the Imperial
Japanese Navy through the slot between the parallel lines of
islands that head from Rubal to Guadalcanal – the Japanese
gave up, and withdrew on 7 February.

Ethnic Tensions
In the aftermath of World War II, the legacy of the

American presence and Japanese guilt-based investment
made Guadalcanal Island and Honiara, in particular, the place
to be in the Solomons. Residents of other islands, particularly
Malaita,  were drawn to Honiara and its environs by economic
opportunities and tensions erupted. The tensions came to a

head after a soccer match in 1988. Malaitans, who comprise
about one-third of the Solomon Islands population, generally
came to dominate the elected government and the business
sector around Honiara. Ethnic tension escalated on
Guadalcanal in December 1998, although tensions had
ebbed and flowed for some years before that. Guadalcanal
people resented the influence of settlers from other islands
and their occupation of land 

During 1999, ethnic violence perpetrated by some
indigenous residents of Guadalcanal against immigrants from
Malaita led to several deaths, kidnappings, and the flight of
nearly 23,000 people from Guadalcanal. An uncounted
number of Guadalcanal villagers also abandoned their homes
to hide in the bush for extended periods, due to fear of militant
and police activity or retribution from dispossessed Malaitans.
Added to that was the actions of Chinese Triads imported
from Taiwan and Hong Kong. There was real trouble.

Two armed rival factions emerged in the crisis: 
• the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM) which claims

indigenous rights to land on Guadalcanal and wants
the Malaitans to move out of the capital, Honiara; and 

• the Malaita Eagles Force (MEF) fighting for land and
buildings left behind in Honiara by Malaitans who have
fled Guadalcanal. 

By 2002, Solomon Islands was a failing state. Murder on
the streets and in the countryside by the opposing forces was
common. The Police were powerless and there was no
defence force. Parliament was not functioning and the
institutions of government were not working.

Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands
(RAMSI)

In 2003, Australia and New Zealand organised a coalition
of Pacific Islands police and defence forces to intervene and
restore order. Initially, the soldiers were all regular. The non-
criminal locals welcomed them with open arms. Order was
restored and the population disarmed. As the situation
stabilised the regular Australian soldiers, much needed for
more pressing engagements in the Middle East, were
replaced with reservists on six-month rotations – two-months
training followed by a six-month deployment. The reservists,
themselves part of their own civil community, were empathetic
to the locals and found to be well-suited to the task of keeping
the peace.
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Figure 5: Reservists of the 1st/15th Royal New South Wales Lancers
in the Solomon Islands in 2010 as part of the Regional Assistance

Mission to Solomon Islands.
[Source: Department of Defence]
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Culture
Diving a bit more into Solomon Islands culture can give us

some insight as to how a foreign power can influence the
nation. Solomon Islands’ main industries include fisheries,
forestry and mining. Manufactured produce includes food,
beverages, tobacco and wood products. The production of
tuna and timber, in particular, plays a vital role in the country’s
small economy.

The war legacy is everywhere.  The contribution by the
locals in helping America is emphasised.  Japanese war guilt
is poignantly displayed, including a great memorial along with
many bridges and other infrastructure projects. Honiara
International Airport is no longer “Henderson Field”.  So, too,
the triumph of the United States is expressed in a magnificent
hilltop memorial.

The war also is ever present in a more sinister way. The
bombardment by air and sea of Henderson Field and the
nearby city of Honiara has left a deadly legacy of unexploded
ordnance. A facility trains locals in the task of bomb retrieval
and disposal. It is staffed night and day – three staff sleep on
the premises awaiting a call from the police to deal with a live
bomb or shell. The site was set up by a group of retired United
States soldiers who have trained and pay the locals. The
location includes a range where ordnance can be destroyed.

Relics of the war are a source of income for the locals.
Best if you line up visits with a local guide who will tell you how
much in an envelope or brown paper bag to deliver to the local
head man or woman so your tour group can visit a site or see
a relic. This is a culture readily transferable to politicians.

A problem with the relics is the tropical environment. This
is not Latrun where the dry air of the Negev preserves the
relics of Israeli armour. Here we have heat, rain and sea air.
Relics are fading away.  Yet where else would tourists be
drawn to them other than in an idyllic lush tropical setting.

Speaking of politics, until 2018 the boat in Figure 6 was
available to take tour groups around the islands. After an
election, the politician who owned it used the boat to take a
group of trusted supporters to his home island for a party. As
the party progressed, the candidate he beat organised for a
group of his supporters to shoot-up and sink the vessel – no
more tourist boat!

In 2019, the Solomon Islands withdrew diplomatic recog -
nition of Taiwan and recognised China instead. This was not
welcomed by all in the business and political sphere.

Renewed Unrest in 2021
Solomon Islands prime minister, Manasseh Sogavare,

declared a lockdown on Wednesday 25 November 2021 after
about 1000 people gathered in protest in the capital, Honiara,

demanding his resignation over a host of domestic issues.
The protesters breached the national parliament building and
burned the thatched roof of a nearby building. They also set
fire to a police station and other buildings. Many of the
protesters were from Malaita, whose premier, Daniel Suidani,
had been at odds with Prime Minister Sogavare, whom he
accused of being too close to Beijing.

On 25 November 2021, Australia announced the
deployment to Honiara of a detachment of 23 federal police
officers and up to 50 more to provide security at critical
infrastructure sites, as well as 43 defence force personnel, a
patrol boat and at least five diplomats.  The first personnel left
Australia on 25 November with more going the next day. The
deployment was expected to last for a few weeks.  Australians
were still on the ground when China and the Solomon Islands
concluded the security pact on 30 March 2022.

In July 2022, the agreement with China delivered $(AU)4
million-worth of police equipment, including weapons, drones
and vehicles and a joint police training programme.

In February 2023, Daniel Suidani was ousted from the
Malaitan parliament by the national government. He is
challenging that. He claims China is paying to influence
politicians. The United States  funded a speaking tour for him
where he has been attempting to gather support.

Conclusion
The Solomon Islands is a nation in the right or wrong

place, depending on your point of view. It is a nation with a
small economy, a volatile population and political
environment, and without a defence force. It is a nation with a
big heart and is easy prey for a “good offer”. But, is the
Chinese security pact a worthy offer?

The Author: John Howells has been a member of the Institute
in New South Wales since 1969. With tertiary qualifications in
management and information technology (IT), in 2004 he
developed its website which he has managed since. He
continues as the webmaster and prepares material for the
Institute’s YouTube channel that covers the Institute’s monthly
lecture series. He served for 30 years in the Army Reserve,
particularly in the 1st/15th Royal New South Wales Lancers. He
reached the rank of lieutenant colonel and was awarded the
Reserve Force Decoration (RFD). In civil life, he worked in
banking and the public service; and since, as a volunteer, he
has provided IT services to several defence-related
community organisations. He is also a military history tour
guide. He was awarded an Order of Australia Medal (OAM) in
2019 for service to community history.

In 2013, John was invited to conduct tours of the World
War II Solomon Islands battlefields, which he did for the next
seven years. In the process, he came to know the Islands,
their inhabitants and their history; knowledge which gave him
insight into the current situation where foreign influences
again overshadow this erstwhile paradise.

References
Anonymous (2023). Solomon Islands. Wikipedia, The Free

Encyclopedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solomon_ -
Islands (accessed 7 September 2023).

Karambelkar, A. (2022). The China-Solomon Islands bilateral
security pact. Vivekananda International Foundation VIP
Brief June 2022. https://www.vifindia.org/brief/2022/ -
june/2/The-China-Solomon-Islands-Bilateral-Security-
Pact (accessed 7 September 2023).

Page  18 United Service 74 (4) December 2023

Figure 6: The politician’s boat used for tourism that was sunk
by rivals in 2018.
[Source: the author]
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