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What is it like to be transported from the daily routine of
a Guernsey doctor’s surgery to ‘the wildest place on Earth’?
Dr Nick Fazakerley tells Jim Delbridge about treating a
cannibalistic, stone age people in a swamp the size of Wales.

‘T

hese people have no writing, no music, no
dance and no art. Imagine that. Look at them,
they were absolutely fascinating.’

My companion is pointing to a book of
photographs he took late last year. For most
people, the opportunity to take a break from work,
travel to the other side of the world and undertake
a fascinating but altruistic task would be a dream.
For Dr Nick Fazakerley, a partner at L’Aumone
and St Sampson’s surgeries, it became a reality in
October last year when he flew to Papua Indonesia
to meet the Korowai.
His journey was not just one measured in miles
but in centuries of social and cultural development
and technological progress. In some ways it was a
journey back in time to meet a people unaware of
the changing, threatening world encroaching on
their homeland.
‘I got to know a charity called Tribal Survival
through friends. They provide medical care for
groups of indigenous people without religious
connotation. They asked me if I wanted to get
involved and my task was to go into the darkest
depths of one of the biggest islands on the planet
and identify the medical needs of the Korowai
people who lived there.
‘Very few of them had ever had contact with the
West and none of them had ever seen a doctor
before. Bruce Parry who made the TV series “Tribe”
met the Korowai a few years ago but in a different
area to where we were.

Ideal

‘The charity wanted a male and a female doctor on
the trip so I enlisted the help of Maryke Nielsen, a
paediatrician from Alder Hay Hospital in Liverpool
who had also studied tropical medicine. Because
I had done general practice with A&E, this was
considered an ideal combination for the job ahead.’
Nick and the team flew to Jayapura, the provincial
capital of Papua on the north coast and just over
the border from Papua New Guinea. There, they
chartered a four-seater aircraft and flew for almost
two hours to an extremely remote jungle airstrip at
a place called Yaniruma.
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‘Our airline was Susi Air who were recently the
subject of a Channel 4 series called “Worst Place To
Be A Pilot”. They flew us on the same type of aircraft
and dropped us on this tiny airstrip in the middle
of nowhere. The pilot said “we will come back and
pick you up in 15 days”.
‘We had no electricity or satellite phones or any
means of communication. It was there that we
met the rest of our group who would be our
companions and apart from Maryke and myself
there were three guides, a cook and 15 porters.
‘I was exhausted most of time as it was like walking
through thick seaweed and you had to watch
every step you took to avoid tripping up. The locals
can get through at twice the speed that I can. The
temperature was a fairly constant but very humid
30 degrees and I spent the entire time there soaking
wet and dirty.

terrifying

‘I bought a special hammock, which I would suspend
between two trees, and clothes designed not to rip
in the jungle and just got on with it. I also shaved
my head in an attempt to stay cool. I did climb up
into one of the tree houses on one occasion but the
experience was so terrifying I didn’t do it again!’
The Korowai are hunter-gatherers and
horticulturalists who practise shifting cultivation.
As sago is their primary food source they build
houses high in the trees close to sago swamps.
They may live in a house for 10–15 years but when
the sago has run out they move on and build
another house close to another food source.
‘A house will normally contain around 10–12 people,
often brothers with their wives and extended
families. Most of them are 20–25 metres up in the
trees although young men may show off and build
them even higher. They are set at this height to
keep the residents safe from intruders and there
are fewer mosquitos.
‘Their nearest neighbours are likely to be an hour’s
walk away through the forest swamp. Wild pigs are
common and are also a valuable source of protein.
When a sow is killed and eaten, the piglets are then
hand-reared alongside the dogs and chickens.

tribal
doctor
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The feeling I took away with me was how
hard-working and industrious these people
were and needed to be to survive.
tricky

‘They are a friendly, hard-working and
happy people but communication with
them can be tricky. Porters went on ahead
to tell them we were coming as there
was no way of contacting them. When
we got there we would set up a clinic and
stay in each place for about three days.
This was basically a table which they built
for us and people from the area would
come to see us.
‘Consultations were complicated as we
needed two interpreters: one who spoke
Korowai and Indonesian and another who
spoke Indonesian and English. I took a
rucksack along packed with Tupperware
containers full of medical supplies and
set up a dispensary on the table. As you
would expect the concept of photography
was hard for them to understand but I
photographed them and it was a great
way of breaking the ice. They found the
images really funny.’
The Korowai have no art, music or dance
but an extraordinary and rich oral tradition:
myths, folktales and totem traditions. They
believe in the existence of a reciprocal type
of reincarnation: those who have died can
be sent back at any time to the land of the
living, by their kinsmen in the land of the
dead, in order to reincarnate in a newly
born infant of their own clan.
Because there are no written records of
anything, Nick undertook what he called
verbal autopsies. Through the interpreters
they would get people to talk about their
lives, how their parents died and the major
events that had happened to them. It was a
way of establishing some kind of medical/
social history and gaining an understanding
of life pressures.

The Korowai are a cannibalistic community
and have been reported to practise
ritual cannibalism up to the present day.
Anthropologists suspect that it is no longer
practised by clans that have frequent
contact with outsiders, but some reports
suggest that some have been coaxed into
encouraging tourism by perpetuating the
myth that it is still an active practice.
‘The Korowai are generally pretty fit but
most die in their 40s or 50s; because of their
diet they are mostly vitamin and protein
deficient and even the fit youngsters have
swollen bellies. The greatest threats to
their health are infectious diseases such as
filariasis (a parasitic disease that is caused by
thread-like roundworms which are spread
by blood-feeding black flies and mosquitos),
TB, leprosy, malaria, gastroenteritis and skin
infections are really common. This is not
helped by the mosquitos and horse flies that
thrive in the swamp environment.
‘There is a UN worldwide programme aimed
at filariasis eradication where doctors go
to areas under threat and administer two
tablets once a year for five years to the
residents. It has worked very successfully
throughout Southeast Asia but the area
where the Korowai live is so remote that they
have not been helped as yet. In co-ordination
with Tribal Survival and the Indonesian
government, my plan is to introduce this
initiative as it could have a massive effect on
the health and well-being of the community.

It would be easy to
destroy these tribes and
their way of life... They are
extremely vulnerable.

‘The area is rich with minerals so the threat
from mining destroying the Korowai way
of life is a real one. Australian companies
are currently geo-mapping the area after
surveying Papua New Guinea and who
knows what that will lead to.
‘The feeling I took away with me was how
hard-working and industrious these people
were and needed to be to survive. They have
no apparent mental illness or drug issues
and are very sheltered from the kind of social
problems we have to face in the West.

vulnerable

‘It would be easy to destroy these tribes and
their way of life, as seen in neighbouring
areas in New Guinea, where they have been
given food, medical supplies and religion.
They are extremely vulnerable and setting
up a full-time clinic there would not be a
good thing. That would create dependence
and would attract settlements and eventually
they would lose their traditional skills and
the ability to feed themselves.’
Nick says that he would happily have stayed
there for another six months but struggled
eating the same food every day. Every meal
contained rice, jungle vegetables and sago
sometimes with wild pig and the occasional
rat and he was surprised that the Korowai
had no alcohol in their culture.
‘After 15 days we walked back to the
airstrip where we had arranged that our
aircraft would arrive to take us back
“sometime after 0800”. It eventually arrived
at 1430 and as it took off I felt both happy
and sad to leave the place that had
been my home for 15 days. The first thing
I did when we landed back in Jayapura
was have a shower, put on some clean
clothes and order a beer.’
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