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~ Busilmin: Just a Little Talk with Jesus ~ 

 

Busilmin. If you can imagine the end of the world, Busilmin is it. 

While the artists and philosophers of renaissance Europe were busy with painting and 
literature, great adventurers were sailing seas and discovering lands previously unknown to 15th 
and 16th century Europe. Marco Polo, John Cabot, Christopher Columbus, Vasco de Gama, 
Francis Drake. Prior to these explorers, conventional wisdom held that the earth was flat; that 
the world had an end. If that were true, that the world has an end, then the last stop before 
falling off the edge would be Busilmin. 

Busilmin brings the definition of isolated to 
life. The headwaters of the Sepik River are hidden 
beyond Feramin, but if you float downstream many 
miles from where it becomes a real river, transiting 
the impressive Sepik Gorge, passing the mouths of 
both the Eliptamin and Miyanmin valleys you will 
eventually arrive at the point where the tiny Din 
River empties into the Sepik. Tracking back 
upstream, the valley narrows perceptibly, 
dramatically. With the near vertical slopes climbing 
ever higher the sun touches the valley floor for but a 
few fleeting hours each day. As the stream peters out to a needle thin line of pale blue on the 
map, this is Busilmin. Not that there is anything to see. The intense tangle of the jungle conceals 
any signs of habitation from view. 

It is this isolation, this remoteness, that defines existence in the depths of the rain forest. 
Death is life. Life is death. Survival is the bridge. Even in the most inaccessible parts, by law 
pilots must record the names of each and every person that is travelling on an aircraft. As we say 
in our pre-departure passenger briefings “in the unlikely event of an unscheduled landing”, 
there must be evidence of who was onboard the airplane. This is a real concern for pilots in 
developing countries. Ask a mother the name of her infant and the response is often a 
bewildered expression. A head count after boarding often reveals a discrepancy between the 
manifest and reality. In many cases this inconsistency is the result of “undeclared infants”. 
Mothers won’t name their children until they reach two; not that most people in PNG have any 
idea when they were born or even how old they are. So a child will be named when it appears 
reasonable to believe that it will survive. This attitude is the practical outcome of an infant 
mortality rate approaching four percent; higher yet under the rain forest canopy. Eight times 
higher than countries classified as developed. No wonder that mothers strive to maintain an 
emotional detachment, for without a name the infant does not count as a person. 

For a person raised in the west, this is just one of many discrepancies relating to value of 
life that need to be understood and accepted. For missionaries the correct balance of respect for 
culture with the heart of God can be a real challenge. It is a simple matter to confuse what we 
think is correct with what the word of God says. Death rituals are a clear example of this 



dilemma. In Papua New Guinea tradition a body must be returned to the deceased’s home 
village for burial. This is usually accomplished with a dedicated flight called a charter. I clearly 
remember my first “body charter”. 

Just a few weeks since my instructor released me to solo operations in the lowlands area 
referred to as “the Sepik” I was tasked to fly my Cessna 206 to Lumi to transport the body of a 
young woman who had passed away. The Sepik is a vast area of flatland between the central and 
coastal ranges. After flowing past Busilmin the Sepik River continues a tortuous path down 
through the mountains and out into the lowlands, crossing and re-crossing the border with 
Indonesia. It then winds several hundred kilometers collecting innumerable rivers before 
emptying into the Pacific east of the coastal town of Wewak. Lumi hugs the coastal mountains at 
the northern border of the Sepik plain. 

Powered by a single piston engine, the Cessna 206 was built by the Witchita, Kansas 
based company started by and named after Clyde Cessna. The original 206 came off the 
production line in 1964. By the time I was captain my ride was the turbo charged G model: a 
“much newer” machine built in the late seventies. MAF applied a multitude of modifications to 
the basic aircraft to increase its utility for operations at higher altitudes and on unprepared 
runways. Larger tires allow the aircraft to operate off soft surfaces. The Robertson STOL (Short 
TakeOff Landing) kit improves low speed performance enabling the aircraft to takeoff and land 
in shorter distances. Modified seat belts improve survivability. The baggage is carried in small 
area behind the last row of seats that steps up 6 inches from the aircraft floor onto a shelf. A 
cargo pod attached to the belly increases baggage capacity to a realistic amount. The aircraft was 
designed as a six seat aircraft, but another conversion to MAF aircraft provides seat belts for 8 
passengers. For many years law in Papua New Guinea allowed small children to share a seatbelt. 
It was this provision that enabled me on one occasion to exceed 8 passengers on board. I landed 
at a location where I was presented with a passenger list containing eleven names for my 
diminutive aircraft. I took the opportunity to express to our man on the ground that I didn’t 
think this would work. The unexpected answer was that the passengers were all one family. A 
rapid assessment of the clan revealed mom, dad, teenage son, four small children, two very 
small children and two infants. With our extra seatbelts and the ability for small kids to share we 
flew away with twelve people in our 6 seat aircraft. 

On arrival at Lumi to collect the body and grieving relatives I was surprised to discover 
that the deceased was in a black body bag. I am not entirely sure what I expected but a body bag 
was certainly not on the list. And the surprises continued, for the number of people that wished 
to accompany the body, when accounting for the physical space that a body takes up, exceeded 
the capacity of the aircraft. Or so I thought. As I sought to explain the problem in my relatively 
new Melanesian Tok Pisin language, people replied with many “helpful” suggestions. My 
western up-bringing did rebel at the proposal to place the body bag in the cargo pod. The 
loading door on the side of the pod measures 26 centimeters high and 69 centimeters long. To 
get a body bag through the door would have required Houdini like contortions for which I was 
not prepared. The final compromise involved removing the last row of seats, placing the body 
bag on the floor of the aircraft, with head facing forward, and then . . . bending the knees to get 
the legs up onto the shelf in the rear baggage area. 

Strangely enough that experience was to not be my most bizarre encounter with PNG 
bodies and burial customs. Several years after the body bag incident, now flying the larger Twin 



Otter aircraft, I was called on to return the body of a young man to his home village of Warasai. 
He was possibly in his late teens, a student at school in the village of Nuku. Many young people 
must leave home if they wish to attend high school. This is certainly true for high school, but 
even for some in elementary school. The student had become ill. Death followed quite quickly 
and suddenly. The availability of a body bag is extremely remote, and in remote communities 
there is unlikely to even be rough coffin. In Nuku, for this young man, there was an old table 
cloth in a blue checked pattern and a roll of plastic. Wrapped up exactly as you would picture a 
mummy, even the significantly larger cargo holds of the Otter would not have accepted the body. 
All we could do was remove some seats and lay him on the floor of the passenger compartment. 
We need to secure the body and so ran a couple of straps over the swathed package. By that time 
I had seen a lot of things over the years, but I vividly recall the body being wound so tight that 
facial features, in particular the nose, were unmistakable. 

While that may have been the most interesting body package, it tends to be funeral 
custom events that hold place in my memory. Western funerals are inclined to be reserved, quiet 
affairs where raw emotion is expected to be kept in check. By contrast PNG funerals are very 
charged and emotionally unguarded. Biblical descriptions of people expressing sorrow in sack 
cloth and ashes are right at home in the land of the unexpected. People will literally cover 
themselves in mud to indicate that they are in mourning. Arriving at an airstrip with a body it 
would not be uncommon to see ladies crawling to the aircraft on hands and knees. Once I was 
even daubed in mud by the grieving as I sat in the cockpit. But most striking expression of grief 
in PNG is the incredibly loud, harsh crude wailing. After all these years I remain a little unclear 
of how this plays out. I have flown groups of people who sit silently in the aircraft, looking out 
the windows, pointing things out to each other, who then transform before my eyes as we 
approach their village. They break out into a moaning, almost howling clamour that penetrates 
past the noise of the engines and through the noise-cancelling headset. It seems almost 
counterfeit for some. I wonder if in fact it is actually a genuinely supportive gesture that we 
could learn from: a sympathetic discordant din that allows the closest ones, those who are 
feeling the loss most deeply, to thoroughly express their sorrow through heart breaking cry, 
without shame. 

Cultural norms sometimes defy our own logic. There was a very old man that had been 
released from the provincial hospital in Vanimo, basically to go home and die as there was 
nothing more to be done for him. I say very old, but I find in PNG it is all but impossible to 
estimate age. Male life expectancy is early 60s, so the patient could have been anywhere between 
40 and 70. Those living in the most isolated parts of New Guinea lead the hardest of lives. As 
subsistence farmers living in wet conditions with poor shelter and minimal health care, early 
death is almost a given. Hospital in PNG is nothing like hospital in Canada: there is no food 
service, no changing of the bed or cleaning of washrooms. A patient is expected to have a 
“wantok”, a close relative, with them to meet all those basic needs. This person is referred to as 
the guardian. And so it was that our passenger manifest comprised not just the old man, but his 
younger care giver and a few other healthy relatives returning to their home in Gubil, some 50 
minutes flight time to the south. 

Halfway through the flight, just crossing the Sepik River I received word from Ludmer, 
our cabin attendant that the man had passed away: right there on the plane. My initial response 
was to ask Ludmer if he thought the patient was dead or dead-dead. Melanesian Tok Pisin is a 



language created to enable the 800 plus language groups of Papua New Guinea to communicate 
with each other for trade and business. As such, the language is in many respects challenged 
when it comes to depth of vocabulary. “Dai” or “indai” are the words for death. But these are 
alternatively used to indicate unconsciousness, a coma or even just serious illness. An 
announcement of “mama bilong mi indai” does not actually mean that a person’s mother is 
dead. To indicate that a person has truly passed on from this life one must say “dai pinis”; 
directly translated, “finished dying”. Ludmer reported that all indications were pointing to the 
likelihood that the old man had indeed finished dying and was now dead-dead. Unexpected. 
Since the purpose of the flight was to take the man home to die, there did not seem any valid 
reason to return to Vanimo so we continued on and reported by radio a change of passengers-
on-board to flight service: now one less living plus one body. The death on the aircraft is 
however not the most astonishing aspect of this tale. That little shocker was to come after 
landing. 

Gubil is probably in the top five airstrips in terms of difficulty on the approach, but on 
that day we completed the landing with no further dramas. After shutting down the engines we 
opened the passenger door for people to disembark. First out was the guardian, and a more 
sorrowful looking bearer of bad news I have never seen. It may be that he was genuinely upset, 
or it may be that he knew what was coming. As the word rapidly spread older ladies from the 
small community sprang out from the assembled group and proceeded to hit the hapless young 
man. More unexpected was that he just took the hits, and further that no one jumped to his 
defence. From my perspective the situation deteriorated even more as sticks appeared. I even 
observed women going home only to return with what I can only imagine was their favourite 
“beating” stick. In a culture where women are certainly not equal it was quite astounding to view 
a throng of women striking a man while all the other men just stood back. 

In need of understanding I questioned Ludmer, a PNG man from Nuku area. He told me 
that this custom was not one practiced in his area, but that he understood the dynamics. The 
young man, the guardian, the one entrusted with the older man’s care was in trouble for failing 
to advise the community of the man’s death. He was not being held responsible for the death. He 
was simply accountable for neglecting to tell them. In my mind of course this was completely 
unfair, after all the man had been alive when we took off. Through no fault of the guardian, 
death also had boarded the aircraft and seized the man enroute. How was that young man 
possibly supposed to have passed the message ? Apparently western logic does not apply. This 
was custom. These were the rules. Everyone knew it. Everyone accepted it. Even the man taking 
the hits. 

However, my most marvelous encounter with 
funeral customs took place at the ends of the earth: 
Busilmin. There are many place names that culminate in 
the suffix “min”. Feramin. Telefomin. Tifalmin. 
Eliptamin. Myanmin. “Min” is the local language word 
meaning “people”. So Busilmin is simply where the Busil 
people call home. We departed from the gold mining 
town of Tabubil located just 40 kilometers south-south-
east of Busilmin. On the map departure and destination 
look really close. In this case looks are an illusion. 



Theoretically it is just a short 3500 feet climb from Tabubil at 1600 feet to Busilmin at 5100 feet. 
Theoretically. The most direct route passes between Mount Akrir at 8583 feet and Mount Aiyang 
whose summit sits at 10909 feet. In the clearest of weather the aircraft must climb to at least 
10000 feet in less than 17 kilometers. If flown precisely and at maximum performance a Twin 
Otter can just make it. Unfortunately the biggest is yet to come. In the next 15 kilometers the 
aircraft must continue to climb in order to avoid the 12595 foot peak of Mount Scorpion. Of 
course, this is only possible if the weather is cooperative. When the peaks of Akrir, Aiyang and 
Scorpion are obscured, the alternate route to Busilmin gives passengers the distinct impression 
that their pilots are lost. Picture drawing a counter-clockwise circle. Instead of turning north-
west on departure, the secondary course starts with flight to this east up the “chute”, followed by 
a turn to the north through the “lowpoint”. Crossing over the “crocodile tail” the pilot alters 
track north-west through the “Sepik Gorge”. For the next several minutes the pilot keeps a sharp 
look out the left window looking for a clear path through to Busilmin. If the long way is required, 
a road to Busilmin is often not found until it appears south-west of the aircraft. Total distance 
flown will be about 125 kilometers. 

Regardless of the route flown, the terrain dictates that the aircraft invariably arrives over 
Busilmin 3000 to 4000 feet above the elevation of the runway. This is way too high since an 
aircraft is usually positioned 1000 feet above the runway in preparation for landing, and 
consequently requires a spiral descent to achieve the correct altitude. 

And that is how we arrived on the day in question. With the valley identified and the 
runway in sight, I was surprised that the rear of the aircraft remained eerily silent. By now the 
wailing should have commenced and be impinging on my concentration. Around one turn. A 
Second. A third. Still no signs of mourning from the passengers in back. I turned around to 
check that all was as it should be. Passengers were seated with seat belts securely fastened. The 
casket also remained strapped to the floor. Although people looked sad, there was not the sense 
of complete devastation and hopelessness that I associate with the discordant weeping. 

As we got established on cross-wind all remained quiet and focus now needed to be 
solely on flying the aircraft. From this point on our plane would be flying very close to terrain. 
The left wing tip seemed to be dangerously close to the trees clinging to life on the sheer slopes. 
Any closer and we would be in real strife; any further away and we would be incapable of 
configuring correctly for landing. With the runway out of view behind us, we reduced power on 
the engines to decrease speed towards that required for landing. We extended the first stage of 
flap. Flaps are a part of the wing that are used for take off and landing. Flaps extend out and 
down to the back of the wing, effectively changing the shape of the wing to improve the ability of 
the aircraft to fly safely at slower speeds. As the mountains ahead filled the windshield we 
executed a right turn, lowered more flaps and flew yet slower, remaining within breathing 
distance of the ridges. Because Busilmin airstrip is trapped in its own separate valley it remains 
hidden from view until quite late, forcing us to mark progress by reference from one 
geographical feature to the next. Finally we caught sight of the strip of grass that is the airfield. A 
sharp turn aligned us for landing. But this is Busilmin. This is the end of the earth. 

For pilots Busilmin is not friendly. It is 500 meters long with an eleven percent slope; 
and a bend in the last quarter. It’s like to trying to land inside a giant rain gutter. The closer to 
the runway the aircraft gets the closer and higher the mountains get to the right and to the left. 
With over a kilometer to go till touchdown there is no where left to go but straight ahead. 



Committed to land. Any deviation from runway heading from this point on involves a nasty 
meeting with a rock wall. 

Through all of this the passengers made none of the vocal expressions to which I had 
become accustomed when operating a “body charter”. Touchdown was the usual adventure: 
ordinary for the pilots, somewhere between pulse elevating and terrifying for everyone else. 
Even that failed to elicit an expression from our guests. Busilmin has no parking bay. Aircraft 
just sort of turn at the top of the runway, coming to a stop on a part that is hopefully reasonably 
level. Just ahead there is a river that is hidden from view. Securely setting the parking brake is 
highly recommended. 

Befitting its reputation as the end of the earth, the crowd at Busilmin that day was small; 
and quiet. Very quiet. Although the passengers had been quiet I still expected the villagers to 
demonstrate anguish in traditional fashion. The volume is usually sufficient to overcome engine 
noise, which of itself is substantial. Not this day. As is my custom I concentrated my gaze out of 
the left window as the propellers slowed towards stop. Primarily to ensure that no one was 
approaching the aircraft and so in danger of a nasty collision with the still turning propellers, my 
attention was drawn to five men standing on a small hummock a short distance from the 
aircraft. I cracked open my door and heard a sound that I thought I would never hear anywhere 
in PNG, let alone in this isolated community the world has forgotten. 

PNG music is not like western music. Western music has a predictable rhythm and 
cadence. Even the most tone deaf individual can tell you whether a song feels complete; whether 
the next note should be a bit higher or a bit lower; whether a song “sounds right”. Papua New 
Guinea is a challenge for a classically trained musician; nothing makes musical sense. When a 
song feels like it should end, it keeps going. When it feels like it should keep going everyone 
shuts up and sits down. For westerners it also feels a bit screechy. Of course this is all from a 
biased viewpoint. Never-the-less perfect four-part male harmony was far from what I 
anticipated hearing as the door opened. The expected ear-drum assaulting barrage of hopeless 
wailing was absent. Instead, as the passenger door was opened and the coffin gently lifted down, 
the body of the deceased was welcomed home with such beautiful harmony as you have ever 
heard. 

I once was lost in sin but Jesus took me in 
And then a little light from heaven filled my soul 
He bathed my heart in love and wrote my name above 
And just a little talk with my Jesus made me whole 
(Now let us) have a little talk with Jesus (let us) tell him all about our troubles 
(He will) hear our faintest cry (and we will) answer by and by 
(Now when you) feel a little prayer wheel turning 
(Then you'll) know a little fire is burning 
(You will) find a little talk with Jesus makes it right 

(Rosie Wallace, © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC) 

Surprised. Astounded. Amazed. Gobb-smacked as Australians might say. And yet, 
overwhelmed and overjoyed. Thankful to be witness to this phenomenal expression of an 
isolated community utterly transformed by the power of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Early 



missionaries have been accused of confusing conversion by Christ with conversion to western 
social values. This was something totally different. When any of us meet the living God we are 
confronted with our weakness. We are challenged to become more like the Christ of the Bible. 
We are transformed from an existence played out in hopelessness and fear of death, to lives 
lived in anticipation and trust. The transformation I was observer to that day was not about a 
change of music style or language. It was not about betrayal of culture in exchange for the 
missionary’s personal desires. It was about a believer’s earthly remains being welcomed back to 
his temporal home by other believers who lived in expectation of a reunion in a heavenly home. 
The singing was in celebration of a life lived for God. It wasn’t a performance: this was Busilmin, 
the end of the earth. There was no one there to see. I was humbled to be a quiet bystander and 
witness to the fruit of the labour of someone who had gone before. I will certainly never know 
who brought the story of transformation through Christ to this tiny community, but God was 
there. The words of Jesus were fulfilled that day in my presence: you will be my witnesses to the 
ends of the earth (Acts 1:8, NIV). 


