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Chapter 9

The decisive moment in our history came when we 
established self-government in 1973. It was really 
just a question of making certain that every machine 
in the engine room was working in order to get there.

The question of Papua New Guinea’s survival was not the main 
issue as we headed towards independence, as I knew Australia 
was genuine in its support and would not abandon us. We needed 
to create all the institutions to ensure we could run a nation. I 
was learning incredibly fast – I had to take in a lot to familiarise 
myself with the jargon being used, the language of economics. As 
Minister for Finance I was still quite ignorant but smart enough to 
see that I had good people around me, like Australian economist 
Ross Garnaut. As we got closer to independence I had a pretty 
good team of expert people in place. Ken Woodward from the 
University of New England was an advisor, as was Pat Curley, 
who was very much at the top of the public service, and she was 
very smart. Somehow I had just the right team of expatriates to 
help me. While they brought knowledge and experience I was a 
creator, an instigator. I always have been.

In terms of the process towards the practical implementation 
and establishment of the Central Bank, they were just as raw as 
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I was, but they had the brains to say, ‘Boom! Yes, we’ll do it.’ 
Someone in the team would say, ‘Look at the Federal Reserve of 
the United States … the Reserve Bank of Australia … the United 
Kingdom … the African countries … New Zealand,’ wherever, 
and from there we were able to mould the kind of Central Banking 
Act that I wanted, one that would embrace the colour and the 
quality of successful banks around the world. After studying 
various laws and taking recommendations from the banking 
committee, we brought in legislation to support the economic 
system but the introduction of a new currency proved to be a little 
bit more challenging. 

Once again, I didn’t have a clue where to start, although I knew 
that no country had ever gone into independence without its own 
currency. I gathered people like Henry ToRobert, who became 
our first Governor of the Bank of Papua New Guinea, and Ross 
Garnaut together, along with consultants from New Zealand, 
and we set up a currency working group. Another initiative I was 
involved with during this period was the establishment of Papua 
New Guinea’s first international loan. Along with Secretary for 
Treasury Harry Ritchie, I had to go through the steps of calling 
on people at organisations like Ord Minnett, the Commonwealth 
Bank, the Bank of New South Wales (now Westpac), and every 
financial institution in Australia – anyone who had anything to 
do with money. I had to look the part, wear my tie and coat, and 
tell people what a reliable country we were. The world needed to 
hear about this little island of Papua New Guinea that wanted to 
move further on from where it was.

The international banking institutions were not so sure. At 
that time, under the Papua New Guinea Act, the Commonwealth 
Bank of Australia automatically guaranteed all our loans. But I 
wanted to have a stab outside the country, outside of Australia, to 
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get our first loan in our own name but still under the umbrella 
of the Australian government guarantee. Harry and I, along 
with Mekere Morauta, who ended up becoming the first PNG 
Secretary for Finance and later Prime Minister, set out for 
London, Switzerland and Germany. Eventually I succeeded in 
establishing our first loan from the Swiss Bank Corporation for 
five million Swiss francs. Even though the amount was relatively 
small, the purpose of the loan was to tap into the international 
market and gain financial standing. The loan was due to be paid 
back over five years. We paid it back in three, which improved our 
credit rating. This was the beginning of establishing Papua New 
Guinea’s international credibility.

Aid we were receiving from Australia at the time made up 
probably about 60 to 70 per cent of our internal revenue and 
the remainder of our funds came from copper and agricultural 
exports. For several years we had become used to the Australian 
dollar – it was what everyone used in the stores to buy foreign 
goods and the people had learned to rely on it. I wanted to 
introduce our own currency, one that people would identify with 
and have confidence in. Thinking about the best way forward 
on this issue was very much like playing rugby at Ashgrove – at 
times I had to decide whether I should go alone or pass the ball, 
whether it would be easier to sidestep or make a try. Those days 
at the Marist College helped a lot in my role as Finance Minister. 
It felt like a huge risk but I knew the most important thing was 
to be decisive.

We chose to call our currency the kina, which would initially 
have the same value as the Australian dollar. Kina was the name 
of shell money from the coast, which people hung around their 
necks as something valuable and it was also highly respected in 
trade with the Highlands. The word kin was also in the language 
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of the Western Highlands, and it meant ‘a store of wealth’. The 
working group debated other ideas but eventually we could see 
that the use of the name kina and its smaller counterpart, the 
toea – from the name of an arm shell used mainly in Papua for 
bride price exchanges – could serve to unite the country.

The design of the kina note, which had a pig’s head on it, had 
a lot to do with building confidence. Everyone knew that the 
pig was the most valuable thing in our culture – it was used in 
dealings for marriage, land and death, dances and all kinds of 
traditional ceremonies. The variety we chose was a wild pig with 
a tusk, which was what Sir Peter Lus wore all the time around 
his neck in parliament, so it was also symbolic of a chief and his 
authority. I wanted people to identify with the kina, to know 
that it was not just as strong as the dollar but better, as it carried 
traditional images of wealth rather than a picture of the Queen or 
a white man with a moustache.

The committee also had to consider the lifespan of the kina 
notes – we knew that most people did not have wallets and that 
money would be carried in baskets or bilums (woven string bags) 
and get wet in the rain. So we decided to create a kina coin as 
well, because we knew it would last. I decided that not everything 
colonial was bad and that it would be good to preserve the old 
British shillings made for the Territory of New Guinea, which 
had a hole in the centre. By punching that hole, which was my 
idea, I saved about $500,000 in its manufacture, because we 
did not have to use so much copper nickel. The stylised bird of 
paradise on the coins was specially designed.

The decision to change the currency was met with a lot of 
fear and a big uproar from people who thought that they would 
no longer be able to buy goods from Australia. The leader of 
the Opposition and the United Party, Tei Abal, and many other 
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business people did not trust the new currency I was proposing. 
They were anxious to confirm that this ‘fuzzy wuzzy’ bit of 
paper would still be able to buy imported goods. The policy 
I adopted – which I do not believe had ever been practised 
anywhere else in the world – was to have a dual currency period 
for six months, where the Australian dollar and the PNG kina 
were interchangeable, and then the dollar would be gradually 
withdrawn from circulation. The whole purpose of this was to 
establish a period of time to get the system working, as we did not 
have the Central Bank fully firing at that time. 

The kina and toea were launched on 19 April 1975, six months 
before Independence. On that day all the ministers were at the 
Central Bank in downtown Port Moresby when someone arrived 
with a telegram for me, saying that Stella had given birth to our 
fourth child, a son. After we had had Vanessa, two boys were 
born – Byron on 13 June 1969 and Mark on 2 February 1972. 
Before I could read the telegram – an open piece of paper – it 
went through the hands of John Guise, who was then the Deputy 
Chief Minister. When John read it he said, ‘Oh! We should call 
him Toea,’ and then passed the telegram on to me. Somehow 
this news reached Chief Minister Michael Somare, who was just 
about to give a live radio broadcast to the nation. At the end of his 
speech he announced, to my surprise, ‘The Minister for Finance’s 
wife has just given birth to a baby boy and he shall be known as 
Toea!’ That was how my third son was named. 

Stella was in hospital in Rabaul when she heard the 
announcement and she was initially disappointed and upset. I 
had not even had the chance to talk to her or explain what had 
happened as there was no telephone connection. It took me at 
least a day to get back to Rabaul and before I even got there she 
was already receiving flowers from people congratulating her on 
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the birth. In the end we were both happy with our son’s name 
and glad he had not been called Kina – a child with a lower 
denomination can always aspire to be higher. Toea also fitted in 
well with our family history – the word toy in Taishanese and 
Chinese means ‘boy’, so it was perfect.

The launch of the new currency was a big day for the country. I 
feared the reaction of the business houses, wondering if they were 
saying, ‘How can this unknown Julius Chan introduce a new 
currency? He’s never traded foreign currency in his life!’ I knew 
that right across the nation they would just have to trust me, as 
we were all working in the world of the unknown. And no one 
initially understood the foreign currency exchange system. Before, 
anyone travelling to Australia would be able to use their dollars 
but now they had to put their kina in the bank and convert it 
into dollars for exchange. Now we were buying the Australian 
dollar out of the system to form the basis of our foreign currency  
reserves, which was the agreement I had reached with Frank Crean.

I quietly monitored the movement of the Australian dollar, 
knowing people were hiding them under their beds or trying to 
smuggle them out of the country in their shoes and underpants – a 
huge amount of Australian money was even found in a baby’s 
bassinet. Of course there was a free flow of money out of Papua 
New Guinea, but that was exactly what I wanted, although I 
never said so. Six months after the introduction, I revalued the 
kina against the Australian dollar, raising it by 5 per cent. I told 
the public there were two ways of introducing the change – go 
soft, go lower than the Australian dollar as a lot of countries did, 
or go strong. I said that if I had taken the soft currency approach, 
imported items would have become very expensive. This was not 
a currency trick as I explained that inflation was high, oil prices 
were high, and all these things were impacting on the economy, 
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and so an appreciation of the kina was the right thing to do at 
the time. 

The policy I adopted in terms of the international movement 
of currencies is as relevant today as it was then. Some people were 
disappointed because the kina was then above the dollar but 
others started to have greater confidence in the kina and began to 
regret keeping all their Australian money. It was at this point that  
people began to say, ‘This Julius Chan, he knows what he’s doing.’

This whole period was very exciting and I worked very, very 
hard. I overexerted myself for several months – there were many 
long nights of little sleep, trying to catch up, trying to learn my 
trade. I would take up to five hours to read some documents just 
to understand what they were talking about while the experts 
around me could probably do the same in an hour. Consequently, 
at the end of 1974, I had my first infarction of the heart – a 
blocked artery. I was just 35 years old.

I had gone down to Sydney with my family at Christmas to 
stay with my father and stepmother at their house in Earlwood. 
Because the question of citizenship in Papua New Guinea was still 
being debated, Australia had opened up its immigration policy 
to allow most of the foreigners living in Papua New Guinea to 
move there. There was a mass transit of Asian people who could 
not claim to be Papua New Guineans who went to Australia, 
including my father and stepmother, who settled in Sydney. In 
our family we had to decide who would go with my father and 
who would stay with my mother. I was definitely on my father’s 
list and I believe my half-brother, Bosco, was too, although I’m 
not sure who else my father wished to go with him. This was 
before PNG’s Independence in 1975 and I did not take up the 
opportunity to move, and so I automatically became a citizen at 
one second past midnight on the eve of Independence. I swore 
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a declaration before the Commissioner for Oaths that I would 
remain a Papua New Guinean.

My stepmother was happier living in Australia as she could 
socialise more with Chinese friends and they would often go to 
Chinatown for lunch. A few of their friends from Rabaul also 
went to Australia, which created further opportunities for them 
to acclimatise. My relationship with my stepmother was always 
cordial. I certainly never put myself in a position where I had to 
pick a fight with her. I was very loyal to my stepmother because I 
was loyal to my father and I respected whatever he did, whatever 
he wanted. My mother, though, remained in Rabaul and she 
probably missed my father in many ways, but she was a tolerant 
and contented woman. She was surrounded by her children, who 
were all incredibly important to her. I do not believe that there was 
any resentment towards my father – it all seemed quite amicable 
because my mother was so understanding.

In Sydney I had been playing in the garden with Vanessa and 
Byron – we were racing each other, as in those old houses the 
backyards could be up to 30 metres long. All of a sudden I felt 
short of breath. At first I thought it was just because it was so 
hot and later I reasoned that it was because I had been exerting 
myself for so long. However, the intensity of what I was feeling 
was something completely new to me. Fortunately I had a medical 
appointment the following day, which had been arranged some 
time before by Robert Cotton, who had been the Minister for Civil 
Aviation under William McMahon. Years before, when Robert 
Cotton and I had been to a meeting in New Caledonia together, 
I was struck down with malaria. During that time Robert was 
very caring and arranged for me to stay at the Menzies Hotel 
before I returned to Port Moresby. When he knew I was coming 
to Sydney he arranged for me to see his doctor – a professor at a 
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Sydney hospital – and the day he nominated happened to be the 
day after my infarct.

Even though I still felt unwell and found it difficult to breathe, 
I really only went to the doctor to fulfil an obligation to Robert. 
At the university I met a professor who tested my heart and he 
immediately told me not to move, that they were taking me to 
hospital. That was the first time I had ever sat in a wheelchair. I 
stayed in the hospital for several days until my heart stabilised. 
The artery had been blocked and, like the bark of a tree, it had 
healed itself. As the doctors interpreted it, the damaged part had 
been compensated for by other areas of the heart. I was told there 
was nothing I could do but to take medication. Robert Cotton 
helped to save my life because if this had happened in Papua New 
Guinea things might have been very different. 

I was told not to worry about the problem too much but in 
2002 it happened again. At that time I was at home in Port 
Moresby watching a football game and I had had some wine, 
and I may have had a little bit of whisky too. I must have been 
on my second or third glass of red wine and I was getting really 
quite excited by the intensity of the game. I had also tried to 
do a bit of exercise while watching it, to help me keep fit. All 
of a sudden I felt slightly dizzy. I tried not to panic but I knew 
something was wrong – my heart had developed a really fast 
beat.

By now I knew the danger of heart failure, and I was more 
anxious than the first time it happened. I went into a shadowy 
world of clouds. My heart was beating so fast that, had it 
continued, I probably would have died. I was admitted into 
intensive care. One of the doctors decided that they had to stop 
my heart and then start it again. They killed me for a number of 
seconds, maybe up to a minute, and then kick-started me again. 
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Luckily my heart went back to normal and I was then placed 
under observation. 

The doctors wanted to organise to have me flown down to 
Australia on a Medivac flight. Everyone around me seemed quite 
frightened – at one point even former PNG Prime Minister 
Paias Wingti popped his head into my room, although I did not 
get to speak to him. It was then suggested I go to Australia but 
I refused.

‘No, that is not me,’ I said. ‘If I have to be wheeled, it will only 
be within my own country. I will never touch foreign soil looking 
weak. I must be a strong man to give that national image that I 
am a leader of this country.’ So, instead, I allowed two or three 
weeks to pass until I was fully stabilised, as I would leave only on 
the condition that I would be able to walk.

Just before my heart problem had first developed a very 
significant event had occurred: the death of my mother on 
30 October 1974. She had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer 
but she was not told too much detail about it – it was better that 
she was not exposed to unnecessary worry. No one knew much 
about that particular type of cancer, although we did know it was 
untreatable. Instead of concerning her about the sickness, which 
might have destroyed the remaining part of her life, we kept it 
as soft as possible. She went to Sydney to stay with my father 
and stepmother and then to Brisbane and the Gold Coast where 
she spent time playing with the birds and parrots at Currumbin. 
After her trip to Australia and about one month before she died, 
she decided to come and stay with me in Rabaul.

The doctor had already let us know that she was going to die 
soon. She was lying down in my house and I had to return to Port 
Moresby for a Cabinet meeting. I remember so clearly the last 
words she spoke to me before I left. I had said casually, ‘I am off 
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now.’ I was trying to be a bit tough, to play down the situation so 
that she did not feel any fear. In that moment, though, she gave 
a bit of herself to me. She did not try and cuddle me or hold me 
back, she just responded quietly in Pidgin, ‘Yu mas go nau, yu gat 
wok.’ (‘You must go now, you’ve got work.’) I did not want to 
leave. I really had a problem leaving her at that particular time. 
All the other times I would just say, ‘See you, I am off,’ and go. 
But this time I knew it was different. Even so, I obeyed her and 
two days later she died – in her sleep and peacefully.

My mother’s last words left a big impression on me – in fact 
they are the most important and strongest words from her I can 
remember. She was always a very passionate person but she was 
incredibly brave at that particular moment. That last exchange, 
when I walked away from my dying mother to serve my country, 
made me the kind of politician I am today. She did not just let me 
go, in her generosity of spirit she reminded me that I had a duty 
to perform and I did it because she told me to. It was a message 
that gave me enormous strength and it was the making of my 
political character. 

I do not know how to explain it but I have a very special 
place for my mother. How does one describe love? I am still very 
attached to her and in every place I live I have her photograph. 
We were always very respectful of my father and gave him the 
honour he deserved, but with my mother it was completely 
different. I used to fly a lot in small aircraft and there were 
times when it would be very dangerous if the plane got caught 
in the mountain clouds. I used to get quite frightened and the 
first person I thought of to get me out of the situation was my 
mother. I would talk to her and pray to her and then suddenly 
the clouds would lift and we would land safely. I would do the 
same thing if I was at sea and it began to get stormy. It may be 
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superstitious but I have a supernatural kind of relationship with 
my mother and I believe she is still around.

My mother was buried in the Chinese section of the Rabaul 
cemetery, instead of in her village, because she was really a 
permanent migrant. She had made a lot of friends in the town and 
was well known there. It was the right thing to do and nobody ever 
questioned it. The distance between Nokon and Rabaul is not too 
great but back then communication was poor and travelling was 
not easy, so she was more or less cut off from her original family. 
Her headstone reads: ‘In loving memory of my dear wife and our 
dearest mother, Miriam Tinkoris Chin. Died 30th October 1974 
aged 65 years. Treasure her O Lord in your Eden of rest.’ 

Many years after the volcanic eruptions had largely ruined the 
cemetery, the Chinese community contributed about K100,000 
to have all the ash removed from the graveyard so the graves could 
be exposed. Every year, on Mother’s Day and the anniversary of 
her death, my brother Michael ensures that the boys in our family 
go and clean around her grave. We buy the best flowers we can get 
in Rabaul so her grave can be beautified. 

After she died, I visited her grave with my father. As we stood 
there, he could sense that I was holding on to her and still grieving.

‘Son,’ he said, ‘you can cry, you can feel very down. Your 
mother knows that you are a good boy and there is no amount of 
sympathy that will turn her back to life.’

This made me feel much stronger. I know that however much 
we grieve, we can never change what has already happened. Death 
is part of life and you do not jump into the grave with even the 
closest of your friends.
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