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a sunny island, set in the sea. There's a Kam
pong of low-rise Aats by a bay of plenty with 
dedicated barbeque pits for halal food. Drive 

past the local mosque, head for the hills and you will arrive at a 
settlement with a coffee shop offering wanton mee and chicken rice 
amid apartment blocks that would not look out of place in Tiong 
Bahru or Balestier Road. Temples dedicated to Kuan Yin, Mar Chor 
the Sea Goddess and Tua Pek Kong (the 'grand old man' beloved of 
Chinese seafarers) overlook a coast of sun-drenched cliffs, while 
the names of pioneers who perished far from their homelands are 
carved on granite headstones in the shadow of tall forest trees. 

Suspend belief and you could imagine yourself in the heart of 
Southeast Asia, where the descendants of migrants as well as more 
recent arrivals rub shoulders over roti prata and prawn noodles, 
exchange greetings in Malay or Hokkien and celebrate the end of 
the day with a stroll by the beach and dip into warm tropical waters. 

Then you see the crabs. They infest nearly every corner of the 
island, from the rainforests of the deep interior to the gardens of 
village houses. And come the wetter months of the year-end mon
soon , the bright red crustaceans emerge to overrun roads, shops 
and unguarded dwellings on their annual migration to spawning 
grounds by the sea. Walls, wheels and wide open spaces fail to deter 
their march, though thousands perish under speeding cars or die of 
dehydration in exposed fields. 

Look up and the sky offers a scene of primeval beauty and natu
ral brutality. Instead of crows or mynahs, there is a perpetual Aeet 
of frigatebirds, pterodactyl-like soarers with long hooked bills and 
even longer wings that grant mastery over the island's airspace. 
The aerial pirates await the daily arrival of fellow Aiers, boobies 
and tropicbirds, enroute to their nests with crops filled with fish 
and other pelagic creatures. Harassing the weary parents, the frig
atebirds force their victims to regurgitate a measure of food, which 
the avian highwaymen snare in mid-air to feed themselves and their 
own chicks. 

Remote yet replete with reminders of what life was like a gen
eration ago, Christmas Island offers a cultural shock that stems 
less from its exotic location than the sight of familiar favourites 
and friendly faces on a rocky plateau in a little-visited corner of the 
Indian Ocean. This uncanny blend is enriched (or some would say, 
encroached) by a physical landscape of dense jungles and deserted 
shores where fearless birds and large land crabs far outnumber a 
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Phosphate has supported the economy of 
Christmas Island for over a century and left 
an indelible mark on the island's landscape. 
The now unpopulated peripheries continue 
to betray signs of former mining settlen1ents 
in abandoned railway tracks and lonely 
temples that still receive the tribute of locals. 

human population in the low thousands. 
Australian in nation yet very much 

Asian in nature, Christmas Isl and 's com
munal diversity arose from a hi story that 
is as short as it is turbulent. The island 
was named by Captain Wil liam Mynors of 
the East India Company vessel the Royal 
Mary when he passed by on 25 December 
1643. But until 1888, when the British an
nexed the territory to gain possession of 
its phosphate deposits, Christmas Island 
was uninhabited by man, save occasional 
forays by ship crews eager for fresh water 
and fowl meat. 

Administered as part of the Straits 
Settlements, the British quickl y opened 
phosphate mines that drew thousands of 
labourers from China, Ind ia and Malaya. 
A prized fertiliser and industri al mineral, 
phosphate has supported the economy of 
Christmas Island for over a century and left 
an indelible mark on the island's landscape 
and soc iety. Vast tracts of rainforest were 
cleared for mines and remain as barren 
scars devoid of trees. The now unpopulated 
peripheries of the island continue to betray 
signs of former mining settlements in aban
doned railway tracks and lone ly temples 
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that still receive the tribute of local s on 
important Taoist festivals. 

For indentured miners, life on Christ
mas Is land was far from paradise. The 
harsh terrain made phosphate extraction 
an arduous task and a diet limited to mostly 
polished rice led to regu lar and often fata l 
outbreaks of beri beri , a disease caused by 
vitamin deficienci es. Their colonial masters 
enjoyed the comfort of spacious bungalows 
and urbane clubs located far from the 
mines, while th e miners found so lace in 
opium and the occasiona l visit to the 'White 
House', a shack where working gir ls from 
Malaya offered an hour of physical comfort. 

hristmas Island's mineral wealth 
made it a minor arena in the Sec
ond Wo rld War, when a Japanese 

submarine torpedoed the Norwegian phos
phate freighter Eidsvold at Flying Fish Cove 
on 21 January 1942. Aerial bombardment 
soo n followed and the mini scule British 
garrison succumbed when a contingent of 
30 Indian troops mutinied and murdered 

their officers. The su rviving Europeans 
were imprisoned when the Japanese made 
landfall on 31 March 1942 and comman
deered the phosphate operations for their 
wa r effo rt. The remaining islanders were 
forced to work the mines or were shipped 
to Surabaya, although some managed to 
hide in the jungles throughout the Japanese 
occupation. Harassed by allied submarines 
and shackled by daring acts of sabotage, the 
Japanese failed to make much of the mines 
before the war ended and Christmas Island 
Rew th e Union Jack once more. 

In the postwar years, the reopened 
mines co ntinued to attract workers from 
Ma laya and Singapore, as well as Cocos 
Ma lays from the nearby Cocos-Keeling Is
lands. These waves of migration eventually 
led to the island 's current demographics 
with individuals of Chinese origin mak
ing up 60-70 percent of residents, Cocos 
Malays accounting for about 20 percent 
and minorities of Indian, Australian or 
European descent. The mining operations 
were acquired by the Australian and ew 
Zealand governments in 1948 and with 
Singapore's se lf-rule imminent, Christmas 
Island was sold to Australia on 1 October 
1958 for 2.9 milli on pounds, a sum based on 
the estimated value of phosphate earnings 
forgone by the Crown Colony. 

The 1970s were a time of labour unrest, 
as mine workers sought to achieve social 
and wage equality between employees of 
Asian and European origin through the Un
ion of Christmas Island Workers (ICIW). 
Their goa ls made substantia l headway 
when Gordon Bennett became the General 
Secretary of UCIW in 1979 and strove to 
dismantle what he saw as archaic and rac-

ist industrial practices. A larger-than-life, 
plain-speaking Australi an who almost sin
gle-handedly fought the efforts of the min
ing company to crush the union, Bennett 
was dubbed "Tai Ko .Seng" (Big Brother 
who delivers) by his colleagues and upon 
his death in 1991, was honoured by a lavish 
memorial in the Chinese cemetery, which 
still receives regular offerings of food and 
Rowers by the Chinese community. 

The island's industrial legacy is evident 
in the giant cantilevers that load phosphate 
onto visiting ships at Flying Fish Cove. Now 
operated by a consortium partly owned by 
UCIW, the mines are a shadow of their 
former scale and living on borrowed time, 
for their present operations hinge on old 

stockpiles and existing reserves due to a 
ban on clearing the island's remaining rain
forests. 

A casi no brieRy opened in the 1990s, 
offering a weekend getaway for wealthy 
punters from Southeast Asia, but folded in 
the wake of the regionwide financial crisis 
of 1997-98. The ex-gambling resort now 
provides rooms for tourists, who are be
coming an increasingly important source of 
revenue as divers come in pursuit of whale 
sharks, birdwatchers seek out rare endem
ics and curious explorers of the unbeaten 
track arrive in time to see the spectacle of 
millions of migrating crabs. 

Another source of employment that is 
proving to be a mixed blessing is the use of 

Christmas Island as an immigrant detention 
centre by the Australian authorities. About 
2,000 asylum seekers, mainly from the 
Middle East and South Asia, now occupy 
detention facilities in two locations, pend
ing the approval or rejection of their ap
plications to enter Australia as refugees of 
war and civi l strife. Occasional rioting and 
tragic episodes such as a recent attempt by 
refugees to land on Christmas Island amid a 
storm, resulting in the deaths of thirty men, 
women and children, have fuelled debate 
over the future of the centres. But there is 
also fear that closing the facilities would 
cripple the island economically, now that 
many earn a living by supplying or working 
for the camps. 
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At Lily Beach, a popular cove for swim
ming and picnics, we encountered Adelle 
and Anna, a pair of Sydneysiders who serve 
as volunteers at a refugee camp for women 
and families. Their typical work shift 
spanned 12 hours of lessons and social in
teraction, but on this day off, they had hired 
a scooter to find respite in quieter corners 
of the island. The road from the beach was 
a steep ascent, so Anna hitched a ride in 
our rented 4-whee l drive until Ade ll e 
reached the summit on her own throttle 
and deemed the rest of the journey fit for a 
party of two. 

Located on the northeastern fringe of 
Christmas Island, Lily Beach is a sheltered 
bay of coral sand and crysta l clear water 
protected by sheer cliffs and a shallow 
reef. A boardwalk provides access through 
a landscape of jagged limesto ne. Brown 
boobies, goose-sized seabirds that make 
spectacu lar dives for fish, raise their young 
in this unforgiving environment, while en
demic white-eyes, tiny warblers related to 
the Mata Puteh of the Singapore songbird 
scene, inspect the coastal pandans and fan 
Rowers for insects. Fallen fruit and leaves 
provide nutrition for the ubiquitous red 
crabs, which forage in numbers that reRect 
their ecologica l status as the island's domi
nant land animal. 

hough a mere 135 square kilometres 
in land area compared to Singa
pore's 712 sq km, Christmas Island 

boasts a remarkable diversity of unique 
wildlife thanks to its isolation from conti
nentalland masses and belated colonisation 
by man. Home to more than 250 endemic 
plants and animals (endemic is a biological 
term used to denote a species found only 
in one locality or country), the island has 
been termed the Galapagos of the Indian 
Ocean. This irreplaceable natural heritage 
was recognised by the Australian govern
ment which gazetted nearly two-thirds of 
the island's area as the Christmas Island 
National Park on 21 February 1980. Cover
ing unique terrace wetlands, freshwater 
mangroves, plateau rainforests as well as 
marine and littoral habitats, the park of
fers walking trails of varying difficu lty and 
look-out points where visitors can take in 
the island 's rugged coastline and myriad 
birdlife. 

The Christmas Island red crab (Ge
carcoidea natalis) is by far the most 
wel l-known endemic. There is at least 
one individual in every square metre of 
rainforest, feeding on berries, leaves and 
carrion or hiding in burrows where they 
sit out the dry season. Though equipped 
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with lungs and adept at climbing trees and 
cliffs, the crabs are sti ll vulnerable to heat 
and desiccation. The sea remains a part of 
their li fe-cyc le, a cosmic imperative that 
forces a tide of red bodies to leave their 
wooded homes and trace ancient routes 
to the surf zo ne, where the crabs couple 
and shed their eggs into the water before 
returning to the forests , and even to the 
very same burrows, they had left. The mass 
spawn ing is also a bonanza for whale sharks 
and other plankton feeders , which gather 
around the island to feed on the crab eggs 
and larvae. When they reach about 5mm in 
length, the baby crabs abandon the sea and 
begin a hazardous journey from the coast 
to the forest Roor. In some years, few or no 
baby crabs survive their first month, but a 
bumper crop results every ten years or so, 
providing enough young crabs to sustain 
the population. 

During the breeding season, which 
typica lly runs from October to December, 
major roads are closed to traffic and ve
hicular access to many parks and beaches 
is restr icted . Local radio and public notice 
boards provide daily updates on the an i
mals' movements and drivers are warned to 
watch their speed and avoid running over 
the crustaceans. Along mining routes and 
other essential tho roughfares, park man
agers have devised ingenious ways of sav
ing the crabs such as modular fences that 
channe l the ani mals away from the road 
and towards 'underpasses' that allow safe 
passage across the highway. There are even 
overhead bridges that exploit the crabs' 
penchant for climbing. Local chi ldren join 
in the effort with banners and placards 
to remind fellow islanders and visitors to 
spare a thought fo r the creatures. 

Another common inhabitant of the 
coastal forest is the coconut or robber 
crab. A heavy beast weigh ing up to 4 kg 
and reaching 40 cm in length, these mas
sive crustaceans are fond of coconuts and, 
li ke Singapore's suburban monkeys, are not 
above swiping untended food from unwary 
park visitors. Powerfu l claws provide the 
means to open tough fruit and ward off 
curious humans, but offer no protection 
against motorised vehic les, whose drivers 
are warned to skirt rather than straddl e 
road-crossing individuals lest the claws get 
caught in the undercarriage and damage 
both car and crab. 

Chr istmas Island is also a centre of 
endemism for birdlife. The Abbott's Booby 
is an endangered seabird with a population 
of just 3,000 pairs. Until mining activities 
were phased out in its habitat in the 1980s, 
this large seabird with a wingspan of two 
metres was threatened with extinction by 
the loss of mature trees that it needs for 
nesting. Another vulnerable species is the 
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Christmas Island Frigatebird, which also relies on trees for nesting 
and survives in three colonies with a total population of just 1,200 
breeding pairs. A long-range wanderer that is sometimes spotted in 
Singapore waters, this frigatebird offers an unforgettable sight as 
it glides over the coast on wings that span 2.3 metres and engages 
in mid-air manoeuvres with rivals and mates. 

The most beautiful of Aiel's, however, are probably the bosun
birds. Snow-white plumage with long tail streamers, these seabirds 
are clumsy waddlers on land but transform into feathered wraiths 
when they launch themselves into the air and Aoat with effortless 
ease on long, graceful wings. 1\vo species nest on Christmas Island: 
the red-billed Silver Bosunbird and the Golden Bosunbird, which 
reveals in flight a rich apricot sheen over its plumage and nests only 
on the island. 

In the forest understorey, the endemic Christmas Island Impe
rial Pigeon, clad in metallic purple and green, feeds on figs and 
other fruit , while the endemic Christmas Island Thrush inspects 
the leaf litter for grubs and insects. Higher on the food chain are 
two endemic avian predators: the Christmas Island Goshawk and 
Christmas Island Hawk-Owl, which hunt smaller birds and other 
forest residents. 

A wide choice of walking trails, from simple boardwalks to 
barely marked routes over treacherous rockfaces, offer ample op
portunities to spot indigenous wildlife and lose yourself in forests 
littered with the remains of ancient coral reefs and shaded by tow
ering Tahitian chestnut trees with buttress roots that wind over the 
terraces like giant snakes. The crabs mind their own business, save 
swift darts to avoid trampling feet, and the canopy echoes with the 
whistles of thrushes and sonic booms of feeding pigeons. 

Though a good distance away from town, the Dales at the far 
west of Christmas Island offer perhaps the most rewarding trek. A 
series of small valleys fed by seasonal streams that help maintain a 
stable, moist environment, the Dales are one of two places on the 
island recognised as RAMSAR sites, an international conservation 
status accorded on the basis of the wetland's pristine condition and 
provision of habitats to 20 species of land crab and many other 
threatened animals. Red crabs and their rarer blue cousins occur in 
unusual densities here, along with coconut crabs and lesser-known 
creatures such as an endemic gecko and blind snake. 

A slippery boardwalk leads one through the humid forest, 
where there is little to distinguish between solid ground and sliv
ers of clear water that envelope the soil and at times erupt as misty 
cascades over karst outcrops surrounded by ferns and lush mosses. 
The steep terrain and abundance of subterranean springs make for 
difficult progress at times, but it is here that Christmas Island still 
harbours faunal secrets, which researchers from the Raffles Mu-

A wide choice of walking 
trails, from simple boardwalks 

to barely marked routes over 
treacherous rockfaces, offer 
ample opportunities to spot 
indigenous wildlife and lose 

yourself in forests littered with 
the remains of ancient coral 

reefs and shaded by towering 
Tahitian chesnut trees. 
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seum of Biodiversity Research in Singapore are seeking to uncover 
in recent surveys that have found new species of crustaceans in its 
limestone caverns. 

Chinese woman working as a chambermaid at our lodge 
quipped, "It's boring to live here." Originally from Kuala 
Lumpur, she shared that her daughter now works in 

Melbourne and there is little to do on the island other than fish, 
grow vegetables and raise a few chicken. Pork is also dreadfully 
expensive at nearly 20 dollars a kilo, she added, as fresh supplies 
have to be airAown from Malaysia each week. 

Another lady we met at the national park headquarters re
vealed that she was born in Singapore, but had moved to the island 
with her husband about 10 years earlier. Her original intention 
was to stay for just a few months, but the allure of island life amid 
unspoiled nature sans the pressures of the city led to a permanent 
posting as a ranger. Now responsible for the welfare of the crea
tures that live in the park as well as the people who visit them, she 
declares, "I like the pace of life here." 

It's certainly not everyone's cup of tea. But like the crabs that 
help support the forest ecosystem, Christmas Island occupies a 
special niche in the market for the experience of a lifetime. For 
those who hanker for a change of scenery from the roar of bright 
cities and soul-sapping voids of urban malls, this tiny island of 
scarlet crabs, soaring cliffs and surprisingly decent Chinese food 
offers a chance to rediscover habitats in harmony and explore the 
pulse of a community in touch with their roots. And before long, a 
week will seem barely enough to savour the flavours of a world that 
still heeds the laws of nature and is never far from the pummelling 
power of the deep blue sea. 

There are regular flights from Perth in Western Australia, but 
visitors from Southeast Asia will find it easier to join a weekly 
charter that departs from Kuala Lumpur every Friday. An Aus
tralian visa is required and reasonably priced cars are available 
for rent from a makeshift counter at the airport. 

There is little shopping available, save a stretch of retail out
lets along Gaze Road, but groceries and basic necessities can be 
obtained at minimarts that open till late at the Kampong and the 
largely Chinese settlement of Poon Saan. Dining options range 
from fresh fish-and-chips from a hole in the wall at Poon Saan to 

full service Chinese restaurants and western-style taverns serv
ing beer and pub grub. A choice of lodging facilities is provided 
at www.christmas.net.auandformaximumconvenience.it.s 
recommended that you book your trip through one of the travel 
agents listed on the site. 

More information about the communities and wildlife of Christ
mas Island can be found at these websites: 
• www.christmas.shire.gov.cx 
• www.environment.gov.au/ parks/ christmas/ index.html 
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