
 

Green �omad in Kiribati 

 

 
In November 2003 we were in Vanuatu, Banks Islands, which have been named after 

the botanist Joseph Banks, a member of the Captain Cook’s Endeavour expedition. 

 

It was time to seek shelter from the South Pacific cyclone season. The options included 

either to go north and stay close to the equator line or pass to the northern hemisphere, 

or to go south, outside the tropics, which meant Australia or New Zealand, or stay 

another season in the cyclone area in some place where good cyclone holes could be 

found. 

As we had made the two latter options in previous years, having even experienced a 

category 5 cyclone right over our heads (we will describe that in another article), we 

decided for the option that at that moment would be the more relaxed, which would be 

sailing in a NNE course for the 1000 nautical miles that separated us from Kiribati. 

Before leaving Australia in 2002 in the second leg of our trip (the first had been from 

Brazil to Australia, between April 1997 and December 1998), we had read about 

Kiribati in a guide named Landfalls of Paradise. Those turquoise lagoons and the 

Micronesian culture looked too good to let go, being so close at hand. 

 

 
 

Green �omad at anchor, Torres Islands, �orthern Vanuatu. 

 

Having decided, and we would not regret it, we made a passage between Sola, in the 

Banks Islands, and Tarawa, the capital of Kiribati, which lies in the Gilbert Islands 



group. Kiribati stretches itself over a vast area of the Pacific Ocean, and further east are 

the Phoenix and Line islands groups, all belonging to the same country. 

 
 

We started the passage with pretty strong south-easterlies, the famous Trade Winds 

from the southern hemisphere blowing their last breaths for that year. We had to sail 

with two reefs in the main and staysail, with a fifty to sixty degrees apparent wind 

angle. The wind started to ease after three days, and, as we would expect, we started to 

enter the area of variable winds, calms and thunderstorms that are characteristic of the 

passage between hemispheres. 

We were becalmed for four days, and as we were already out of the cyclone danger 

area, we decided that we would just wait for the wind. We would motor a few hours a 

day, but in these cases where there is no risk to just lay there, we normally choose to 

save fuel and engine, and float at the ocean’s will, the perfect situation to cook pizza 

and dine with all sails down under a starry sky and listening to beautiful music. 

As our true course was twenty degrees and the initial winds SE, that were expected to 

shift to ENE, and the current was W setting, we tried to gain the maximum easting we 

could. Now after the calms, we had a fresh WNW threatening to push us too much to 

the east, but that ended up being perfect to give us the last few hundred miles on a free 

ride. After four more days we were arriving in Tarawa. 

 

 



 
Having a refreshing shower with bucket and garden sprayer. 

 

We arrived there with an overheating problem in our engine, so we had to cross the pass 

under sail, having to tack a few times along that narrow channel, which it is not an easy 

task and is even less welcome after eleven days at sea. However, once inside the lagoon 

we could use the engine for the last three miles that separated us from the anchorage. 

Tarawa is an atoll with a population of 20000, which for its area is like having the 

demographic density of New York. There is just one street, and the traffic of old 

Japanese cars and supersonic mini-vans is nonstop. One can never forget the trip from 

Betio, where the anchorage is, to Bairiki, where the entry formalities are completed, in a 

mini-van overflowing with barefoot people, speeding at 100 km per hour and with a full 

blasting disco power sound system, flying over the blue lagoon on a man-made 

causeway. 

 

The immigration chief at the time had making peoples’ lives difficult for sport, but we 

ended up with all papers we needed and a permission to stop by in Abaiang and 

Butaritari on our way to the Marshall Islands. 

After a succession of parties with the other cruisers and ashore we covered the 25 miles 

to Abaiang, which lies just north of Tarawa. In the waters between Tarawa and Abaiang 

we watched one of the most beautiful scenes the Ocean offered us so far, with dolphins 

“flying” alongside us in absolutely clear blue water. 

We made this trip several times, as we spent nearly three months in Abaiang, and had to 

come back to Tarawa to renew our visa permit. 



 
Dolphins “flying” alongside Green �omad’s beam 

 

 

 
Green �omad in Butaritari Atoll, Kiribati 



 

These twenty-five miles of water separated two worlds. Away from Tarawa one can 

witness the Micronesian way of life like their forefathers lived for ages. 

Our stay in Abaiang would be the beginning of a great friendship with that sincere and 

welcoming people. More than a never-ending succession of perfect anchorages of 

picture quality waters with colours you can’t believe, Kiribati is home to a generous and 

good humoured people, where life is normally simple and joyful. 

There was always a smile in their countenances. A “mauri”, the local greeting and a 

walk through the villages invariably brought several invitations to sit in somebody’s 

house and drink coconut water, which the host would collect on top of the tree as if it 

was his fridge. 

To sit inside the house was just to step aside and sit, as there are no walls in Kiribati 

dwellings. 

 

 

 
South Seas Postcard! 



 
Visiting friends in Abaiang 

 

We stayed in Kiribati for five months, four of them during our first passage, and another 

on our way back south, after spending another five months in the Marshall Islands, 

which lie a few hundred miles north-northwest of Kiribati. 

We lived in close contact with the local communities, and were called the “imatangs”, 

which means inhabitants of paradise; a reference to the old story of white skinned gods 

that permeates their mythology. 

We even had our names combined and given to a one year old boy, which was renamed 

Luimar. The boy’s parents asked our permission for this change with the assistance of 

their oldest daughter, as she spoke English better than it is usual in the atolls. As we 

could not see a reason to refuse, we told them we would be honored with the gesture 

and accepted the compliment. Only when we had already left the island we realized the 

full extent of the gesture, having read about a similar situation in a book entitled “A 

pattern of islands”, by Sir Arthur Grimble, a British Foreign Service official from the 

1920s. His daughter gave her name to a local child and that meant the renamed child 

would be a life long servant of the girl, if she wished so. Obviously she declined the 

service obligation, and so we did, accepting the homage only. 

 

 



 
Marli holding small Luimar in her lap, with his mother and sister alongside. The 

Kiribati people have the same ethnic features of Polynesians. 

 

Another remarkable feature of the Kiribati culture is the still common use of the 

traditional Polynesian outrigger sailing canoe. They are in no way inferior to any 

modern catamaran (and cost a lot less to build). I was constantly running to Green 

Nomad’s foredeck to get sailing magazine quality pictures of these fine sailing craft. 

They soon discovered I liked to photograph them sailing, and would present me with 

many a close pass. 

 



 
 

Perfect Reach! 

 

 

 



The same canoes are also used with outboard motors, which are installed close to 

the midsection of the boat. An efficient hull shape guarantees them a very 

economic ride. In this picture we receive the visit of many friends aboard an 11m 

long canoe. 

 

And yet another memorable moment was being invited to fish with our friend Teinabo 

and his brother. 

We headed out in a 4 meter long canoe, and soon were leaving the lagoon through the 

South Pass and were in the open sea, with all lines in the water. Soon I began to ask 

myself why had they been stopped by another canoe and gotten a 40cm long tuna, and 

why this tuna was hanging out in the water attached to a ukulele  ( small chord 

instrument the size of a banjo) sized hook, with a 5m length 5mm steel chain and a 

5mm polypropylene line. I knew the answer but did not want to admit it. In less than 

two minutes we had a two metres long mako shark at the end of that tackle, and the not 

too safe game of fighting this fish in that 4mm thick hull stitched together with coconut 

fiber started. As I am writing this, we won… 

 

 
Sports fishing boat – Made in  Kiribati 



 
 

Catch of the day 

 

 

 



 
 

Marli had the learning of the local cooking and ways. Coconut was always present 

to give some extra flavour in a diet based on rice and fish. 

 

 

We left Abaiang with a heavy hearth, but soon we would find ourselves surrounded by 

new friends in Butaritari, the Northernmost atoll in the Gilbert group. 

The immigration chief, the one that had bothering tourists as past time, had given us 

permission to stay for a week . We were to deliver a sealed letter to the local police 

chief, where our allowed stay would be stated. 

We arrived through the southern pass and went to the main village and delivered the 

infamous letter. 

A month later, we were still in Butaritari, and I would be sorry of any police officer who 

would try to expel us. Our friends from Kuma village, at the eastern end of the atoll, 

would give him some grief, I am sure. 

In Kuma there was a group of families that formed a kind of club. They had their own 

“maneaba” (maneaba is the local community house in Kiribati), and when we went to 

see them and ask permission to stay anchored and fish in front of their village, the first 

thing they did was to invite us for dinner. 

The result were nearly two weeks of plentiful  social life. Every night we would go 

ashore to eat with them, followed by our friend Bill, from Piet Heyn, who was voyaging 

together with us since Vanuatu. 

There were real feasts waiting for us every night, dully preceded by speeches from each 

family head and our thankfulness replies, with the local teacher acting as interpreter. As 

each night a different family was in charge of cooking, it started a kind of competition 

among the families, fighting for the right to say that they had done better. We were 



served each night a little better, and the menu was always improving, with lobsters, 

coconut crabs, bread fruit chips… 

The social life was so intense that after two weeks we moved the boat a few miles, as 

we both thought we were using too much of their resources and we were tired of night 

life. 

Of course they would come and visit us, and before we left to the Marshall Islands, they 

came to fish for lobsters as a go away gift. They came to the boat at six in the morning 

with four COOKED lobsters, ready to eat. 

 

 
Feast in the Maneaba 

 

 

 



 
Life at its full. Friendship, wonderful nature and peace! 

 

 

Being anchored in one of these atolls always provided for images that defied your 

imagination. In Abemama, where the Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson lived, the 

blue would stick around even if the weather would try otherwise. 

 



 
Fair weather blue... 

 
Bad weather Blue! 

 



Kiribati was so special to us that we feel we have to go back one day. Apart from being 

in an oceanic paradise, it was evident that their sustainable lifestyle is a viable one. 

People looked to live happier than their modern consumer society counterparts, and 

knew how to use their environment to survive, while respecting it. 

 

 
Sadly that will not save them from being amongst the first climate change refugees, as 

rising sea levels will affect them before any other societies. 



 

 
Engineering lessons in Kiribati 

 



As the memories that this people and place left in us are always driving us forward to go 

back there, we are building a boat again, after selling Green Nomad in Australia in 

2005. 

We decided to name the design made in co-operation with B&G Yacht Design the 

Kiribati 36, and Kiribati is for sure the main destination we have in mind when we can 

hit the water once more. 

The new Green Nomad keeps the same size as the previous one, eleven metres, but now 

she is being built in aluminiun instead of steel, and should be a better light weather 

performer, due to the more modern hull lines and smaller displacement. Another 

important change is that now we will be able to use almost every pass in Kiribati, as the 

swing keel will give us a draught of only 72cm with the keel up, in a fully loaded 

condition. 

 

 
The new Green �omad, being built at Metallic Boats, in Triunfo, RS, Southern 

Brazil 

 

Also we got rid of the submarine ride feeling, as traditional sailboat design made us 

feel. The new boat has panoramic view from inside the cabin, due to the 9 hatches 

surrounding the main cabin area. 

We hope to be back in the water until the end of this year. A lot of work will still be left 

to be done in the boat, but we will do it living aboard and dreaming with Kiribati and 

the South Seas!  

 


