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The Richards Family Serving Jesus Christ on Tanna Island, Vanuatu 

Ready, Settle, Go! 
 We are  very much in a ‘settling in’ period.  After a little waiting and 

much getting ready, we have made in to Tanna and are now through the 

first term of the college year.  

Yet in every way we feel very 

new here and are doing what 

we can to settle in physically 

and culturally. 

 We arrived in March to 

find our house much as we 

had planned it minus some 

paint and cyclone shutters.  

We loved our new house 

straight away and are still 

very grateful for it.  It is light 

and breezy inside with veran-

das where you can choose whether you would like to gaze out at the many 

blues of the Coral Sea or the greens of the rich foliage and distant hills.   

 We came to a house that sheltered us from the frequent heavy down-

pours, but with little to go in it other than the chairs and mattresses that 

we picked up in Port Vila.  In less time than it takes a coconut to fall, wo-

ven mats appeared for our comfort and after about a week of observing us 

clambering for any way to get our things off the ground, Ps Yarwell and one 

of the students rustled up a hammer and saw and knocked together a few 

benches for us.  In time our boxes from Australia arrived, and with the as-

sistance of a fund-raiser back at our home church, we have been able to 

get someone here on Tanna to make us some furniture. 
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 While life here is now on par with what many in Australia would re-

gard as camping, we are slowly getting more settled and comfortable.  

When we first arrived every cardboard box that we found could significantly 

improve our standard of living and their deployment on the available floor 

space was the subject of much deliberation.  Now our treasures come more 

slowly, but are of greater significance, with our prize acquisition being a 

bed on legs, which we haven’t yet tired of commenting on the convenience 

of. 

 Just today we marked out the site for our bathroom and toilet and we 

have planned out a new laundry space.  With four small kids and the stom-

ach bugs associated with moving to rural Vanuatu, our lives revolve around 

these spaces and we expect these new building projects to make a big dif-

ference.  Having said that a good sign that we are naturalising already is 

that the kids are running to the toilet (or the toilet is running in their nap-

pies) less-and-less.  

 The physical environment of Vanuatu is certainly a challenge, espe-

cially at this early stage.  Life without mains electricity and having running 

water in just one outdoor tap is difficult for us Aussies.  We didn’t grow up 

here and we bring with us our western assumptions about health and hy-

giene which only exist because of our privileged existence.   

 Having said that it is a challenge, we are extremely grateful for what 

we do have and see that we are blessed by 

the people here who have gone out of their 

way so many times to ensure that their new 

residents have the best of everything.  Our 

one tap is a privilege as there is just one 

other tap for the whole of the college.  We 

have to be a bit careful about what we say 

since we only have to mention that we plan 

to do something for it to be done the next day.  We also recognise the sup-

port of our partners and family at home who in both big and small ways 

have made our move here possible.  We thank God for what we have and 

the people he has given us. 

 The physical environment is just one aspect of our settling in.  We 

also need to adapt to living amongst people who are so culturally different 
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to us.  On the physical front, building the bathroom, laundry and kitchen, 

acquiring enough furniture to get our boxes unpacked, and planting a gar-

den will probably get us over the line in terms of feeling settled.  Culturally 

however, there are no clear turning points, just shades of understanding.   

 If people just did things differently we could observe behaviours and 

acquire knowledge.  But culture is 

bound up in entirely different ways of 

thinking with permeate patterns of con-

versations, decision making, assump-

tions about relationships, and every as-

pect of life.  Every day we learn some-

thing new but also continue to be sur-

prised by what people say, do, and ex-

pect.  Sometimes understanding culture 

with limited language feels like trying to 

unravel a fuzzy ball of string by the light of a distant star. 

 If it is difficult for us, think also of our hosts.  We at least have a 

background in thinking about culture and world-views from coming from a 

multi-cultural country, previous travel (including living in different parts of 

Vanuatu), and having taught in a cross-cultural setting in Northern Aus-

tralia.  But for many of the students and surrounding villagers, this is the 

first time that they have observed the ‘white man’ at close quarters.  And 

white man can be a baffling beast indeed! 

 White man seems to improve things that already work.   They have so 

much washing and put nappies on their babies all the time (not just in 

church!).  They ‘herd’ differently and have unexpected rules for their chil-

dren.  They insist their kids need to rest when they are running around 

happily.   They wash in the cold part of the day.  They will pay for one ex-

pensive item but not something of lesser value.  They seem to be continual-

ly surprised by the colours of the sunset.  They name chickens.  They seem 

to be tired and yet stay awake once it is dark.  In short, while the white 

man can be friendly and generous, they can also have strange and unpre-

dictable ways. 

 Yet we are blessed with Ps Yarwell and his wife who came across 

Australians while studying at Bible College.  They understand that we will 
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do things differently and not always understand their ways.  They are gra-

cious and patient with us and we feel greatly blessed by them through their 

help and insight.   

 Our ways have also been a blessing to them.  Organisational tasks for 

the college which have been given to me (Tom) have been appreciated.  Sim-

ple timetables and teaching sequences have been warmly welcomed and 

have changed the entire outlook of the college.  So although cultural differ-

ences are hard, they are not insurmountable, and we ask that you pray 

that we continue to learn the ways of our new country and be blessed by it, 

as indeed we seek to be a blessing to others. 

 Our first newsletters were about getting ready to come to Tanna.  We 

are now writing about getting settled, and 

probably will continue to for a while.  The 

question is if and when we will get to a ‘go.’  

In once sense life is all go.  I am at the end 

of the first term and have been spending 

time out and about visiting mission fields.  

Margaret has began schooling the kids and 

her work in the home never stops.  Yet at 

the same time we are still struggling to get 

on with the tasks at hand because we are still painting, building, and 

spending time and energy on inefficient tasks.  Culturally too, we are still 

unsure and might misjudge situations and so not work as effectively as we 

other wise could.   

 We need to think through what ‘go’ actually is in a cultural sense.  

We weren’t invited here to be ni-Vanuatu.  We were invited here to bring 

with us the benefits of our educations, different perspectives, and skills.  

Yet it is difficult to apply these things without a good understanding of the 

way that the people we are ministering to will think about them and apply 

them. 

 Please pray for us as we settle in and move towards a go.  Ask our 

gracious Father who is the source of all good things to give us a settled and 

stable home-life and the insight to minister effectively to his chosen here on 

Tanna. 
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A t  t h e  c o l l e g e  
 I (Tom) have enjoyed my first term teaching at College.  I taught 

Evangelism and Discipleship, and Doctrines of Grace.  It was a real privi-

lege to share God’s gracious plan with the students and show how it un-

folds throughout the Bible.  By the grace of God, I managed to find a few  

illustrations to help convey the mate-

rial to the students and I hope to de-

velop more as the years go on. 

 The term was made a little diffi-

cult by the fact that I arrived late and 

then I was surprised to discover that 

the term contained three less teaching 

weeks at the end than I expected.  I 

also found it hard to get feedback and 

a feel for how the students were going 

early in the term, but as I discovered the way that Ps Yarwell wanted as-

sessment done, the tasks provided me with more clues.  

 I am now beginning the new term with a clear idea of how many 

weeks I can expect to teach for (although it will change) and a better idea of 

what level to pitch my teaching at.  This term I will teach ‘People of God,’ a 

subject incorporating Hebrews, James, and Peter, and also English.  I am 

thrilled to have a Bible unit to teach and am enjoying the challenge of try-

ing to get my head around the structure of Hebrews and I am being  ‘blown 

away’ the majestic scope of the theology and its startling use of the Old 

Testament.   

 Surprisingly teaching English is the subject that I feel most at sea 

with.  I taught English to people for whom it was not their first language 

when I was a teacher in Fitzroy Crossing, but this feels different.  Then I 

taught children and I had 2 hours a day.  Here I have adults twice a week.  

There is also a large range of abilities so I will need to split the students 

into two groups.   The task, which is difficult enough in one term is make 

more difficult by the fact that their comprehension is very poor in any lan-

guage.  There are students who can read aloud in Bislama (or even English) 

but have little ability to say what it means.   Please pray that I can think 

carefully about how to teach and why exactly I am doing it.  
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I n  t h e  f i e l d  
 I (Tom) have began the task of visiting the mission fields but my work 

has been slow.  At times my visits have been uplifting when I have seen the 

diligent work of God’s faithful servants, at others times it has been dis-

heartening to see works floundering or missionaries who have left their 

posts. 

 Last August the Presbytery removed their last Missions Director and 

no one has been in the role since then so it has been some time since any-

one has really checked on their progress.  I 

began my visits during the mid-term break 

from college, but it has been hard to make 

contact with some missionaries and my 

progress was slowed by road conditions 

and vehicle maintenance.   

 I have however been able to get to 

many works and met with wonderful peo-

ple who are contending for the gospel in 

the villages given to them.  It has been fascinating to hear from them about 

what their congregations have been converted from and the current strug-

gles of their ministries.   Some other workers do not feel that they are 

making progress and in fact one has asked to be removed because of the 

work going backwards.  Others  are no longer at their posts.  Some because 

they have been removed by local churches, others, because they have cho-

sen to.   

 It is difficult to piece together all the factors involved in both success-

es and failures and of course each individual case is different, but the task 

I have been given at the moment is 

to visit all these mission fields and 

write a report on the current situa-

tion and make recommendations as 

to how the program can go forward 

into a new phase.  Pray for me as I 

make tough decisions.  Give thanks 

also that God is in control of this 

work. 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
 Its been really great to finally get here and begin work on making a 

new home. Our hosts, Ps Yarwell and his wife Elsie have  really looked after 

us and made us feel very welcome here, giving us fruit, tastes of local 

meals, working on our house, fixing our gutters in the middle of the night 

in pouring rain and getting cuttings to plant around the house. 

 My (Margaret) days are pretty hard 

work at the moment. Changing from 

washing machine to no washing machine 

and from disposable nappies to cloth, has 

been a big adjustment (which we expected 

of course).  Getting basic things done like 

washing clothes, cooking meals, changing 

nappies and bathing kids is a lot harder 

physically and takes longer so much of 

my time is taken up with these things and I am usually ready for bed at 

7:30!  

 Some days I feel like I am really at my limits but of course these are 

the times that I learn too and I have been pushed to think a lot about my-

self and my attitudes and who I really am working for, so that aspect has 

been good.  Washing clothes happens on the veranda at the moment and so 

when I need a break I get to look out across the beautiful ocean and think 

of a friend in Australia. We had hoped to have a house helper but it has 

been difficult to find someone.  There is a possibility someone coming in the 

near future and I am praying that this will work out. I would love to be 

spending more time with the children. 

 The kids are generally very happy. 

At the beginning I felt like the kids were 

very dependent on toys and me provid-

ing activities for them but quickly they 

have become happy to be outside and 

playing in our backyard or close sur-

rounds with the other children making 

their own fun. This has been really 

great and something we hoped would 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
happen.  

 It took Sam and Lucy one day to discover a fantastic climbing tree 

above the college pig pen and a stones throw away from the back door.  

Every day there is something new and interesting to watch or do and Sam 

is into it. Coconuts: collecting them, eating them, drinking them, 

‘skrasem’ (grating) them, planting 

them, climbing them, counting their 

leaves, weaving their leaves ... Sam is 

into it and Lucy goes along.  

 Other things the kids enjoy are 

going off to find mandarins, and nuta-

fura fruit, planting all kinds of seeds 

we find in the many fruits we eat all 

over the yard, riding their bikes, going 

on the swings, watching the pigs, 

cows, chooks, dogs and a ginger cat. The mother hen had ten chicks hatch 

the other day. Lucy loves to make houses in all kinds of spots, under mats, 

behinds the tank, in the big washing dish, Timmy joins in. He loves playing 

with  the coral and little black stones which there are plenty of. Annie is 

changing all the time and at the moment has just started solids and has 

two teeth. She often sits in the swing chewing on a toy and watching the 

chickens while I’m washing. 

 The kids also have a lot of fun with the three other children that are 

here (part of Ps Yarwell and Elsie’s family) The five of them are often off to-

gether on their bikes, or in the trees or eating drippy pomplemous 

(grapefruit) on the verandah. We are really grateful for these kids being 

playmates for ours.  

 We’ve started a small school session in the mornings. The first day 

was a disaster and I didn't think I could do a second day. Lessons learned: 

don't start on a day of near cyclone conditions and wait till Annie is asleep 

before trying to do reading aloud. However school is going quite well and we 

are all enjoying a bit of more structured time together.   

 One of the highlights for our family since the last newsletter was the 

Easter bonfire night where we joined with all the students on a tarp under 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
the mango tree near the cliff looking out 

to sea and watched a huge bonfire burn 

away as the students got up in different 

groups and performed different Christian 

songs. Sometimes a capella and some-

times with guitar, I could have listened 

to their amazing voices all night with the 

kids drifting off to sleep under blankets 

beside us.  

 

Nuts and Bolts - how we live 
 Many people have 

asked us about how we actu-

ally live here on Tanna, what 

we do, what we use and how 

we communicate so here is a 

quick snapshot as of today, 

which might well be different 

in the future. 

House: we live in a 5 room 

house made of concrete 

blocks with a iron roof.  It is 

situated on the beautiful col-

lege grounds which we think is one of the nicest places on Tanna.   

Toilet and Bathroom: We are building a new toilet and bathroom but for 

the time being we have been given exclusive use of a toilet which flushes 

(with a little help) and a cold shower.  A departing translator gave us a gas 

hot water system which we plan to install in our new bathroom.  The new 

bathroom will have a flush toilet and running water fed from a spring about 

3.6km up the hill. 

Washing: Yep, Margaret has to do all the washing by hand in buckets and 

tubs.  As you would imagine this is hard work for anyone with four small 

kids and harder if you didn’t grow up with it.  !   
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
Cooking: We have a two-burner camp gas stove which we cook on in our 

make-shift kitchen.  We are planning a kitchen with larger stove, benches, 

and running water over a sink. 

Electricity: We have two small solar panels which charge our phones and 

AA batteries which we use for LED lights at night.  We have a small genera-

tor which we use to charge our laptop and run a printer if necessary.  One 

day we would like to put in solar electricity to give more light at night and 

reduce our reliance on petrol which is about $3 a litre.   If and when we get 

solar we will also add a small fridge/freezer. 

Communications: We (Tom and Margaret) both have 2G mobile phones 

which are on most of the time.  The best way to contact us is to call or text. 

And we love to hear news from home (yep, a hint!).  If you remember 2G, it 

allows for some updates on 

Twitter and Facebook but nor 

much more.  All other internet 

communication can be done at 

the town which is about an 

hour a way.  We are on the in-

ternet to download email about 

once a week, but it might be as 

much as another week before 

we upload a response.  Mar-

garet’s email is not working at 

the moment but we will soon fix that.  We also have a PO Box in Lenakel 

which has so far been reliable in all but one case.  (All contact details are 

on the back page). 

Transport: We have a Hilux which gets us to Lenakel and around Tanna to 

mission Fields.  It is a very capable vehicle but the conditions are tough 

here and maintenance is constant.  I (Tom) think that a sailing kayak 

would be just the right fishing vessel for the local conditions, but we will 

see about that! 

Shops: Lenakel (an hour away) has fresh food markets and dry food stores. 

The markets are great values and have good fresh produce, although not 

quite the variety of vegetables that we are used to.  The stores have staples 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
like rice, flour, wheat bix,  tin tomatoes, tined fish, etc.  They also have 

chocolate biscuits, ice creams and twisties.  Food in stores is expensive 

with little beyond the basics, but still a welcome thing to have.  Next time 

we are in Port Vila we will ship some things down now that we know what 

isn’t here.  There are butchers in Lenakel although they are erratic and 

cannot be relied on. 

Pets: So far we have a rooster named Roger who was Tim’s birthday pre-

sent and a hen who Lucy has named ‘Speckles’ and somewhat adopted.  I 

have agreed not to eat speckles, so her job now is to team up with Roger 

produce Christmas dinner.   

Stop Press! 
 We have found someone to help Margaret with the house-

work.  In fact we now have not one but two people who want to 

work together and share the work. 

 We are very happy with both Filo and Juliet and they have 

taken a huge load off Margaret.  However they are still working out 

their living situation since they are not from a village near by (no 

one could be found locally).  Please keep praying that things will 

work out. 
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Prayer   
 Give thanks to God for our arrival and completion of first term. 

 Give thanks to God for the house that we have and our living condi-

tions. 

 Give thanks that Margaret has been able to start teaching Sam and 

Lucy, and that Tim and Annie are growing nicely. 

 Please pray for the provision of someone to help Margaret in the 

home. 

 Please pray that Tom can teach clearly and that the students will grow 

in their understanding and their personal walk with God.  

 Please pray that we remain spiritually encourage when things are dif-

ficult. 

Support 
 Our support level is at 100%.  We are grateful to God and his people 

for this provision.  We will let you know if our situation changes.  

P a r t n e r  

New Contact Details 

Address:   PO Box 97 

   Lenakel, Tanna 

   Vanuatu   

Phone:  Tom - (678) 5677594;  

   Margaret - (678) 5678195 

Email:  Tom - wordworks5511@hotmail.com 

   Margaret - margaret-richards@hotmail.com 

Blog:   www.talkingabouttanna.com 

Facebook:   www.facebook.com/talkingabouttanna 

Twitter:   @talkabouttanna 


