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Tonga is a collection of islands lying between New Zealand and the Equator. The Kingdom of Tonga has 171 islands, but only 45 are inhabited. Tonga’s population is about 1000 000 and most of these live on the island of Tongatapu. The islands of Tonga form three main groups.

· The Vava’u Group to the north, with its main town of Neiafu.

· The Ha’apai Group in the middle –mainly low coral islands.

· The Tongatapu Group to the south. The capital of Tonga is Nuku’alofa on the main island Tongatapu.

There are a number of volcanic islands such as Niuafo’ou, Late, Tofua, and Kao. These volcanic islands form a line down the western side of Tonga, and some are still active.

The main island of Tongatapu has no streams or lakes. Rain water sinks down through the porous limestone and sits on top of the salt water. (Fresh water is lighter then salt water) By digging a well to the right depth, you can get fresh water. You can also collect rain water by filling tanks collecting the water from the roof of buildings.

Farming:
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Pigs are farmed to produce Pork for Feasts. There are about 90 000 pigs in Tonga. Hens are also kept. The hens run free and are fed grated coconut. There are not many cows or sheep in Tonga because the climate doesn’t suit them and because they need a lot of land to graze. There are dogs in most villages and some Horses. Horses are used to pull carts and to go places that cars can’t go and they don’t drink expensive petrol or rust in the salty air.

Crops that grow in the wild are coconuts, pawpaw, breadfruit, bananas and sugar cane some of these are also planted and grown for sale.

The main crops grown to eat and sell are Taro, cassava, sweet potato and yams. Pineapples, watermelon, squash and peanuts are also grown.

Money and Island Life: 

Living on a small island comes with some problems. If you can’t build it, fix it, heal it, or solve it, it may be a long time before you can get outside help – and then you may not be able to afford it anyway. You have to work together to solve problems. 

Tongans need money for: Building materials, The Church, School fees, Boats and outboard motors that need petrol, Fridge, radio and washing machines, Travel, Clothes

Medical help, processed foods: tinned corned beef, sugar, flour and bread.

How Tongans can get money: Family member sends money from overseas. 

Growing extra crops to sell and catching more fish to sell to exporters, Working for Tourists

And Local fundraising 

Problems:

Family member not sending money home- they may not feel obliged after living away. There are fewer fish to catch. Soil might become less fertile. Fertilizers and sprays can poison their water and ground. Want to be like the Tourist and their way of life.

Sometime the problem may simply be that there is not enough money around. 

Food: 

Tongans make good use of the reef as a food source and different family members have different tasks related to the sea. Men and boys fish with spears and nets and the Women and girls mainly collect shellfish and crabs. Pork is the main dish at any important occasion. Families often have their own vegetable gardens to provide them with day to day food. The market is also a popular place to go to buy and sell your produce. 

An “Umu” is a traditional way to cook and prepare Food for a feast. To make one you need to dig a pit and light a fire in it to heat the cooking stones. Next you need to prepare your meat and vegetables; this could be chicken and fish.  (Pork is often spit roasted) next cut up your vegetables, sometimes the food is wrapped in Banana leaves with coconut cream. When the fire has burnt down, cover the hot stone with banana leaves. On top of the banana leaves go the vegetables, fish and chicken. Then more banana leaves are put on to cover the food. Earth to then put on top to keep the steam in and everything is cooked.

Recipe: 

Here is a delicious dessert recipe that is popular with children in Tonga. It is similar to a dumpling recipe cooked in a coconut sauce.

Fai Kakai Topai

Ingredients:

2 cups of rich coconut cream

2 cups of raw sugar

1 cup of white flour

1 cup of desiccated coconut

Water to bind flour and coconut

Water for cooking dumpling

Method:

Three quarters fill your largest saucepan with water and bring the water to the boil. Turn down the temperature and let the water simmer while you make the dumplings and sauce. Make the dumpling by combining the flour and coconut and small amounts of water until your mixture resembles a scone mixture. Form your dumplings small balls and drop them into the simmering water. Let them cook for 15 – 20 minutes or until they cooked. In a smaller saucepan, melt the raw sugar over low heat. Slowly adding the coconut cream and boil for 9 minutes or until the sauce thickens. Place to one side and let leave it to cool slightly. When all your dumplings are cooked, lift them out of the water and place them in your serving dish. Pour your coconut sauce over the dumplings and enjoy.

Church:

For most Tongan Families the church comes first. Giving money to the church is more important than improving your own standard of living. At dawn every day you can hear the bells and wooden gongs or drums calling people to church. An interesting fact about Tonga is that if you sign a contract on a Sunday it is not legally binding. The law of Tonga says: “The Sabbath day shall be sacred in Tonga forever, and it shall not be lawful to do work, or play games, or trade on the Sabbath”. That means that dances finish at twelve o’clock on Saturday night, and people are not supposed to mow lawns, do their gardening, or go fishing on Sundays. Shops and other business are also closed on Sundays.

Tapa cloth:

Ngatu, the Tongan word for tapa cloth, is made from the hiapo or paper mulberry plant.

It takes 2-3 years for the plants to grow. The bark is peeled from the stems stripping off the rough outer bark leaving the tutu. The strips of tutu are soaked in water before being beaten together to make wider strips. This is then left to dry in the sun and flattened. Layers are sometimes sandwiched together with arrowroot paste and dye. The pattern is painted with vegetable dyes or acrylic paint.

In traditional times, ngatu was used for many things such as bed sheets and bankets, towels, insect netting, room dividers and as bandages. It is worn as a wrap-around piece of clothing by men and women and as a cape worn over the shoulders. Some times it is worn as a turban around the head. It is often hung for decoration in the house and used as a kite or flag outside.

Today in Tonga, ngatu is used mainly during important occasions in the village. It is a constantly circulating gift that joins the village community together as it is passed on from wedding to funeral to birthday feast. Tourist buy ngatu cloth and souvenirs decorated with it. 

Craft Activity

You can use calico material or use sheets of A4 paper to make your own Tapa cloth. Use fabric paint or acrylic paint to create your tapa designs. If you are using paper, screw it up and flatten it out again. Do this several times to make the paper more cloth like, before you paint on it.
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