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ABSTRACT
Attempts to prevent tourists from fraternising with the natives in
Suva marks the decade of the 1930s as one of significant change
for Fijian society. The accounts of cruise ship visitors to Fiji
document the delicate race relations in the capital of the British
colony and the efforts of the European authorities to maintain
control. This article considers the ways in which tourists and
residents reinforced and disrupted the established colonial order.
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Fiji’s location in the region means that Suva has long been a central hub for trans-Pacific
transportation and was once a key colonial port in the British Pacific empire. In the after-
math of WorldWar I and the break-up of the German colonial empire, European imperial
powers jostled with emerging nations to assert their territorial claims in the Pacific Ocean.
Amidst this geo-political reordering, global economic growth encouraged increasing
numbers of people to tour the Pacific Islands aboard luxurious cruise ships, an experience
which companies promoted as both educational and exotic. In Fiji, steamship cruising
reached its zenith in the late 1930s and travel accounts from this period highlight a
diverse range of impressions in which travellers supported and challenged notions of
empire. Likewise, the response of the host communities, both indigenous and colonial,
was ambivalent. Proponents of tourism who welcomed new investment and development
were countered with official concerns that tourist ‘fraternisation’ may have a destabilising
effect on the local population. A focus on the perspective of travellers and their hosts
shows that tourism, while often dependent on and reinforcing imperialism, does not
always sit easily with colonial authority and can be subversive.

Archival sources point to the late 1930s as a significant period for relations between
passenger and port in Fiji’s burgeoning tourism industry, and complicate binary under-
standings of colonial tourism as an exchange between the metropole and colony.
Studies of tourism and the British empire have conventionally focused on the metropole
and colony as two distinct entities in which the metropole largely shaped the development
of tourism in the colony. ‘British overseas tourism was imperial in geography and style’
with British tour operators such as Thomas Cook, British transportation and British
hotels producing familiar customs and routines for travellers ‘especially in port cities
and colonial capitals’.1 Yet Ann Stoler and Frederick Cooper argue that the ‘Imperial
elites may have viewed their domains from a metropolitan centre, but their actions,
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let alone their consequences, were not necessarily determined there’.2 If one considers the
response of Fijian colonial officials to tourists in the 1930s, then the assumed supremacy of
the metropole’s control and authority in the colony is unsettled. Though British colonial
networks facilitated the growth of tourism to Fiji during the interwar period, colonial
administrators in Fiji were either ambivalent or opposed to it because of the ways in
which tourists were upsetting the delicate racial balance at the time and threatening the
established colonial order in Fiji.

New Zealand historian Tony Ballantyne challenges the arbitrary distinction in histor-
iography between imperial history (from the centre) and colonial history (from the per-
iphery). Instead he suggests that ‘webs of empire’ is a more suitable and integrative
notion of colonialism that acknowledges the imperial connections between multiple
nodes and localised encounters that existed outside of the metropole.3 Using this frame-
work, the ‘nodes’ of Australia, New Zealand and the United States, from which steamships
began and ended their voyages, could be considered to play an equally significant role in
Pacific tourism and colonialism. Cultural histories of travel have also emphasised a fluid
and shifting colonial network or space.4

The interwar period was a critical time for the British empire in Fiji as elsewhere. It was
marked by the end of the Indian indentured labour system which the British had intro-
duced to develop Fiji’s agricultural economy. The exploitation of Indians in Fiji and else-
where in the empire brought into question Britain’s role as a beneficial coloniser, both at
home and abroad. Fears of depopulation amongst the indigenous population remained a
serious concern for local authorities and missionaries who believed the Fijian native was
dying out. The 1918 Spanish flu epidemic had a devastating impact on Fiji and its Pacific
neighbours, revealing the failure of quarantine regulations for steamships, and more
broadly the frailty of colonial protection measures. A global economic depression in
1929 foreshadowed a decade of social upheaval and reform in Fijian society. Though
the voices of Fijians and Indians are largely silent here, the colonial record shows that
the social and economic changes of the 1930s prompted Fijians and Indians to ask for
a greater say in the country’s political affairs.

Though political ties to Britain remained strong, the proximity of Australia, New
Zealand and the US resulted in more immediate encounters and influences with Fijian
people. The rapid increase of tourists borne to their shores by larger and more luxurious
vessels from these countries was prompted by more aggressive promotions and compe-
tition within the shipping industry in the Pacific, and reflected a global trend towards
the democratisation of travel. Passengers could choose multiple options between steerage
and first class, and the remoteness and isolation of the Pacific attracted those who wished
to move beyond the ‘beaten track’.5 This was an attractive notion for the American market,
whereas travellers from the British settler colonies of Australia and New Zealand were
more often embarking on trans-Pacific crossings as part of a colonial ‘Grand Tour’ to

2Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper, ‘Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda’, in Tensions of
Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, eds. Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper (California: University of Cali-
fornia Press 1997), 29.

3Tony Ballantyne, Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 2012), 17.
4See Jas Elsner and Joan-Pau Rubies, eds., Voyages and Visions: Towards a Cultural History of Travel (London: Reaktion Books,
1999); Eric J. Leed, The Mind of the Traveler: From Gilgamesh to Global Tourism (New York: Basic Books, 1991).

5James Buzard, The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to Culture, 1800–1918 (Oxford 1993).
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Britain via the US mainland.6 In addition to the steady stream of international tourists
were colonial officials, traders, farmers, settlers, missionaries, and scientific researchers.
Many wrote and published accounts of their travels which, along with other tourist ephe-
mera, such as travel writing, magazines, photographs and newspapers, but the settler colo-
nial experience has often been subsumed under the British in tourism studies. A closer
study of travel writing reveals points of tension and conflict as travellers confronted
racial prejudices and assumptions on their journeys.

Tourism’s potential to unsettle colonial relationships was mediated by efforts to reassert
colonial authority in the Pacific. As Shelley Baranowski asks, ‘cannot tourists support
empire at the same time that they seek to challenge its rules?’7 If the interwar period ‘rep-
resented a chance to capitalize on colonial relationships’, as Eric G. E. Zuelow argues in his
book A History of Modern Tourism, then it was the relatively new nation of Australia
rather than Britain which made efforts to consolidate its commercial empire to Fiji.8 Aus-
tralian workers and businesses were deeply invested in Fiji by the 1930s (in agriculture,
banking and shipping) and further extended their involvement with gold exploration in
1935. This may explain why Australians came in greater numbers to Fiji in the 1930s
than the British or New Zealanders. Fiji featured more prominently in Australia’s
sphere of influence and interest compared to American and European travellers.
‘Leisure travel granted an opportunity to teach citizens about the nation, its landscapes
and culture, and the racial and/or political superiority of the state and its people’9 and
so Australian travellers repeated colonial tropes of Fiji to justify their nation’s racial
and sub-imperial desires. The way that Fiji was presented to tourists in the 1930s had
changed little since the nineteenth century had inscribed Pacific Islanders as ‘savage’
and white colonisers as ‘civilised’. Travellers arrived in the Islands with a cultural
baggage supported by tourist promotions, guidebooks and travelogues which reinforced
colonial racial hierarchies. These preconceptions proved persistent and pervasive in the
1930s, but the increasing number of encounters between tourists and locals far from
the British metropole began to blur the distinction between savage and civilised.

The beginnings of tourism in Fiji

The origins of tourism in Fiji can be attributed to the efforts of businesses and white set-
tlers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rather than the colonial govern-
ment. Prior to the 1930s, tourism in the Fiji Islands was sporadic and isolated, and Suva
was one of several ports of call in the group. Suva was announced as the capital of Fiji in
1877, three years after the deed of cession to Britain was signed by a number of Fijian
chiefs. The previous centre of European and American activity was Levuka, but since
its expansion was limited by the surrounding mountains, Suva was chosen as a suitable
new capital on the southeast of Fiji’s largest island Viti Levu, on land purchased by the
Melbourne-based Polynesia Company or acquired through the Native Lands Commission.

6James Buzard, ‘The Grand Tour and after (1660–1840)’, in The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing, eds. Hulme and
Youngs (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 37–52; Nandini Das and Tim Youngs, eds., The Cambridge
History of Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Carl Thompson, ed., Routledge Companion to
Travel Writing (Routledge, Abingdon, 2016).

7Shelley Baranowski in Baranowski et al., ‘Tourism and Empire’, 118.
8Eric G. E. Zuelow, A History of Modern Tourism (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 138.
9Ibid., 135.
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In the process, the i-taukei (indigenous Fijians) were dispossessed of their land and relo-
cated to Suvavou (New Suva). The township grew and expanded as regular shipping ser-
vices brought manpower and materials to the urban centre in support of commercial
expansion and investment in the islands. Steamship companies played an important
role in shaping the town by encouraging new investments in infrastructure. The construc-
tion of the Grand Pacific Hotel by the Union Steamship Company in 1914 was the most
lavish and obvious example – designed to cater for luxury tourists it quickly became a
tourist attraction. The company also established offices in town, constructed larger
wharves to berth their ships, recruited labourers to work on and off shore, and organised
on shore excursions for passengers.

Steamship companies were also important political agents, and their involvement in
local politics should be read within the context of colonial expansion and competition
at the turn of the century. As Frances Steel has shown in her research, from the late nine-
teenth century, shipping companies, crews and passengers took advantage of, and contrib-
uted to, the British empire’s reach across the Pacific.10 In Fiji, Australian, New Zealand,
American and British companies competed for mail subsidies, trade rights and tariffs,
and tried to curry favour with local officials, acting as informal diplomats at times.11

Though Fijian authorities had some sway, their interests were often marginalised in
favour of Australia and New Zealand.

Initially, passengers were subservient to the demands of cargo which were prioritised
despite efforts by companies such as Union Steamship Company and Burns, Philp and
Company to advertise excursions.12 In the Pacific the cruise industry initially developed
around making more use of cargo ships initially. It was not until the 1930s that cruising
came into its own in the Pacific, most notably in the arrival of much larger and more
opulent cruise ships owned by P&O and Matson companies in 1932.13 This was part of
a global trend in the 1920s and 30s known as the ‘Golden Age’ by historians of travel
due to improvements in comfort and speed.14 In spite of the effects of the Great
Depression from 1929 to 1939, trans-Pacific liners were larger, faster and more luxurious
than vessels of the 1920s. The Matson-ownedMariposa andMonterey stopped at Fiji car-
rying on average 700 passengers each, compared to Union and Burns Philp ships which

10Frances Steel, ‘An Ocean of Leisure: Early Cruise Tours of the Pacific in an Age of Empire’, Journal of Colonialism and Colo-
nial History 14, no. 2 (2013); Steel, Oceania Under Steam: Sea Transport and the Cultures of Colonialism, c. 1870–1914 (Man-
chester: Manchester University Press, 2011), 34.

11The New Zealand-owned USSCo was one of the largest Pacific shipping companies at the time, operating a regular route
from Auckland to Fiji from 1881 and gradually expanding to the rest of the Pacific. At the beginning of the following
century USSCo connected Australia, New Zealand, USA and Canada to Fiji. Burns, Philp & Company (also known as
BP) became the most prominent Australian shipping company in the Pacific, establishing a strong foothold in Melanesia.
(Kenneth Buckley and Kris Klugman, The History of Burns Philp: The Australian Company in the South Pacific (Sydney: Burns,
Philp & Company, 1981), 53.) It gradually overtook the Australasian Steam Navigation Company which had run regular
services to Fiji since the 1870s. (See Norman Lang McKellar, From Derby Round to Burketown: The A.U.S.N. Story (St Lucia:
University of Queensland Press, 1977); Ronald Parsons, A History of Australasian Steam Navigation Company and Austra-
lasian United Steam Navigation Co. Ltd. (Adelaide: s.n., 1960).) Larger oceanic liners owned by the Oceanic Steamship
Company (later Matson), and the British-owned Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company (P&O) vied for
routes too.

12See the Union company publication ‘Red Funnel’ and the Burns Philp company publication ‘Picturesque Travel’.
13P&O made its entry into Pacific cruising in December 1932 with Strathaird to Norfolk Island, followed by the Strathnaver,
although it owned shares in Union as early as 1917, and the Orient Steamship Company too, and BP was its official agent
in Australia. Bigger ships Monterey and Mariposa carried 715 passengers each, launched in 1932 by Matson, and Union
and BP struggled to keep up. Norman Douglas and Ngaire Douglas, The Cruise Experience: Global and Regional Issues in
Cruising (Frenchs Forest: Pearson Education, 2004), 74–5.

14Ibid., 66.
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averaged 100–150 passengers. The P&O vessels Strathnaver and Strathaird carried 498
first class passengers and 668 passengers in ‘tourist class’. As Douglas and Douglas
noted, the invention of the tourist class was ‘subtly suggesting that they had the time
and money literally to tour.’15 This expansion corresponded to a boom in travel pro-
motions and literature as writing accounts of one’s travel became a popular pastime of
Pacific cruising.

Locally, the Suva Tourist Bureau and the Fiji Publicity Board assisted in the promotion
of Fiji as a tourist destination. The Suva Tourist Bureau was established in 1923 by the
White Settlement League, who hoped to provide information to people visiting Fiji to
encourage future settlement. As Justine Greenwood has shown, it was a popular belief
in Australian immigration policy at the time that migrants would follow in the footsteps
of tourists.16 Led by local British businessman John Herrick, the Bureau secured govern-
ment funding in 1925 when the governor signed an administrative act to create the Fiji
Publicity Board, with one representative each from the Government, the Mayor of
Suva, and the Chamber of Commerce.17 The early years of Fiji’s tourism growth shares
similarities with the other major transpacific hub at the time, Hawai’i. The Hawai’ian
Visitors Bureau was established only 21 years earlier by American businessmen interested
in commercial expansion, though the scale of tourism in Hawai’i was much greater.18 Both
in Fiji and Suva, tourism reinforced colonial rule to ensure stability. Funding from govern-
ment and shipping companies allowed the Suva Tourist Bureau to became more active in
promoting Suva as a tourist destination, evident in the increase in promotional pamphlets.
As shown by the Bureau’s first publication which was a tourist gazette (see Figure 1), early
promotions focused on Fiji’s natural scenes and alluring women in an effort to target
winter tourists from Australia and New Zealand. It chose to avoid the ‘hard savagery’
that was the prime attraction of Melanesia, as Ngaire Douglas’ pioneering study has
detailed.19 These scattered tourist ephemera, promotions and writings remain a veritable
untapped source of the shifting patterns of tourism at this time.

Despite Suva’s significance in the British Pacific Empire, its tourism history has been
largely overlooked. Like most tourism research about the Pacific, studies of Fiji’s
tourism industry have tended to focus on contemporary trends, impacts and potentials
with cursory recognition of its historical beginnings.20 Greater attention has been given

15 N. Douglas and N. Douglas, ‘P&O’s Pacific’, The Journal of Tourism Studies 7, no. 2 (1996): 4.
16Justine Greenwood, ‘The Migrant Follows the Tourist: Australian Immigration Publicity After the Second World War’,
History Australia 11, no. 3 (2014): 74–96.

17 R. J. Scott, ‘The Development of Tourism in Fiji Since 1923’, Transactions and Proceedings of the Fiji Society 12 (1970): 42.
Based on personal correspondence during his time working in the Fiji Visitor’s Bureau, Scott pieced together details of the
Bureau’s origins but any internal records have since been lost.

18Christine Skwiot, ‘Royal Resorts for Tropical Tramps’, in The Purposes of Paradise: U.S. Tourism and Empire in Cuba and
Hawai’i (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 87–128; Jane Desmond, ‘Advertising, Racializing and Per-
forming Hawai’i on Site: The Emergence of Cultural Tourism in the 1920s’, in Staging Tourism: Bodies on Display from
Waikiki to Sea World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 79–99.

19Ngaire Douglas, They Came for Savages: 100 Years of Tourism in Melanesia (Lismore: Southern Cross University Press,
1996).

20Stephen G. Britton, Tourism and Underdevelopment in Fiji (Canberra: Australian National University, 1983); Bryan H. Farrell,
ed., The Social and Economic Impact of Tourism on Pacific Communities (Santa Cruz: Centre for South Pacific Studies, Uni-
versity of California, 1977); Paresh Kumar Narayan, ‘Economic Impact of Tourism on Fiji’s Economy: Empirical Evidence
from the Computable General Equilibrium Model’, Tourism Economics 10 (2004): 419–33; Freda Rajotte and Ron Cro-
combe, eds., Pacific Tourism: As Islanders See It (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 1980).
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to the period after World War II when air travel escalated the scale and impact of tourism
in Fiji. Anthropological, sociological and interdisciplinary approaches to tourism have
illuminated the structural processes at work in communities which respond and adapt
to tourism, and explored the universal experiences of travel which shape patterns of mobi-
lity and the ‘tourist gaze’.21 But an analysis of tourism which omits the specific historical
contexts in which travel occurred risks overlooking the colonial and local politics at play.
Frances Steel has recently attempted to address this issue and explores the maritime

Figure 1. Fiji Tourist Gazette, vol.4, no.31, July 1928 (Suva: Fiji Tourist Bureau)

21For studies of Fijian tourism, see Claus Bossen, ‘Festival Mania, Tourism and Nation Building in Fiji: The Case of the Hibis-
cus Festival, 1956–1970’, The Contemporary Pacific 12, no. 1 (2000): 123–54; Yoko Kanemasu, ‘Social Construction of Tour-
istic Imagery: Case of Fiji’, Annals of Tourism Research 43 (2013): 456–81; C. M. White, ‘More Authentic than Thou:
Authenticity and Othering in Fiji Tourism Discourse’, Tourist Studies 7, no. 1 (2007): 25–49. For a collection of interdisci-
plinary approaches to Pacific tourism in general, see Kalissa Alexeyeff and John Taylor, eds., Touring Pacific Cultures (Can-
berra: Australian National University Press, 2017). For theories on tourists, see John Urry, The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and
Travel in Contemporary Societies (London: Routledge, 1990); Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure
Class (New York: Schocken Books, 1976); Buzard, The Beaten Track.
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mobilities that underscored colonial engagements in the region by focusing on the ship-
ping companies and their staff.22 This article goes one step further to consider how tourists
reinforced and challenged colonial rule in Fiji, and how locals at the tourism destinations
responded to the new demands of tourists.

On 2 July 1937 the RMS Orama steamed into Suva port in the Fiji Islands carrying 679
passengers from Brisbane and Sydney. Like many other trans-Pacific steamers of the time,
the British-owned Orient Royal Mail Line vessel landed for a few short hours to refuel and
unload cargo before continuing on to Hawai’i. It was an uneventful stopover, but for a
small card which was issued to passengers by the shipping company before they disem-
barked on their day trips (see Figure 2). The card conveyed a warning to tourists, allegedly
on behalf of the British colonial government in Fiji, against the temptation to ‘fraternise
unduly with native Fijians and Indians’. It is not clear who the author was and what ‘fra-
ternisation’ was specifically in reference to – the archives do not indicate a specific event
which prompted this notice. Unlike colonial officials and troops who could be expected to
follow orders designed to prevent fraternisation with locals, it was quite a different matter
to control tourists who posed a challenge to colonial authority. This is evident in a confi-
dential file between 1936 and 1937 titled the ‘Effect of visits of tourist ships on natives’
where the card was archived along with other correspondence and memoranda detailing
the concerns of local authorities.23 Such tensions between foreign visitors and locals was
not necessarily a new phenomenon in the 1930s as Fijians were familiar with steamship
visitors who had been visiting their islands with regularity since the 1870s. But the corre-
spondence contained in the confidential file points to the late 1930s as a significant period

Figure 2. ‘Effect of visits of tourist ships on natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji,
Suva.

22 F. Steel, ‘Suva under Steam: Mobile Men and a Colonial Port Capital, 1880s–1910s’, in Moving Subjects: Gender, Mobility
and Intimacy in an Age of Global Empire, eds. Tony Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton (Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
2009), 110–26.

23‘Effect of Visits of Tourist Ships on Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva.
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when steamships brought unprecedented numbers of visitors to an unprepared and
underdeveloped colonial port.

Race and politics in 1930s Fiji

The intensification of tourism in Suva in the 1930s was one of several significant changes
to society at the time. According to Brij Lal’s seminal history of Fiji in the twentieth
century, the 1920s and 1930s were ‘times of unsettling change in the colony’ and ‘Suva
remained the urban centre of the colony, but was no longer the largely European town
it had once been’.24 Suva was rapidly growing in the 1930s, with an estimated population
of 15,000.25 The once-dominant European community in Suva were being outnumbered
as people migrated to the urban centre for employment, education and health opportu-
nities. This was also part of a broader population change throughout the colony. After
the devastating impacts of disease from the measles epidemic in 1875 and the Spanish
influenza in 1918–1919, 1936 was the first time the number of indigenous Fijians increased
in the census.26 This countered ‘fatal-impact’ theories of depopulation that had prompted
the first British governors of Fiji to enact policies to protect the indigenous population and
discourage their participation in a plantation economy. The so-called ‘Gordon-Thurston
system’ had created a Fijian Administration system which gave administrative powers to
chiefs to enforce regulations regarding land tenure, labour and taxation. As a result the
Fijian population was strictly controlled and regulated by the chiefs, and largely
confined to the villages.27 Following Governor Thurston’s death in 1897, protests from
the Fijian population against the abuses and inadequacies of the system led to a series
of reforms which allowed for greater mobility and participation in the economy.28

The other principal ethnic group in Fiji at the time was Indians who were part of an
indenture labour force who were brought to Fiji from 1879 to 1916 to work on sugar
cane plantations. Though the scheme was initially conceived as a temporary one by the
British, many Indians chose to stay in Fiji after their indenture expired. The growth of
a new Fiji-born Indian population gradually constituted an ‘Indo-Fijian’ community
that grew from 60,635 in 1921 to 85,002 in 1936 and quickly began to agitate for their
own rights.29 The bulk of Indo-Fijians were engaged in agricultural work in the 1920s
and 30s, with a minority in manufacturing and commerce and finance. Most of them
grew sugar cane independently or for the Colonial Sugar Refinery (CSR), and some
grew rice, bananas and cotton. Most grew vegetables to sustain themselves or sell at
local markets. In Suva, Indians were most visible to tourists as taxi drivers and waiters.
In addition to these populations, there were also Melanesian indentured labourers, and

24Brij Lal, Broken Waves: A History of the Fiji Islands in the Twentieth Century (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1992), 62.
25Fiji Times, 2 January 1936.
26This indigenous population is currently referred to as i-taukei, but at the time they were simply called ‘Fijian’ or ‘native’.
For the rest of this article I will refer to them as Fijian to avoid confusion.

27Deryck Scarr, Fiji: A Short History (Sydney: George Allen and Unwin, 1984), 82; Peter France, The Charter of the Land:
Custom and Colonisation in Fiji (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1969), 102.

28The Fijian Labour Ordinance of 1912 relaxed the previous policies that forced recruiters to obtain licenses to recruit Fijian
workers and to seek the permission of the buli (district leaders). There is a debate about whether 1912 was a watershed
moment, or whether many Fijians had been illegally signed as labourers prior to 1912. Lal, Broken Waves, 27–8.

29Lal, Broken Waves, 74. At the time, indentured labourers from India were simply referred to as Indians. Indo-Fijian became
the preferred nomenclature until the recent decade, when the Fiji government officially changed their name to ‘Fijians of
Indian descent’. For this article, I will refer to them as ‘Indians’ for convenience.
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mixed race European-Fijians (kailomas), many of whom were based in Suva and were
marginalised from the European and Fijian communities.

In this context British colonial officials attempted to maintain strict control of the non-
European populations. Gold, sugar and copra were valuable products of colonial rule and
required a compliant local population. Tourism by comparison was relatively inconse-
quential and would not become a viable economic alternative until much later in the
century, which explains the authorities’ ambivalence to the issue. The ‘Great Chiefly
Council’ (Bose Vakaturaga) was established by Governor Gordon in 1876 in an attempt
at indirect rule of the indigenous population. The Council met annually to advise the gov-
ernor and assist him in formulating native regulations. Whether the Council was effective
in protecting indigenous interests is not clear as minutes of the meetings do not reflect the
minutia of debate. At the time the extent of their power and influence was limited by the
colonial authorities. The official record shows that when the Council met in September
1936 and the chiefs were asked to ensure natives show ‘good manners’ to tourists in
Suva, they complied without complaint. No such measures were implemented for the
Indian population until the 1930s. Prior to that, any dissent (such as Indian labour
strikes in the 1920s) was quickly quashed, usually by Fijian armed forces following
British orders. The establishment of a Secretary of Indian Affairs in 1929 failed to
resolve tensions between Indians and other ethnic groups, nor factional conflicts
amongst Indian communities. It was not until 1937 that the Legislative Council was
reformed, with 31 members divided equally between Fijian, European and Indian
members.

At a municipal level, official policies continued to reinforce the pattern of paternalistic
colonial rule and were reluctant to deal with tourism and the impact of tourists on the
town. The establishment of the Suva Town Board in 1936 favoured European interests
at the expense of Fijian and Indo-Fijian populations who were often blamed for making
the town unsanitary. The prevalence of kava bars was criticised on health grounds but
it could also have been likely due to congregations of islanders.30 British officials were
likely reluctant to allow large gatherings for fear of unrest, the likes of which had occurred
in the 1920s industrial strikes. Furthermore, colonial British policy strongly encouraged
the containment of Fijians to their native villages to discourage urban migration and over-
crowding. The local English-print newspaper, The Fiji Times, repeated these colonial
views. Fijian and Indian voices were rarely printed in the Fiji Times, which focused on
Empire news and local issues such as the construction of roads, shipping, and the
prices of major exports. In 1936, regular columns were printed in the Fiji Times encoura-
ging residents to be polite and friendly to tourists, and to ensure the streets and shops were
clean.31 Not only was local representation discouraged, but local movement was strictly
controlled. This included movement between households, between villages and between
islands, and also physical movements – dances and performances were highly structured
and in one case in 1936 a Fijian, Samuela Naisoro, was fined two pounds for conducting a
native dance without a licence inside a building at midnight.32 Other forms of licencing

30Kava is a herbal beverage made from the extract of Piper Methysticum. In Fiji the root is dried and pounded into a powder
and mixed with water. Kava often served a ceremonial purpose in many Pacific societies, but in Fiji it is also a popular
social drink because it has a mild anxiety-reducing effect.

31For example, see Fiji Times, April 5, 1936; April 13, 1936; September 4, 1936.
32Fiji Times, July 21, 1936.
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curtailed the activities and behaviours of non-Europeans residents, such as the prohibition
of Pacific Islanders and Indians from drinking alcohol without a licence. Such controls
maintained the delicate power balance that the British had struck, but the 1930s proved
to be a decade of tumultuous change.

Tours and transgressions in the capital

In contrast to the restrictions placed on local residents, tourists to Suva had the privilege of
relatively unrestricted mobility. Once ashore, tourists could travel as they pleased around
town and into the surrounding rural areas. Indeed this was part of the attraction to colo-
nial visitors though few went very far beyond the town. The Pacific Islands were perceived
as a suitable location for travellers to negotiate and transgress the social, racial, sexual and
gendered expectations of European ‘civilisation’.33 This idea was encouraged by shipping
company and tourist promotions. The front covers of many Suva Tourist Bureau publi-
cations throughout the early twentieth century featured front covers with young indigen-
ous women similar to Figure 3. Such an image grabbed the attention of two young
freelance travel writers in 1934, Edward Way Irwin and Ivan Goff, who recalled seeing
a poster on a billboard in New Zealand of a girl with ‘gleaming brown skin’ and ‘black
curly hair crowned her face in a faery [sic] mop’ with the promotion ‘Come to Fiji.
Fares from Six Pounds’.34 Tourists like William A. Wickham in 1931 repeated familiar
phrases from tourist promotions when describing their first impressions of Fiji: ‘luxuriant
growth’, ‘languorous charm’ and ‘the charm of a native race famed for its dusky beauty and
magnificent physique’.35 This alluring feminine trope remained a persistent feature in lit-
erature and photography about the Fiji islands which not only reinforced the desire to
visit, but also reassured visitors of their racial superiority in a foreign, virgin land.

This perhaps explains why Australian tourists arriving in Suva often noted with sur-
prise the multi-racial and metropolitan nature of the town. First arrival at Suva harbour
was a powerful experience after days of open ocean voyaging, and travellers were uncertain
how to judge the crowd awaiting them, and all the exotic sights, sounds and smells. Tra-
velling on theMariposa in 1935, William John Stephen’s account was typical of the time in
that his observations focused on race. ‘The deck is crowded with the most motley throng of
all sorts, colours and conditions of native life’, he wrote.36 A ‘medley of races’ was a com-
monly used phrase to describe Suva wharf, and steamer tourists would compare the racial
types of different Pacific Islanders as well as note the prevalence of Chinese and Indians.
The latter two groups were often described as ‘Asiatics’, which fed into a broader narrative
within Australia demonising its northern Asian neighbours in order to justify a series of
government legislations which sought to maintain a ‘White Australia’. Similar trends in
observation can be found in Australian accounts of Asia37 and were likely influenced by

33Margaret Jolly, ‘From Point Venus to Bali Ha’i: Eroticism and Exoticism in Representations of the Pacific’, in Sites of Desire,
Economies of Pleasure: Sexualities in Asia and the Pacific, eds. Lenore Manderson and Margaret Jolly (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1997).

34Edward Way Irwin and Ivan Goff, No Longer Innocent (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1934), 31. Bill Irwin and Ivan Goff
were shipping reporters living in Fremantle, Western Australia. Only 18 years old, they travelled to Fiji and across the
United States and Canada in the 1930s with little money apart from the commission earned from submitting articles
to the Western Mail newspaper. This is an account of their journey.

35William A. Wickham, Impressions Abroad (Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1931), 134.
36William John Stephens, Samoan Holidays (Bendigo: Cambridge Press, 1935), 13.
37Agnieszka Sobocinska, Visiting the Neighbours: Australians in Asia (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2014), 21.
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what David Walker referred to as a ‘masculinising and racialising impulse in Australian
nationalism’ at the time.38 Local residents were aware of this fascination with race
shown by tourists. In 1936 the Fiji Times reported that visitors were most interested in

Figure 3. How to spend a day in Suva (Suva: Fiji Publicity Board, 193?)

38David Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850–1939 (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1999),
4. See also David Walker, Stranded Nation: White Australia in an Asian Region (Crawley: UWA Publishing, 2019).
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the ‘variety of our native and Indian life, for despite whatever attractions are arranged for
them it is the town and particularly Cumming St quarter that attracts them most of all’.39

Activities to present such diversity were encouraged as a result, such as performances at
Albert Park by the Fijian Defence Force Band, Fijian dances and firewalking, an Indian
‘mela’ dance, Samoan dances and a ‘South Sea hula solo’.

Though busy, the activities of ‘Steamer Day’ usually occurred under the close supervi-
sion of authorities. In contrast to the beach arrival of nineteenth century travellers and all
its ambiguities, the modern wharf was a public area with its own clear set of demarcations
and protocols which ensured that control was maintained.40 Indeed company promotions
and colonial propaganda touted the port at Suva and the arrival of cruise ships as symbolic
of Fiji’s development and the success of British imperialism in the Pacific.41 For travellers
like Jack McLaren who had travelled to other parts of Melanesia, Fiji was a ‘Civilized Wild’
compared to ‘the Palaeolothic Wild of my roamings’.42 For Eric Baume in 1937 Fiji was
‘clean and progressive’, with ‘all the marks of civilisation’.43

By the 1930s, the growing numbers of tourists meant that travel itineraries became
stricter. This may have begun as a practical necessity, but it also served to enable govern-
ment control. Given the limited time available, most tourists were concentrated within the
Suva town limits and did not witness the realities of village and rural life. Gradually a fam-
iliar pattern or itinerary developed, one that continues to take place in Suva today when
cruise ships berth. The Suva Tourist Bureau would circulate pamphlets on board and
establish a desk at the wharf to guide tourists to several pre-organised day trip packages.
These included short day trips to the Rewa River or small boat trips to nearby islands (Bau,
Levuka, Beqa, Nukulau). Tourists would be directed to explore the town for shopping,
then meet at one of the hotels or Albert Park for dancing and music in the evening. Pas-
sengers rarely stayed overnight – it was expensive for ships and local accommodation was
limited.

Beyond the hustle and bustle of the wharf, travellers had freedom to move around the
town and beyond. Reassured by the racial hierarchies of the British empire, travellers
moved with relative ease and confidence around the coasts of Fiji, visiting mission stations
or trading centres. The interior was a more prohibitive terrain for colonial officials and
travellers due to lack of access, though many were encouraged by the daring travels of
one determined female reporter, Beatrice Grimshaw, who managed to cross the interior
of Viti Levu in the early 1900s to prove the merits of Fiji for prospective Australian settlers.
Her account From Fiji to the Cannibal Islands was one of many funded travel accounts
which promoted settlement in the region.44 Initially settlers were encouraged to establish
farms, and later in the 1930s when gold was discovered, many Australian prospectors were
lured by the promise of riches. Subsequent travellers who repeated Grimshaw’s admiration
for the pristine undeveloped land and peaceful Christianised indigenous inhabitants,

39Fiji Times, April 26, 1936.
40Greg Dening, Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land, Marquesas, 1774–1880 (Carlton: Melbourne University Press,
1980).

41Steel, ‘Suva Under Steam’.
42Jack McLaren, My Odyssey (London: Jonathan Cape, 1923), 247.
43Eric Baume, I Lived These Years (Sydney: George G. Harrap & Co, 1941), 160.
44Beatrice Grimshaw, From Fiji to the Cannibal Islands (London: G. Bell, 1907). See also Beatrice Grimshaw, Tours to the South
Sea Islands, Tonga, Samoa, Fiji (Dunedin: Union Steam Ship Company of New Zealand, 1914).
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whether inadvertently or on purpose, bought into a narrative that encouraged settlement
and development in the region.45

It is difficult to know whether tourists were aware of the complexities of Fiji’s multi-
racial society at the time. Many of their observations of race were casual and essentialist,
repeating the same assumptions of travellers to the region before them. Most visitors were
fascinated with the tropes of Melanesian cannibalism and savagery so it is unsurprising
that the potential for a cannibal encounter was frequently anticipated by travellers. By
the 1930s, some travellers expressed a weariness of the familiar tropes but most continued
to appropriate the same stereotypes – for example, the cannibal of the late 1800s was

Figure 4. Charles H. Holmes, A Passport Round the World (London: Hutchinson, 1937).

45Nicholas Halter, ‘Searching for the Land of the Golden CocoaNut: Australian Travel Writing about Commercial Enterprise
in the Pacific Islands’, Journal of Pacific History 51, no. 4 (2016): 375–91.
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replaced by the ‘ex-cannibal’ of the 1930s who was picturesque rather than threatening.
Cannibalism fascinated many tourists, though by the 1930s it was a sanitised and roman-
ticised version. Staged photographs, like the one included in Alfred William Hill’s pub-
lished account in 1927 featuring children standing in a large pot (see Figure 4), was
likely from a stock of postcard images sold to tourists which emphasised the savage
past of Fiji. In any setting, cannibalism could be imagined and applied indiscriminately
to people or places. In 1931 John J. Gay wrote, ‘The shops were erected along the roads
formed by the natives, perhaps in the days of cannibalism, when human loin chops and
bananas were the staple diets’.46 Such representations may have employed humour and
hyperbole with a commercial audience in mind, but they also betrayed a general lack of
understanding of the local cultural landscape. Other races drew little, if any, comment
from travellers in comparison.

In stark contrast to Fijians, few travellers closely observed or described Indian commu-
nities in Fiji, and the preconception that they were ‘beasts of burden’ remained strong.
This was in spite of the highlight publicised injustices of the indenture system, largely
due to the efforts of missionaries like Reverend JohnWear Burton and official government
enquiries in the decades prior to the 1930s. Furthermore Indians were generally perceived
as untrustworthy and cunning. The idea of the noble savage, propagated in early European
explorer accounts, assisted the traveller in inscribing the Fijian as superior to the Indian,
both as an exotic and natural ideal, and as a civilised Christian one. In stark contrast,
Indians were seen as treacherous and cunning, waiting to take advantage of gullible tour-
ists, naïve overseers, or innocent Fijians. Shop stalls had ‘lazy, leering, half-clad, grimy
Indians’ wrote Gay in 1931.47 On his trans-Pacific tour from Australia to the United
States via Fiji and Hawai’i, NSW state politician Richard Denis Meagher perceived
Indians in purely racial terms, predicting the ‘lynx eyed, aqualine-nosed subtle native of
India’ would overwhelm the Fijian race.48 Their perceived commercial success was
deemed dangerous by Patrick Gordon Taylor in 1933 during his trans-Pacific flight on
the Lady Southern Cross who wrote, ‘Fiji is overrun by Indians who own practically all
the wealth-producing businesses in the island, not controlled by white people’.49 It was
also widely believed they took advantage of the Fijian people too, as Eric Baume in
1937 explained,

It is long since the natives of Fiji were anything but a placid, conquered people. Their placid-
ness has given the babu control of the native politics of Fiji, and the Bunnia – the traditional
Indian money-lender – a suzerainty certainly more terrible than that of the garrulous
politician.50

Such opinions parroted colonial narratives at the time which sought to justify the appli-
cation of separate rules for Indians and Fijians by the British government.

Two stereotypical masculine figures frequently featured in travel impressions and high-
light the racial bias of the time. The first was the ‘Hindoo’ waiter who worked at the Grand
Pacific Hotel, idealised for his subservience and acknowledged only for his marginal role as

46John J. Gay, Through Other Lands (Sydney: Edwards, Dunlop, 1931), 3.
47Ibid., 4.
48Richard Denis Meagher, American Impressions (Sydney: Gordon & Gotch, 1925), 6.
49Patrick Gordon Taylor, Pacific flight: The Story of the Lady Southern Cross (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1937), 56.
50Baume, I Lived These Years, 160.
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a colonial subject. In contrast the Fijian police officer wearing a European jacket, tra-
ditional skirt (sulu) and sandals, and with a traditional hairstyle (buiniga), represented
the harmonious co-existence of Fijian and British culture (see Figure 5). It also reassured
tourists of the safe and secure environment that existed under British law in Fiji. This was a
popular image in postcards and travelogues. Like the Hindoo waiter, Fijians’ obedience
was frequently noted and admired. Politician Joseph Hadfield Grundy noted in 1931
the well-groomed and behaved Fijian workers at McDonald Hotel: ‘Out of the hotel or
I shall be engaging a man on the spot forgetting the “White Australia” bar’.51

Though wanderers and vagabonds were tolerated in the early 1900s, the arrival of larger
ships to Suva port meant that tourists became increasingly difficult to monitor and control.
There were innocent cases of trespassing, such as when tourists were arrested for walking
onto Government House lawns to collect coconuts, but also more serious incidences of
stow aways, theft, opium smuggling and bypassing customs reported in the Fiji Times
with regularity. One Australian resident and daughter of a CSR official, Betty Freeman,
recalled in her memoir the arrival of American tourists on Matson company vessels in
the late 1920s:

During this prohibition era in the United States, Suva was the first ‘wet’ port of call on the
voyage south. Following visits to local pubs, American tourists bedecked in souvenir

Figure 5. ‘Traffic policeman, [Suva?], Fiji’, Photograph taken by Leo White, 1939, Whites Aviation Collec-
tion, Alexander Turnbull Library, New Zealand,WA-03293-G, accessed on 14 February 2019 from https://
tiaki.natlib.govt.nz/#details=ecatalogue.716332

51Joseph Hadfield Grundy, A Month in New Zealand; A Trip to Fiji, Tonga and Samoa (Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1931), 8.
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necklaces of shells and seeds regularly made spectacles of themselves. Tipping generously,
they fell out of taxis, lipstick and hats awry and tripped up steps. Their loud voices, broad
accents, two-tone shoes, horned-rimmed spectacles, bobby socks, scarlet lips and finger-
nails shocked and astonished all races. At Suva fancy dress parties, the prize for the most orig-
inal costume now went to the ‘American Tourist’.52

Tourists also became aware of their vulnerability to opportunists seeking to take advan-
tage. Souvenirs like ‘cannibal forks’ were sold as early as the 1890s, and Fijian bati (war-
riors) posed for photographs.53 In Suva in 1911, George Stanley Littlejohn described
‘crowds of evil-smelling men offering at high prices rubbishy mats, spears, cocoanuts,
shells, coral, and fruit’.54 Some travellers adopted evasive behaviour as a result. Because
of advice on board the ship, Ivan and Goff refused to have their bags handled by labourers
at the wharf, instead sprinting away with them and earning the scorn of the residents: ‘all
united in a strenuous jeer of disapproval… Even a group of palm-trees that had nodded a
welcome to us as we entered Suva Bay seemed suddenly aloof’.55 As shopkeepers and taxi
drivers, Indians were the most opportune target of tourist complaints, as Hill warned his
readers in 1927, ‘Remember that the native Indian shopkeepers and hawkers are keenly
alive to the gullibility of the tourist’.56

Travel impressions occasionally pointed out ways in which tourists began to impact
upon traditional power relations within Suva. Usually any encounter with a Fijian chief
in a village occurred outside the boundaries of Suva town (in Rewa or on Bau Island)
and was prearranged, but dubious claims to chiefly status also occurred within the
town according to Australian Fred Rebell in 1931. On his solo west–east crossing of the
Pacific, he encountered ‘Ratu Bulah, a big native chief’ who ‘spends his time loafing
about the town, welcoming visitors and showing them the sights’. Not only was Ratu
Bulah’s identity questionable (bula is the Fijian word for ‘hello’, and thus an unlikely
name), but Rebell became suspicious of his lineage when he confessed he had no
money for feasting and was later seen loading coal at the dock. This prompted Rebell
to reflect on what he believed was a ‘native degradation which has been created by the
tourist traffic’ in which over-friendly Fijians hosted visitors for money.57 The presence
of wealthy tourists within the close confines of the urban centre was bound to have
impacts on the local residents who adapted their behaviours accordingly.

Official reactions

The sudden growth of tourism to Fiji in the 1930s caught local authorities by surprise.
When the Suva Tourist Bureau was formed, Suva was not well prepared for tourists,
who only numbered 3,722 in 1926. By 1937, there were 1,329 landing visitors, 6,426
cruise visitors, and 13,293 through passengers.58 There were several shipping companies

52Betty Freeman, Fiji - Memory Hold the Door (Balgowlah: s.n., 1996), 57–8.
53Fiji Times, August 7, 1936.
54George Stanley Littlejohn, More Notes & Reflections on the Road (Sydney: Swift Print, 1911), 15.
55Irwin and Goff, No Longer Innocent, 39.
56Alfred William Hill, A Cruise among Former Cannibal Islands, Fiji, Tonga, Samoa: A Glimpse at the Countries, People, Customs
and Legends (Adelaide: W.K. Thomas, 1927), 11.

57Fred Rebell, Escape to the Sea: The Adventures of Fred Rebell, Who Sailed Single Handed in an Open Boat 9,000 Miles Across
the Pacific in Search of Happiness (London: Murray, 1939), 85–6.

58Scott, ‘The Development of Tourism in Fiji Since 1923’, 43.
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offering routes via Fiji, connecting Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Auckland, Honolulu,
Pago Pago, San Francisco and Vancouver. They brought an unprecedented number of
tourists to Suva, usually between April and August, avoiding inclement weather and
attracting Australian and New Zealand travellers eager to escape winter. According to
the editors of the Fiji Times, it was the arrival of the Burns Philp company ship Katoomba
in 1936 that marked a ‘new era in our tourist trade’ with 426 passengers arriving for the
first time ‘in bulk’.59 Municipal governments had been slow to react to the tourist demand,
as the Fiji Times published articles which criticised the lack of roads, hotels and infrastruc-
ture to manage the crowds. Yet it simply was not an economic or political priority.

But in 1937 the strain began to show. It was this tension that prompted the circulation
of a notice to passengers in 1937 instructing them how to behave ashore (see Figure 2).
This notice identified ‘fraternisation’ as the key issue. It is likely that the notice that was
circulated to passengers in 1937 was a consequence of the sudden increase in tourist arri-
vals which began the year prior. These passengers, who were mostly Australian, were on a
round trip from Sydney to Norfolk Island, Suva, Port Vila, Noumea and Lord Howe
Island. What constituted ‘fraternisation’ was unclear, though it was probably in reference
to tourists being taking advantage of by locals rather than romantic or sexual activities
between visitors and residents. Romantic encounters were rarely discussed in public, as
European and non-European marriages were discouraged in Fiji and their kailoma
offspring experienced discrimination. Yet occasional glimpses in the public record
suggest some tourists were undeterred. For example, in the local comments section of
the Fiji Times (titled ‘Flotsam and Jetsam’) it was reported that two young ladies who
were ‘said to be musical’ missed the boats departure because they went off with some
‘local lads to a bacon and eggs party’.60 The absence of any further information in the
archives limits further speculation on the matter, but the decision to formally remind pas-
sengers to avoid fraternisation suggests that the issue was of serious concern to cruise
operators.

A similar notice had been circulated aboard the RMS Strathaird in August the previous
year asking tourists not to ‘fraternise unduly with the natives’, but it was the second notice
which prompted an Indian solicitor in Suva, Mr Hassan, to write a letter of protest to the
Acting Secretary for Indian Affairs and publish it in the local Indian newspaper, Samachar.
He wrote:

If the tourists who visit Fiji do not behave in a decent matter, it is the tourists who are to
blame, and not the residents of Fiji. No community, European or non-European, can
claim to be without any social evils prevailing among its members. There are European
*undesirables* just as there are Indian and Fijian *undesirables* and for the sake of a few
one can not drag down the whole community.61

Hassan recommended the government should look after its own citizens first, and if need
be, ban offending tourists. Once informed, P&O quickly responded and explained that the
notice was in response to previous ‘incidents’ (though it is not clear what they were) and
was ‘not intended to cast any reflection upon the conduct of Indians in Fiji’. Hassan was

59Fiji Times, April 5, 1936.
60Fiji Times, May 5, 1936.
61Correspondence from Mr Hassan to the Acting Secretary for Indian Affairs, 23 July 1937 in ‘Effect of Visits of Tourist Ships
on Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva.
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placated and the shipping company agreed not to publish another notice, and the issue
quietly faded away.

Hassan’s comments should be read in light of the context of Indians’ struggle for pol-
itical recognition in Fijian society, from which they were largely excluded. The archival file
itself mainly contained correspondence between the Secretary for Native Affairs and the
Colonial Secretary about the merits and challenges of tourism. The Governor believed
Fiji was not as bad as the ‘sink of the East’ (where exactly he was referring to is uncertain),
but he was nonetheless concerned with fraternisation. In a long letter, he wrote that he saw
Ratu Bola ‘arm in arm with Europeans’ and was told that ‘tourists visiting Bau have done
much harm even to Chiefs like Ratu Popi’.62 The Secretary for Native Affairs also pointed
out that

many of the natives who meet the tourists in Suva streets are not good representatives… it is
only a certain type of Fijian who live in Suva and who look on the tourist as fair prey; a class
of person quite apart from residents. The tourists leave a fair amount of money with Fijian
sellers of beads, coral &c.63

In these exchanges, blame was also laid on the tourist. According to the Secretary for
Native Affairs,

The better class of Fijian recognises the difference between well-behaved Europeans and the
lower type and treats them accordingly. The lower type of Fijian women who sell beads, and
some men, including Ratu Bola, do not possess fine feelings or sentiments and recognise their
own class and both races take liberties with one another.64

This position was informed by protectionist policies introduced by British colonial officials
in response to the widespread concern about the depopulation of Fijians. A handwritten
note by an unknown colonial official went further, arguing the ‘periodic tourist invasion’
was ‘corrosive’ because it unleashed ‘hundreds of tourists whose outstanding characteristic
is a release from those inhibitions which normally make them less intolerable’.65 Indeed
freedom from social constraints and expectations was an attraction for many travellers
to the Pacific. ‘The subject is a delicate one’ wrote the Colonial Secretary. ‘We cannot,
as a Government, write to a Tourist Bureau and ask them to advertise to European visitors
that they should remember that they are the ruling race and that they should mend their
manners towards natives’.66

62Correspondence from the Governor of Fiji to the Colonial Secretary, 29 July 1936 in ‘Effect of Visits of Tourist Ships on
Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva.

63Correspondence from the Acting Secretary for Native Affairs to the Colonial Secretary, 27 July 1936 in ‘Effect of Visits of
Tourist Ships on Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva.

64Correspondence from the Secretary for Native Affairs to the Colonial Secretary, 6 August 1936 in ‘Effect of Visits of Tourist
Ships on Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva. Little is known about who ‘Ratu Bola’ was, but it is
likely that he was one of several entrepreneurial locals who offered tours that were unsanctioned by shipping companies
or the local authorities. Photo albums and published travelogues often show tourists posing with ‘chiefs’ in urban settings
or visiting their native villages. This is evidence of what Dean MacCannell described as a ‘staged authenticity’ as oppor-
tunistic locals took visitors to a ‘staged back region’ with promises of an authentic cultural experience. The cultural pro-
tocols of Fijians would have prohibited such casual encounters with chiefs at that time. See Dean MacCannell, ‘Staged
Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings’, American Journal of Sociology 79, no. 3 (1973): 589–603;
Dean MacCannell, ‘Staged Authenticity in Tourist Settings’, in The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2013), 98–9.

65Correspondence dated 8 December 1936 in ‘Effect of Visits of Tourist Ships on Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National
Archives of Fiji, Suva.

66Correspondence from the Colonial Secretary to the Governor of Fiji, 29 July 1936 in ‘Effect of Visits of Tourist Ships on
Natives’, Confidential File 50/12, National Archives of Fiji, Suva.

44 N. HALTER



Ultimately stricter regulations of ‘curios sellers’ were recommended and police were
given orders to control the behaviour of residents and tourists. These matters were
taken to the Council of Chiefs meeting in September 1936, and the chiefs were asked to
ensure natives show ‘good manners’, which they agreed to do. The soft response by the
authorities to this issue reflected the limited power of the colonial regime at the time. Dra-
conian policies would have likely been unsuccessful, especially considering the historical
record contains fragmentary evidence which points to the ability of Pacific Islanders to
transcend colonial networks and regulations in Fiji. For example, in the Fiji Times it
was a regular occurrence for the ‘bush wireless’ to bring news to Suva well before
official reports were received.67 In another curious case, a Samoan traveller called Pila
Wilkes was sentenced to six months imprisonment in 1936 for illegally landing in Fiji
as a crew member aboard the Aorangi. But in the court report, it was discovered he
had escaped similar charges in Canada, New Zealand and Australia, and soon after, he
managed to escape again from Fiji.68 Such cases show that Pacific Islanders were not
static or passive – they participated actively in colonial networks of mobility in spite of
efforts to restrict them.

If efforts to control the natives were fraught with difficulty, then tourists were even
harder to supervise. Not all visitors blindly accepted the colonial narrative that was pre-
sented to them. Young travellers Irwin and Goff were critical of the tourist trappings in
Suva and quickly renounced Western civilisation after staying in a village a short while:
‘We were of the natives, without going native’.69 Others found that beyond the superficial
facades in town was actually more challenging issues. Stephens observed, ‘The women in
the town were modestly dressed, but passing along the side streets the sights give one the
idea of much poverty’.70 Some even had their racialised assumptions undermined when
confronted by the realities of multiracial society. In his memoirs, gold prospector John
Fraser recalled thinking, ‘that a white man coming to know the Fijian well might some-
times feel, as Kipling’s soldier did about his brown-skinned brother: “You’re a better
man than I am, Gunga Din!”’.71 Was this reaction a predictable outcome of being
immersed in a foreign and unsettling environment? Or were Australians, who Lal noted
‘were generally less respectful of the rituals and protocols of colonial life’ in Fiji, more
likely to challenge the British colonial assumptions of the day?72 In his study of Australian
writers of Papua New Guinea, historian Hank Nelson showed many people believed in the
racial dogma of the day yet few had experience in close contact with other people. Whilst
Australians in general were assured of their superiority to the indigenous people, on the
ground they were inexperienced and unsure how to deal with supposed inferiors.73 The
growth of tourism in the region created more opportunities for these face to face encoun-
ters and reflections.

It is unlikely that Australian visitors to Fiji forgot the racial hierarchies which informed
local and regional politics, as the Colonial Secretary presumed. In fact, the majority of

67Fiji Times, February 25, 1936.
68Fiji Times, July 6, 1936.
69Irwin and Goff, No Longer Innocent, 66.
70Stephens, Samoan Holidays, 15.
71John Archibald Fraser, Gold Dish and Kava Bowl (London: Dent, 1954), 131.
72Lal, Broken Waves, 106. This was in comparison to New Zealanders in Fiji who ‘thought of themselves as better, more
refined representatives of colonial English culture.’

73Hank Nelson, ‘Our Boys Up North: The Behaviour of Australians in New Guinea’, Meanjin Quarterly 32 (1973): 433.
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travellers at the time likely echoed the views of local officials which portrayed the struggles
of the 1920s and 1930s in ‘purely racial terms’.74 Colonialism facilitated and enabled
tourism, and so tourists to Fiji generally reinforced the colonial status quo that was pre-
sented in shipping promotions, guidebooks and travel literature. They did this by repeat-
ing local fears about race (particularly the dominance of Indians), or praising the British
government’s ability as custodians of the colony. In 1933, for example, Taylor considered
Fijians lucky to have the British as colonisers, and praised the Fijians for their efforts to
learn British culture ‘so that they may form an alliance between their people and
ours’.75 Colonial authorities worked closely with the tourism industry and shipping com-
panies to ensure that tourists were guided along pre-determined routes to ‘safe’ colonial
spaces like the Grand Pacific Hotel. Such spaces, peopled by ‘Suva’s aristocracy’ and
devoid of ‘any half-breeds’ according to one Australian resident at the time, presented a
distorted image of Fiji which reinforced racial prejudices.76

Conclusion

Racialised views of Fiji and the Pacific were stubbornly persistent in the early twentieth
century. Essentialised tropes reinforcing the superiority of Fijians at the expense of the
growing Indian population perpetuated a distorted view of how modern Fijian society
actually operated. Many of the promising changes of the 1930s were undermined when
war broke out in the Pacific in 1941. As historian Robert Norton has shown, the British
colonial government elevated the status and authority of Fijian chiefs in response to
growing resentment towards growing Indian demands for political equality in the 1920s
and more liberal Fijian policies in the 1930s. Europeans too sought to maintain a close
relationship with Fijian chiefs to ensure their privileged position.77 Subsequent waves of
tourists to Fiji from the 1950s on would continue to entrench these cultural divisions
which would sow the seeds of future conflict in the country as it moved slowly towards
independence.

Not all travellers conformed to the accepted stereotypes of the time however. Travelling
off the beaten track encouraged new ideas and perspectives which occasionally challenged
colonial assumptions and boundaries. The sudden and unexpected growth of tourism in
1930s Fiji was one of several social and economic factors which unsettled the political bal-
ancing act of the British colonial government. The end of indenture, a global economic
depression, the discovery of gold, and changes to the Fijian and Indian population
meant that visitors to Suva encountered a rapidly evolving local society. Their routes dis-
rupted relationships between Fijians, Indians and Europeans in the capital to such an
extent that it prompted a response from colonial authorities to bolster the established colo-
nial order. Tourists presented new challenges for authorities to monitor movement,
enforce law and order, and encourage appropriate social decorum and behaviour based
on notions of gender, race and class from the metropole. The fragments found in

74Lal, Broken Waves, 80. Lal argues that this was not actually the case, and that there were in fact underlying social and
economic factors.

75Taylor, Pacific Flight, 56.
76Irwin and Goff, No Longer Innocent, 97.
77Robert Norton, ‘Accommodating Indigenous Privilege: Britain’s Dilemma in Decolonising Fiji’, Journal of Pacific History 37,
no. 2 (2002): 133–56.
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newspapers, correspondence and travelogues suggest that relationships between visitors
and locals were more complex and entangled than a simple case of inter-racial ‘fraternisa-
tion’. For this reason, authorities in the 1930s struggled to contain and control the tourist
waves that broke upon the shores of Fiji.
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