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AMERICAN INFLUENCE ON THE POLITICS OF 

FIJI, 1849 - 1874 

David Routledge 

A RECENT speaker at the University of the South 
Pacific, referring to the politics of the United 
States in the Pacific Basin after the Vietnam War , 
said that his country has confused itself and a l ot 
of other people about what it is up to. 1 As far as 
Fiji is concerned, this is a state of affairs wh i ch 
has existed from the time of earliest contac t 
between the two countries. 

The American presence has been significant, as 
opposed to simply existent, in Fiji since . the middle 
of the nineteenth century. This was an era when the 
polity was becoming increasingly controlled by 
Europeans. Looking back, it is possible to see that 
the single decisive event in this process was the 
battle of Kaba of 7 April 1855, when the forces of 
Bau, Rewa, and Tonga - variously assisted by self 
interested Europeans - clashed in the one great 
pitched battle in the whole history of Fijian 
warfare. Before Kaba, European interference in 
Fijian political processes had been very circumspect , 
and the possibility of eventual control remote. 
Afterwards, everything changed. 

Kaba brought to an end a period during which the great 
chiefs of Fiji - using the traditional methods of 
war, marriage alliances, and vasu privileges - sought 
to extend their power beyond ~confines of their 
own kin-groups, beyond even the loose bonds of 
political association comprising the several 
chiefdoms. The Vunivalu of Bau, ostensible victor 
at Kaba, had more than once during the previous 
decades seemed capable of taking the extension of 
chiefly power to its ultimate conclusion by uniting 
all of Fiji under himself. 2 This did not happen 
because such a development was fundamentally at 
variance with the way in which the social structure 
functioned. The integrity of the kin-group and its 
concern to preserve its ancestral lands proved 
impossible to subvert. Marriage alliances and the 
exploitation of concomitant ~asu privileges could 
sometimes by partially effective . but not completely 
so. Thus there was no inexorable advance of one 
chiefdom at the expense ~f . 
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others, but rather considerable fluctuation in fortunes. 
For example, in 1853 it seemed that the passage of 
time alone would effect the defeat of Bau by Rewa. 
What actually happened was that Rewa was defeated by 
Bau, but by Bau aS9isted by Tonga. As a result, 
Tongan power became a permanent element in the Fijian 
polity, weakening the capacity of the indigenous 
chiefs fOT decisive action, and laying the way open 
for Europeans of almost uniformly unscrupulous intent 
to promote their own wishes. 

Europeans operated at this time according to a double 
standard. When it suited them to do so, they 
considered Fiji to be an uncivilized region beyond the 
rules governing international relations. This was 
commonly the attitude when the acquisition of land 
was at stake. On other occasions the full force of 
the laws of the Western world would be brought to 
bear, even when these were acknowledged to be in
applicable by the official mind. 

The claims against Cakobau as compensation for injuries 
sustained by Americans operating in Fiji are a good 
example of the cynical disregard for the realities of 
the Pacific polities characteristic of the European 
presence from this time onwards. Examples from Samoa, 
Tonga, New Zealand and elsewhere might be cited with 
equal force. 

In brief, the history of the case is as follows. In 
1850, the American consul drew up a list of claims 
for compensation on behalf of compatriots who had 
suffered theft of property at the hands of Fijians. 
Payment was demanded from Cakobau, Vunivalu of Bau, 
held to be Tui Viti or king of Fiji by operation of 
the principle of using European political and legal 
concepts when these fitted the demands of a given 
situation. The consul never succeeded in actually 
extracting any money, but as he was himself the main 
complainant, he was very active. The United States 
Navy seconded his efforts more than once, until in 
1868 an Australian land speculation company agreed 
to payoff the Americans in return for 200,000 acres 
of land. The absurdity of the agreement - and even 
the fact that it was iniquitously unjust - was widely 
acknowledged, but the American government took no 
more interest in the affair once the demands of its 
naval officials were complied with. 
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The claims had a considerable effect on the internal 
politics of Fiji in the late l860s, and were a 
significant element in European calculations preceding 
the cession of 1874. They are worth studying as an 
example of the kind of activity, and the thinking 
which lay behind it, which led to annexation in one 
form or another, by the Western powers, of all the 
island groups of the Pacific with the single exception 
of Tonga. 

II 

AMERICANS were interested in Fiji from the first days 
of the sandalwood trade. Charles Savage, most infamous 
of the beachcombers associated with the aromatic 
wood, had travelled to Fiji from Tonga on the Rhode 
Island brig Eliza. The wood was cut out in a few 
years, but tortoise-shell, coconut-oil, and trepang 
then became attractive. About 1825, a small European 
community appeared at Levuka on the island of Ovalau, 
strategically placed in the centre of the group. 
Its acknowledged leader was David Whippy,3 a native of 
New Hampshire, and he and his followers proved in
valuable to trading captains by mediating with the 
Fijian chiefs and piloting vessels to the fishing 
grounds among the treacherous maze of reefs and 
passages in Bligh Water. 4 For the next ten years or 
so, American trading vessels, together with the 
occasional whaler, were almost the only ships to 
visit Fijian waters. 

The United States Gov~rnmEmt " was concerned to promote 
this trade. In 1836, Congress authorized a scientific 
expedition tobe fitted out to explore the South 
Pacific. The commander, Lieutenant Charles Wilkes, 
was given specific instructions concerning Fiji, 
where he was to look for a harbour suitable as a 
favourable forward base for the whaling industry and 
a general commercial centre in the area. 5 Wilkes was 
in Fiji from May until Augus.t 1840. He gathered 
scientific data and information about . the envirenment 
and the people, and his report, together with the 
first reliable charts of Fijian waters, significantly 
extended knowledge of the islands in both England and 
America. It also helped change the attitude of 
Europeans towards Fiji. . 
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Previous visitors and residents had had restricted 
inte.rests and comparatively little effect on the 
realities of the Fijian situation in consequence. 
Sandalwooders had had minimum contact - indeed the 
less the safer they considered themselves from a 
violent end. Beachcombers, because they were isolated 
individuals, submerged themselves within the Fijian 
social system in order to become as inconspicuous as 
possible . They may have altered the dynamics of a 
system of warfare by the introduction of the musket, 
but they did not make any alteration to the basic 
tendancy of that system. The Levuka followers of 
David Whippy - few in number and vulnerable to attack 
in any case, functioned as effective middle-men only 
by holding themselves as aloof from Fijian affairs as 
possible. 

The Wilkes expedition did not return home until the 
end of 1842 and its extensive report was not published 
until two years later. The enthusiastic tone of 
the report, however, became influential, and no doubt 
weighed with Secretary of State Buchanan when he came 
to consider the application of John Brown Willi~ms to 
be appointed American commercial agent in Fiji. 

Williams was the first of a new kind of resident -
concerned to establish himself within the islands, 
and having the prime aim of making money by trading, 
land speculation, or whatever other means presented 
themselves. He wanted to make his money and return 
home as soon as possible to live out the rest of his 
life in comfort in his native Salem, Massachusetts. 
He had sailed the Pacific since the 1830s, and in 
1842 had applied to be United States commercial agent 
at the Bay of Islands, New Zealand. The position was 
intended to improve his commercial standing rather 
than to provide a service for other people, though 
Williams proposed to improve his income by assisting 
in the transfer of land from Maori to American hands. 
He returned to New Zealand from the United States to 
find that in the meantime it had been annexed to the 
colony of New South Wales . Laws governing the 
transfer of land lessened the possibility for lucrative 
profits, and Williams soon decided to move on . 7 
Again he visited Washington, this time to get Fiji 
included in his consular jurisdiction. By the 
beginning of 1846 Williams was back in Auckland, 
preparing to leave for Fiji. 8 
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Arriving in the islands, Williams's first problem 
was to decide where to live. Whippy and his friends 
had violated the first principle of their existence 
by going to the rescue of the beachcomber Charles 
Pickering in 1844. Cakobau, furious at being 
thwarted and without giving .due consideration to the 
advantages of the presence of the Levuka community, 
had ordered Whippy to quit the dominions of Bau 
forthwith. The Europeans could either have gone to 
Rewa or to Solevu Bay on the south coast of Vanua Levu, 
close to the main trepang fisheries. Reverting to 
their policy of staying out of Fijian politics, 
they had chosen the latter. Williams, possessed of 
no qualms in the matter, decided to live near to the 
axis of power and placed himself under the protection 
of Cokonauto, the Roko Tui Dreketi. He went to 
Naqara, a reef islet ten miles down the coast from 
where Suva now stands, but soon moved to Nukulau, 
at the entrance to Laucala Bay and the mouth of the 
Rewa river. 9 . 

Following the custom of his New Zealand days, 
Williams trav.elled about acquiring rights to land 
and gauging prospects. He visited Rotuma, and made 
several trips to the interior of Viti Levu where he 
was convinced of the existence of rich deposits of 
tin, antimony, and silver.IO He built up his 
influence with the chiefs of Rewa, making them 
liberal presents of trade goods in return for the 
labour necessary to collect trepang and produce 
coconut-oil. He brought land, often by the expedient 
of having the owners overawed into parting with that 
which they had neither desire nor right to sell. 11 

Inevitably, .. the American consul soon became involved 
in the politics of power in central Fiji . Rewa was 
at war with Bau. Williams had decided to live within 
the ambit of the former after assessing the long-term 
prospects of the two chiefdoms. A chain of 
circumstances occasioned his actual entry into the 
struggle, but he was soon manoeuvring with all his 
devious abilities to vindicate his choice of Rewa 
as the ultimate victor. 

On 4 July 1849, the consular residence at Nukulau was 
set alight with a celebration cannonade. The house 
did not burn down immediately, so that papers and 
personal property were saved, but a large amount of 
trading stock was lost. During the fire, visitors 
from Beqa were seen to be busy retrieving objects 
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f rom the flames. Manifestly the goods were being 
saved from destruction, but in the heat of the moment 
i t did not occur to Williams that the Beqans were 
acting for their own personal benefit. In the clear 

ight of dawn, reai izing that his property had been 
plundered, he was most wrath.12 

eq a was tributary to Rewa, so that Cokonauto was 
ab l e to exert pressure upon the Beqans to bring 
; ari ous articles out from their hiding places around 
the island. Williams demanded the return of every-

h ing , together with a f ineof a hundred bags of 
rep ang. Otherwise, he warned, 'the severest penalty 

of the law' would be visited upon the offenders. 13 
"il liams's cavalier attitude, as with regard to 

Fi jian customary tenure of land, soon changed when 
i s own property was involved. 

"~ ter the f i re, Nukulau was abandoned for Laucala 
sland, larger and nearer to the mainland. Further 

t hef ts occurred the following December. Qaraniqio, 
r other of Cokonauto and implacable enemy of Bau, 
ade a formal statement to the effect that the 

"uni v alu of Bau could be held responsible by virtue 
of the tributary relationship of the thieves. 
"il liams bolstered the effect of this, for the 

benefit of the American official mind, by employing 
t he fiction that Cakobau in the guise of Tui Viti 
could be held to account for the deeds of all 
Fij ians. His immediate purpose, however, was to 
press claims for damages as a way of assisting Rewa's 
c ause against Bau. 14 

By the end of 1850, a 'Schedule of property belonging 
to American merchants plundered by the Chief of Bau' 
was in existence. Claims were assessed at something 
ov er $13,000: i ncludea were Williams's own, set at 
$42 00, one for general damages suffered at Laucala 
Is land of $3500, and several others sustained by 
American ships wrecked and pillaged at Levuka. 
' Plunder and spoilation Isic]' would continue unless 
a warship should be despatcned forthwith, Williams 
~arned the Secretary of State. 15 

A little over three months later, in March 1851, 
U.S.S. Falmouth visited Fiji during a routine cruise 
of the Pacific. Its fortuitously prompt arrival 
impressed the Fijians with the consul's powers. 
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Williams persuaded Commander Petigru to demand 
$17,000 from Cakobau, 'the so-styled king of the 
Feejees', and this was merely the first of several 
spontaneous inflations which brought the final claim 
to more than three times the sum of the origina1. 16 

Petigru departed without doing anything to enforce 
payment. The whole affair was forgotten - except by 
Williams - until U.S.S. St. Mary's appeared in July 
1852. Commander Magruder appointed David Whippy, 
Williams's deputy at Levuka by this time, and 
James Calvert, head of the Wesleyan Methodists in 
Fiji, to arbitrate and report to the next American 
warship to visit Fijian waters. 17 This was quite 
unsatisfactory to Williams, who thought that Magruder, 
spending altogether too much of his time in missionary 
company, failed to properly protect American 
commercial interests: 

Our Government is not Church and State, 
but Captains of some of our Ships of War 
have too much to do preaching Sermons in 
Churches; they had better look a little 
more after the Commerce of our merchants 
and countrymen. 18 

Williams had no intention of accepting his reverses, 
however, and if the navy would not help then he would 
use his own resources. By 1853 the war between Rewa 
and Bau had been going on for an unprecedented ten 
years. Although Whippy and his followers had been 
permitted to return from exile. in 1849, confidence 
betw~en Levuka and Bau had never been completely 
restored. Accordingly, when Williams proposed that 
Ba'u could be conquered once ~nd for all if Levuka 
would cooperate in a blockade, Whippy was prepared 
to listen. The scheme was feasible because foreign 
ships visiting Fiji went first either to Levuka, where 
the harbour was good and the resident ,Europeans under
stood local conditions, or to the Rewa road~-, where 
a number of Europeans had gradually gathered about 
Williams. If merchandise could ,be disposed of without 
the rather ' hazardous passage of the reef to Bau being 
attempted, this was all to the good. Williams and 
Whippy, simply by satisfying traders in this way, 
were able to cut Bau off from a~l supplies ,of arms 
and ammunition. With victory for Rewa appearing to 
be only a matter of time, Williams departed for the 
United States early in 1854. 19 
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Back in Fiji in August 1855, he found that all his 
calculations had been wrong. The battle of Kaba had 
decided the issue in central Fiji once and for all. 
Cokonauto was dead and Qaraniqio fled to the mountains. 
Tonga had become a power in the Fijian polity, and 
it was painfully obvious to Williams that he had 
backed the wrong side. He could also see that that 
he would never receive what he regarded as just 
restitution for his losses without assistance. 

Ironically, the fact that Cakobau had won the battle 
convinced captains of the American navy - if they 
needed convincing - that Williams was right to hold 
Cakobau, rather than the chiefs of Rewa, responsible 
for the claims. This simultaneously sustained and 
attacked Cakobau's position as Tui Viti. Threats 
made the Vunivalu unsure of himself, demonstrating 
that although Tonga might be able to help against 
Rewa, protection from the warships which Williams 
periodically seemed to be able to command was beyond 
Fijian, or Tongan, capacities. On the other hand, 
precisely because Williams pressed Cakobau as 
Tui Viti, the validity of the title began to be 
accepted outside Fiji, particularly among British 
officials. 

The next episode in the affair involved the United 
States Navy in as blatant a piece of 'gunboat 
diplomacy' as ever was . perpetrated by any of the 
imperial powers. On 12 ,S2Btember 1855, U.S.S . . JOhn· 
Adams sailed- into Levuka. Commander Boutwell~ 
orders were to make exhaustive and impartial invest
igations into the various AmeTi"c.an claims .. He quickly 
showed that impartiality .was .£ore.ign .1:p his nature. 
Affidavits and sworn statements were taken concerning 
a whore range of incidents involving the loss of 
American property, and $30,000 was demanded as 
compensation. 21 In the middle of this performance the 
U.S.S. St. Marts returned, but Williams persuaded its 
t hen master, qmmander Bailey, to leave Boutwell to 
continue his work as he had. had the time to acquaint 
himself with the particulars of the case. Any change 
in the demands, Willians suggested;might injure. 
Americari interes~s.22 . 

At this point Calvert wrote to Bailey to say that his 
own investigations, carried out at the request of 
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Commander Magruder, led him to conclude that the 
claims were untenable. Williams and Boutwell had both 
been informed of this, but treated the advice as 
presumptuous interference by an English subject in an 
exclusively American concern. Bailey, in spite of 
being convinced that injustice was being done, was 
not prepared to use his standing as a senior officer 
to relieve Boutwell of his duties. Merely reprimand
ing Boutwell for his attitude, he reminded him that 
Calvert had been invited to make his investigations 
by an American officer, and that his evidence should 
be listened to with the respect due to a missionary 
of high standing in Fiji. 23 

As soon as the St. Mary's had departed, Boutwell 
reopened the whole matter, claiming that 1nterference 
of Commander Bailey through representations of the 
Rev. Calvert and other persons made my task more 
difficult to finish and has not I believe added any 
gratification to the claimants ' . The sum demanded 
was increased to $43,686 and two villages put to the 
flames in an effort to intim1date the Fijians. 
Cakobau was peremptorily ordered on board the 
John Adams and there forced, on threat of being 
removed to the United States, to sign a document agree
ing that the indemnity would be paid within two years. 
A specious air of legality was provided by a board 
of officers of the warship. This did nothing to 
obscure the fact of Cakobau's coercion or the biassed 
nature of the evidence. 24 Boutwell's action in 
raising the indemnity from $30,000 to more than 
$43,000 in defiance of both his instructions and the 
injunction of a senior officer should have provoked 
a court martial. Washington, however, was a long way 
from Levuka, and was quite uninterested in the internal 
affairs of Fij i. 

Once the John Adams departed, Cakobau- breathed freely 
again. Without menacing guns trained at his 
head he could dwell on the injustice of claims pressed 
as a result of a~tions committed by people who owed 
him no formal allegiance. Williams could do nothing 
in the absence of military force. Perhaps the best 
indication of the consul's attitude is contained in 
a letter from Calvert to the American Secretary of 
State: 

••. Williams was anxiously desirous to 
inflict signal punishment on the Bau 
chief and his town and boasted much of 
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what ships of war could do; and he 
averred that he would give them some 
'cast-iron reasons'. He frequently 
told me th~t he hoped an American 
naval officer whom he designated 'Mad 
Jack' would come to Fiji on whom he 
would prevail to 'serve the fellows 
out'. He earnestly entreated me not 
to appear on the arrival in Fiji of 
any United States ship of war as he 
would then be able to get the place 
knocked down and about a dozen of 
them bound and taken away; 'then', 
said he, 'religion will flourish and 
commerce will flourish. '25 

The missionary could colour evidence to suit his own 
ends as well as any man, but Williams's splenetic 
temper and lack of sympathy or understanding for 
the Fijians are not thereby obscured. 26 

Three years passed before another American warship 
came to Levuka. The instructions to Commander Sinclair 
of U.S.S. Vandalia reveale~d that the State Department 
could do little more than order investigations. Once 
again a board of officers was convened, and once 
again the settlers were favoured. Several more 
claims were added to the list - all to be paid 
within a year t in cash or in blood' .27 

Cakobau's hand was forced to another document promising 
an impossibility, but now another of the 'great 
powers' entered the drama. W.T. Pritchard, the newly 
appointed British consul was delighted when Cakobau 
sought his advice. His father, George Pritchard, 
had been expelled from Tahiti when the French 
proclaimed a protectorate over the Society Islands 
in 1843. The son was convinced that Britain should 
acquire Fiji as a countervailing influence. In the 
circumstances he had little difficulty in persuading 
Cakobau to offer to cede Fiji to Britain: 

... being heavily indebted to the 
President and Government of the United 
States of America, and liquidation of 
which ... is pressingly urged, with 
menaces of severe measures against our 
person, and our sovereignty ; and our 
islands and territories .... 28 
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Pritchard's motives were not entirely disingenuous 
on this occasion. His previous experience of the 
Pacific, limited to Polynesia, led him to look for 
high chiefs with paramount authority. The mode of 
Williams's importunities would have confirmed his 
expectations in the person of the Vunivalu of Bau, 
alias Tui Viti. He believed him to be 'the actual as 
well as the recognized King of Fiji,29 at the time; 
though later, when he realized his error , he 
persuaded other chiefs, including the Tui Cakau and 
the Tui Bua to 'acknowledge, ratify, and renew ' the 
original offer. 30 Pritchard's ability to do th i s 
says something for Cakobau's status, as well as f or 
the counsul's energy, but perhaps more important it 
indicates the extent to which foreign manipulation 
of the Fijian polity had already bec~me possible. 

The 1858 deed of cession included two conditions which 
clearly reveal Cakobau's motives: he was to retain the 
Tui Viti title, and the British government was to 
assume responsibility for the American debt. 31 
Cakobau was afraid of the Americans not only because 
of the menace of their guns but because they could 
ruin his ambitions in Fiji. 

In 1860 the British government sent Lieutenant
Colonel W.J. Smythe and Dr Berthold Seemann to 
investigate the possibilities of Fiji and to advise 
on whether the offer of cession should be accepted. 
Their instructions indicated quite unequivocally that 
a recommendation to annex would be very critically 
received, but for the time being the American claims 
were forgotten as the advantages of annexation for 
'development' by would-be planters were canvassed. 
Seemann demonstrated that cotton of the highest 
quality could be grown, and the American Civil War, 
cutting off England's supplies from that quarter, 
forced prices up to boom levels. EVen when Smythe 
took the hint contained in his instructions and 
recommended that Fiji should remain outside the bounds 
of the British Empire ~ fortune'-seekers continued to 
come. 

". 
<. 

The cotton boom was at its peak in 1867 when the 
U.S.S. Tuscarora sailed into the harbour at Levuka. 
It was the first American naval vessel to visit since 
before the Civil War. Captain Stanley, in what had 
become hallowed as a tradition, began investigating 
yet again claims which by then were eighteen years 
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old. Cakobau agreed to an 'indenture' whereby the sum 
outstanding was to be paid over four years. Three 
is lands in the Koro Sea were to be held as security 
though which islands was not mentioned in the deed.~2 

Payment in instalments was no more likely than in a 
lump sum, but nonetheless Cakobau was browbeaten into 
signing an agreement he knew he could not keep. It 
wa s characteristic of the successive naval invest
igations that none ~uestioned the propriety of the 
wor k of their predecessors. Their sole concern was 
to find ways of getting the money. 

he first instalment fell due, and was not paid. The 
American consul informed Washington that such would 
continue to be the case. In a statement typical of 
the utter incapacity of American officials to balance 
settler claims against the realities of the Fijian 
situation, he wrote that Cakobau relied upon: 

his well-known address in 
temporizing and in postponing his 
engagements, as well as upon the 
presumed continued leniency and for
bearance of the government of the 
United St ates. It appears certain . 
that, unless strong measures are 
taken ... the liquidation . .. will be 
protracted beyond the lifetime of 
the complainants. 33 

This h~d .a :( readY ,happene,d in the ·c~se ' ci£ 'Williams. 
The first consular official qf a fore i gn ,power in 
Fi j i had died of dysentery in 1,860.' He had · been , 
succeeded by Dr Isaac Mills Brower " 'a · pla;nte,r, and 
trader of some substance, and then by Kleintzing 
Pr ichette, who wrote the letter quoted above. 34 

If Willi.ams did not .live to receive the restitution 
he thought he ,deserved, other claimants wer'e :even
tually to be iatisfied. $137~ ~ashandid over to . 
Brower in Ma.rch 1868, after greateffox:ts oIl: the 
part of the Fijians ,according to J.B. Thurst,on., the 
ac ting British consul, but that was. the end . . In 
the patronising tone common to colonial administrators 
of the period, .Thurstonremarked that 'the blow to 
the Chiefs and people will be so great that, with an 
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apathy common to Polynesians in moments of advers1ty, 
they will relinquish all further efforts to meet this 
liability'. Thurston's real fear, similar to that of 
Pritchard, was that British influence in Fiji would 
go for nothing and the United States be permitted to 
take possession of the islands given as security,and then 
sell them at public auction in Australia. 35 

At this juncture D.L. Evans and W.H.O'H. Brewer 
appeared ~n the scene as agents for a Melbourne 
development company, formed to take advantage of the 
cotton boom. The promoters, remembering that Cakobau 
had offered 200,000 acres of land to Britain in 1858 
in return for liquidation of the American debt, saw 
no reason why they should not receive a similar offer. 
By the simple device of getting him drunk, Evans and 
Brewer induced Cakobau to sign a charter granting 
powers to the Polynesia Company more extensive than 
those of Charles II's East India Company. Vast 
tracts of land were made over in perpetuity in return 
for payment of the American claims. For an annuity 
of £200 Cakobau granted freedom from all export and 
import duties and other taxe$, together with a banking 
monopoly and the right to make such laws. as the 
company should consider 'just, equitable, and right'.36 

This time Thurston intervened with more effect. 
Pointing out that political control had been wrested 
from Bau without responsibility for government being 
assumed, and drawing attention to the fact that the 
grants of land- included territory of independent 
tribes actually armed to prevent invasion, Thurston 
insisted that no·thing should be done until the 
expected arrival of Commodore Lambert of the Australian 
Station of the Royal Navy. Evans and Brewer 
reluctantly agreed when they realized ther~ was no 
alternative. 

Lambert, true to naval form, held an inquiry. It 
soon became evident that Cakobau had not understood 
the terms of the agreement, largely because he had 
been misled by William Moore, chairman of the Wesleyan 
mission. As Moore's reputation was that of a trader 
and speculator in land rather than a respectable 
missionary, the charter was rescinded without further 
ado. The directors, however, were not to be so easily 
put off, and soon drew up another charter. The bank
ing monopoly was restricted to twenty-one years and 
the law-making provisions eliminated completely, but 
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otherwise 'its 'effect 'would h'ave been little different 
from the first. Thurston c~mplaine4. to Whitehall: 

.. '. the Delegates were mere adventurers 
endeavouring ... to float a bubble 
speculation for their own interests .•• 
Mr Brewer .•. made false and exaggerated 
statements respecting the trade and 
commerce of Fiji ... in the presence of 
his tolleague on the night of our inter-
view on board the Albion informed me 
when I expressed d1sapprobation of the 
charter, that he had been authorized ..• 
to tell me, a number of shares in the 
company would be reserved for !!!y 
acce{'ta'nce, and on the successfiil 
term1nation of the company's negot
iations I should receive a more material 
recognition of their regard. 37 

Thurston was not a man to be bribed, however, and 
Evans and Brewer returned to Melbourne defeated. 
Stories filtered after them that shareholders were 
unable to occupy the land for which they had paid, 
and the already dubious reputation of the directorate 
collapsed completely. 

So easily were fortune-hunters in Australia lured to 
invest in fantastic schemes, however, that the company 
rose again, phoenix-like, reorganized and renewed, 
in time to meet the next settlement in terms of 
Stanley's agreement with Cakobau. In Thurston's words: 

J.S. Butters, late mayor of Melbourne 
and diamond mine swindler, came down 
as plenipo. Being all scoundrels to
gether the company, by next boat, sent 
down three commissioners to look after 
the plenipo. 

The 'commissioners' interviewed Consul Brower while 
Butters was away from Levuka. Their cupidity was 
such that they paid over money without acquiring a 
proper settlement. Butters WaS furious at such 
naivete but there was no recourse. Both Cakobau and 
the consul hoped they were finally rid of an 
incubus they had never thought to see the end of. 
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The shareholders, according to Thurston: 

.•• come down, swear a bit, and go back 
to Melbourne. Mrs Fitzgibbon is still 
here and is regarded .•. as the source of 
all their evil. She actually went up to 
Melbourne, attended meetings ,praised the 
company and its prospects, told everyone 
there were beautiful roads in Viti Levu 
Bay, and sent down a buggy as a blind -
shares went up like smoke on a calm day 
... and sold out absolutely.38 

In the meantime, however, Captain C.W. Hope of 
H.M.S. Brisk published two articles criticizing 
American activities in Fiji, and J.S. Calvert made a 
similar statement to the General Conference of the 
Methodist Church. Yet another official reconsideration 
of the whole affair was the result. 39 Commander 
Truxton was sent in U.S.S. Jamestown to clear the 
matter up 'once and for alIt. Truxton established 
what he called a 'mixed court' as his device to lend 
weight to the deliberations. Two American residents 
of Levuka sat with himself and two of his fellow 
officers, but great confusion attended the running of 
the court. Cakobau was invited to appear with counsel 
and then denied such assistance. Nor was he informed 
of the nature of the inquiry. 

Eventually all claims apart from those of the late 
consul were acknowledged to be reasonable. In 
Williams's case the mystery remained regarding the 
amount of $7090 allowed in 1858 and the $19,000 
claimed in 1869. However, the cou.rt decided that as 
the debt had been assumed by the Melbourne-based 
Polynesia Company, Cakobau should receive $12,000 
($19,000 minus $7000) after the American government 
had been paid in full. 40 Truxton "s arbitration 
suffered the usual fate of being ignored. When the 
last of Stanley's instalments was paid through the 
American consul in November 1870 the United States 
thankfully washed its hands of the whole business. 
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III 

AMERICANS involved in the affair may have been 
satisfied, but Cakobau certainly was not. He had 
erely changed one soi-disant creditor for another. 

By putting the chief in their debt, the Polynesia 
Company hoped to compel him to make over large tracts 
of the best land in Fiji. Like Pritchard, who had 
chosen not to investigate too closely the Tui Viti 
t itle, the company happily ignored the fundamentals 
of Fijian politics and imagined that inhabitants of 
l and could be cleared off at their behest by simple 
fiat. 

From Cakobau's point of view, the situation was not 
dissimilar to that which had existed in 1853. Then 
he had been opposed by the forces of Rewa supported 
by the American consul and the Levuka traders. A 
is it from the American navy at any time during that 

year would have spelt the end of Bau's Fijian ambitions. 
In 1870 the characters had changed somewhat, but the 
general nature of the situation remained the same. 
The Polynesia Company had replaced Williams as the 
possible instigator of attack, and its mainly American 
d irectorate emphasised the point. Moreover, the 
company was likely to be supported not merely by the 
r esidents of Levuka, but by all Europeans with 
planting ambitions. 

During the few brief years of the cotton boom the 
c lamour for land constituted an unbroken crescendo. 

s Europeans experienced greater difficulties in 
f inding land to occupy, relations with Fijians 
deteriorated, leading in turn to stresses within the 
Fijian political structure itself. Bau, by virtue of 
i ts defeat of Rewa at the battle of Kaba, was paramount 
in central Fiji and exercised great influence beyond. 
Land, however, was not vested in the chiefdom - in 
any chiefdom, and Cakobau could not alienate land 
without violating the principles governing his 
position. To make matters worse, the Tongan, Ma'afu, 

ore or less exiled from his own country because of 
h is close relationship to the anci.ent royal line there, 
had built up a position of power in Vanua Levu and 
t he Lau Islands. This was a threat to Cakobau which 
became more serious as the latter's own position 
weakened. 
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The collapse of the cotton boom precipitated cn.S1-s. 
Restoration of order in the United States following 
the end of the Civil War caused cotton to start 
moving across the Atlantic again, and prices sank far 
below the level at which planters in Fiji could 
compete. Many were ruined, though significant numbers 
thought that they could switch to other crops, given 
time and adequate financial support. Such men hoped 
a permanently successful plantation economy would 
eventually develop.41 

Resident Europeans first pondered whether one or other 
of the metropolitan powers might be persuaded to 
declare a protectorate. London, Paris, and Berlin 
were all approached in one way or another without 
success, and then, early in 1871, the possibility of 
a Fiji-based government was mooted. Cakobau was 
dubious when approached to become the sovereign head 
of a 'mixed' government of Europeans and Fijians, 
for it was not the first such proposal he had listened 
to. H.M . Jones, V.C., the British consul in 1865, had 
persuaded Cakobau and several of the other high chiefs 
to form a confederation of which he had reluctantly 
became president. This had been succeeded by a 
Tovata ko na Tokalau kei Viti (Northeastern 
Confederation), a Tovata ko Lau (Lau Confederation), 
a Tovata e Viti (Fijian Confederation), and a Kingdom 
of Bau. All had failed, and Cakobau had no reason 
to hope for anything more from the latest scheme, but 
his own difficulties left him no choice. The Kingdom 
of Fiji was inaugurated in Levuka in his presence on 
5 July 1871. 

the Cakobau Government, as it is usually termed, was 
more successful than its predecessors. 42 It 
endeavoured to provide nothing less than full-scale 
constitutional monarchy for the whole of Fiji. It 
failed in the end very largely because the 'old 
ladies of Downing Street'43 as Thurston, who became 
its Chief Secretary in 1872, caustically characterized 
the British government, could not make up their minds 
whether or not to afford the 'Cakobau Government 
recognition and support. In spite of this, it marked 
the beginning of the institutions of permanent 
government in Fiji, even if one of its most significant 
failures concerned the alienation of land and the 
claims of such as the Polynesia Company. 
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With respect to the latter, it was not until after 
cession that a settlement was made. Nothing more 
than the sum paid to the government of the United 
States was refunded, and the only land acquired was 
a small block near Suva where settlers had actually 
begun cultivation. 

Cakobau was finally relieved of the embarrassment of 
the American claims, but not before Fiji had succumbed 
to the pressures of exigent Europeans and placed its 
future in other hands. The main importance of the 
American claims lies in the part they played in this 
process. From the time when Europeans began settling 
in Fiji endeavouring to acquire land and to maintain 
a permanent presence, they were accustomed to using 
Fi jian political processes when these suited their 
ends, but otherwise ignoring them. Sometimes, they 
applied their own legal concepts, sometimes they 
considered the country a land of benighted savages 
beyond the reach of the laws of civilization. 

The status of the Tui Viti title is perhaps the best 
example of this double standard. The title came into 
exi stence as late as 1844 when a letter of William 
.Iiller, the British Consul-General for the Pacific 
I slands, was translated for Cakobau's benefit. 44 In 
1844 , Bauan ambitions had yet to receive a setback. 

he war with Rewa had only just begun and the Tongan 
presence in Fiji amounted to no more than transient 
isits to the Lau Islands. The Tui Viti title was 
ertainly flattering, and may have made explicit an 

ambition already formed in Cakobau's mind, but was 
no more than that. Although Cakobau regarded himself 
as the most important chief in Fiji, he knew he did 
ot have the power to unite the whole group under 
imself. He thought of the title as a formal honour 

in the traditional sense, evisaging presentations of 
abua and the delivery of laudatory orations from 

t he yaqona bowl rather than actual political power. 

europeans, on the other hand, allowed the title to 
ondition their ideas about the nature of the polity. 

:0 doubt influenced by analogy with Hawaii, Tahiti, 
and Tonga, naval officers in particular failed to 
perceive that the dynamics of political processes in 
Fij i produced an uneasy balance between a 

umber of contending chiefdoms. Cakobau may have 
been pre-eminent, particularly after the victory 
at [aba, but he was not paramount outside his own 
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chi~fdom : ,He might have been 'a good deal more 
circumspec.t about even permi,tting the use of the ',tui 
Vit i title ' if he could have , foreseen how it would 
ensnare. hi;nin European pol{tical mac,hinations ~ , 

Once people like Williams arrived to stay, the 
,Europeanization of the polity ,was ineluctable. No 
amount 'of high-minded cant by missionaries or 
metropolitan officials about the need to lift Pacific 
Islanders to the levels of civilization can obscure 
the fact that Europeanization was forced upon the 
people entirely in terms of the interests of the 
metropolitan powers and their subjects. Williams's 
claims on Cakobau led directly to the 1858 offer of 
cession to Britain. Whitehall refused that offer but 
by continuing to vacillate in its attitude towards 
Fiji, effectively permitted unscrupulous pressure on 
the chiefs to continue. ,No fewer than sevenv,isi ts 
by American warships over the eighteen year period 
from 1851 to 1869 were necessary before Williams's 
claims were judged invalid, and even then only the 
unexplained augmentations rather than their original 
justice was questioned . . " 

In 1874, Britain finally accepted a responsibility 
either to let Fiji alone or take over the government 
completely. The chain of events which led to this 
began when John Brown Williams, United States' Consul 
at Laucala, s~t fire to his supply of trade goods, 
on 4 July 1849. 
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