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. The co-operative copra plantation is a recent innova
tion in the ' organisation of village economic activity in Fiji. 1 

But it is an experiment which is neither divorced from a 
history of indigenous participation in the cash economy,2 nor 
without historical precedent in the attempts of Eur opeans to 
establish plantations in Fiji. It is the purpose of this 
paper to examine such attempts at plantation enterprise in the 
northern Lau islands, with particular 'reference to a plantation 
on Vanua Balavu known as Tota estate. There are two chapters 
to the narrative: first, European expansion, settlement and 
the story of the small man in the late nineteenth century; and 
second, the survival of the small planter in the new twentieth 
century milieu of port town growth and merchant company power. 
The central concern throughout is to reveal how individuals 
adapted to changing objective economic circumstances and 
climatic unpredictability. 

Europeans arriving in Lauduring the late 1860's 
and early 1870's were a small percentage of those invadi ng all 
Fiji. In the early 1860's a combination of increased demand 
and reduced supplies (due to the American Civil War) produced 
an increase in the world price of cotton, which was to 
continue steadily for the rest of the decade. This increase; 
a report that Fiji had considerable potential f or cotton 
growing~and extremely favou rable publicity in the colonial 
press which exaggerated the ease of making large profi t s from , 
Fiji cotton plantations, stimulated a host of adventurous 
spirits - ga~hered ~ain~y in.Austral~a foll?wing the '1851 ~~~d 
rush - to mlgrate. Mlgra t lon culmlnated ln the 'Great F1Jl 
Rush' of 1870, when over seven hundred people added their 
weight to a process that many be1ieved would ensure Fiji's 
future as 'one of the brightest jewels i n the Imperial crown' 5 
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Cne of the men who landed on the Levuka beach that 
year was an Hungarian Count in his early thirties called 
Gideon Vecsey. Having fallen from the Emperor1s grace 
(reportedly there was a lady in the case), he had tsnapped 
his sword across his knee and bow'ed himself out from the 
world of the Court, and practically from the world of civil
ization, for ever f6 - an exit more grandiose, if true, than 
that of the farmers, diggers, squatters, and merchants who 
were his companions during the voyage to Fiji, but an exit 
made with the same intention of starting a new life as a 
planter. Within ten mon ths he had, in Britton1s phrase, 
'pushed out to windward,7 and taken out 'a lease from Ma'afu, 
Tui Lau, on the land known as Tota near Mavana village, 
Vanua Balavu. 8 

Vecsey's Tota leasehold was one of fourteen granted on 
Vanua Balavu during the period 1870'-72,9 and one of three on 
land belonging to Mavana village. Herbert Levick, proprietor 
of a general store and hotel, held a lease on 265 acres 
bordering on Tota (which was 514 acres); and the Gwynne 
brothers held 20'0' acres at Masomo. 1C All the planters on 
Vanua Balavu - including Vecsey, Levick and the Gwynnes -
began with, and relied upon, cotton as their chief crop. 

i 

By the end of June 1873, Vecsey had CUltivated 25 acres 
at Tota, and in the nine months prior to that date had 
produced a Inet value of products' of 250' dollars. 11 Cn these 
figures, cash income produced per cultivated acre was 10' 
dollars - which compared favourably with returns for four 
other plantations, as shown in Table 1. Vecsey was realising 
income as quickly as could be expected, given that the most 
optimistic adviser was only prepared to state that planters 
could expect returns within two years, assuming it took 12 
months to clear 20' acres far planting and 6 months for a cotton 
crop to bear.12 

But even before Vecsey was cultivating his first cotton 
crop, the Franco- Prussian war had forced French textile fact
ories to close down, American cotton supplie s had com'e back 
onto the market , and the -'price for Sea Island cotton had 
plummeted from 52 to 16 pence per lb. by the end of 1870'.13 
Sixteen pence per lb. meant an impoverished cotton industry, 
a vanished dream and ultimate ruin for many planters, and 
bankruptcy for the companies to which they were indebted. 

' / 
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Table 1 Cash returns on plantations in northern Lau, 1875+ 

Plantation Total a re a Cultivated Net value of Net value 
( acres) area Eroduce sold 

(acres) in 9 months 
ending 30 

(Lomaloma 
dollars ) 

Islands -
Naitauba 
(A. Moore) 3040 40 500 12 .5 

Katafaga 
(W. Hennings) 165 65 750 11 .5 

.-

Vanua Balavu -
Tota I 

(G. Vecsey) 85 2'5 250 10.0 

tJruoni 
(S. T. Bowden) 150 90 750 8.3 · 

Nabavatu 
(F .W. Hennings) 260 130 750 5.8 

+ Derived from figures in the Hennings Papers (hereinafte r 
HPJ, Inwards Correspondence 1864-78 , Nat i onai Archives of 
Fiji. 

, 

On arrival in Fi ji it se ems that mos t pla nte-rs had known 
little of tropical agriculture or t he econ0m~c factors affecting 
the running of a plantation. It is likely therefore that many 
of them were in financial difficulty from the beginning.. Bu t 
the catastrophic drop in the cotton price hit everybody. 
Property of bankrupt plante rs passed into the hands of their 
creditors: most of it on Vanua Balavu i nto the hands of the 
Hennings brothers. They had come t o Fiji in the la t e 1850's 
and established a trading ne t work which extended from the Rewa 
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river in Viti Levu to Ono-i-Lau in the south. Even the 
Hennings, however, were losing money spectacul arly: by 
September 1873 the f irm was writing off some £24,316, and in 
March 1874, the liquidator of the Hennings estate authorised 
John Newmarch to proceed to Lomaloma in southern Vanua Balavu 
and take possession of the entire property of Frederic, 
William and Gustav Hennings until further notice. The 
following D~cember, Herbert Levick's b u siness was also 
dissolved. 1 

Those planters who survived the cotton slump held on by 
concentrating on c opra production or by diversifying their 
activi t i es. F r ede r i c Gwynne had died in 1875 and his b ro ther 
James had committe d suic i de in 1877. 15 Their two plantations 
reve r ted to the Fijian owners. Of the remaining t welve l e ase
holds on Vanua Balavu, n ine were q.evoted exclusively to coco
nuts after 1875. The other three included the two l argest -
Tota and Bavatu ( 4 5 0 acres) . These were planted predominantly , 
to c oconu t s , but a l so to cotton and food (primarily yams ) . 
The l at te r sources of i n c ome helped cover the -considerable 
investment c osts ass ociated wi th new planting of coconuts, 
which, for the peri od 1875-80" totalled around £19 per acre.~6 

, 
Diversificat i on s eemed t o be the more successful method 

of surviving the c otton s l ump. I t was certainl y t he method 
of the Ryder bro t hers on Mago, who were the only conspicuous 
example of pla nters making money in Lau during t he late 1870's. 
They plant ed cotton, c offee, and coconuts for cash; and corn, 
breadfruit , b anana and other crops as food f or labourers. 17 
And although Gideon Vecsey did not make mon ey on the Ryder 
scale, nor did he lose any. The small credit b a l ances in the 
accounts of Vecsey's transactions with Henni ngs' Lomaloma 
store indicate a d egre e of solven cy unc ommon amongst pla n ters 
at the time . Mor e significant i s the f act t h a t i n 1877 
Vecsey was suff iciently conf ident of his future i n Fi j i t o 
apply for naturalisat i on a s a Brit ish c itizen . 18 In the 
period 1873-80 , he had e xpanded the cult iva ted area at Tota 
from 25 to 250 a c res. 19 He was c le a rly prepa r ed t o await a 
return of his i nv e stment . 

Me anwhile , the Hennings had st ruggled to re-establish 
their b usiness after t h e 187 4 bankr uptcy . William , with 
the help of his younge r broth ers , Charles · and. ChriS, had 
by 1882 regained c ontro l over t he Lau trading networ k , 
and could claim tha t he was ' perfec t ly free and untramelled 
with capital of about 5000£ i n stores leases cash & 
ships ' . 20 In 1883 he b ought seven plantation s on Vanua 
Balavu , five of' ,V'hich he had b e e n f o rc ed to relinqu i sh in 18740 



29 

The finance for the revival came from a London loan company.21 
Whether the Hennings company was again to be a viable concern 
depended on the ability of the enterprise to repay it s loans. 
Trading itself was a relatively profitable undertaking, but 
the Hennings were now even more heavi ly invo lved in planta
tion enterprise - and that remained a struggle fo r the most 
entrepeneurial manager. 

~n May 1880, in the face of low cotton prices a nd 
unchanged ginning, packing, freight and brokerage costs , 
Gideon Vecsey managed less than 4% net profit on sales of 27 
bales of Sea Island cotton; and with over twenty (non-Fijian) 
labourers in his employ at a wage of £9 per annum plus food, 
he must have been subject to the same pre s sure s experienced 
on Naitauba - 'increasing yearly expense s that are now being 
put upon the planter by the Governmen t f or the b et te r 

regulating of houses, sleeping quar ters and hospital s o f the 
labourers on every plantation'. Indeed Ve csey c omplained at 
l e ast once about the new labour regulations. 2J More important, 
however, was the fall in the copra price durin g 188 2 . Almost 
sinultaneously, Vecsey ' s account with Hennings ' Lomaloma s t ore 
began showing debj.t balances, which in December of that year 
remained unpaid. 24 

Then, in 1883, what was to be a t hree year drought h it 
the Lau group. Vecsey's financial p os ition became desperate. 
Early in 1884, he requested Chris Hennings to ride to Tota and 
mru~e an offer for some cattle, roofing timber , and materials 
for four copra v a tas, in order that he c ou ld present 's ome 
s.tatemen t of valuable and sal eab l e property'. 25 In d ebt, and 
without prospect of earning suffi c i ent income to get out of it, 
Vecsey left for Levuka in May 'to try to settle matters in 
another way,26 - presumably by borrowing funds to pay his 
debts with the Hennings. His hopes were not realised , 
howe ve r, fo r in Sept embe r 1885 Chri s Hennings occupied the 
Tota estate . 27 Vecsey's struggle f o r survival as a smal l 
settler had ended after 15 years, and eight of t h e twelve 
plantation s on Vanua Bal avu were now controlled by one f irm. 

The story of the Hennings company fr om 1885 i s recorded 
by Scarr.2 Business competition. f rom other traders and from 
the Wes leyan Mission , and the h azardous shipping c ondi tions 
in the Lau g r oup , al l made co~~ercial s u rvival a s a trader 
difficul t enough . But t h e Hennin.gs were p l anters also; and 
when a hurricane hit Lau in Ma rch 1886, at a time of l ow copra 
prices , they were de al t a body-blow. At Tota, squal ls of 
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hurricane force were 
and twenty labourers 
In 1887 -, William was 
further five years. 
price of copra' .30 ' 

t doing grate damage', and the overseer 
were forced to attend to their houses. 29 

forced to renew his mortgages for a 
'All now depended on the weather and the 

The following year, in February, again a hurricane 
struck. And the copra price fell well below the price the 
Hennings had contracted to pay the Fijian Government in cash 
settlement of the 1888 copra tax (collected in kind throughout 
Lau). In June, 1889 all Hennings' plantations in northern 
Lau went to their mortgagees. 

In 1870, a generation of would-be planters had arrived 
at Levuka, flushed with enthusiasm and hope, and confident 
that they would pioneer European civilization in Fiji. 
Twenty years l~ter the dream had vanished. Many of the men 
had known nothing of tropical agriculture, or had insufficient 
capital, or both. Some never overcame these difficulties. 
Some did well and some managed to survive. But few survived 
when the cotton price fell and the economic base of the 
invading culture collapsed. Those who remained (like Vecsey) 
or became re-established (like the Hennings) succumbed to 
uncontrollable forces - the hard facts of low copra prices, 
and unpredictable, devastating weather. 

For those who nevertheless hung on, their role in the 
economic future of Fiji was to be minimal. As early as 1882, 
William Hennings himself noted: 

... the best part of the country will be in the 
hands of a few big companies before long ... On the 
other hand there is a poor chance for the small 
settler and, I'am afraid, we shall see the 31 
Virginian mean white again in this virgin country. 

William's son, Gustav, inherited Naitauba and Kanacea islands 
from his uncle Chris; but after 1890 he was making his living 
as manager of Henry Marks' Lomaloma trading station. 

The closure of Lomaloma as a port of entry in 1882 marked 
the beginning of the town's decline as a commercial centre. 
Henceforth 'the productive but distant isl~nds of Lau .. o 

became focussed on Suva and Levuka' .32 Contemporaneous with 
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this development, Anglo-Australasian merchant and shipping 
companies consolidated and expanded their i nfluence in F ij i. 
Hennings' Lau trading network was taken over by A.S. Bowmann 
in the 1890's, who was in turn bought out by Henry Marks in 
1901.32 Marks' interests were extensive and b,is amalgamation 
with Morris Hedstrom & Co. in 1920 ensured that company's 
importance in Fiji's new economic milieu - a milieu in which 
port town growth and merchant company power had def ined a new 
role for the outer islands. 

Vanua Balavu was no longer a centre for European trade 
and settlement. It was part of a hinterland producing for 
the forelands of metropolitan countries, the link between the 
two being forged primarily by large merchant companies. But 
the latter concentrated. their activities on Viti Levu, 
Vanua Levu and Taveuni. 'It was left to sma ll cut t ers and the 
Fijian waga ni koro (boat of the village) to provide for ... 
Lau ..• while many small planters in out of the way p lace s had 
to rely on their own or their neighbours' boats' . 34 Trade 
stores in Lau were increasingly taken over by Asians during . 
the first quarter of the century.35 Thus, aside from a few 
part-Europeans and the occasio~al planter or government 
official, the outer islands now experienced European contac t , 
through the impersonal wholesaling and marketing servic es 
provided by Suva-based companies. 

Around 1910, Lomaloma may have been a 'flourishing 
little settlement of white, red-roofed houses along t he fron t 
road facing the bay •.• 

3
gf stores, churches, hos pi t al, and 

Government buildings'. But the Engl ish tourist who n oted, 
more than a decade later, that ' t he 'drive' of civilisation 
has begun in this paradise of Vanua Balavu, fo r t here are 
four whites on the island' ,37 revealed an ignorance not shared 
by a more astute observer of the same period: 

Lomaloma village has seen better days . At one 
time it was the business center for the copra 
trade of Fiji ••• Today except for being the 
headquar t ers of the resident commiss ioner it d oes 
not amount to much. 38 

Planters were antagonisti c' to the merchant companies, 
'whom they considered had always pr ofited in F i j i at their 
expense' .39 The steady improvement of copra prices from 
£8.10s. per ton in 1890 to a peak of over £34 during 1917-20~O 
enabled planters on Vanua Levu and Taveuni to form the 
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Savusavu Planters' Association in 1917.
41 

The Association 
for a time ran its ' own overseas and inter-ins·ular shipping 
and offered effective competition to the companies; but it 
suffered severely from the effects of a hurrican,e in 1421 and 
was defunct by the end of the 1930's copra depression. 2 No 
such organisation could be formed in Lau for the simple 
reason that planters were numerically small. Mago was the 
only estate producing sufficient copra to assure its owner 
of some , bargaining power, and he seemed satisfied with the 
service Erovided by the Australian United steam Navigation 
Company. 3 ' 

In any case, all planters were vulnerable to a fall in 
the copra price. Improved prices in the first two decades of 
the century reins tilled a sense of hope amongst planters in 
Lau, that profits could be made and .productivity restored 
through clearing and replanting. But the market price of 
copra fell from £25 to £8 per ton between 1920 an~41935, and 
remained . low until after the end of World War II. The 
impact on planters was immediate, as evidenced oy the 
experience at Tota estate. 

In 1933, the government granted reductions in the rental 
on Tota. Yet in 1934, the lessee, K.J. Allardyce, could still 
only pay half the required amount of £51.45 Planters were in 
dire straits for the rest of the decade. The executor of 
Allardyce's estate wrote in 1938: 

You will appreciate that at the present time the 
leasehold, which produces about

46
o to 40 tons per 

annum, is a losing proposition . 

G.M. Hennings wrote from Naitauba that his estate was'quite 
unable to pay the annual rent of £70. 47 In the 1920's, 
these planters were payi n g rents in excess of £100 per annum 
and living comfortably. Now market conditions had become so 
unfavourable that planters were living on 'bare necessities' 
and 1were mortgaged 'to t he hilt'. The owner of Nabavatu 
plantation (now freehokg) sold out in 1 938 for one quarter of 
the price he had paid. The ne w owner found that the 
plantation was overgrown, but asser t ed that 'eve n at the 
present price we could, by hard work and constant attention to 
detail, screw a living out of it , wi t h the hope of better 
things to come. 4 9 

In .fact, things got worse . In 1939 the copra price fell 
to £6.7. 6 . Gustav Hennings' wife, Elizabeth, now held the Tota 
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lease; and in 1940 her husband requested .a reduc tion in t he 
rent: 

In the present c 'onditi ons of the copra market it 
is barely possible for the proceeds of c opra to 
meet any other expense but the mere cos t of labour. 50 

Nor was the low copra price the only economic factor working 
against the European planter. Grey at Nabavatu complained of 
the difficulty of obtaining labour.51 When he had obtained 
it, he complained of Fijians' inefficiency and of the high 
rates of pay.52 Shipping s ervices in Lau, he claimed, 'would 
kill any enterprise' - not only because of t he infrequency 
and unreliability of shipping but also because of I outrageous I 
freight charges of 30s. per ton. And that was n ot all. The 
small planter had to contend with I 'rapacious, merchant 
companies in Suva. Grey called them lour local Kelly Gangl: 

I could get a better deal from any lit.tle back 
street store in Tahiti than I could f rom the 
well-known and reputable Bri ti shfirms. 53 

I 

After twelve months, he had fo admit that 'At the present time 
there is nothing for any European in either owning or wOrki~g 
on a plantation ••• but we hope for better t h ings to come' .5 , 

Again, however, better things did not come. In mid-194{, 
a hurricane struck Vanua Balavu. At Tota, it was expected 
that as a result half of the copra crop was unl ikely to appear 
again for two years. The hurricane had come after a 'long 
period of neglect when the est~esof northern Lau were, 
figuratively speaking, just ticking over' .55 Hennings 
requested a further reduc t ion in the Tota rental. Mavana 
villagers willingly complied, but Hennings knew e c onomic 
viability depended on the world market: 

It is only if the enhanced value of copra is 
sustained for some years that copra p1ant ati'ons 
at a great deal of e x pense c an be brough t back 
after years of neglect to t heir original 
productivity and pe rhaps , s ome of the l osses 
incurred during thos e years recouped. 56 

By 1943, the output of Tot a h a d dropped from an average 
of 40 tons per annum to 18-23 tons, the proceeds of which left 
no funds to 'take the r ehabilitation of its productivity in 
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hand nor scarcely any for the repair of buildings, boats, 
vatas etc.'57 Two other leaseholds on Van~a Balavu were in 
the same financial difficulties. 58 And then, the same year, 
a second hurricane struck the island. The proceeds from the 
Tota output now barely covered the caretaker's salary. 59 

Planters like Grey, feeling betrayed, were forced _to 
sellout: 

The slightest effort on England's part might have 
saved the coconut planters from bankruptcy and 
the b~tter~ess68f watching their life's work go 
down 1n rU1ns. 

Others like Hennings adapted to the bad times and waited for 
things to improve. By 1946, he w~s working Tota on some kind 
of 'share basis' with Mavana village~s and was not experiencing 
any labour problems. But the situation was substantially 
unchanged from 1934: 

•.• on all the isles that I touched at I felt an 
atmosphere of :forl-orness, and desertion. ::Even ' -the 
many copra plantations, ythat not '50 long ago had 
produced some of the best COPEt in the South 
Seas, were almost deserted .•• 

The Europeans who remained on Vanua Balavu were :few ~d o:f the 
same ilk as those who survived the cotton collapse sixty years 
before. They (pre-eminently Hennings) 'tenacioufjly clung on, 
living on hopes that were never to be realized,.b2 

Higher copra prices in the immediate post-wa r period were 
something of a :fillip to those planters who had survived the 
19301 s ,- depression. But :fluctuations in price, transport and 
labour costs, unpredictable weather, and perhaps bad management 
in some cases, prevented reinvestment in plantations; and 
planters were relying on palms well past their most produe.;t;-ive 
bearing age. In 1950, 35.4% o:f European plantations was - -
planted to palms over 50 years old c ompared to 28.8% :for 
Fijian groves. At the same time , onl y 1104% o:fEurope an 
plantations was planted ·to ··palms lesg than 20 years . ol d, 
compared to 29.1% :for ~ijian groves . 3 . F i gures liketl}ese did 
not augur well :for future profi t abi lity_ \. 

Gustav :Hennings apparently-- m;;maged to mainta:rp. .the life
s~yle be:fi tting . ' the~ ' g~and seig~eur' o:f th~Lau .- i.-~l~ild.s until 
h1s death at Na1tauba 1n 1955. -,- But as ~1th h.~sv;:father 

. \ .'~ ',' 
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William, plantation e nterprise had not e n sured a secu re, 
untramelled existence. Plantations like Tota - now ' run by 
an Indian family , p oorly maintained, and wi t h out new 
plantings - were ceas ing to be economically v'iab1e ~ 
Elizabeth Hennings did not intend to apply for renewal of the 
lease when it expired in 1971.65 Naitauba was put up for 
sale early in 1963. Whereas as late as 1968 the re w~~e three 
leaseholds on Vanua Balavu, by 1971 there were none. After 
100 hundred years, the fourteen original leases had reverted 
to t he ir Fijian owners. 

Throughout the, history of European plantation e nterprise 
in northern Lau, the primary and ultimate determinant s of 
s u ccess were economic and environmental forces large ly outs i d e 
the individual' s control. Low prices for cotton in t h ,e 1870 ' s 
and for copra in the 1930's, and devastating hurricanes, 
meant bankruptcy for many planters and economic stagnation f or 
the survivors who had no surplus for 'investment. The margina1-
is a tion of t he outer i s l and economy in the twentieth century 
left planters at the mercy of ~onopolistic me r chant companie s 
and without adequate transport services, thus exacerba ting 
their economic difficulties. Some planters staved off defeat. 
But in the end commercial survival in European terms proved 
impossible. 

Now t h a t Mavana villagers themselves are rlli~ning Tota as 
a co-ope rative plantation, this fact shou ld not be f or go t t en. 
It has a relevance going beyond specific examples . The 
analysis of indigenous enterprise in Lau is misplaced i f it s 
prime emphasis i s on whe ther fi jians e xhibit the 'empiricism 
that has characterised western t h ought • •• and tha t • • • 
reinfo r ces man's relative dominance over nature and emphasi se s 
his compar ative immunity to the e lements rath er t han being 
the sl :tve of his environment' .67 Ob ject i ve e nvironment al 
v a riabl es wp r e , a nd r emain , cruc ial to an explanatio~ of 
bus i ness s uccess a nd failure i n Lau . 

The appr opr i a te Weltanschauung i,s no d e i' e n c 'e agains t a hurri cane. 
A subsistenc e e conomy whi ch gua rante es r elat i v i ty stable 
minimum liv e l i h ood i s so. 
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