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The South Sea Islands [Fiji] 
 
All the water in the ocean would not wash out the blood that has saturated the Feejee Islands. This 

inviting statement is often made by the natives themselves; but cannibalism and its rites are passing 
away. As we enter Levuka, the port of Ovalau, the prospect is calmly beautiful, and very different from 
what might be expected in a land so dark in its traditions. About the entrance to the harbor are many 
small islands of strange forms, some barren and some fertile, some fiat and some attaining an elevation of 
2000 feet. The coast of Levuka itself is very romantic; the high lands are rich in outline and deeply  

 

 
 

wooded, and at their base strips of white villages shine out in the noonday flood. A coral reef incloses 
(sic.) the harbor, and within its bounds the water is of a bright blue color, and as smooth as a sheet of pol-
ished glass. Not far from the settlement there is a succession of waterfalls among the hills, each 
terminating in a deep pool. It is a favorite pastime of the natives to plunge from one pool to another, until 
a descent of several hundred feet is thus made by water.  
 

 
 

The men and women at pretty Levuka are exceedingly ugly and avaricious, and demand exorbitant 
prices for every thing they have to sell. This trait is common throughout the groups, the islanders being 
so lazy that they overvalue every little exertion. The reader is now to be introduced to a famous old 
cannibal, who has certainly renounced the flesh, and also, the missionaries would have us believe, the 



world and the devil. King Thakumbau (sic.) of Mbau committed murders without number once upon a 
time, and was celebrated for his ferocity; but we now find him a dignified old gentleman, with whom it is 
safe to abide any length of time. His appearance has always been prepossessing, his wickedness 
notwithstanding, and you search his face in vain for indications of a savage temperament. He is benign 

 

 
[possibly Timoci] 

 
 and cheerful, in stature imposing and nobly proportioned. His majesty's subjects are stunted and 
ill-favored, however. At the foot of a pleasant knoll, near the mission-house in the port Mbau, is the old 
dancing-ground, where, with frightful orgies, thousands of victims have been sacrificed. Akautabu [Na 
kau tabu], or the tree of forbidden fruit, overshadows the site, and from its branches certain parts of the 
bodies of men and women in times past depended. Nearby there is a row of upright slabs, resembling 
grave-stones, used for braining. The victim was seized by two powerful natives, who grasped an arm and 
a leg at each side, and ran with him across the dancing-ground, dashing his head against the stone with 
such violence as to split it open. The edge of one stone has been worn smooth from this usage, and all 
verdure has been obliterated from the ground by the numberless feet that have madly danced upon it. In a 
double row of raised seats on the hillock the chiefs sat and applauded the ceremonies. Old King Tha-
kumbau on one occasion cut out the tongue of a captive who begged for a speedy death, and ate it before 
his face. Another favorite crime of his was the braining of children. The origin of cannibalism is 
uncertain, and several travelers ascribe a religious significance to it. It is an act of supreme revenge, and 
one man, wishing to express the utmost wrath, says to another, "I will eat you." The chiefs are obliged to 
avenge an insult offered to their nation by eating the perpetrators. The reason given for attaching the 
ceremonies to religion is, that all the implements are used for this one purpose only, and that the natives 
are reluctant to allow strangers to handle them. Cannibalism, it is believed, will soon be extinct in all 
parts of Feejee, and the missionaries and consuls find its suppression all the more easy from the fact that 
many of the natives disapprove of it. The common people have never been permitted to participate in it, 
and the chiefs have had an unenviable monopoly of the revolting practice. Contradictory statements are 
made about the moral characteristics of the Feejeeans, and it would appear that they are not deficient in 
courage, although it is hardly credible that they are naturally hospitable and humane, in view of the deeds 
done by Thakumbau in his savage state. Many of their proverbs decry cowardice. One runs, 

 
"Oh, what a valiant man you are, 



Who beat your wife, but dare not go to war.” 
 

in another the questions, "Where is the coward?" and "Where is the brave man?” are answered, "The 
coward is talking of his deeds in the town," and " The brave man is being dragged to the oven.”  
Moala, Matuku, and Vanua-Levu, three islands in the Feejee group, belong to the Tongans, and are 
populated by a mixed race, superior in intelligence and customs to the pure Feejeeans. The entire group, 
situated nearly half-way between Australia and Tahiti, is exceedingly fertile, and man may live there with 
as little labor as any where in the world. The largest island of the group is Viti-Levu, the area of which is 
about 3750 square miles, amid the next largest VanuaLevu, with an area of 3000 square miles. The 
population is about 150,000 souls, including many white settlers, who are engaged in the production of 
cotton, tobacco, and coffee, among other things. Vegetation is wonderfully rapid. Turnips, radishes, and 
mustard appear above-ground twenty-four hours after being sown; and melons, cucumbers, and 
pumpkins in three days. In 1864 the value of exports was $100,000, and was then increasing at the rate of 
at least thirty per cent. The cultivation of cotton is one of the principal concerns of both natives and 
settlers. The variety known as" sea-island" flourishes luxuriantly, and the grower is enabled to compete 
successfully in European markets. Sheep-fanning and sugar raising have also been tried profitably. The 
supply of cocoa-nut oil and fibre is abundant, and the coffee-tree, introduced from Tonga, yields well. 
Land is purchasable at low figures; the climate allows a European to work out-of-doors the year round, 
the hottest months being January and February, when the thermometer occasionally registers 100° 
Fahrenheit, and life and property are secure. The incurably idle natives find all their wants supplied by 
the bread-fruit-tree, the wild yanis, beans, arrowroot, and the fruit of the mangrove; but labor is said to be 
plentiful. The importation of the people of other islands to the Feejee group for labor on the cotton 
plantations, under legal contracts or as slaves, forms a chapter to which reference will be made anon. 
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