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To Margot,


who broadened many early horizons






















Why has no poet offered a dithyramb in favour of Curiosity as a receipt for happiness, a stimulus to life?


To discover how and why a thing was done, to learn the real motive or meaning of some action, to put facts to facts and make them tell a story – this is the detective itch that keeps men young.


 


A. J. A. Symons in ‘The Tennants of Glenconner’,
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Preface





THE buoyant name of Isabella Bird is an apt identification of that reckless lady with ‘the up-to-anything and free-legged air’, as she herself described it, who went breezing about the remote parts of the Asian and American continents for thirty years and became one of the most popular, respected and celebrated travellers of the later nineteenth century. It was equally fitting that she should marry a man with the name of Bishop, with its overtones of an earnest and pious respectability, its settled-down and no-nonsense air. For the lesser-known, home-grown Isabella was the devout elder daughter of a clergyman, philanthropic gentlewoman of Edinburgh, wife and soon widow of a worthy physician in that city. The ‘Bird’ and the ‘Bishop’ journeyed in uneasy tandem for most of Isabella’s days; the former was often irritable, impatient and bored with the latter, the latter often anxious, disapproving and a little guilty about the former.


It is Isabella Bird as traveller, writer and adventurer extraordinary who commands the limelight and is the inspiration of this tale; yet this Isabella did not really take off until she was forty years old – a classic case, if ever there was one, of life beginning at that climactic juncture. And so I make no apology for beginning there; I merely give two assurances. First, that had I chosen to start the story in 1831 when Isabella was born, and then plod step by step through her early years – as ailing young lady lying on the sofa of a country parsonage, as student of hymnology and religion, as diligent worker in various charitable causes – it would have been a rather wearisome and spiritless introduction to such a resolute and zestful person. Secondly, that as it is, nevertheless, quite unwarranted to dismiss the first half of anybody’s life simply because it makes for a less spirited read than the second, I have in Part Two outlined the essential patterns of Isabella’s early years. And those years, though they lacked the thrill of adventure, were nonetheless fruitful and valiant in their quieter fashion.


But I intend to start when Isabella found her vocation: ‘Miss Bird is the ideal traveller’, announced the Spectator’s critic of her second major book, A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. ‘She can see and she can use the words that place what she sees before the reader…. There never was anybody who had adventures so well as Miss Bird.’ And re-reading the eight ponderous-looking volumes that she wrote, I am convinced that the reviewer spoke no more than the truth. For, in each one, the lands and the people she saw and her experiences of them still live, vividly, freshly, with the bloom still on – and now with the added patina of interest and nostalgia for times past.


In my attempt to recreate the worlds she visited, I have drawn most extensively, of course, on Isabella’s own books and letters, and all the quotations not otherwise attributed are hers. I have supplemented and I hope enriched these with other contemporary writings about the same scene which provide a change of pace, a different viewpoint, and with additional chat, information, forewords, postscripts about the people and places that came her way. I have also presented the material, mostly from the unpublished letters, which gives some indication of her complex and deeply riven personality, and I have hazarded a few interpretative suggestions on this theme, which can only be regarded as informed guesses.


Many of Isabella’s moral, social and political attitudes were staunchy typical of the Victorian age in which she lived, and she retained throughout her life a confident and, by modern standards, rather dismaying admiration for the conventional and respectable. She did not attempt to provide herself with any broad-based philosophical justification for the way in which she quietly and serenely side-stepped the conventions of her time and yet, as a Victorian gentlewoman, the extent of her departure from those conventions was quite astonishing.


It was, of course, an energetic age, and many English ladies travelled immense distances. Frequently they went as reluctant ‘dependants’ of their husbands to the farflung outposts of Empire, and sometimes, in pleasurable pursuit of health, spectacular scenery, exotic trophies, they travelled the fairly well-beaten globetrotters’ routes which, by the 1870s, covered a great deal of the world. Miss Bird, however, sedulously avoided these beaten tracks and fled in horror from tourist meccas such as Yokohama, Singapore or Shanghai; she tended to avoid the Empire altogether, in fact, and it is significant that the only large eastern country she neither explored nor wrote about was India.


Isabella Bird belonged, in short, to that colourful band of travelling individualists of the late nineteenth century who, for all their eccentricities, had one feature in common – an innate, abiding, intensely emotional distaste for the constraints imposed by their own highly civilised society. Like others among them, Isabella tried to explain her most unconventional journeys in conventional terms by stressing the worth of ‘the rich cargoes of knowledge’ she brought back from them. But it cannot, and indeed need not, be claimed that her efforts in this direction were of very lasting significance. Rather, the story of her life is valuable and pleasurable today simply because she used it to journey far and tell her tales well. The life was the work; the work was going to various parts of the globe and having adventures better than anyone else; the first adventure begins here. 

















Part One


A LADY’S LIFE ON HORSEBACK
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CHAPTER I


The Sandwich Isles





IN midsummer 1872 a quiet, intelligent-looking dumpy English spinster sailed to Australia in a desperate search for physical and mental health. Up to that time, Isabella Bird’s life had developed in appropriate conformity with her position as the dutiful daughter of a middle-class Victorian clergyman. During her early years, she had studied diligently, learned needlework and music, organised Sunday School classes, and also suffered the onset of a chronic spinal disease, which was to recur throughout her life. As a young woman, she had promoted various charitable schemes to help the poor, studied metaphysical poetry, and written articles on hymnology and moral duty while laid up on a sofa convalescing after the removal of a fibrous tumour from the base of her spine. She had also travelled in Europe and America and these early, fairly conventional journeys had benefited her health temporarily – suggesting that, for her, travelling was indeed an elixir. During her thirties, Isabella, still sickly and plagued with backache, lived with her maiden sister, Henrietta, in a dignified square in the city of Edinburgh and had a circle of high-minded, intelligent friends. But because Isabella was an extraordinary woman, all these fairly ordinary endeavours provided few outlets for the immense reserves of energy, enthusiasm and enterprise she possessed. Now she was forty, and added recently to her woes were debilitating attacks of insomnia and nervous prostration. She felt herself growing old, unused, unfulfilled; she was fretful, depressed, frustrated and near mental collapse. On the day she sailed she wrote in her diary, ‘All his days he eateth in darkness and he hath much sorrow and wrath with his sickness.’


At first the whole enterprise seemed a ghastly failure, and the letters she wrote home from Australia show a mind numbed with ever more harrowing melancholy, shadowed with an ever more consuming sickness. She was suffering, it seemed, from ‘neuralgia, pain in my bones, pricking like pins and needles in my limbs, excruciating nervousness, exhaustion, inflamed eyes, sore throat, swelling of the glands behind each ear, stupidity’. She took three bromides a day and still ‘felt shaking all over and oppressed with undefined terror … I am such a miserable being,’ she groaned. ‘My back is better but my head remains so bad and I always feel so tired that I never wish to speak … I wish I cared for people and did not feel used up by them, for people one can always have. I like toil with occasional spurts of recreation. This is such an aimless life.’


Recipient of these distressing and unhappy letters, as of all the bubbling happy ones soon to follow, was Henrietta – Hennie, as she was usually called. Hennie was a gentle, worthy soul whose function in life was that of lodestar to Isabella’s wanderings, fire-keeper for Isabella’s return and inspiration for Isabella’s best writing; it was Isabella’s whole-hearted effort to make her younger sister see what she had seen, share what she was doing, that made her letters so alive. These long, discursive, personal, discerning epistles were written more or less on the spot like war-reports and then sent to Hennie, who shared their contents with a small circle of intimate women friends. On returning home, it was Isabella’s habit to ‘excise a mass of personal detail’ from the letters, edit them, add chunks of historical and political information and then publish them in book form. When Isabella was carefree and enthralled, as she invariably was when travelling, her letters romp; on the few occasions when she was oppressed, they sag, snarl and whine – as did those from Australia, a continent that could do nothing right in Isabella’s eyes.


It was a ‘prosaic, hideous country’ with ‘hideous leafage’ and ‘a golden calf its one deity’, she decided. Its acacias stank like drains; its bluebottles battered her like an Egyptian plague; its gum-trees depressed her, for their colour was ‘that of town-grown willows smothered with dust’; its heat was so torrid that she came out in a rash all over and some of her hair fell out. The people of this unfortunate land did little to raise her spirits. Its ‘colonial born young ladies all seem afflicted with hysteria’, its dressmakers ruined her clothes, its clergymen indulged in petty wrangles and gossip and most of its remaining denizens were ‘lumpish and heavy’. Even its photographers were quite without talent and the ‘portraits’ they produced of her – with sparse hair, clothes that had ‘gone crooked’ and those numerous afflictions – made her look ‘completely insane and suicidal’. Better to go home again herself, she thought, than to send photographs like that!


But home to what? That was the rub. She loathed the ‘constant murk of Scottish skies’, she told Hennie – but what was the alternative to their Edinburgh home? For: ‘Houses and situations are so perfectly dismal and with this tendency to depression it is dangerous to put oneself in depressing circumstances. We have not money to get a house in a good situation and the w.c.’s of flats are so objectionable.’ Perhaps a small house then? – though they hadn’t the money for anything ‘too elaborate’. But it must be cheerful with a sunny drawing-room. Or perhaps she should relinquish the role of gentlewoman altogether? ‘If my back gets well enough I seriously think that a servant’s place would be the best thing. Manual labour, a rough life and freedom from conventionalities added to novelty would be a good thing.’ And so Isabella travelled hopefully, desperately on, in search of freedom, novelty, some different mode of experience with a rough, real, challenging edge to it. And at the tail-end of the drear year she found herself wilting beneath the ‘white, unwinking, scintillating sun’ that ‘blazed down upon Auckland, New Zealand. Along the white glaring road from Onehunga, dusty trees and calla lilies drooped with the heat. Dusty thickets sheltered the cicada, whose triumphant din grated and rasped through the palpitating atmosphere. In dusty enclosures, supposed to be gardens, shrivelled geraniums, scattered sparsely, alone defied the heat. Flags drooped in the stifling air. Men on the verge of sunstroke plied their tasks mechanically. Dogs, with flabby and protruding tongues, hid themselves away under archway shadows. The stones of the sidewalks and the bricks of the houses radiated a furnace heat. All nature was limp, dusty, groaning, gasping. The day was the climax of a burning fortnight of heat, drought and dust, of baked, cracked, dewless land, and oily, breezeless seas, of glaring days, passing through fiery sunsets into stifling nights.’


In Auckland harbour, Isabella boarded the Nevada, an ancient, lumbering paddle-steamer with ailing boilers, leaking seams and listing masts. It was bound for California, where, she had been told, the air of the mountains was brittle and zestful, and the tough realities of pioneer life jerked one into health. The voyage proved eventful: a shrieking hurricane nearly wrecked them on the second day out; Mr Dexter, a young male passenger, became critically ill and was nursed by his mother and Isabella in the deck-house; there was constant threat of permanent engine failure as mysterious internal ‘tubes’ gave way ‘at the rate of ten to twenty daily’. The cabins were alive with rats, food squirmed with ants and weevils and was served in a dining-room usually awash with spray from the leaking deck above.


But this bright-eyed tension of true danger, this drama of tropical sunrise and storm, this irresponsible, rolling rollicking life on the ocean wave was most enlivening. Suddenly Isabella felt much much better, her spirits flowered. ‘At last’, she wrote home, ‘I am in love and the old sea-god has so stolen my heart and penetrated my soul that I seriously feel that hereafter, though I must be elsewhere in body, I shall be with him in spirit! … It is so like living in a new world, so free, so fresh, so vital, so careless, so unfettered, so full of interest that one grudges being asleep; and instead of carrying cares and worries and thoughts of the morrow to bed with one to keep one awake, one falls asleep at once to wake to another day in which one knows that there can be nothing to annoy one – no door-bells, no “please mems”, no dirt, no bills, no demands of any kind, no vain attempts to overtake all one knows one should do. Above all, no nervousness, and no conventionalities, no dressing. If my clothes drop into rags they can be pinned together … I am often in tempestuous spirits. It seems a sort of brief resurrection of a girl of twenty-one.’


In this carefree and fledgling mood, destinations scarcely seemed important any more. Thus, when her shipboard friend Mrs Dexter, whose son was so ill, begged her to disembark at the Sandwich Isles instead of going straight to California, Isabella agreed, explaining, ‘The only hope for the young man’s life is that he should be landed at Honolulu, and she has urged me so strongly to land with her there, where she will be a complete stranger, that I have consented to do so, and consequently shall see the Sandwich Islands.’ 


II


The Sandwich Isles (now the American State of Hawaii) were then the nearest approach to Paradise, the ‘Blessed Isles’, the ‘Isles of Eden’, the ‘peacefullest, restfullest, sunniest, balmiest, dreamiest haven of refuge for the worn and weary spirit the surface of the earth can offer’, as Mark Twain described them in 1866. And so they still proved for Miss Isabella Bird, who reached them in January 1873. She looked a quaint and buttoned-up little figure in that flamboyant landscape, but beneath her sedate exterior bounded all the energy of a twenty-one-year-old, newly-resurrected and in tempestuous spirits.


As the Nevada trundled toward Honolulu harbour, canoes came bouncing over the surf to greet it; natives floating naked in the blue water and fishermen poking about the coral reefs flapped an easy welcome; and from the steamer’s high decks the passengers, relaxed and jolly after their marine ordeals, yearned towards the solid green hills and smiled down at the crowds on the quay who were laughing and called up at them ‘in a language that seemed without backbone’. ‘Such rich brown men and women they were, with wavy, shining black hair, large, brown lustrous eyes, and rows of perfect teeth like ivory.’ Such an exuberance of colour they made – the women in floppy robes of primrose, scarlet, lilac; the men with jaunty bandanas at the throat and, like the women, positively blossoming with tropical flowers, festoons and swathes of them, looped upon their heads, their straw hats, their necks and wrists and swinging in garlands to their waists. At just a small distance, stood a cluster of ‘foreign ladies’ in sprigged muslins and pretty hats, looking, Isabella noticed, ‘so unburdened and innocent of the humpings and bunchings, the monstrosities and deformities of ultra-fashionable bad taste’, and beaming, as the whole world beamed on her that day, ‘with cheerfulness, friendliness and kindliness’.


The warmth of that arrival was happily typical. As Isabella several times remarked, there could have been few places on earth where hospitality was so unstintingly given, the needs of strangers so joyously assuaged, cordial friendship so spontaneously offered as on the Sandwich Isles during the mid-nineteenth century. When Isabella arrived there, she was simply an unknown English lady unarmed with any of those official introductions to high places that would smooth many of her later journeys, and ungirded with the rather formidable reputation for influential comment and disquieting perspicacity that, in years to come, would bring her much flattering attention from some who hoped for an eulogy. The island settlers liked her simply for herself; they opened their homes and sometimes their hearts to her; they planned her excursions and provided her with horses, mules and guides; they admired her energy, sincerity and eager receptive interest. ‘There is something soothing and gratifying in being so much liked,’ she confessed to Hennie. ‘It makes me such a nice, genial and pleasant person!’ And so this softened, newly-genial Isabella who had planned to stay about three weeks on the Islands to help her friends, the Dexters, actually remained for seven months and left mainly because she felt herself succumbing to the temptation to stay for ever.


Apart from the occasional ship such as the Nevada come up from the Antipodes, communications with the independent kingdom of the Sandwich Islands were scant. One Pacific Mail steamer ploughed back and forth between them and San Francisco about once a month, a small number of whaling and naval vessels nosed in and out and there were a few large sailing vessels that zipped along nicely when the trade winds were favourable.


On the archipelago there was but one hotel, the Hawaiian, opened the year before. Light and shade from feathery tamarinds quivered across the dining-room tables that were piled high with guavas, bananas, melons, strawberries, limes, mangoes, pineapples plucked fresh for every meal. On the verandahs one could sit for hours watching the blue-green light deepen over the Nuuanu valley and listen, perhaps, to the distant music from a ship’s band in the harbour and the closer chatter of the guests – naval officers from Connecticut or Liverpool, sheep-farmers, sugar-planters and their families, retired whaling captains.


It was comfortable, sociable, respectable and held few charms for Isabella, once she had settled in and helped Mrs Dexter to arrange medical attention for her son. ‘I dislike health resorts and abhor this kind of life,’ she states abruptly, in personal rejection not only of the Hawaiian, but of all the luxurious hostelries, international menus, bedrooms-with-hot-and-cold, cocktail lounges and guided tours that were developing to satisfy the expectations of that increasingly familiar figure on the world scene – the middle-class, middlingly affluent, western globetrotter. Isabella’s prejudice was a fortunate one. As a future result of it she would spend many a night in log-cabins in the Rocky Mountains, in palm-leaf shanties in the Malayan jungles, in Tibetan tents, Persian caravanserais, Japanese country inns, Kurdish stables, Korean monasteries, Chinese sampans; as an immediate result of it, she was soon out of her comfortable rattan chair on the hotel’s verandah and aboard a steamer bound for the lesser-known island of Hawaii, where she would soon spend her first night in a native hut with grass roof, mud floor and a pillow of tree-fern down.


The occasional perils of voyages to the Sandwich Islands were minor afflictions compared with the uncertainties of going from one island to another. The 400-ton screw steamer Kilauea that forged the tenuous link looked like ‘a second rate coasting collier’ or ‘an old American tug-boat’ and her past history was as full of ups and downs as any vessel’s could possibly be. Local legend said that she had scraped her doughty bottom on every coral reef in the archipelago; nevertheless, in 1873 she was still wobbling along and Isabella gained first-hand experience of her many vicissitudes. The Kilauea took some three days to amble over the two hundred miles between Honolulu on Oahu and Hilo on Hawaii, lurching remorselessly in the windward swells most of the way. Frequently her machinery ground to a total halt; in the blue tropic afternoons she seemed to fall quite asleep, her rudder drowsily creaking and awnings flipping listlessly against the deck-poles; during storms, water cascaded through the dining-room skylights, while those who could stomach it were served with a good curry by a sweetly-apologetic Malay steward wearing gumboots who waded in from the kitchen. ‘A grand feature of the voyage on the Kilauea’, trumpeted one of the earliest Hawaiian guide-books, ‘consists in the licensed observation of Hawaiian home-life at first hand.’ This was possible, indeed unavoidable, because the native passengers, as the guide continued, ‘are not infrequently so thickly congregated forward of the privileged quarter-deck – reserved for foreigners who pay for the privilege – that they are unable to lie down but remain wedged up in a tangled mess of men, women, children’ and, in addition, as Isabella soon discovered, of ‘dogs, cats, mats, calabashes of poi, coconuts, breadfruit, dried fish’.


By day, the natives scooped up the poi with their fingers, smelled fiercely of the dried fish and rancid coconut oil, giggled and crooned to their pets, mostly ‘odious, weak-eyed pink-nosed Maltese terriers’; at night, they lay on their mats, if they could find room, and gazed up at the rolling stars. Isabella curiously observed the native home-life during the day, and at night was allotted a berth in a cabin where ‘sex, race and colour are included in a promiscuous arrangement’. She numbered among her sleeping companions the Hawaiian Governor, Mr Lyman; a female American tourist; one Afong, Chinaman; and Governor Nahaolelua of Maui Island whose head, she was told in the morning, she had used as a footstool all night. Other occupants included cockroaches as big as mice ‘of an evil dark red with eyes like lobsters and two-inch-long antennae’. On the second night Isabella joined the natives on the deck.


And on the third morning they floated into Hilo Bay – a crescent of pearly sand fringed with palm-trees that was gold under the sun, pink at sunset, silver by moonlight, that was perfumed with oleander, jasmine, passion-flowers, that was lulled with the rhythms of surf on sand, patter of gay feet, soft chatter of sugar-canes and banana-groves. Hawaii, in short, embodied that seductive dream of the South Seas, the enchanted isles of the lotos-eaters that, in 1873, was almost as provocative and beguiling as it is today. But, at that time, the gulf between the sweet dream and the reality was much smaller.


Hilo, the ‘administrative capital of the island’ (to use words that sound grotesque and abrasive in the context) was a large village with a few open stores facing the beach, three churches, a courthouse, a number of white clapboard houses and bunches of native huts that seemed to be growing amid the glossy breadfruit and candlenut trees. The stores sold kerosene lamps, stirrups, peppermints, fish-hooks, wooden tubs and twine; the most imposing church, horned with bell-towers, was for the Catholics; the two smaller, wooden-spired in the thrifty New England manner, were for the Protestants (foreign and native respectively); on the lawn before the court-house, the Sheriff, the Judge, the Governor and other leisured gentlemen played interminable games of croquet. They and other foreign settlers (about thirty in all) lived in white-wood houses, each with a trim parlour adorned with sea-shells, water-colours, vines, manila matting on the floor, net curtains puffing at the open verandahs. Most of the foreigners were Americans who had settled on the Islands and, as Isabella soon discovered, ‘American influence and customs’ were prevalent and ‘Americans “run” the Government and fill the Chief Justiceship and other high offices of State’.


Nevertheless, at that period it was still the natives who set the tone of Hawaii. The natives, said the foreigners, were like spoiled children – feckless, merry, lackadaisical, innocent, unreliable and picturesque. When they were hungry they had but to shake a pineapple or coconut from a tree or suck a calabash of poi (that glutinous lilac-coloured mush made from baked fermented taro root which tasted, Isabella said, like ‘sour bookbinder’s paste’). When they were hot, they simply scooped off their single garment and cavorted in the nearest pool. When they felt energetic, they jumped on their surfboards and rode shore-wards on breakers that bucked like wild horses, or they saddled steeds of a fleshier kind and galloped over the sand. When they were tired, they simply rolled into a green shade and slept. Their music was a lilt of skin-drum, nose-flute and pipe, their language was a soft song of words composed of only twelve letters, and their dance, the notorious hula, was the most provocative and openly sexual invitation in the world. And so the Sandwich Islanders innocently and charmingly embodied an absolute antithesis to that Anglo-Saxon Puritan-Christian ethic which was the harsh guiding light of the American pioneer missionaries who had landed on their shores in the year 1820.


Later, Isabella learned the details of that dramatic, explosive encounter; for the moment it was sufficient to land at Hilo herself, amid a chorusing of alohas, a bestowing of kisses, a garlanding of leis, and then to be swept warmly away to the home of the American Sheriff, Luther Severance. As there were no hotels on Hawaii, respectable foreign residents received respectable foreign visitors into their homes, and Isabella was soon friendly with everyone. Her hosts, the Severances, were among her favourites. When he was not playing croquet, Luther Severance trotted off on horseback to the sugar-plantations, kept an eye on the few whalers and the sale of liquor, and, wearing his postmaster’s hat, supervised the distribution of mails. Mrs Severance, like other foreign ladies on Hawaii, was busier than her husband. This was partly because having no servants, except perhaps a Chinese cook, the ladies themselves ‘in their fresh pretty wrappers and ruffled white aprons, sweep the rooms’, and enjoyed doing it. ‘The nuisance of morning calls’ was thus unknown, and people visited after supper, taking their lanterns and just dropping in at the verandah windows for a chat. ‘There are no doorbells [For which Isabella had a peculiarly strong aversion] or solemn announcements by servants of visitors’ names, or “not-at-homes”.’ There were no dressmakers and so no ‘high fashions’; ‘the ladies don’t have to bother with stockings either,’ she told Hennie, and that saved a lot of tiresome mending; there were no carriage roads and so no carriages and no need to keep up with the Joneses with the smartest turn-out; no thieves, and so not a locked door on the island; and ‘no carpets, no dust, no hot water needed’. Freed of so much, the settlers had abundant leisure ‘for reading, music, choir practising, drawing, fernprinting, fancy work, picnics, riding parties’. While the natives, similarly deprived of over-strenuous employment, spent hours making leis and lounging on the sand while their dishes of sweet potato and chicken roasted in outdoor ovens.


This idyllic picture had its meaner, grosser elements, as Isabella soon realised, but in the first surge of uncritical enthusiasm she just wanted ‘to become Hawaiianised’ in every way – and so made a discovery that was greatly to facilitate her future journeying. Isabella passionately adored horses. One of the few engaging memories of her childhood preserved by her early biographer, Anna Stoddart, is that of a five-year-old Isabella in a simple smock riding a full-size carriage horse through the lanes of Cheshire. Nevertheless she was a frail child, and her activity was cramped by that spinal complaint which continued to afflict her whenever she walked a long distance or rode – in the ladylike side-saddle fashion. Thus, after a short ride out of Hilo, Isabella returned with excruciating backache and the despondent conviction that she would be unable to ride as far as the famous Kilauea volcano which she longed to see.


Surely what she needed then, said Luther Severance, was a Mexican saddle. A Mexican saddle was a very masculine affair, ornamented and brass-bossed, with a great horn in front and large wooden stirrups with long leathern flaps and guards of tough hide – a seat made for the jaunty bottoms of cow-punchers,bullock-hunters and other wild men of the open prairie. But on the precipitous bridle-tracks of Hawaii everyone used them, even the ladies, who had created for the purpose special straddle-proof ‘riding costumes’ of ‘full Turkish trousers and jauntily made dresses reaching to the ankles’. It was just the job, and Isabella’s friends soon ran one up for her in tartan flannel. In it, she straddled her first horse and discovered that she could gallop comfortably at last – at one with the steed, instead of perched inflexibly on its side. ‘It was only my strong desire to see the volcano which made me consent to a mode of riding against which I have so strong a prejudice,’ she assured her readers hastily. But that prejudice once conquered, Isabella rode many a mile astride many an animal – Arab stallions, Japanese packhorses, Persian mules, Tibetan yaks. She also wore variations of the ‘Hawaiian riding-dress’ theme for years, but the trousers were always utterly concealed beneath the skirts, and when she came to a town of any size she always rode a ladylike side-saddle through its streets. That was Isabella’s way; she was not an iconoclast and confined her comfortable unconventionalities to foreign parts where they were not necessarily judged as such.


On Hawaii then, where no eye was censorious, Isabella supplemented her riding costume with ‘great rusty New Zealand boots’, a pair of jangling Mexican spurs, a lei of orange pandanus seeds and a ‘coarse broad-brimmed Australian hat which served the double purpose of sunshade and umbrella’. Thus accoutred and securely mounted on the native policeman’s horse with a blue blanket strapped behind her Mexican saddle, Isabella began her explorations. She jogged along under canopies of monkey-pod and mango leaves and loops of flame hibiscus and convolvulus, blue as the sky; she splashed through gulches laced over with ferns and vines; and came to temporary rest below the palms, those muttering, haughty palms, providers of milk, oil, food, matting, with ‘curved, wrinkled perfectly cylindrical stems bulging near the ground like an apothecary’s pestle’ and leaves rearing amber-yellow and aged above the lower greenery. She jogged along, for a start, to a sugar-plantation owned by relatives of Mrs Severance.


The growing of sugar on the Islands was still a fairly speculative proposition. ‘Christian missions and whaling have had their day,’ Isabella noted, ‘and now people talk sugar. Hawaii thrills to the news of a cent up or down on the American market.’ When Mark Twain was in Hawaii he had discovered that as there was never any frost, there was no sugar ‘close season’ and the plantations which then existed could produce up to ‘13,000 pounds of sugar an acre on unmanured soil’. Twain found out the price of everything (as he always did), totted up his arithmetic in good old Yankee greenbacks and announced that, with a little effort and know-how, Hawaii could be ‘the king of the sugar world’. He had it all worked out: the importation of cheap coolie labour from China to work the plantations, so that the whites could drop their shovels and become overseers; the chartering of cargo vessels to carry the sugar to San Francisco; the distillation of ‘inferior molasses’ (then fed to hogs) for the brewing of whisky as a profitable side-line. This all came to pass, more or less, in due season, but less rapidly than Twain had hoped, owing to the natural lethargy of the islanders and the continuing heavy import duties levied by the United States. A new reciprocal trade treaty between American and the Islands was signed three years after Isabella was there, and later sweet fortunes were made in sugar. But in 1873 there were only thirty-five plantations and, in Isabella’s view, ‘few of the planters at present do more than keep their heads above water’.


However, the blissful picture she draws of the Onomea plantation where she stayed suggests that its owners, at least, were comfortably afloat in their well-ordered semi-feudal world. Judge Austin and his wife of Onomea lived in a roomy frame-house on a slope, a grass-hut village dozed in the valley below and the land behind swept high to a belt of forest whose shades ‘threw into greater brightness the upward glades of grass and the fields of sugar cane’ in the foreground. Little houses for the overseers, bookkeepers, sugar-boilers and machinists dotted the compound, there was a store run, inevitably, by a Chinaman and the mill itself where the cane-juice poured ‘as a pale green cataract’ into the troughs and later burbled reddish-brown, oily and seething at a temperature of 150°.


When Isabella strolled upon the verandah of the main house, she could hear the distant cadence of breakers on the shore and the cheery rustle of cane that had never known a frost; she could smell the passion-flowers on the trellis, the grittiness of dust kicked by horses’ hooves, the over-ripeness of molasses; and she could watch the satisfactory bustle in the compound, ‘overseers, white and coloured, natives riding up at full gallop and people coming on all sorts of errands, the hum of the crushing mill, the rush of water in the flumes and the grind of the waggons carrying cane’. Sometimes a procession of mules plodded by loaded with iron-banded wooden kegs of sugar to be piled in the sandy cove below for shipment by schooner to Honolulu when the wind was favourable. Six hundred tons of sugar a year jolted away from the mill in this fashion, its cane leaves were chewed by the baggage animals, its ‘trash’ (dried stalks from which the juice had been pressed) was dried in the sun and re-used for fuel, its silvery tassels were woven into sunhats worn by the workers. The crop was beautiful at every stage; its patterns were perfect.


And here, at the pattern’s centre, lived the Austins and their four merry barefoot sons – typical settlers, Isabella thought, with ‘faces not soured by the east wind or wrinkled by the worrying effort to “keep up appearances’”; with leisure enough to be ‘kind, cultured and agreeable’, with honesty enough to ask any congenial traveller ‘to occupy the simple guest chamber or share the simple meal’. At the meals, the food was wholesome and unpretentious – sweet potatoes, sliced guavas, griddle cakes with (of course) molasses; and the talk was the sort that Isabella enjoyed – gossipy, homely but full of interest and surprise to a stranger. She heard about a scheme for introducing mongooses from India to battle with the increasing number of rats, about the habits of the industrious Chinese coolies, some of whom gambled half their wages away and bought opium with the rest, and about the much less industrious natives who, lengthening their jolly faces into lugubriousness, would complain of multifarious minor afflictions in order to get off work for a day. One lunch-time, Mr Austin suggested that Isabella should visit the famously beautiful Waipio Valley and he arranged for a native girl, Deborah, to guide her and lent her his favourite mule, a creature adept at putting its feet together and sliding over rough places.


The trip took five days and proved quite adventurous. En route they were joined by a young man called Kaluna, Deborah’s cousin and a zany addition to the party. ‘His movements are impulsive and uncontrolled and his handsome face looks as if it belonged to a half-tamed creature out of the woods. He talks loud, laughs incessantly, croons a monotonous chant, which sounds almost as heathenish as tom-toms, throws himself out of his saddle, hanging by one foot, lingers behind to gather fruits and then comes tearing up, beating his horse over the ears and nose, with a fearful yell and a prolonged sound like har-r-rouche, striking my mule and threatening to overturn me as he passes on the narrow track…. His manner is familiar. He rides up to me, pokes his head under my hat, and says interrogatively, “Cold!” by which I understand that the poor boy is shivering himself. In eating he plunges his hand into my bowl of fowl or snatches half my biscuit.’ He was the ‘most thoroughly careless and irresponsible being’ the maiden lady from Edinburgh had ever met, but ‘I daresay he means well’, she concludes placidly and found most of his antics amusing. Though an emotional and highly-strung woman who responded tensely to the stresses of modern society, Isabella was quite unflappable when faced with untoward behaviour such as this. She realised that she often cut quite a ludicrous figure on the foreign scene and that the natives often poked fun at her. But she never displayed any irritation or alarm and she put up a front of imperturbable good humour that blunted all mockery. She needed her reserves of equanimity that night – her first in entirely native surroundings.


There were drenched by a slapping rain long before they reached ‘the house of a native called Bola-Bola’ where they planned to stay. Squelching across a pig-ridden yard, they found Bola-Bola’s house to be a derelict and dirty one-room shack that already contained ‘mats, boxes, bamboos, saddles, blankets, lassoes, coconuts, taro roots, bananas, quilts, pans, calabashes, bundles of hard poi in ti leaves, bones, cats, fowls, clothes’ together with a frightful, shrivelled nude old woman tattooed all over, a girl of twelve ‘with torrents of shining hair’, two other young women ‘in rose-coloured chemises’ cradling a baby, and Bola-Bola himself, who hospitably killed a fowl for their dinner. When darkness fell, a piece of beef fat was lit in a hollow stone, and by its sputtering gleam the women stared remorselessly at their weird visitor. At last, to Isabella’s relief, a curtain was pulled to shield her from those brown, inert eyes and a pulu shakedown was produced. Pulu was a silky fibre that grew on the fronds of the Hawaiian tree-fern. Before the foreigners came and introduced the word ‘export’ to the islanders, they used pulu to stuff quilts and the cavities of their dead, as part of a traditional embalming process; between the 1850s and 70s, having learned the meaning of ‘export’, they gathered bumper bundles of the fibre from the forests and sent it overseas to stuff the pillows and eiderdowns of the merely sleeping. So a pulu shakedown must have been comfortable, but Isabella couldn’t sleep on hers. She was lying directly below a broken window through which jumped and landed on her, one after the other, five large wild wet cats, and ‘had there been a sixth,’ Isabella concluded, ‘I think I could not have borne the infliction quietly’. Each cat stole a strip of the jerked beef that hung stiffly from the rafters, but one let a piece fall which wakened everyone, and so the natives all got up again and smoked and ate more poi and laughed together until a pallid watery dawn crept through the thatch.


Starting early, Isabella, Deborah and Kaluna trotted past herds of semi-wild bullocks with crooked horns that were being driven to Hilo market by yelling cowhands, past villages, each with its glitter of goldfish ponds, taro patch, grove of orange and coffee in blossom, and alongside streams where native women were shrimping, up to their ample bosoms in the water, pushing trumpet-shaped baskets before them. Shrimps were a delicacy to be eaten raw and so very very fresh that, as the people chewed their juicy heads, their pink tails were still threshing against the chewers’ white teeth. It was, Isabella remarked, a repulsive sight.


The next day they reached the grandiose falls that plummeted down the Waipio Valley, and Isabella left her companions to wade along the river until the tepid water was up to her throat and ‘the scene became real’ to her. The thunder of many waters was always close on Hawaii – the high white surf pounding sand, tinkling village streams and cascades that poured down the beautiful, dangerous palis, precipitous chasms of volcanic rock, often measuring some 4,000 feet from cliff-top to valley floor, which gashed the coastline. There were no bridges across the palis then and travellers slithered down steep zigzag paths, forded the waters, clambered up the far side. Isabella and her companions crossed several of these, but as the rains continued, each torrent surged deeper and faster than the last, till, on the return journey, they reached the mightiest of all, the Hakalau gulch. ‘The roar was deafening and the sight terrific. Where there were two shallow streams a week ago, with a house and a good-sized piece of ground above their confluence, there was now one spinning, rushing, chafing, foaming river, twice as wide as the Clyde at Glasgow.’ Kaluna was off on some acrobatic exercise of his own and Isabella begged Deborah to turn back. But the girl wanted to get home and simply ploughed in, calling ‘Spur, spur all the time.’ Deborah was mounted on a strong large horse, Isabella on an unshod, untried mare called Bessie Twinker that she had bought the day before. Thinking this might be Bessie’s and her last ride, Isabella cut loose a bunch of coconuts from her saddle and plunged. Bessie, knocked off her feet by the brawling waters, swam, struggled and snorted, Deborah shrieked as she was carried out towards the vast breakers on the nearby shore, Isabella, battered, dizzy and deafened, spurred landwards and at last Bessie’s floundering hooves clawed the opposite bank. Ahead of them, Deborah’s burly steed had also touched ground and they were safe. It was a foolhardy exploit, but one that excited Isabella with its authentic smell of danger, its promise of how well she could perform under physical stress. Some other travellers reached the gulch soon afterwards and, she records smugly, ‘suffered a two-day detention rather than incur a similar risk’.


Having dried out and rested, Isabella returned to the unruffled, claustrophobic, amiable Severance home in Hilo and ‘the pleasant little gatherings for sewing, while some gentlemen read aloud, fern-printing in the verandah, microscopic and musical evenings, little social luncheons and on Sunday evenings what is colloquially termed “a sing”’. Clearly, the prevailing social tone of the respectable settlers’ life was prescribed by the American missionary contingent, and patriarch among them in Hilo was the Rev. Titus Coan, whose company Isabella enjoyed.


Coan was a pioneer missionary who had reached the Sandwich Isles in 1835 – accompanied by his wife who had borne the delicious maiden name of Fidelia Church. Now he was a courtly venerable pastor of his native flock who liked to relax in the shade of his latticed verandah and tell visitors about his early adventures during month-long ‘missionings’ into the Hawaiian interior. In those days there were few tamed horses, so Coan travelled on foot armed with nothing other than two calabashes (one for food, one for Bibles), but fierce and potent with the word of the Lord. He scrambled down pali sides on a rope, swam the foaming torrents, preached up to thirty sermons a week in as many villages. As Mark Twain put it, rather brutally, ‘The missionaries braved a thousand privations’ to come and make the islanders ‘permanently miserable by telling them how beautiful and blissful a place heaven is and how nearly impossible it is to get there; and showed the poor natives how dreary a place perdition is and what unnecessarily liberal facilities there are for going to it; showed him what rapture it is to work all day long for fifty cents to buy food for the next day as compared with fishing for a pastime and lolling in the shade through the eternal summer and eating of the bounty that nobody laboured to provide but Nature.’


Needless to say, this was not how Titus Coan described his evangelistic endeavours to Isabella, nor would she have regarded them thus. In the course of her journeys, she met – and enjoyed meeting – numbers of the ‘unconverted heathen’ and she certainly did not unconditionally consign them to damnation. But she ardently believed that Christianity was a beneficent and civilising creed that spread a salutary moral influence and was infinitely preferable to, for instance, the amoral, crude, sometimes savage code by which the Sandwich Islanders had lived before the white men arrived. So she listened with enthusiastic sympathy as Coan told her about the Presbyterian pioneers who broke the spiritual trail and of their glorious heydays – the ‘Great Revival’ of the late 1830s and 40s when the message of the Gospel seemed to sweep across the islands like spring rain and converts sprouted thick as rice seedlings in the valleys. That this revival began on Hawaii was largely due to the zeal and open-heartedness of Coan himself. Most of the evangelists before him had followed an exclusive and doctrinaire line, as typified in this report from a missionary on Hawaii to his Church Board in New England: ‘The attention to religion here continues and pressure to get into the church is very great; and if an entrance into the visible church was a guarantee of salvation we should do wrong to hold the people back. But we find so little of the deep feeling of sinfulness and unworthiness which a correct knowledge of the human heart and a clear discovery of the character of God always produces, that we feel justified in putting off almost all applications for admittance to the Church.’


Such painful and stringent entry requirements naturally disqualified many, but Coan introduced what a later historian terms ‘a more wholesale policy’ towards conversion. His sermons were highly emotional, rhetorical and revivalist in tone and the people responded to them: ‘I wish you could have heard Mr Coan … tell of that stirring time,’ Isabella wrote to Hennie, ‘when nearly all the large population of the Hilo and Puna districts turned out to hear the Gospel and how the young people went up into the mountains and carried the news of the love of God and the good life to come to the sick and old, who were afterwards baptised, when often the only water which could be obtained for the rite was that which dripped sparingly from the roof of caves.’ The people accepted Christianity wholeheartedly, its new promises and its new taboos. They pulled up their tobacco plants and cast them in the sea, they threw their pipes on the fire, they poured away their fermented liquors and, in Coan’s words, ‘The nation became a great Temperance Society with the King at its head.’


Sexual licence was less easy to eliminate. Many of the native huts were like Bola-Bola’s with but a single room, and at night, as Miss Constance Cummings (a Scottish traveller, there a few years after Isabella) carefully puts it: ‘Men and women, lads and lasses are all herded together promiscuously with one large sheet of woven grass acting as a household blanket.’ This custom had not resulted in any problem of over-population, however. If a baby, perhaps one born on the wrong side of the blanket, was unwanted or was inconveniently noisy, the parents had a simple remedy, as Miss Cummings explained: ‘A hole was dug in the earthen floor of the house and the wailing baby was therein deposited, a bit of cloth thrust into its mouth to still its cries, the earth and mats replaced and quiet being thus restored, domestic life continued peaceful as before.’


Nakedness was another new sin, and Isabella records that the missionary wives ‘daily assembled the women and children and taught them the habits and industries of civilisation, to attend to their persons, to braid hats and to wear and make clothes’. And soon, at the white man’s approach, the natives obligingly donned short shirts and old top-hats so as not to offend his sensibilities. During this dramatic period, hundreds of islanders flocked to Hilo where they were taught, watched over and examined by the missionaries. Then the ‘accepted candidates’ assembled for mass baptism, one of which Coan described to Isabella: ‘On the first Sunday in July 1838, 1705 persons, formerly heathens, were baptised. They were seated close together on the earth-floor in rows, with just space between for one to walk and Mr Lyman [another venerable missionary] and Mr Coan passing through them, sprinkled every bowed head, after which Mr C. admitted the weeping hundreds into the fellowship of the Universal Church by pronouncing the words, “I baptise you all in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.”’


But while the new life offered by Christianity may have been more wholesome and charitable, it brought new complexities and dissensions. In 1840 some French Catholics built a mission in Honolulu, and they informed the natives that there was no necessity for them to give up tobacco or liquor or wear clothes after all – as long as they attended the right services and learned the right prayers they would be saved. Later the Mormons came and, in Coan’s words, ‘spread themselves in squads all over the islands like frogs on Egypt’. Then, in 1862, as a result of active encouragement from the Hawaiian royal family, who corresponded with Queen Victoria on the subject, an Episcopalian Church was founded with Dr Staley, self-styled ‘Lord Bishop of Honolulu’, at its head. This church was distinctly Anglican-Establishment in style and, inevitably, sharp controversy flared between it and the unadorned fundamentalism of the New England missions.


But Coan’s bitterest ire was reserved for the Catholics who, he felt, actively encouraged the natives to break the new taboos that he and his colleagues had framed. This hostility intensified as the Catholics gained ground and Coan frequently came upon ‘many confident Romanists’ in villages where, formerly, he alone had held the key to salvation. ‘I asked some of them if they read the Bible,’ he writes, ‘and they answered “Yes”, showing me their little catechism with more prayers to Mary than to God. I asked one who claimed to be a teacher how many commandments there were in the Decalogue. He answered “Ten”; but on going through them in order I found that he omitted the second and divided the tenth in two parts to make good the number.’ One evening, as he was riding home from a ‘missioning’, Coan met the local Catholic priest and some converts who started shouting insults at him. ‘Peter is the Head of the Church,’ thundered the priest; ‘No, it is Jesus’, roared back Coan, and the altercation continued for a considerable period. It was a sorry spectacle in that island sunset: the two black-robed men of God shaking their fists at each other and positively quivering in their saddles with hatred, while their native converts stood silently by in open-mouthed bewilderment.


And so the voice of the ageing patriarch on his verandah grew fretful as he lamented that the schisms in the church had brought dissension to the Islands. And Isabella, who often deplored the fruitless arrogance of sectarian strife, heartily agreed, though it probably occurred to her that holding impromptu examinations in the Decalogue and engaging in public slanging matches did little to mend matters. She did not say so; it would have been no use; and besides she was easy and happy in the sun. It was pleasanter and kinder to divert Coan’s thoughts elsewhere – to the alarming behaviour of the island’s turbulent volcanoes for instance, on which he was something of an expert, or the preparations for the impending visit to Hawaii of the King of the Sandwich Isles.


The Hawaiian monarchy, as Isabella explained, was ‘no longer an old-time chieftaincy made up of calabashes and poi and feather-cloaks’ but had a proper ‘civilised constitutional king, the equal of Queen Victoria’, who commanded a great deal of loyalty. And so, ‘the good people of Hilo have been decorating their houses anew with ferns and flowers, furbishing up their clothes, and holding mysterious consultations regarding etiquette and entertainments, just as if royalty were about to drop down in similar fashion on Bude or Tobermory. There were amusing attempts to bring about a practical reconciliation between the free-and-easiness of Republican notions and the respect due to a sovereign who reigns by “the will of the people” as well as by “the grace of God”, but eventually the tact of the King made everything go smoothly.’


Early one morning, an American ironclad with the King and several high-ranking American officers aboard came chugging into Hilo Bay. Bunting bloomed amid the palms and the long tattered banana-leaves with their heavy whorls of golden fruit shining in the sun; every balcony and stair in town was packed with people in their smartest hats and bonnets; the beach was a jostle of garlanded natives on horseback who waved brilliant bandanas when the King disembarked and whose children ran ahead of him in a joyous riot of colour, while a huge chuckling native called Upa beat a big drum. The King, whose lilting name was Lunalilo, had been on the throne only three months when he went to Hilo and would be dead in about a year. He was a genial, tolerant man of thirty-eight who believed in a liberal constitutional monarchy and was therefore a great improvement on the old-time chieftains, whose rule a historian wrote, had been one of ‘despotism tempered by assassination’. Lunalilo was ‘above all’, ‘the well beloved’, ‘the darling of the people’ and formally elected by them when the previous King, Kamehameha V, died without a successor. Unfortunately Lunalilo, like several past members of the royal family, ‘was witty when drunk and wise when sober’, as Miss Cummings put it – and he often preferred being witty.


But on that day in Hilo the King, who was trying to reform, behaved impeccably. His muscular brown frame was carefully stuffed inside ‘a sort of shooting suit, a short brown cutaway coat, an ash-coloured waistcoat and ash-coloured trousers with a blue stripe’. It was a dreadful rig-out, Isabella added for Hennie’s benefit, but was fortunately concealed beneath welcoming festoons of light-lemon amaranth, spiky rose ohia blooms, purple and cream passion-flowers. His Highness paid a courtesy call on Mr Coan, patiently listened to the Flute Band of Father Lyman’s Mission School and graciously received bounteous loads of offerings from his subjects. This present-giving, an old Hawaiian custom called hookupu, was both touching and gay. It took place at the court-house the next morning, and ‘long before ten, crowds had gathered outside the low walls of the lawn, natives and foreigners galloped in all directions, boats and canoes enlivened the bay, bands played, and the foreigners, on this occasion rather a disregarded minority, assembled in holiday dress in the upper verandah … Hawaiian flags on tall bamboos decorated the little gateways which gave admission to the lawn, an enormous standard on the government flagstaff could be seen for miles, and the stars and stripes waved from the neighbouring plantations….’ At ten, the King, his suite and the foreign administrators of Hawaii appeared on the lower verandah and the people trooped by in their thousands, not a one empty-handed. ‘Many of the women presented live fowls tied by the legs, which were deposited, one upon another, till they formed a fainting palpitating heap under the hot sun. Some of the men brought hogs decorated with leis of orange blossom, which squealed so persistently in the presence of royalty that they were removed to the rear. Hundreds carried nets of sweet potatoes, eggs and taro artistically arranged. Men staggered along in couples with bamboos between them, supporting clusters of bananas weighing nearly a hundredweight. Others brought yams, coconuts, oranges, onions, pumpkins, early pineapples and even the great delicious fruit of the large passion-flower. A few maidens presented the king with bouquets of choice flowers and costly leis of the yellow feathers of the Melithreptes pacifica.’ (Melithreptes pacifica, popularly known as the Royal Bird, was a glossy black songster with the misfortune of having one beautiful gold feather under each wing. The feathers were collected, usually at the expense of their owners’ lives, and woven into lustrous leis or cloaks fit for kings. The gold-feather cloak buried with Lunalilo a year later was said to be worth a hundred thousand dollars.)


From the court-house balcony, overlooking his hill-high heaps of gifts, Lunalilo expressed his gratitude and told his people, ‘You must persevere in your search of wisdom and in habits of morality.’ (Cheers from the crowd). And, he concluded significantly, ‘At the present time I have four foreigners as my ministerial advisers. But, if among these young men now standing before me, and under this flag, there are any who shall qualify to fill these positions, then I will select them to fill their places.’ The loudest cheers of all greeted this overt suggestion that foreign influence in the Island’s affairs was predominant, but not necessarily desirable. It was of course logical. Foreigners had introduced the whole western-style apparatus of constitutional government and then had to provide trained officials to make it function. Most members of the Hawaiian Cabinet therefore, were American lawyers, missionaries, business men, and teachers; foreigners headed the new ministerial departments at pleasantly adequate salaries, for those days, of four thousand dollars a year each.


The flummery of western-style public life had been introduced along with its institutions: there were royal garden-parties where sombre-suited Cabinet Ministers with starchy wives nibbled meringues in company with former tribal chiefs resplendent in military uniforms encrusted with flourishes of epaulettes and gold lace. Later, in Honolulu, Isabella attended such a party, at which ‘tea and ices were handed round on Sèvres china by footmen and pages in appropriate liveries’. The islanders had, of course, gained much more than footmen and Sèvres. An effective system of education had been initiated by the missionaries, there were a supreme court, a police force, numerous hospitals, not to mention more dubious benefits such as all those competing churches, a civil list, a regiment of household troops and a national debt (the latter recently doubled by government financing of the Hawaiian Hotel). Naturally enough, some opposition to all this had developed, and when Isabella attended a meeting where one American settler openly advocated the immediate annexation of the Islands by America, she heard faint dissenting cries of ‘Hawaii for the Hawaiians’. It was to this latent undertow of anti-foreign nationalism that Lunalilo appealed when he made his speech from the court-house balcony.


But at that time the theme was not pursued. It scarcely could be when Lunalilo had been brought to Hilo on an American naval vessel and had been burdened with an official programme that seemed designed principally by and for the foreign residents. It included, for instance, a ‘social evening’ at Father Lyman’s where Isabella was officially presented to the King. Unofficially, she had met him the day before when, on a fern-gathering expedition, she had trotted round a corner of a bridle-path and there he was – slap-bang in front of her, with members of his suite about him. ‘When I saw these strangers and their wild stares,’ she told Hennie, ‘I remembered that I was in my Bloomer Suit and astride a horse and that probably they had never seen such a thing before. And I wished I were anywhere else!’ So she turned and cantered away into a grove of breadfruit trees. The King chose to ignore this episode, or perhaps he did not even recognise the small lady in rustling black silks who was presented to him at what she terms ‘the Lymans’ horribly stiff and dull party’. The King was handsome, with large, dark, melancholy eyes, whiskers ‘cut in the English fashion’ that concealed a soft full mouth. He questioned Isabella intently about the powers of the British monarchy and its possession of a parliamentary veto, while ‘Father Lymans’ boys’ serenaded interminably on the verandah. ‘The Lymans are trying to make the King good,’ she told Hennie, ‘and I fear the result will be a reaction into a most outrageous spree when he gets out of their hands.’


But the King was not yet out of the foreigners’ hands; there was a supper party at the Sheriff’s to attend first. And Isabella gladly joined in the turmoil of preparation and cooked for thirty-six hours at a stretch, along with Mrs Severance, a Chinese chef and ‘a Chinese prisoner’ who was a dab hand at grating coconut. They made sponges, ‘drops’, custards, and Isabella’s special was a huge trifle into which she surreptitiously poured some sherry (the Severances, like most of the Americans there, were Good Templars). The trifle was an astonishing success and after-supper jollity included ‘a refined kind of blind man’s buff’ and dancing under swinging Chinese lanterns, when ‘the King insisted on teaching me to dance the polka on the verandah’.


Everyone enjoyed it, Isabella decided, even the King and the docile round-eyed islanders who stood outside the whole evening, peering over the garden fence. Certainly the King must have enjoyed meeting Isabella, for he called the next afternoon bearing a verse he had composed to wish her God-speed on a journey she was about to take to nearby Waimea, and when she left Hilo he escorted her to the steamer and ‘helped with the luggage’! As for Isabella, ‘I found him peculiarly interesting and attractive,’ she wrote home, ‘but sadly irresolute about the mouth and I saw from little things that he could be persuaded into anything.’ Lunalilo was, unfortunately, persuaded into many things that were detrimental to his own good, and when he died the next year of tuberculosis aggravated by alcoholism, he was, according to the missionaries, a victim of the unscrupulous ‘reprobate whites’ who had led him astray.


III


Until she visited the 2,500-foot-high tableland of Waimea that stretched along the leeward side of Hawaii, Isabella knew little about that numerous body of settlers, often classed as ‘reprobate whites’, who were not missionaries, teachers, lawyers or business men and who had little in common with those who were. But now she had arrived in rough-and-ready cattle-raising country; cool airs ruffled the pastures and ‘there are few hours of day or night in which the tremulous thud of shoeless horses galloping on grass is not heard in Waimea’. From the green roots of the plains the great bulks of two volcanoes – Mauna Kea and, beyond it, Mauna Loa – swept skyward; between the pasture and the sea burned a bald desert ‘unwatered and unfruitful, red and desolate under the sun’; from the beach where the steamer called a rutted mule-track stretched ten miles up and away across the torrid zone to the farming settlements and Mr Spencer’s sheep-station where Isabella stayed.


Compared to the trim, slightly starchy homes of the Hilo residents, Spencer’s house was a slapdash sort of place where you were quite likely to find a hen underfoot or a baby helping himself to your bowl of poi or a few fleas snuggled in your pulu shakedown. Spencer was a Tasmanian with a half-white wife, a bluff, outdoor fellow and one of the many settlers who, she said, ‘admire courage, perseverence and jollity above all’. Isabella made herself easily at home and particularly liked Spencer’s mother-in-law, a roly-poly old party who spoke excellent English and loved to tease the whites, who were ‘a sour, morose, worrying, forlorn race’ in her view. And Isabella, watching the carefree routines of the household’s women – making quilts, collecting flowers, weaving sunhats, ‘talking, bathing, riding, visiting’ – could see her point.


The life at Waimea made Isabella realise that though the New England Christian ethic had been successfully screwed upon some of the natives, there was a reverse trend in operation – other settlers had gaily and unashamedly ‘gone Hawaiian’. Most of these were men, whalers, bullock-hunters, sheep-shearers, plantation overseers, and their talents were lassoing the one calf from the herd, shooting, curing hides, breaking the wildest stallions. Often they had floated on to the island’s romantic shores by chance and, liking what they saw, had shacked up with native women and stayed. There were ex-cabin boys from Liverpool, steamboat-men from the Mississippi, gold-rushers who hadn’t ‘seen the colour’ in ’49, farmboys from the mid-West, itinerant printers from London, ex-trappers from the Canadian Rockies, ex-sailors from just about everywhere. As a result, Isabella felt, ‘the moral atmosphere of Waimea had never been a wholesome one’. The ‘flagrant immorality and outrageous licence of former years’ had been curbed by the imposition of legal penalties handed down by the new courts, but still ‘“the Waimea crowd” is not considered up to the mark’. And, Isabella adds, ‘it was in such quarters that the great antagonistic influence to the complete Christianisation of the natives was created and it is from such suspicious sources that the aspersions on missionaries are usually derived’.


As Isabella suggests, this ‘antagonistic influence’ had been stronger in the earlier period when a flourishing whaling trade had centred on the Islands. As recently as ’66, when Twain was around, all the talk was still of whaling, and he gives a graphic account of what racy, rumbustious talk it was. There were heated disputes over ‘long lays’ and ‘short lays’, which were the proportions of profit to which each sailor and officer was entitled. Whaling was a risky business: crews were not paid fixed wages but simply took a percentage of the net profits when all the oil from the sperm-whales and bone from the Ochotsk and Arctic whales has been sold. As Twain pointed out, the sailors often got a raw deal as numerous deductions were made for freight, leakage and ‘slops’ (items bought by the crew on board) before the proportion of gold coin payable to each man was calculated.


Now most of the whalers had gone elsewhere, but the fundamental antagonisms between those who had revelled in the pagan, amoral, ‘innocent’ Islands of the recent past and those who wanted to christianise and ‘civilise’ them for a progressive future still remained. The Islanders were now a wretched and dwindling race because the missionaries had forced them to wear clothes and go to school and thus ruined their constitutions, said the ‘reprobate whites’. The islanders were decreasing in numbers because of the venereal disease and ruinous addiction to bad whisky introduced by immoral foreigners, said the missionaries. Indubitably there were fewer islanders since the white men arrived, and among the principal causes were emigration (mostly of young men gone a-whaling), the inroads of smallpox and, increasingly, of leprosy, and the notorious carelessness with which the native mothers treated their children. A noisy baby was no longer buried under the living-room floor, but a family would cheerfully give one away, if there were any takers.


As a result of all these factors there were fewer than 52,000 natives left on the Islands by 1873 (as compared to some 85,000 twenty years earlier) and Isabella often came upon deserted hamlets, fields that were no longer tilled, churches and schools much too large for their present flocks. ‘Whites,’ she concluded, ‘have conveyed to these shores slow but infallible destruction on the one hand and on the other the knowledge and skills of civilisation and the hope of a life to come; and the rival influences of blessing and cursing have now been fifty years at work.’


But on the plains of Waimea that were so airy and vast, flecked only with cattle and the sailing shadows of clouds, it was easy to forget that other people were necessary and to ‘be’ simply, just where she was. On the first morning after leaving Spencer’s sheep station, she was, by eight o’clock, again atop the precipice of the Waipio Valley, looking down its enchanted length, ‘full of infinite depths of blue – blue smoke in lazy spirals curled upwards; it was eloquent in a morning silence that I felt reluctant to break. Against its dewy greenness the beach shone like coarse gold, and its slow silver river lingered lovingly, as though loath to leave it and be merged in the reckless, loud-tongued Pacific.’


For the next few days she meandered about the remote coastline. She came to a river that acted as highway for the nearby hamlets and rode up it in triumphant procession, the water lapping over her horse’s belly, she with her feet on the animal’s neck, while two canoes and all the children and dogs for miles around paddled along behind her. She rode up the shelving sides of a 2,500-foot-high pali, the track so narrow that she had to take her left foot out of the stirrup to prevent crushing it against the cliff-wall, while her right dangled over the precipice, and dislodged stones bounced sickeningly off into the void. At one place the track completely disintegrated and she had to dismount, an alarming manoeuvre when there was no ground to dismount upon. ‘I somehow slid under him,’ she explains, ‘being careful not to turn the saddle, and getting hold of his hind leg, screwed myself round behind him’ and went the rest of the way up hanging for dear life on to his tail.


Isabella describes her excursions in the Waimea region gaily and with seeming completeness, but something else happened during that time which, in its very different way, probably made her feel as giddy as the pali-climbing. It is not mentioned in her book, but she told Hennie about it. Among the men of the ‘Waimea crowd’ whom she met at Spencer’s station was a certain Mr Wilson, a hunter of bullocks, maker of roads, jack-of-all-trades, ‘a fine pleasant backwoodsman’, Isabella says. Wilson got into the habit of calling at Spencer’s constantly when Isabella was there (and she was there for several weeks, on and off). They went riding together and talked about wool prices, the raising of bullocks, the uncertain future of the Islands. He liked her earnest commonsense, her demure sense of humour, her utter fearlessness; he liked to watch her at the Spencers’ where, because she had few clothes, she sometimes wore her ‘black silk with the low front’ which, she candidly admits, ‘looked grotesque’ in the room she shared with ‘magpies, ducks, fowls and a carpenter’s bench’.


Anyway, Wilson liked this little English lady so much that one day she received a note: ‘My friend Mr Wilson is most anxious to propose to you but dare not after so short an acquaintance. I can only say that his character is excellent, that he is about the best-hearted fellow on the island – Spencer.’ Wilson may have experienced initial shyness, but he had the blunt persistence that sometimes accompanies it, and soon appeared to plead his suit. He told Isabella that he had felt ‘stronger all over’ the first time she spoke to him, and that he ‘had never felt so good and happy as the night before when he was talking with me, and that the sight of my knitting needles had affected him so by reminding him of his mother in Canada’. Isabella felt inclined to laugh, for she did not believe his affections were seriously engaged and, probably, did not find the comparison to his mother particularly warming. ‘He was so perfectly respectful and yet so perfectly assured,’ she marvelled. And this very assurance made Wilson determined that she should see him plain. ‘He told me that he could not deceive me, that he had been what women call very wild. And what this means in Waimea,’ Isabella added, ‘it is fearful to think of!’ All in all, she told him, there were fifty reasons why it would not do, and he leaned over her smiling and said that if she’d stay and tell them, he would dispose of every one. ‘He was a splendid-looking fellow,’ she explained to Hennie, ‘and what I might have said if it had not been for you I don’t know.’ She considered mentioning the difference in their social backgrounds ‘or some such stereotyped thing’ but she charitably refrained, evading him with the excuse that she had to return to England ‘to earn a living’ (which was not strictly true), and promising to write to him when she got to Honolulu. ‘Oh now don’t go, stay and try if you can’t like me,’ he concluded rather pathetically.


But she didn’t stay. Throughout her life, her instinct was to fly from the threat of any intimate personal entanglement, as she herself partly recognised, for she sometimes complained (rather guiltily) that the very presence of people exhausted her emotional reserves. So to escape Mr Wilson she went to Honolulu, intending to leave the Islands forthwith and return directly to ‘the hard prosaic north’ which would be warmed only by the securely familiar and beloved face of her sister. But Honolulu only served as a sharp, unwelcome reminder of all the civilised trappings of her homeland. It was, even then, something of ‘a metropolis, gay, hospitable and restless’. Along the dusty palm-and banana-shaded streets you could buy almost anything – ‘good black silks’ for ladies, milk-pails, chandeliers, topsail chains, photographic volcanic ‘Views’, ‘souvenir Polynesian war-implements’ and melon-flavoured ice-cream. Four newspapers circulated every crumb of local gossip, and a frantic social whirl kept the journalists off the breadline. ‘Visiting begins at breakfast-time, when it ends I know not, and receiving and making visits, court festivities … entertainments given by the commissioners of the great powers, riding parties, picnics, verandah parties, “sociables” and luncheon and evening parties on board the ships of war succeed each other with frightening rapidity.’


Isabella’s reaction to all this was a return of her nervous attacks and headaches. Her face, that had been reddened, freckled, opened by the sun and wind, began again to look drawn and aged. While she was conscientiously finding out about the Islands’ constitutional framework, attending social functions and lectures on the country’s economic future, a part of her was aching for a return to ‘the congenial life of the wilds’ where she had ‘rioted most luxuriantly’. ‘The uncertain future and the disappointment which it always is to me to break down when I am among people and ordinary ways make me feel depressed,’ she explained. ‘I like congenial, informal cultivated people, yet I feel that, however much I may recover, I shall never be able to enjoy more than the very quietest society.’ While she was in that rebellious, nostalgic, self-punishing mood, a packet of letters arrived from Hennie saying that she was well and happy. The lifeline was secure, and Isabella, grabbing at the leeway offered her, decided at once to stay four months longer on the Islands. So she boarded the sixty-ton schooner Jenny which was scheduled to carry an overload of natives, cattle, hides, sugar and molasses to the little round island of Kauai. Mrs Dexter, who was still stranded on Honolulu with her ailing son, saw her friend off and, Isabella says, ‘pitied me heartily, for it made her quite ill to look down the cabin hatch; but I convinced her that no inconveniences are legitimate subjects for sympathy which are endured in the pursuit of pleasure’. It was another of her lifelong Travelling Principles, though in later years she occasionally forgot it.


Kauai, the ‘Garden Isle’, was a distant, lonely, gentle place with none of the fiery volcanic dramas of Hawaii or the sophistication of Oahu’s Honolulu. Some five thousand natives, accounted rustics by the inhabitants of the other islands, were scattered about its wooded, fertile terrain which, at that time of year, was cooled by a riotous trade wind and warmed by a mild sun. Very few foreigners lived on Kauai, but among them Isabella discovered the Sinclairs, the most attractive and original family she met anywhere on the archipelago. Her book indicates that they interested her; her letters make it clear that, for a time, she found them absolutely fascinating.


The Sinclairs had been among the early pioneer settlers on Kauai, and matriarch of the clan was a seventy-two-year-old widow, ‘a lady of the old Scotch type, very talented, bright, humourous, charming, with a definite character which impresses its force upon everybody; beautiful in her old age, disdaining that servile conformity to prevailing fashion which makes many old people at once ugly and contemptible’. Mrs Sinclair and her husband had originally settled in New Zealand and had brought up a large family there on a large sheep-farm. After her husband’s death, the widow decided that, instead of declining into a placid old age, she wanted to see more of the world and persuaded the whole family to join her. So they sold their property, bought a clipper barque and simply set sail over the Pacific on a voyage of discovery. Thus it was that there appeared at the Honolulu wharf one day during the early 60s a ‘trim barque with this large family on board, with a beautiful and brilliant old lady at its head, books, pictures, work and all that could add refinement to a floating home, about them, and cattle and sheep of valuable breeds in pens on deck’. The family, who undoubtedly had a good deal of ancestral canniness about them, bought the whole off-shore island of Niihau from the then king for a very low price, and there settled. By the time Isabella met them, Mrs Sinclair and most of the family were living on nearby Kauai, in an airy, isolated house on a cool green plateau fringed with orange-groves. From the front verandah, one looked over a steep ravine to a golden empty sea on which the island of Niihau floated ‘like amethyst’. There, one of the Sinclair sons reigned ‘like a prince’ over 350 natives and some 20,000 sheep. In the main house too, the life-style was unabashedly feudal and conducted with an old-fashioned, independent grace that appealed to Isabella enormously, so that her letters on the subject gush in an uncharacteristic way.


She had been there a few days when Mrs Sinclair appeared, a quaint figure on horseback ‘in a large drawn silk bonnet which she rarely lays aside, as light in her figure and step as a young girl, looking as if she had walked out of an old picture’. The formidable lady reigned over the household of a bachelor son, two widowed daughters and three grandsons, dashing moustachioed princelings in scarlet shirts, tight leather trousers, boots and spurs. Their lithe bodies were masters of the surf-board, the lasso, the galloping stallion, and when they thudded back from a late herding, winding their horns as they came, the women rushed to the verandah to greet them ‘just as in olden days’. Proficient too in more formal arts, the boys learned Greek and German from one Mr Müller, a Prussian who had been with Maximilian in Mexico, and of him, at first, Isabella could not find enough kind things to say. He was ‘brilliant, sparking, exquisitely refined’, a ‘converted Christian’, the Bible never far from his sensitive hand, ‘his prayers are so wonderful, … but I dislike his ideas’. Prayers, ideas and all were enunciated by Mr Müller in the most beautiful English, for ‘his refined instincts make him avoid all Americanisms’. During the cool of the evening, Müller played the piano ‘exquisitely’ in the elegant drawing-room, and then, as the notes died away, he ‘turned his radiant face to one with the query, “What does that say to you?”’ (But there was, as one might guess, something suspicious about Mr Müller. All praise of his ‘“spirituelle” character’ ceases abruptly in the letters. In the book, Isabella comments briefly that he was ‘still suffering from Mexican barbarities’.)


The late evening talk was of politics, theology, current books – a refreshing change from the webs of Hilo gossip. The family were thoroughly conversant with the language and culture of their adopted homeland and from them Isabella learned much about the Island’s history – that sweet dream of indolence and plenty which was sometimes barbed and mutilated to a nightmare by the savage, senseless tyranny of the tabu. The tabu system had been operated by, and for, the priests and chiefs, whose catalogue of ‘thou shalt not’ was longer than any Presbyterian missionary’s. Not only were women forbidden to eat with men (a common restriction among primitives) but any woman entering a room where men were eating was killed. Now and then the priests proclaimed a period of general tabu, an orgy of masochism that was, perhaps, a psychological necessity in a land of such natural ease and bounty. During it, canoeing, swimming, fishing, dancing were prohibited; no fire could be lit, no noise could be made. This latter injunction was so strictly enforced that, according to Miss Cumming, even the mouths of the priests’ dogs were tied to prevent them barking and fowls were swathed in cloth and penned under calabashes lest they should venture to cackle!


In contrast to the earnest discussions of the Sinclair family evenings, the days seemed simply for fun, more ‘sybaritic’ fun than Isabella had ever experienced. Isabella was fond of the word ‘sybarite’ and often protests that she was not one, as indeed she was not; but for a while she indulged herself in the general frolics. A party of them rode to the mountains where they ‘played at living’ for three days, eating wild roast pig and mangoes, bathing in ‘fern shrouded streams that brawled among wild bananas’, sleeping in a forest ‘bird-house’. This enchanted dwelling was shaded with candlenut trees, wreathed in morning-glories and orange star-blossom, and its roof was hung about with wasps’ nests – but even the wasps didn’t sting.


The sting, for Isabella, came when amid that riot of colour and plenty she pictured dear Hennie, pallid in a lacklustre land which was then crouched grey under the slashing rains and winds of March. Writing home in a mood of guilt-ridden love and mad optimism, Isabella suggested that they should perhaps move to the Islands? They could have a ranch with lots of horses, and they could ‘help the natives’; Hennie could pay visits easily; no one would mind if their furniture was a bit shabby; they wouldn’t be made miserable by poor servants, for few were employed here; you could buy two sirloins of beef for what a pound of chops cost in Edinburgh. And she was so fitted for island life now, she could cook, wash, mend clothes, saddle and bridle horses and felt so much more at ease ‘with manual than intellectual matters’. Then Isabella imagined Hennie reading the letter and being happy and excited with it and showing it to a dear friend Bessie – but shrewd Bessie ‘will toss her head and say, “She better stay where she is, for she’ll only come back to grumble at everything and hate us all!”’ And so Isabella, on lush Kauai, sighed and smiled at the thought of Bessie’s home-truths, and her romantic castle-in-the-air probably tumbled even before she sealed the envelope. It was the only time that she allowed herself to be briefly seduced by the dream that she could make one entity of her two divided lives – the adventurer-traveller and the English gentlewoman. But poor Hennie, who lost most from the division, took the dream rather seriously and sat down at once in her dreary little drawing-room and wrote to say that, yes, perhaps she should join dear Isa in Hawaii, for it all sounded so wonderful. Isabella received this proposal just as she was finally leaving the Islands about three months later – and in a hastily-written reply, squashed it very flat. Hennie’s role was the traditionally female one of waiting and watching; ranching and riding would be most unsuitable for her delicate constitution. Hennie had to be the stay-at-home to whom all happy wanderers return, trailing their bright tales behind them.


IV


And so, while Hennie waited, Isabella accumulated more tales for the telling. She tore herself away from the sybaritic Sinclairs and cantered back to the other side of Kauai alone. The aloneness was intoxicating. ‘I liked it, oh how I liked it,’ she told her sister. ‘I did wild things which I can’t do with white people, such as galloping wildly up and down hill, hallooing a horse to make it go, twisting my knee for a few minutes around the horn of the saddle, riding without stirrups and other free and easy ways. I thought of nothing all that day.’ And natives who saw her madcap capers laughed and waved and threw flowers after her and shouted ‘paniola, paniola’ and she laughed back, liking its sound. The word meant ‘cowboy’, she learned later, ‘lassoing cattle and all that kind of thing’, and secretly Isabella hugged it as a compliment, though it was not generally used as such about a foreign lady.


She was thoroughly a fully-fledged paniola by now and continued to island-hop alone until May, when she returned to Hilo. From there she made a short expedition to the southern Puna district with Luther Severance and his wife, whose company she preferred ‘even to solitude’. They jogged over grasslands dotted with pandanus and clumps of eugenia hung with crimson ‘native apples’ crammed with tart juicy pulp. The sea stirred close and ‘surf kept bursting up behind the trees in great snowy drifts’; birds, crimson as apples, bounced among the palms and below, in their fan-tailed shadows, coconuts tumbled in tawny heaps and were chewed open by dogs, cats, hogs. They visited the ‘sight’ of the region – a natural pool cradled in basalt. The water, bluer than any Italian grotto, glazed coconut shells and rocks on the pool’s floor with frosted azure and changed to blue-tinged marble the limbs of the foreigners as they floated about in it, gazing up at golden balls of guava fruit that swung overhead. Lulled in all this beauty, Isabella realised that she had ‘developed a capacity for doing nothing which horrified me and except when we energised ourselves to go to the hot spring, my companions and I were content to dream in the verandah and watch the lengthening shadows and drink coconut milk till the abrupt exit of the sun startled us and we saw the young moon carrying the old one tenderly and a fitful glare sixty miles away, where the solemn fires of Mauna Loa are burning at a height of nearly 14,000 feet’.


Mauna Loa, there at least was a challenge, a brute fact to stiffen the indolent will, and every time she looked towards it, the biblical question of Hazael to Elisha thrummed in her mind: ‘Is thy servant a dog, that he should do this great thing?’ The query seems a little high-flown in the context, but to Isabella it apparently suggested a ‘cowardly’ protest against the reckless self-punishing compulsion of the explorer that was tempting her with the summit of Mauna Loa, Isabella’s awe, admiration, fear of Mauna Loa was not groundless; she was not making a mountain out of a molehill. This ‘Matterhorn of the Pacific’, largest volcano in the world, sweeps to a height of 13,650 feet; the circumference of its base is some 180 miles; from the height of 7,000 feet it rises as a harsh desert of tossed and twisted lava, riven into crevasses and blown into gigantic bubbles of rock by frequent earthquakes. The few men who had climbed it invariably returned shaken, bruised, their eyebrows burnt off, reeling with exhaustion and the effects of altitude sickness; as far as people knew, only one foreign woman had ever reached the top – so far.


Knowing all this, Isabella might have submitted to her cowardly doubts had it not been for Mr William Green, shipping agent, acting British consul and amateur expert on volcanic phenomena. But Mr Green, as it happened, was planning an ascent of Mauna Loa, and it was soon the hottest news of the day in Hilo that the English lady Miss Bird was going up with him. When she went to the beach-stores to buy camp supplies of potted meat, chocolate and oats for the horses, everyone said, ‘So you’re going up the mountain with Mr Green,’ and they all wished her luck and thought she was mad. No one, however, seems to have thought it in the least ‘improper’ that Isabella should be going off unchaperoned with Mr Green, a man of about her own age. On several future occasions too, she was to travel in the company of a male with whom she would share the inevitable proximities of camp life. For, once she had fixed on some particular goal, she quite ruthlessly made use of men and animals in order to reach it. But she must have gone about it in such a straightforward, single-minded, matter-of-fact way that not an eyebrow was raised. ‘Travellers are privileged to do the most improper things with perfect propriety, that is one charm of travelling,’ she later declared. It was a strategy which liberated her and she first began to practise it with success on the Sandwich Islands. So, in this instance, the residents of Hilo, far from being scandalised by the proposed expedition, were most helpful and lent her a camp-kettle, a peaked cap and an enormous Mexican poncho. Mrs Severance rustled up some thick chemises, and an aged Scotswoman produced from the bottom of an old trunk ‘a stout flannel shirt and a pair of venerable worsted stockings’. Offering them, the old woman said, with a mixture of awe and disapproval, ‘Oh my, what some people will do!’ Isabella rather liked that.


She liked starting off too, early one morning on mule-back, shaking with excitement, ‘for everything is happening that could happen…. I had on my usual red suit, my little brown hat, the long white scarf wound several times round my neck, a handkerchief tied over my face. A bag with six pounds of oats tied to the horn of my saddle, your shawl with ends hanging down in front of me, some strips of rawhide and a lasso which I have been obliged to borrow of Mr Wilson for a tether, rope hung to one side of the rings and immense saddlebags behind. Several of the Hilo people came to their garden gates as we went by.’


As an apéritif, she and Mr Green climbed 4,000 feet to the crater of Kilauea, and stood dazed above its lakes of molten fire as the blasted ground reeled and rumbled beneath them. ‘The motion was as violent as that of a large ship in a mid-Atlantic storm,’ she decided, and added, ‘I am glad to have felt such good earthquakes.’ Between this journey and the big ascent, they spent a night in a flea-ridden, desolate grass house among a number of cross-grained, lugubrious ranch-hands who were full of fearful prophecies about their forthcoming adventure, and ‘entertained us with the misfortunes of our predecessors on which they seem to gloat with ill-omened satisfaction.’ Outside too the landscape had become ominous – a cracked tableland of volcanic waste, blotched with clumps of sow-thistle, wintry trees, dense cold fog. But inside, huddled round a wood-fire, Isabella was happy in spite of the omens, having ‘Volcanic talk’ with William Green, eating doughnuts and stewed chicken, making cruppers for the pack-horse out of goats’ hair and old stockings. Isabella had taken her travelling companion’s measure by now and, while she liked him, she did not feel as totally in his debt as she had at the outset. She told Hennie that Green, ‘like many thinking and scientific men who have good wives, is quite in a dream about practical things … I have to remind him of everything and suggest plans’. Still, it was a mutually satisfactory arrangement: he had gained a valuable travelling housekeeper and she so far ‘had led him with a thread of silk, and often think how much better it is to travel with a man than almost any woman’.


They rose at dawn and Isabella crowded upon her short thick body all the clothes she had, ‘which gave me the squat, padded look of a puffin or Esquimo’. Two natives, one of them a goat-hunter by trade, led the way, and by mid-morning, when they stopped to tighten the animals’ girths, the sterile land had taken on the cruel tense glitter of an empty mountain world. The ground, weird as a moonscape, was contorted and crushed into a-a and pahoehoe, bizarre formations of igneous rock. A-a, the cruellest kind, was vindictively jagged; pahoehoe, ‘satin rock’ by comparison, lay in smooth whorls, with ‘the likeness, on a magnificent scale, of a thick coat of cream drawn in wrinkling folds to the side of a milk-pan’. Over such terrain, progress was slow: ‘Horrid streams of a-a, which after rushing remorselessly over the kindlier lava, have heaped rugged pinnacles of brown scoriae into impassable walls, have to be cautiously skirted. Winding round the bases of tossed up fissured hummocks of pahoehoe, leaping from one broken hummock to another, clambering up acclivities so steep that the packhorse rolled backwards once and my cat-like mule fell twice, moving cautiously over crusts which rang hollow to the tread; stepping over deep cracks, which, perhaps, led down to the burning fathomless sea, traversing hilly lakes ruptured by earthquakes and split in cooling into a thousand fissures, painfully toiling up the sides of mounds of scoriae frothed with pumice-stone, and again for miles surmounting rolling surfaces of billowy ropy lava – so passed the long day, under the tropic sun, the deep blue sky.’


At one point they had to cross a stream of a-a, a slowly moving mass of ‘upright rugged adamantine points … wide as the Ouse at Huntingdon Bridge’ and the animals ‘shrank back, cowered, trembled, breathed hard and heavily, and stumbled and plunged painfully. It was sickening to see their terror and suffering, the struggling and slipping into cracks, the blood and torture. The mules, with their small legs and wonderful agility, were more frightened than hurt, but the horses were splashed with blood up to their knees and their poor eyes looked piteous.’ Eventually, when they were sick and silent with exhaustion, their pulses racing, they reached a fissure of frozen snow. They jumped it, and there, eight hundred feet below, yawned the crater. It was six miles round, its infinite blackness intermittently shattered to incandescent gold by the famous ‘fire fountains’ of Mauna Loa, whose jets of pure flame roared some 300 feet high. These fountains erupted with volcanic unpredictability, and Isabella was lucky to see them, to feast her eyes on their terrible and glorious certainty.


They pitched their tent precariously near the crater; the natives got a fire going and a cheery kettle was put to boil – at which ‘Mr Green discovered that he had forgotten to bring the tea of which I had reminded him over and over again.’ So she brewed up a brandy toddy instead to wash down the tinned salmon and more doughnuts, and then William Green and Isabella Bird ‘huddled up in blankets, sat on the outer ledge in solemn silence to devote ourselves to the volcano’.


It was an awesome spectacle, as if all the firework displays the world had ever produced were pitched into one terrifying, violent celebration of nature’s energy. Fires were everywhere, ‘burning in rows like blast-furnaces,’ lone and ‘unwinking like planets,’ tossing skyward ‘like golden wheatsheaves’; the light from them was molten red, sunset amber, blue-white as frozen spray. Reluctant to tear her eyes away, but yearning to share the exaltation of it all, Isabella got out her writing materials and, in a quavery script, penned a triumphant heading: ‘Edge of Crater of Mauna Loa, Mokuaweoweo, 6 pm. June 6th, 1873, 13,650 ft. above the sea. Great mountain of fire below…. My Pet,’ she began, ‘Probably you are the only person in the world who has ever had a line from this wonderful place …’ And only a few lines it was, for her hands and the ink were freezing, her head was reeling with vertigo, and she was forced to seek rest inside the tent – for pillow a wooden saddle, for mattress the spiked ridges of lava, for lullaby the crash, boom, rattle of volcanic detonations, the ‘ebb and flow of the thunder-music’ from the fiery fountains.


Before dawn she woke, and unable to resist the unearthly son et lumière outside, climbed over the sleeping forms of Mr Green and the natives, and stepped into a world of light – vivid, broad, rose-coloured, that stained to a deep ruby the white tent-walls, the grey humps of lava, the silvery index of her thermometer, which stood at 23° F. She sat on the ledge alone, overwhelmed by the sublimity and power of the scene. It was, for her, an apocalyptic vision, prodigal, infinitely mysterious. The whole world fell away, the moon faded wan and dull and, in the intensity of her passionate devotion to this fiery miracle, ‘all lighted homes, and sea and ships and cities and faces of friends, and all familiar things, and the day before, and the years before, were as things in dreams, coming up out of a vanished past.’ She was elevated, ecstatic: ‘How far it was from all the world, uplifted above love, hate and storms of passion and war and wreck of thrones, and dissonant clash of human thought, serene in the eternal solitudes.’


After that experience, the nearest she ever comes to describing her semi-mystical adoration of nature’s grandest dramas, the rest was inevitable anti-climax. In the morning, the climbers’ limbs were heavy with extreme lassitude, they felt too ill to eat, the water in the canteen was frozen, one of the natives was writhing on the ground with altitude sickness. Wearily they stumbled down towards the mundane earth, and about ten hours later rode triumphantly into the corral of the grass hut, where the ranch-hands ‘seemed rather grumpy at our successful ascent, which involved the failure of all their prophecies, and indeed, we were thoroughly unsatisfactory travellers, arriving fresh and complacent, with neither adventures nor disasters to gladden people’s hearts’. And the last day of the exploit, being a Sunday, they luxuriated in the ‘sybaritic’ comforts of a wealthy ranch-house down in the valley, where she and William Green sat on the verandah and contemplated with considerable complacency the conquered summit rearing above them, and Isabella, finishing the next instalment of the letter home, told Hennie, ‘I read a great deal of Paradise Lost with new admiration today, though I dislike the helpless idiotic jellyfish style of Eve’s speeches to Adam.’


Back on the rolling Waimea plains, she found her particular Adam, in the shape of blunt hopeful Mr Wilson, still waiting; from her he received not one ‘idiotic jellyfish style speech’. They sat together in a tree one sunny afternoon and she told him that ‘he was mistaking liking for deeper feeling,’ and that ‘he had never succeeded in making me feel that he loved me’, to which Mr Wilson mumbled that he thought he did. On their ride together the next day however, perhaps realising that his suit was hopeless and needing to salvage his wounded pride, he affirmed that she was right – he had ‘the greatest liking and respect’ for her instead. To which she sternly replied (rubbing salt, perhaps unconsciously) that she ‘hoped he would never again propose to anyone till he was quite sure of the state of his own heart’. And then he laughed, she concludes, ‘and we took a tremendous gallop back again’.


So the remote contingency of Mr Wilson was firmly put away, and Isabella, in a mood of reaction, went on to complain about the predominating ‘low American influence’ on the Islands, the insular, shallow, hybrid atmosphere, and the surprising – undoubtedly true – fact that she had met scarcely any intellectual equals there. ‘You can hardly imagine,’ she explains, ‘what an unpleasant feeling the lack of large public interests gives … You hardly feel the beat of the great pulses of the world.’ The fretful note continues. She suddenly felt ‘out of her element’ at Waimea; and yet even the Hilo missionaries were ‘of the coldest, driest, hardest, shrewdest type of American piety and have not the manner or tone of American gentlemen, with the single exception of Mr Coan’. When ‘stationary’, (that is, out of her saddle) she was assailed by lassitude and nervousness ‘as if everything were a drag’; she worried about Hennie who was ‘going about in England incurring the perils of trains’ – and peril was Isabella’s preserve. She realised it really was time to leave, though she refers again and again to the soft pull of the deep banana shades where she could lie lax as a lotos-eater and ‘no longer roam’.


But roaming, as she had just discovered, was her vocation, the talent and passion for the rest of her life when so much else would fall away. And roamers, as she knew in her bones, were doomed to leave even the fairest anchorage. So ‘better a finger off than aye wagging’, she told herself as she prepared to leave Hawaii for the last time. Cannily she re-trimmed her brown travelling hat, and, upon investigating her finances, discovered that life in the Sandwich Isles had cost her only ten pounds a month. To her many friends who saw her off she gave presents of fern-prints and spatterwork; for Mrs Severance was reserved the blue parasol she had used but once ‘when Prince Albert came to Edinburgh’; Mr Wilson received her big gentle horse for consolation. In the bottom of her trunk she packed her ‘bloomer dress’ and spurs that jangled nostalgically, doubting that she would ever have occasion to wear them again. She did not know that before she reached home, she would experience new intensities of physical ordeal and emotional involvement compared with which the climbing of Mauna Loa and the relationship with Mr Wilson were mere trail-blazers.


That lay ahead; for the present, returned to Honolulu, she was torn with the thought of departure: ‘I am glad that I am so sorry to go’. She boarded the Pacific Mail steamer Costa Rica on the afternoon of 7 August and sailed for San Francisco. ‘Everything looked the same as when I landed in January except … that I know nearly everyone by sight and that the pathos of farewell blended with laughter and alohas, and the rippling music of the Hawaiian tongue; bananas and pineapples were still piled in fragrant heaps; the drifts of surf rolled in, as then, over the barrier reef, canoes with outriggers still poised themselves on the blue water; the coral divers still plied their graceful trade, and the lazy ripples still flashed in light along the palm-fringed shore….’
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