



[image: Cover Image]









Joseph Farrell


Robert Louis Stevenson In Samoa


[image: image]







First published in Great Britain in 2017 by


MacLehose Press
An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Joseph Farrell, 2017
Map © Emily Faccini
Letter by S.R. Lynaght reprinted with kind permission of The Times Literary Supplement
All photographs printed by permission of The Writers’ Museum,
The City of Edinburgh Museums and Galleries


The moral right of Joseph Farrell to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 84866 882 9


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Also by Joseph Farrell


Leonardo Sciascia


Harlequins of the Revolution: Dario Fo and France Rame


Sicily: A Cultural History


Dario Fo and Franca Rame: Passion Unspent


Non è tempo di nostalgia (with Franca Rame)


La mia vita, le mie battaglie (with Dacia Maraini)




JOSEPH FARRELL is Emeritus Professor at the University of Strathclyde. His books include a cultural history of Sicily and biographies of Dario Fo and Leonardo Sciascia. He is also a renowned translator from the Italian, whose translations include works by Leonardo Sciascia, Vincenzo Consolo, Dario Fo and Valerio Varesi. He lives in Strachcylde, Glasgow.




To David Johnston and Graham Tulloch, two much cherished friends on different continents




[image: image]





List of Illustrations





	Robert Louis Stevenson with Chief Tui Malealiifano


	Samoan girls making kava


	Mata’afa Iosefo with attendants


	A taupou, or village maiden


	The Vailima house with Vaea Mountain in the background


	A feast on the verandah at Vailima


	Family and household staff gather on the verandah at Vailima


	Stevenson in the Great Hall


	A whimsical engraving in an Australian newspaper


	Chief Tamasese and other Samoan war-chiefs


	Stevenson, Joe Strong and Lloyd Osbourne


	Stevenson sitting up in bed


	Mourners gathered round Stevenson’s grave


	Stevenson’s tomb







[image: image]


Robert Louis Stevenson with Chief Tui Malealiifano.
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Kava was traditionally prepared by young women, who chewed the root of the pepper plant, spat it into the dish (tanoa) and mixed it with water before serving. The drink was an indispensable preliminary to all ceremonial meetings.
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Mata’afa Iosefo stands in front of a hut. R.L.S. considered him the Samoan leader most equipped to rule and to oppose the depredations of the colonial forces.
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The young woman is taupou, or village maiden, usually the daughter of the chief, with a jester at her side.
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The Vailima house in its original form, before the extension was added. Mount Vaea in the background.
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A feast on the verandah at Vailima. On the house side Fanny, Robert Louis Stevenson, Lloyd Osbourne, Austin Strong and Margaret Stevenson sit among Samoan guests.
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Family and household staff gather on the verandah at Vailima. All the people are named below in ink. In the back row are Joe Strong with a parrot on his shoulder; Margaret Stevenson; Lloyd Osbourne; Robert Louis Stevenson; Fanny Stevenson; Simi the butler. In front of them sit Elena the laundress; Taloja the cook; Belle and Austin Strong; Lafaele the cattleman and Tomasi the assistant cook. At the front are Savea the plantation boy; Arrick the pantryman and another boy.
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Stevenson sits at a dining table in the middle of the Great Hall at Vailima. Also visible is the staircase that so delighted the Samoan staff.
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An engraving in an Australian newspaper depicting Stevenson as a popularly appointed ruler of Samoa.
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Chief Tamasese and other Samoan war-chiefs gather around a kava bowl. Tamasese enjoyed the German patronage during his struggle with rival chief Mata’afa Iosefo.
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Stevenson sitting up in bed having a conversation with Joe Strong, his stepson-in-law, who is perched on the end of his bed. Lloyd Osbourne sits on the floor in a stripy jacket.
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Stevenson sitting up in bed, playing a flageolet.
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Mourners, mostly Samoan, gathered round Stevenson’s grave on top of Vaea Mountain. Belle Strong and Lloyd and Austin Osbourne stand to the right.
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A view of Stevenson’s tomb showing its inscription in English.






Foreword


The impulse to write this book was given by the remarkable welcome we received on our arrival in Apia. I was visiting professor in the University of Melbourne, and my wife and I took advantage of the Easter break to visit Samoa. We had to overcome unexpected resistance to this idea. The travel agent regarded our plans as incomprehensibly eccentric and tried to persuade us to change destination in favour of Fiji. When we said we wanted to visit the island where Robert Louis Stevenson had spent his last four years and where he was buried, she looked bemused, but being a thoroughly modern young lady, she tapped the name into her computer, and looked up in delight. “Oh, he was the author of Treasure Island!” That fact gave us authorisation to proceed.


Growing up in Scotland for my generation meant growing up with Robert Louis Stevenson. It was not that we were all avid readers, although many of us were, but the B.B.C. did adaptations of his fiction on radio and T.V., and a series of “classic comics” circulated and were keenly read and swopped. Treasure Island and Kidnapped were part of our lives, in the same way, I suppose, as social media is for today’s younger generation. At least that was the case for boys. I was surprised when working on this book to be told by female friends that he was regarded as a boys’ writer, not someone for them.


Later I read the South Seas stories, so the opportunity to visit Vailima was not one to be missed. The airport is at the opposite end of the island of Upolu from Apia, and the driver of the minibus for the hotels asked all his passengers where they were from. There was a German couple, a young man from Australia, a vivacious but intoxicated woman from California, and the rest were Samoans. When we told the driver we were from Scotland, the bus broke into a cheer. This might have been taken as confirmation of the deepest of all Scottish illusions, that all over the world everyone loves the Scots. Alas! banal experience does not confirm this fond fantasy. The bulk of the population have no idea of where Scotland is, what it is or why they should care, so they don’t. But Samoa is different, precisely because of the years R.L.S. spent in the country, and the selflessness with which he employed his talent and expended his energy in defence of Samoan interests in the high noon of piratical imperialism. His memory is still honoured. During an interview with the Minister for Culture, I saw him strike his breast over his heart as a sign of his deeply felt reverence for Stevenson’s memory. The story of Stevenson and Samoa deserved detailed treatment, as did the story of Samoa itself. Samoa changed Stevenson. In a distinction the Greeks would have recognised, Samoa forced him to dedicate himself to the active as well as to the creative or contemplative life.


Samoa is a place to be wondered at. It is a captivating archipelago, and Upolu an island of a beauty particular to herself, magnificently and repeatedly described by an awe-struck Stevenson. Today, the sea is as blue, the mountains as hauntingly green and the palms still as omnipresent and as comically shaped or misshaped as ever. Among the people, the pull of the aiga (clan) is still as strong, they still live in the fale, the open-sided houses clustered round the fono (meeting place) or church, and the men and women are still tattooed although contemporary dress codes are more discreet than those of earlier times. Some 80 per cent of the population live in the villages scattered around the island, largely immune to globalised ways.


However, Apia is no longer the town Stevenson rode to from his home in Vailima on his horse, Jack. Some of the colonial buildings, such as the courthouse, still stand, but it is now deserted and dilapidated. There are few traces of the residences of the white men of another age, and why should there be? The visitor, a copy of A Footnote to History in his hand, will struggle to locate the Apia R.L.S. described, divided at the bridge over the Mulivai, with an area on one side where “Germans are supreme”, and where “beyond, with a few exceptions, all is Anglo-Saxon”. The Catholic cathedral still dominates the street facing the sea, and now contains the tomb of Samoa’s first cardinal. Perhaps the status given to Cardinal Pio Taofinu’u can be taken as symbolic.


Today’s tourist will no longer have to pose the question Stevenson invited his imaginary Victorian visitor to consider: where do the native Samoans whom he will have encountered on the “beach” in Apia actually dwell? Why are their houses hidden from view, in “the backyards of European establishments”? Stevenson’s observations are sharp and his judgments acute. “At the boundary of the Eleele Sa, the ‘Forbidden Soil’, Europe ends, Samoa begins. Here is a singular state of things: all the money, luxury, and business of the kingdom centred in one place: that place excepted from the native government and governed by the whites, for the whites.”


They have changed all that. Samoan institutions and ministries now stand where the symbols of white power once stood, and the Samoan police salute the national flag every morning on a green in the centre of the capital. Very few traces of the white men’s stores and clubs remain, in part because the building material was wood, not stone, but largely because history has moved on. Samoans rule their own land. The “one condition” which Stevenson judged would allow them to “enjoy themselves far beyond the average of man” has now been met. The one condition was that “they should be let alone”, something he viewed as “no longer possible” in his day. It has now been achieved, although whether it can be accompanied by happiness beyond the average is a question I leave to philosophers. In the darkest of days, R.L.S. coaxed the indigenous people to maintain faith in the faa Samoa, the Samoan way, and that way is now dominant.


*


I am grateful to many people around the world for their help and encouragement. In Australia to professors Roslyn Jolly and Graham Tulloch, both experts on Stevenson in the South Seas (and beyond); in New Zealand, to Professor Liam McIlvanney in Dunedin and to the staff of the Auckland War Memorial Museum; in Samoa to Mauliu Magele, the Minister for Culture, to the brilliant historian, Malama Meleisea, to Margaret Silva, keeper of Vailima, to the ever-obliging Iulai Lesa of the Samoan Tourism Authority, and to the staff of the Nelson Memorial Library; and then to the staff in the National Library of Scotland; to John Fowler, Jenni Calder, Paul Selfa, Vincenzo Barbarotta, Jim McCearney (himself author of an excellent study of R.L.S. in French). I could not have found a better publisher, and am deeply obliged to Christopher MacLehose and Paul Engles for their patience and encouragement, and to the editor Rukun Advani, whose acute comments improved the book greatly. I cannot quantify my debt to my wife, Maureen.




Introduction


The Romance and the Dominion


In his memoir, A Pattern of Islands, universally described as charming and engrossing, Sir Arthur Grimble describes how, having successfully applied in 1913 for the post of colonial officer in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, he had an attack of scruples and doubts. The doubts were of a lofty order, similar to those experienced in the late Victorian age by vicars in the Church of England after the certainties of the creed had been undermined by Darwin and Spencer. Grimble’s concerns were not theological, but ethical and political. It is a cliché now to say the British Empire was managed by a clique of benighted military men, administrators, and clerks whose efforts were underwritten by flocks of missionaries providing ecclesiastical cover for the exploitative activities of ruthless commercial interests. Grimble was not of that stamp, but neither was the worldview he represented typical of his time, class, and culture. He was imbued with high-minded notions on the mission of Empire and the onerous moral and political responsibilities he believed he would be called on to discharge. He held noble ideals, such as belief in the civilising drive of the British Empire, but this spiritual idealism meant that after his appointment he was easy prey to a niggling uncertainty over whether he had the requisite qualities of mind and soul to meet those demanding ethical standards. He had no ambition to extend frontiers and was happy to see himself as a servant of the crown, but worried that he lacked the fibre and leadership attributes needed for the post.


Accordingly, in the same spirit that an afflicted Anglican clergyman might seek an audience with his bishop, Grimble requested an interview with the Chief Clerk at the Colonial Office responsible for Fiji and the Western Pacific High Commission. The meeting did not go according to plan. Never did Joseph Conrad’s phrase in Heart of Darkness about the imperial mission consisting of filling “the blank spaces of the earth” have more literal application than in the case of the man Grimble viewed as his superior. As became clear in the course of the interview, the Gilbert and Ellice Islands were very much a blank space for this civil servant, who did not know where they actually were. Being open-minded and willing to admit his ignorance, he consulted an atlas. The two men located the islands in the South Pacific.


Once their location had been clarified, the discussion widened out into questions of ethics, psychology, and character. The Chief Clerk turned out to be neither a jingoist nor a closed-minded civil servant, but a man endowed with a sub-philosophical, quasi-poetical turn of mind, who laced his discussion with quotes from Kipling. If Kipling has come to seem to posterity the provider of grand phrases to embellish and mystify the imperial project, this forgotten official was equipped with the imagination and critical faculties that would have made him the ideal protagonist of novels by such writers as Conrad. He put the question of the qualifications required of a British colonial official in his own idiosyncratic, high-minded terms. “Do we stake our lives on Stevenson, not Kipling? Do we insist on the dominion of romance, not the romance of dominion?” Grimble was flummoxed but also relieved at being offered a choice of how to interpret his new duties, or perhaps of how to lighten his conscience. Anyone reading his memoir would not detect in him an overt willingness to embrace the dominion of romance, but an underlying, perhaps self-deceiving taste for the romance of dominion. In the presence of the cultured Chief Clerk he “joyfully accepted Stevenson, ruled Kipling out”, and set off for a career in the South Seas.


The antithesis “Kipling–Stevenson” in the context of imperial rule is intriguing, but not altogether straightforward. R.L.S. was an admirer of Kipling, had his books sent to him in Samoa, and later corresponded with him. He once wrote, with a certain embarrassment, that on his emergence as a writer Kipling had made a bigger stir in literary circles than anyone since . . . Stevenson himself. Kipling made a half-promise to come to Samoa, and R.L.S. even went down to meet an incoming passenger ship in the belief that Kipling was on board. It was mistaken information. Latterly, critics have taken to undermining the traditional view of Kipling as the outright advocate of imperial dominion over “lesser breeds without the law”, and R.L.S. was not altogether the unblemished anti-imperialist that his admirers now, or his opponents then, liked to depict. That said, there does remain a contrast between the attitudes of the two men. R.L.S. very quickly developed reservations over colonialism and the imposition of foreign ways on peoples who wished to be left to themselves. “I am of the opinion that they (white officials) have been a meddling nuisance to the natives,” he is reported as telling one Archie Gilfillan, who had been purser on the steamer that took Stevenson to the leper colony on Molokai.1 He used stronger expressions on other occasions.


In 1889, R.L.S. himself visited the Gilbert Islands (now Kiribati) on his cruise around the South Seas on the Equator, a schooner he and his wife chartered in Hawaii and the second of the crafts they used in their voyages around the Pacific. Grimble later made the acquaintance of several people whom R.L.S. had met, including an unfortunate fellow Scotsman, George Murdoch, whom R.L.S. had treated dismissively under the mistaken belief that Murdoch had not taken the trouble to marry the woman with whom he was cohabiting. As Joe Strong and Lloyd Osbourne, two members of his family in Vailima, would discover, R.L.S. never jettisoned rigorously Presbyterian standards of sexual conduct. He also came to admire a particular kind of missionary and colonial servant, and Grimble might well have been included in that category had R.L.S. lived long enough to see him in action. Grimble developed into a well-established type distrusted back home, those who “went native”, as the cant phrase then was. Such people studied the beliefs and rites of the subject peoples, learned their language, and in some cases came not only to admire their culture but to write perceptive and sympathetic treatises which have remained of value. Grimble learned the Gilbertese language and, in addition to A Pattern of Islands, he wrote what have remained standard works on the folklore and traditions of the islanders.


R.L.S. had died a couple of decades before Grimble’s encounter in the ministry took place. Many people then and later, both in the Pacific and in Britain, “joyfully accepted Stevenson” even when they were bewildered by what he was getting up to in exile in Samoa. Oscar Wilde ignored the dominion, but focused sardonically on the romance. “I see that romantic surroundings are the worst possible for a romantic writer. In Gower Street, Stevenson could have written a new Trois Mousquetaires. In Samoa he wrote letters to The Times about Germans.”2 It was little more than a snigger and not one of Wilde’s more memorable or perspicacious bons mots, but it draws attention to the fact that R.L.S. did emerge as a champion of the Samoans among whom he settled, and a nuisance not only to Germans but also to Americans and the British. An aura of romance clustered around the figure of the writer in the South Seas. Towards the end of his life, the Argentinian writer J.L. Borges said that one of the books to which he returned with greatest pleasure was the Memoirs of Robert Louis Stevenson. It is an enchanting thought, but a curious one, for R.L.S. never wrote any Memoirs. Perhaps Borges had in mind R.L.S.’ voluminous Correspondence with its own distinctive interweaving of incisive commentary, vivid reporting, wry reflectiveness, and amused whimsy, or perhaps he regretted the absence of a genuine autobiography. G.K. Chesterton, in a review of the authorised biography by Graham Balfour, wondered if the only genuine account of the life of a writer like R.L.S. would be autobiography.3


The central fact is that in the last four years of his life, spent on Samoa, the term “works” applies not only to R.L.S.’ literary output but to the active work he undertook on behalf of a people he adopted, whose interests he defended, and whom he regarded as having been wronged. He came to abominate the “horrid white mismanagement”, and even proposed himself for consulship of Samoa, while at the same time being threatened with deportation by Sir John Thurston, High Commissioner of the Western Pacific.4 He was spared the ignominy at least in part because the Foreign Secretary, Lord Rosebery, was an admirer of Stevenson and once even wrote to him to request his autograph. R.L.S. was perhaps more productive and certainly more politically active in these years than at any other point of his life. He was still writing fiction, but not only romance. The letters about Germans that amused Oscar Wilde were concerned with dominion and its impact.


His residence in Samoa fascinated people in Britain and America. Edmund Gosse, better disposed towards R.L.S. than Wilde, made a different comparison, this time with Byron. In a letter in late 1893, when his friends were reconciled to the fact that he would never return home, Gosse told R.L.S., “since Byron was in Greece, nothing has appealed to the ordinary literary man as so picturesque as that you should be in the South Seas. And I partly agree.”5 All the same, Gosse continued to deplore the fact that R.L.S. chose to live so far from the only society he regarded as civilised, the society of London men of letters. The parallels and contrasts with Byron could be pushed further than Gosse wished. Byron was fêted in Victorian Britain as a fighter for a romantic cause, Greek independence from the oppressive Turk. Stevenson was similarly identified with the cause of the Polynesians, but since they were conventionally viewed as backward savages who required the guiding hand of superior European powers, his stance was considered eccentric, bizarre, unaccountable, and potentially dangerous. While Byron’s views were formed initially from a distance, Stevenson’s opinions on the rights of Samoans developed as he gathered information on the spot. His defence of Samoa led to his being viewed in the corridors of power as an interfering, ill-informed busybody who should have stuck to writing adventure stories for boys. “The unfortunate state of affairs in Samoa, which occupied so much of his time, has cheated literature of much that all are loath to lose”, wrote one bien pensant critic at the time.6


He was already famous as the author of such books as Treasure Island (1883) and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) when he became the chronicler of events in a small archipelago, of which it could be truly said, as Neville Chamberlain said of Czechoslovakia, that it was a land of which British people knew little, and – he might have added – cared even less. The resident traders, consuls, missionaries, and administrators, as well as officials in the ministries and chancelleries in Western capitals, cursed the events that brought there an observer of such literary talent and unbending humanist vision. The East India Company, Cecil Rhodes, anonymous traders in East Africa, and slave owners in the Caribbean were never subjected to such scrutiny. Their activities were occasionally recorded by a few contemporary journalists, and later, when they were long dead, by historians working in archives. On the other hand, the mischief and misdeeds of the company with the unwieldy title of Deutsche Handels-und Plantagen-Gesellschaft der Südsee-Inseln zu Hamburg; the miscalculations and mischief of minor figures like British Consul Thomas Berry Cusack-Smith, Chief Justice Otto Conrad Waldemar Cedercrantz, and President Baron Senff von Pilsach; and the poisonous rivalries between Laupepa, Mata’afa, and Tamasese – names that would otherwise have long since disappeared from all but the most specialised of history books – were subjected to pitiless scrutiny by a pen and a mind guaranteed to command an international audience. The political insouciance of Western establishments which sanctioned the systematic depredation and exploitation endured by the islanders was recorded in their lifetime by a writer of genius who set aside his own interests to defend those of a harmless folk whose peace and well-being were threatened and destroyed by outside powers whose behaviour was itself often nothing short of piratical.


It was a common view among his many friends in London that by writing letters to The Times on the South Seas and by authoring pamphlets and books on the same subject, R.L.S. was squandering his talents. What was the sense of taking up the cause of a primitive people routinely compared, sometimes by R.L.S. himself, to schoolchildren, whose future development would be aided by the benevolent intervention and occasional firm treatment meted out by well-intentioned Western powers? Stevenson arrived in the Pacific in the heyday of imperialism, when brute power was justified by revered religious bodies, when Western financial expansionism by whatever means was not questioned, and when a cultural-religious sense of the innate superiority of the white man was taken for granted. He came to Samoa at a crucial turning point in its history and is remembered with gratitude both there and in other islands in the Pacific for his disparaging views of empire, and for his sympathetic understanding and presentation of the native civilisation which many white contemporaries defined unthinkingly as barbarism. Recent criticism from a school of critics labelled “post-colonial” has made some of the views advanced by R.L.S. seem more ambiguous, but no post-factum judgement should be allowed to detract from the courageous stance he adopted at a time when, the rush for Africa being completed, the attention of the Western powers, European and North American, turned to the Pacific. He detected no romance in dominion or in the brutality of empire. He sided with the people of Samoa and other Pacific islands whose way of life, identity, culture, and future prospects he saw as being threatened by the indifference, callousness, self-interest, exploitation, and unsympathetic or uncomprehending attitudes of traders, missionaries, and officials appointed by distant ministries. The future of Samoa was indeed a matter of anxious concern in the political establishments of Western powers, but only as lands to be controlled, brought to heel and pacified, and thus rendered amenable for commerce and international trade.


Stevenson’s attitudes and outlook are clear from his private correspondence, his letters to The Times and other London publications, as well as from what is perhaps the least read of all his works, A Footnote to History, which first appeared in 1892. Footnote is a work of history or investigative journalism, with an unassuming and enigmatic title which implies that the matters discussed in the work are of little import, while Stevenson’s own belief was quite the reverse. The subtitle, Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa, clarifies his topic. The initial plan for his cruise of the Pacific saw him land, supposedly briefly, in Samoa to gather material on the recent war as part of a projected book on the South Seas. He changed his mind, and chose to settle in Samoa. As he learnt of conditions in the country and identified more and more with Samoan people, he became convinced of the need to bring the contemporary condition of his adopted homeland to the attention of a worldwide audience. He generously devoted his talents and resources, mental and financial, to that cause.


For purely pragmatic reasons, he was unsure of the wisdom of undertaking the writing and publication of Footnote, but such doubts did not arise from his awareness that he was challenging the nostrums of the age. He was doubtful, with good reason, whether his work would be noticed and have any impact. Yet R.L.S. did not abandon literature or, for that matter, romance, and certainly was never able to renounce a Scottish frame of mind. The Master of Ballantrae was completed and Catriona and Weir of Hermiston written in the South Seas, and his knowledge of Scottish, especially Highland, history provided a touchstone against which he judged much that he witnessed in Samoa. At the same time, he prided himself on being, with works like “The Beach of Falesá”, the first writer to provide a realistic, unromantic view of life in the South Seas. The distinction between his Scottish and Samoan writing is real, but the same concerns are evident in both. Questions of the rule of law and of basic jurisprudence recur in the novels written in those years, whether set in Scotland or in the South Seas.7


The questions which will be considered in this book concern both what R.L.S. brought to Samoa and what he found there, how he responded to the politics of empire, and how what he observed changed him as a man and as a writer. Samoa was not merely the background of his writing. My aim is to provide a study of Robert Louis Stevenson and Samoa, not only of Stevenson in Samoa. In short, how both the romance of dominion and the dominion of romance played out in his mind and imagination in his new home.




Part I


In the South Seas




Chapter 1


Another Sky


The journey from Heriot Row in Edinburgh to the island of Upolu was an improbable one, as was the road from Kidnapped to “The Beach of Falesá”. The two trails were parallel. Stevenson’s reasons for travelling to the South Seas and settling in Samoa were personal, based largely on his lifelong health problems, but it is not fanciful to detect at the same time a surrender to the appeal strongly present in the contemporary European imagination of those elusive and imprecise factors termed exoticism, charm, mystique, glamour, all treasured qualities believed to be located in the Pacific Islands. There was something in Stevenson of what was later defined as the nomadic Scot, a person with a vision rooted in his homeland but keen to move towards ever more distant, dream-like horizons.8 In A Child’s Garden of Verses, he expressed in delicate lines a longing he never disclaimed:




I should like to rise and go


Where the golden apples grow;


Where below another sky


Parrot islands anchored lie . . .





In a striking judgment, Chesterton pointed out that R.L.S. went where he did “partly because he was an adventurer and partly because he was an invalid”. These twin aspects of Stevenson’s life should always be kept in balance. He had the imagination of an adventurer but the body of an invalid, and the combination made him the man and writer he was. His library was stocked with biographies of generals and histories of military campaigns, and his preferred career would have been, according to his wife, a soldier’s.9 Chesterton added that he found “a curious aptness in the quaint simplicity of his childish rhyme that ran ‘my bed is like a little boat’. Through all his varied experience, his bed was a boat and his boat was a bed. Panoramas of tropic palm and Californian orange-grove passed over that moving couch like the long nightmare of the nursery walls.”10 The urge to roam found repeated expression in his prose and poetry, explicitly so in Songs of Travel and Other Verses, published while he was in Samoa, but the compulsion to travel arose, as he wrote, from the “needs and hitches of (my) life”. In the late 1880s, his health required that he find a climate which allowed him to live life more fully, but the search for that climate, combined with his own inscape, became a process of awakening and discovery.


Stevenson’s earliest published works were travel books – An Inland Voyage, Travels with a Donkey, The Amateur Emigrant – while journeys by land and sea are intrinsic to the plot of such novels as Treasure Island, Kidnapped, The Master of Ballantrae, and St. Ives. He was by instinct and longing a traveller, a writer concerned with landscapes, but also one with an interest in the unveiling of what Gerard Manley Hopkins at about the same time was calling “inscape”, the structure of the inner psyche. He cared about the distinctiveness of the people who inhabited the lands he moved in, and revelled in the freedom that travelling gave him to unshackle himself from ingrained habits of mind, manners, and mores. In Travels with a Donkey, he recalled a conversation with the Father Abbot in the monastery of Our Lady of the Snows in the Cévennes which enabled him, or so he believed, to shake off the Calvinist instincts which he had acquired from his father and from his nanny, Cummy, although these instincts were more deeply rooted than he then believed. “What went ye out for to see?” he asked himself as he stood before a board in Cheylard, and the question could be taken as underlying the quest he undertook in all his walking trips and his tramps behind a donkey as well as his rowing, sailing, and cruising. He gave a partial answer as he proceeded between Cheylard and Luc, dismissing that terrain as “one of the most beggarly countries in the world,” but concluding that he travelled “not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel’s sake. The great affair is to move; to feel the needs and hitches of our life more nearly; to come down off this feather-bed of civilisation, and find the globe of granite underfoot and strewn with cutting flints” (Tusitala, XVII, 117–18). R.L.S.’ principal test of the “feather-bed of civilisation” which had formed him came in the Pacific, and in that horizon he found the feather-bed wanting.


There are many kinds of maps, of which the geographical is only one, to be set alongside cultural, historical, and even fantasy maps. For generations, the Pacific Ocean lay not just between a certain longitude and latitude, but somewhere between fable and reality, almost as much as Homer’s Medi-terranean. Several writers and travellers were responsible for the creation of that myth. Rousseau’s introduction of the concept of the noble savage into the Western collective imagination caused unexplored areas of northern America, of unvisited China, or even of the Highlands of Scotland to be viewed in the salons of Paris and London as realms of gold where a purer life was lived by peoples uncontaminated by the debased standards of European civilisation, or even by that unworthy standard which was civilisation as such. The pseudo-idyllic life could be re-created by Marie Antoinette and her ladies in artificial paradises in the gardens of the Petit Trianon, but this was a poor substitute for a magical dimension elsewhere. By the nineteenth century, the Pacific islands were firmly established as a site for dreams and dreamers. The three voyages of Captain Cook between 1768 and 1779 and the subsequent publication of his Journals were significant steps in the elaboration, particularly in Anglophone countries, of an imaginary utopia. The captain’s original intentions were strictly scientific, to record the transit of Venus across the sun, but, while he fulfilled that goal, his writings spread knowledge of an alien culture and way of life. In so doing, they also made them the subject of imprecise hankerings and longings in Europe for a freer, richer life, where social mores were less restrictive, where an imagined alternative to personal or social inadequacies was available.


The French admiral Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, with a crew including the celebrated botanist Philibert Commerçon, who named the bougainvillea plant after the admiral, set out for the South Seas in 1766. Once again, the stated purpose of the voyage was sternly scientific, but when in 1771 Bougainville published his account of his voyages under the title Le voyage autour du monde, par la frégate La Boudeuse, et la flûte L’Étoile, it became an instant and international success. More than any other individual work, this was responsible for the legend of Tahiti as the earthly paradise. The following year, Denis Diderot wrote his Supplement to Bougainville’s Voyage in which he portrayed an imaginary Tahiti free of what were for the philosopher the main curses of civilisation: tyranny and an undue attachment to property. It was not the only blessing of that marvellous place, at least to male eyes. Women, it was alleged, were free of the obligations of pre-conjugal celibacy and post-conjugal fidelity, and were uninhibited in sharing their favours. The supposed sexual permissiveness and the availability of alluring women were common themes in the extravagant fantasies on Pacific life which began to circulate in the West.


In the nineteenth century, writers such as Herman Melville, Pierre Loti, and Jack London enhanced the myth in different ways, but none of these reached as wide an audience as did Charles Warren Stoddard, author of the then well-known and much admired South-Sea Idylls (1873), a series of letters on his travels in the Pacific. His Summer Cruising in the South Seas (1874) attracted a wide audience, and R.L.S. sought him out in San Francisco in 1879, while he was in California waiting for Fanny to make up her mind about divorcing Sam Osbourne and committing herself to him. It was seemingly Stoddard who introduced Stevenson to the work of Melville, but Stoddard himself had wider circulation at the time. His books are filled with bright, entrancing sketches of the landscape and the habits of life of the islanders. Stevenson regarded him with respect.


A place apart has to be reserved for the paintings of Stevenson’s contemporary, Paul Gauguin. There is no reason to believe he was known to R.L.S. or vice versa, but he was in Tahiti when Stevenson was in Samoa. Those who make history with the “what might have been” can construct a pleasing fantasy featuring a meeting between the artist and the writer. Gauguin left behind European landscapes in 1891 specifically to escape all that was conventional, artificial, or false. He wrote travel diaries during his travels in the Pacific, which appeared posthumously as a book entitled Noa Noa, supposedly autobiographical in character, though sterner critics have dismissed it as a fantasy and near hoax. “Your civilisation is your disease, my barbarism is my restoration to health,” the artist allegedly said as he departed Paris for the Marquesas and later Tahiti, both places visited by R.L.S. Whether or not he actually spoke that line, Gauguin gave definitive expression to the prevailing mythic view of life under the palms, conjuring up an idyllic, exotic vision of Tahitian life – as artificial as the supposedly inauthentic European life he was leaving behind. For the more discerning, some of his canvases also raised philosophical dilemmas on the nature of civilisation. The celebrated painting with the title “D’où venons-nous? Que sommes-nous? Où allons-nous?” is a wistful meditation on life and death. Do the three seemingly unrelated scenes within it present an Eden or an Inferno?


This question of the line dividing civilisation from barbarism, of the costs exacted by the one and the desirability of the other, became central to any consideration – political, moral, literary, religious, sexual, and even sartorial – of the life of the Polynesians. R.L.S. certainly pondered this question after his first impact with islanders in the Marquesas, and while it is not possible to present his thoughts on this issue as developing in one straightforward, unswerving direction, or as being free of contradictions, he does deserve credit as a pioneer determined to debunk legends and fantasies, to question the notion of primitivism, and to present positively life in the Pacific as he found it. R.L.S. was not swayed by myths of noble savages and nothing in his writing expands or strengthens that fantasy image. He is known and celebrated in the islands, particularly in Samoa, both for having defended the rights of the people in face of the imperialist advance of Western powers, and for describing sympathetically and objectively their everyday life and beliefs.


However, R.L.S. had not always been immune to the pull of the fantasy. In his youth, he had been introduced to the appeal of the South Seas, and specifically of Samoa, by a man who knew the islands well. Swanston Cottage in the Pentland Hills had been a Stevenson family holiday home since 1867, and was even introduced into St. Ives as the home of Flora, with whom St Ives fell in love. R.L.S. spent a great deal of his free time there reading and writing. In a letter to Frances Sitwell written in 1875 from the cottage he tells her of an interesting encounter:




Awfully nice man here tonight. Public servant – New Zealand. Telling us about the South Sea Islands till I was sick with desire to go there; beautiful places, green forever; perfect climate, perfect shapes of men and women, with red flowers in their hair; nothing to do but to study oratory and etiquette, sit in the sun, and pick up the fruits as they fall. Navigator’s Island [sic] is the place; absolute balm for the weary. (II, 397)





Navigator Islands was the name by which Samoa was first known to European cartographers, and the visitor was William Seed, a civil servant in New Zealand who had visited Samoa in the course of his duties in 1875.11 He was also a relative by marriage of the Stevensons. Since it appears the entire family had gathered to meet him, one must assume that his account of the “perfect shapes” of the islanders was restrained, but his description was obviously lush and fulsome, and fired R.L.S.’ imagination. For all his personal knowledge of the social conditions of the islands and of the impact on them of the first traders and beachcombers, Seed’s description is a retelling of the golden myth and can be viewed as the verbal equivalent of a Gauguin canvas.


Experience is often formed by expectation, and R.L.S. had now certain fully formed images and expectations of the Samoan archipelago. The conversation with Seed must have lingered in his mind, for fully fourteen years later he recalled it in a letter from Honolulu to his American publisher, Edward L. Burlingame. The letter was primarily intended to accompany the completed text of The Master of Ballantrae, but went on:




Work, I clearly discern, does not agree with me; being at sea and scooting about islands does; but who will pay me for that? I should have been a beachcomber. I should have gone fifteen years ago to Samoa, as I truly designed to do, under the spur of Mr Seed’s advice. I should then have had the life that suited me. But we know not our good . . . (VI, 2170)





There is no evidence that the two men met again, but plainly Seed’s colourful and hypnotic description of Samoa had enchanted R.L.S. He was to make one further appearance in R.L.S.’ correspondence, still in reference to that evening in the cottage. In Sydney in 1890, R.L.S. wrote to Elizabeth Fairchild, mainly to apologise for some rudeness of which he had been guilty. The main interest of the letter for biographers and critics lies in the regret he expresses for having been misled by his zeal to defend Father Damien into using unduly severe and contemptuous language towards Dr Hyde, the clergyman whose calumnies on the Belgian priest had occasioned Stevenson’s pamphlet, Father Damien (1890), written in Damien’s defence.12 Once these matters had been cleared up, the tone of the letter changes to one of exuberant joyousness. He presses Fairchild to come and visit him in Samoa, when she will see “a healthy and happy people”, and he takes up, not altogether seriously, the refrain of the inadequacy of life in the supposedly civilised state:




You are quite right; our civilisation is a hollow fraud, all the fun of life is lost by it, all that it gains is that a larger number of persons can continue to be contemporaneously unhappy on the surface of the globe. O, unhappy! There is a big word and a false – continue to be not nearly – by about seventy per cent – so happy as they might be; that would be nearer the mark.





He goes on to reflect that he might possibly have found his happiness sooner had he taken Seed’s advice:




Let me tell you this: in ’74 or 5, there came to stay with my father and mother, a certain Mr Seed, a prime minister or something of New Zealand. He spotted what my complaint was; told me I had no business to stay in Europe; that I should find all I cared for, and all that was good for me in the Navigator Islands; sat up until four in the morning, persuading me, demolishing my scruples. And I resisted; I refused to go so far, from my father and mother. O, it was virtuous, and O, wasn’t it silly! But my father, who was always my dearest, got to his grave without that pang; and now in 1890, I (or what is left of me) go at last to the Navigator Islands. God go with us. It is but a Pisgah sight when all is said; I go there only to die; but when you come you will see it is a fair place for the purpose. (VI, 2249)





R.L.S. repeated on other occasions in those years that he viewed himself as being in the outer chamber of death, so the reference to Pisgah – the mountain in Sinai which Jehovah ordered Moses to climb to glimpse the Promised Land which he himself would never see – is a telling one, although R.L.S. did succeed in reaching his own promised land. Seed had obviously been a captivating conversationalist, but there are in the life of sensitive human beings chance encounters with paintings or chapters in books which have an effect quite disproportionate to the words spoken or the image offered. The other members of the Stevenson family continued their lives undisturbed, but it is undeniable that a vision of some exotic land where he would find all that was good for him had been planted in the mind of R.L.S. by that meeting, and had germinated. That is not to say that he travelled to Samoa primarily in fulfilment of some long-suppressed youthful longing, but an awareness of the fantasy image was there in him. In May 1888, on the eve of embarking on the schooner Casco, he wrote to Lady Taylor, an acquaintance from Bournemouth days: “you can conceive what a state of excitement we are in: Lloyd perhaps first; but this is an old dream of mine which actually seems to be coming true” (VI, 2084).


Samoa makes a further appearance as the pined-for destination of the youthful, pampered wastrels in The Hair Trunk or The Ideal Commonwealth: An Extravaganza, a “comic novel” written in the period 1877–9, when Stevenson was embarking tentatively on fiction, but only published in 2014.13 The novel was left unfinished, as were many of his works. Reading it is like stumbling across a rediscovered, early scherzo by Mozart, causing the finder not only to evaluate the work in itself but to seek out links with compositions and themes which will recur in the major work. At the time he was writing The Hair Trunk, Stevenson was a self-conscious bohemian, a dissident from the bourgeois world and a crusader for the ways of the youthful idler. All his days, he would present life as a disputed field between the bourgeois and the bohemian, where he identified with the latter and viewed himself, perhaps self-deceptively, as the independent thinker unharnessed by convention and liberated from the dogmas of church and society. R.L.S.’ bohemian beliefs and behaviour should not be overstated, and the conflict was to remain abstract and unresolved.


In the novel, a group of high-spirited Cambridge students, who have sauntered through university days enjoying a series of japes and pranks, now find themselves facing an uncertain future with poor degrees, no resources, and no identifiable skills. An outsider named Blackburn is introduced into their company and he outlines a wildly visionary scheme to set sail for no less a place than the Navigator Islands, and there establish for themselves a utopia where life can be enjoyed in ease without the need for anything as vulgar as money. Blackburn discourses with lush rhetoric on the delights of this mythic place:




A young man is simply Not Sane, who stays to dry-rot here in beggarly England, when he has only to step aboard the first ship, and find happiness ready-made in Navigator Islands . . . The word is out! The South Sea is the true home of mankind . . . Gold, vines, tobacco, eternal summer and a handsome race . . . An easy rudimentary civilisation already afoot . . . people with no clothes, and flowers in their hair! Scenery and sunsets for those who like them . . . and the first comer, who feels the want of them and has nothing else to do, free to fill a whole Island with children, mossy waterwheels and drawing-masters’ cottages!





The passage is the perfect expression of the longing for a mythic El Dorado situated over the horizon, described by early travellers but retold with that necessary touch of late Victorian restraint. Sexual desire and the prospect of libertinism can be hinted at in terms like “a handsome race”, an echo of Seed’s “perfect shapes of men and women”, but not yet too openly expressed. “People with no clothes, and flowers in their hair” would shortly afterwards appear in Gauguin’s paintings. Meantime, the more material dilemma for the adventurers is that money is needed to establish a commonwealth free of the nuisance of money. They have to become burglars, like Villon, the medieval French poet who was one of R.L.S.’ heroes then and later. Their quest takes them to a Scottish island where treasure is known to be available within a hairy trunk inside a ghastly, pseudo-baronial, private villa. Here, frustratingly, the tale runs out.


The discovery not of the wonderland loosely called Samoa, but of the reality of the historical Samoa, was still in the future. However, the voyage in the Pacific does represent, among many other things, the fulfilment of an old dream. It did not endure. As Lloyd Osbourne writes in his introduction to The Wrecker (1892), R.L.S. was progressively disabused of his illusions about life there, and completely abandoned them after witnessing on the Equator, the second vessel they hired, “the seamy side” of life in the Pacific.14 The side thus exposed to him included “the tricks, the false scales, the bamboozling and the chicanery that were customary in dealing with the natives, who were themselves irritatingly dishonest” (Tusitala, XII, xi). But the myths did not entirely lose their allure.




Chapter 2


A Most Unlikely Couple


Samoa was the terminus of a long quest for a suitable climate which began in 1888 on a schooner that sailed out of San Francisco. In a wider perspective, the origins of the journey can be traced to the marriage in May 1880 of R.L.S. and Fanny, and to the death of R.L.S.’ father in 1887. On hearing that Thomas Stevenson was dying, R.L.S. rushed back to Edinburgh from Bournemouth, where he and Fanny were residing, but arrived too late for any communication with him. It was the last time he set foot in Scotland. Under the terms of his father’s will, he came into an inheritance which gave him financial independence and the option of spending his resources as he wished. At the same time, he received medical advice, highly convenient but from unimpeachable sources, that he should move away from Britain to a drier climate, Colorado being the first suggestion.


Perhaps the search for a place where Stevenson’s health would improve really began with his wedding, when Fanny took responsibility for his well-being. The couple moved from country to country in the search, settling temporarily in Davos in Switzerland, Hyères in the south of France, in Bournemouth at a house he named Skerryvore, and then in Saranac of New York State. He was glad to get out of Bournemouth, which he increasingly found stifling and tedious. Visits from friends, especially Henry James, could not compensate for a provincial atmosphere which was too similar to the one he had grown to detest in Edinburgh years previously.


Since the lives of the two were intertwined on the voyage in the Pacific and during the years of residence on Samoa, it is necessary to bring to prominence the story of Fanny Van de Grift Osbourne Stevenson. She added the name Osbourne after her first marriage, later changed it to Stevenson, and used various combinations of these names during her life. Her maiden name sometimes appears as Van de Grift, almost as though the plurality of names reflects her own seemingly divergent masks or personalities, or the sheer multiplicity of responses she has aroused.


Born in Indianapolis, Frances Matilda Van de Grift was a woman who has intrigued, mystified, and occasionally enraged contemporaries and later commentators. Undoubtedly gifted with enormous resourcefulness, resilience, and ingenuity, she evinced a strange mixture of on the one hand vulnerability and instability of character, and on the other physical and mental strength. She also suffered from health problems of her own. Familiarity with her achievements will compel contemporary readers to dispel cosy clichés about the restricted lives, horizons, and opportunities afforded Victorian women. When she and R.L.S. first met, she was still the wife of Sam Osbourne, whom she had married in 1857 when she was seventeen and he twenty. The couple had three children. She called on all her native strength of will and independence of mind when, at the age of twenty-one, and with a baby girl in tow, she set off on her own from Indiana to California to join her husband, who had settled there as a gold miner on his return from the American Civil War. San Francisco was still a frontier town when she arrived, and from there she proceeded to the mining camp of Austin in the Toiyabe Range. The Indian wars were not over and life was not comfortable.


Sam Osbourne was away prospecting with, as the phrase was, one Samuel Orr as his “pardner”, a relationship John Wayne would have recognised. For a time he was lost in the mountains and word got back he had died. He had already a well-earned fame as a womaniser, and it would be interesting to know Fanny’s reaction to word of his demise, but she dutifully donned widow’s weeds and demonstrated her enterprise and spirit by finding work as a dressmaker to support her family. The news turned out to be false, and Sam returned, not hale but certainly hearty. By 1875 Fanny had had enough of his philandering ways and left him to go to Europe to try to develop her artistic talents. How real these talents were is a matter for debate, but all her life she had ambitions to express herself in the arts, first in painting and later in literature. Her younger son, Hervey, took ill and died in Paris in April 1876. The other two children, Isabel (Belle) and Lloyd, were to become part of Stevenson’s life.


She and R.L.S. met in September 1876 at an artists’ colony in Grez-sur-Loing, near Paris, though Fanny was initially more attracted to his vivacious cousin Bob Stevenson. Her relationship with R.L.S. deepened over the following two years, but when he informed his parents of his love for Fanny, they made no secret of their dismay at his affair with a married woman. Unexpectedly, in August 1878 Fanny made the decision to return to her husband in America. Her motives have intrigued biographers ever since. She and R.L.S. remained in contact, although he was driven to spasms of anxiety and jealousy by her long silences. Mystery surrounds a telegram she allegedly sent him in summer 1879, which has vanished, and which may never have existed, but at any rate it spurred R.L.S. to set off for California. Perhaps he had decided to force the issue and establish where he stood with the woman whom he was now sure he wanted to marry. The epic journey across the Atlantic and over the continent by rail is chronicled in The Amateur Emigrant (1895). The travels took their toll and when he arrived in California, sickly and weak, little more than skin and bones, he did not receive from Fanny the enthusiastic, loving welcome he had anticipated. Whatever the state of her relations with Sam, she was disconcerted by the arrival of this invalid who was only a shadow of the man she had known in Europe.


In spite of this unpromising start, their relationship revived and they decided to marry, but delays in securing a divorce were caused by Fanny’s hesitations as much as by Sam’s stalling tactics. Being left to kick his heels in California, R.L.S. settled happily in Monterey, where there is still a museum to mark his residence. Finally, on December 12, 1879, Fanny’s divorce was granted. In April the following year, R.L.S.’ parents, who had watched aghast as the situation developed, changed their minds and wrote to him promising him an allowance of £250 a year. In May the couple were married in San Francisco. They spent their honeymoon in a shack on Mount Saint Helena in the Napa Valley, as R.L.S. recounts in The Silverado Squatters (1883). In August 1880 they took a ship from New York to Liverpool, where his parents came to meet the couple. Against all expectations, his staunchly Presbyterian parents took to Fanny and relations between Stevenson’s mother and wife remained generally harmonious for the rest of their lives.
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