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R. L. Stevenson as a Local Informant:
The Late 19th-century Pacific in “The Beach of Fales3”
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This is a hard and interesting and
beautiful life that we lead now. Our
place is in a deep cleft of Vaea Mountain,
some six hundred feet above the sea,
embowered in forest, which is our
strangling enemy, and which we combat
with axes and dollars. I went crazy over
outdoor work, and had at last to confine
myself to the house, or literature must
have gone by the board. Nothing is so
interesting as weeding, clearing, and path-
making. . .. (19-20)
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An affair which might be deemed worthy
of a note of a few lines in any general
history has been here expanded to the
size of a volume or large pamphlet. ... It
has been a task of difficulty. Speed was
essential, or it might come too late to be
of any service to a distracted country.
Truth, in the midst of conflicting rumours
and in the dearth of printed material, was
often hard to ascertain, and since most
of those engaged were of my personal
acquaintance, it was often more than
delicate to express. I must certainly have
erred often and much; it is not for want of
trouble taken nor of an impartial temper.
And if my plain speaking shall cost me
any of the friends that I still count, I shall
be sorry, but I need not be ashamed. (69)
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I am not asking what was intended by
the gentlemen who sat and debated
very benignly and, on the whole, wisely
in Berlin; I am asking what will be
understood by a Samoan studying their
literary work, the Berlin Act; I am asking
what is the result of taking a word out
of one state of society, and applying it to
another, of which the writers know less
than nothing, and no European knows
much. (222)
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There is a vast deal of fact in the story,
and some pretty good comedy. It is the
first realistic South Sea story; I mean
with real South Sea character and details
of life. Everybody else who has tried,
that I have seen, got carried away by the
romance, and ended in a kind of sugar-
candy sham epic, and the whole effect
was lost—there was no etching, no human
grin, consequently no conviction. Now 1
have got the smell and look of the thing
a good deal. You will know more about
the South Seas after you have read my
little tale than if you had read a library.
As to whether anyone else will read it,
I have no guess. . . . But there is always
the exotic question, and everything,
the life, the place, the dialects—trader’s
talk, which is a strange conglomerate
of literary expressions and English and
American slang, and Beach de Mar, or
native English—the very trades and hopes
and fears of the characters, are all novel,
and may be found unwelcome to that
great, hulking, bullering whale, the public.
(161)
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He was yellow and smallish, had a hawk’s
nose to his face, pale eyes, and his beard
trimmed with scissors. No man knew his
country, beyond he was of English speech;
and it was clear he came of a good family
and was splendidly educated. He was
accomplished too; played the accordion
first-rate; and give him a piece of string
or a cork or a pack of cards, and he could
show you tricks equal to any professional.
He could speak, when he chose, fit for
a drawing-room; and when he chose he
could blaspheme worse than a Yankee
boatswain, and talk smart to sicken a
Kanaka. (3)
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You tell them who I am. I'm a white man,
and a British subject, and no end of a big
chief at home; and I've come here to do
them good, and bring them civilization. . . .
but if they think they're going to come
any of their native ideas over me, they'll
find themselves mistaken. And tell them
plain that I demand the reason of this
treatment as a white man and a British
subject. (23-4)
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Just go back to yourself any way round
from ten to fifteen years old, and there's
an average Kanaka. There are some
pious, just as there are pious boys; and
the most of them, like the boys again, are
middling honest and yet think it rather
larks to steal, and are easy scared and
rather like to be so. I remember a boy 1
was at school with at home who played
the Case business. . . . he just boldly said
he was a sorcerer, and frightened us out
of our boots, and we loved it. And then
it came in my mind how the master had
once flogged that boy, and the surprise
we were all in to see the sorcerer catch it
and bum like anybody else. (58)

FRETCHREELLT—BLTWAEY T—%,
AWM TIIEREDORHEEEL T [57]
L&DET%. FHHEBRD [10ENH 1565

D (AFYAD) VE| [THETL L) ER
PO B s DAV N =Rl s N FAYN R i SRR
HHETEHR L) L THEHRNRT )Y
JAXLETHY, KAELTOI—1v/sA,
FHE L COFBEADBZOEEIIORND
OO, FRICBRETEASKETLIHE L
VO REBDEET S, RAORRL L TH
FIENFCHL ] LEI)RRELTRALZ &
FELATHWZZT 20, WOOBIIH»ZFD
SENFEELLRY, EFHFRRICIDD L0
BEIIv - Koo [BERLE] CLWERIRT
WL EBDY, o LTEERBFFIZEELN
LEE TR RS, ¥ 7 -2 E LB LER
BEIBALZEENMIOEID I B 20 IERH
E. ZOFHOERIZBITAEDBLFEIZDO
TOT AN TORRRELHATLH0T
bdHb, TIWBVWTEARRBEADAER
REBBL. JIRENLHEIEZEL20
AR D,

[77 VY TOE] PRRTSEb-,ELKRE
LTARZ -, 29 LEBBEBNRENEAL
DONEWRRICBRALGEELS 220w ETH
by BER=TUTOT4 NI TOEHVIE. B
SEEH TSR ELERL NEHEE T L
BTELVHBTFEREIER D,

My public-house? Not a bit of it, nor ever
likely. I'm stuck here, I fancy. I don't like
to leave the kids, you see: and—there’s
no use talking—they're better here than
what they would be in a white man's
country, though Ben took the eldest up to
Auckland, where he’s being schooled with
the best. But what bothers me is the girls.
They're only half-castes, of course; I know
that as well as you do, and there's nobody
thinks less of half-castes than I do; but
they're mine, and about all I've got. I can't
reconcile my mind to their taking up with
Kanakas, and I'd like to know where I'm
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to find the whites? (75)
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Robert Louis Stevenson has been a
presence in my life ever since I was born.
... Stevenson's burial was one of the first
facts we learned from our grandmother
and parents. So, daily, when we got up
and gazed up at Mount Vaea, we ‘saw’
Stevenson and the legend of Tusitala. . ..

That legend, according to my
grandmother and her generation, went
something like this: “Tusitala was
the most famous writer of his day, a
Scotsman who, when he came here, was
ill with consumption. He chose our small
and insignificant country to write and die
in. . . . Stevenson himself and Europe's
romantic notions about the South Sea
helped create and enlarge that legend. . ..

There weren't many books at my
Intermediate School in Samoa but I
read Treasure Island and Dr Jekyl/
and Mr Hyde and found them compelling
and addictive. . . . Alas, when I went to
boarding school in New Plymouth, New
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Zealand, and became addicted to the
school library, I couldn't get into much
Stevenson's work. However, at the end
of my prep school year, at the annual
prizegiving, I was awarded AKidnapped.

Later at university, while I was
researching the Samoan Independence
movement, [ found A Footnote to History.
For me, that has remained Stevenson's
most relevant work. It showed his
astute and perceptive and enthusiastic
support for our struggle against the
foreign powers and colonialism. After
all, Stevenson grew up in the Scottish
anti-colonial struggle. And his views of
colonialism were well ahead of his times. . ..

In the yet-unfinished novel, which I've
been working on for about 16 years,
Stevenson takes on the form of ‘another’
Papalagi writer who comes to Samoa to
die, and becomes a major character and
presence in the novel. (8-10)
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‘My husband, bless his soul, was the
captain of a ship, The Swift Hawk. He
was from Bristol, in England. Mr John
Robert Pivot, his name was. A righteous
and gentle soul who loved me deeply. . .
She paused. ‘He was lost at sea between
Tonga and New Zealand six years ago.
Mrs Pivot stopped and Peleiupu expected
to see tears. We had no children, yet
I'm from a large family of nine brothers
and six sisters. We were to settle in
England after he made a lot of money in
the copra trade, but he died at sea. I had
hoped all my life to live in England, in
London where my father, Captain James
Rutherford Withers, was from.’

Then she described her parents and
their thriving business and her childhood
in Apia. ‘It was difficult growing up in
this small town among the Samoans, so
my father sent me to New Zealand to a
boarding school for rich people’s children.
I loved it there among my own people. ...’
“The dishonest Samoans who worked for
my parents stole their money eventually.
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They even burnt our ship. I had to come
back from boarding school to—to this
place!’ (96-7)
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The Chief Justice appeared; it was
immediately remarked, and whispered
from one to another, that he and I had
the only red sashes in the room,—and
they were both of the hue of blood, sir,
blood. . . . When I and my great enemy
found ourselves involved in this gambol,
and crossing hands, and kicking up, and
being embraced almost in common by
large and quite respectable females, we—
or I—tried to preserve some rags of
dignity, but not for long. The deuce of it
is that, personally, I love this man; his eye
speaks to me, I am pleased in his society.
We exchanged a glance, and then a grin;
the man took me in his confidence; and
through the remainder of that prance
we pranced for each other. Hard to
imagine any position more ridiculous; a
week before he had been trying to rake
up evidence against me by brow-beating
and threatening a half-white interpreter;
that very morning I had been writing
most villainous attacks upon him for
The Times; and we meet and smile,
and—damn itl—like each other. (367-8)
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