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; Island of Beru,

2nd November, 1937,

Dearest Mother and Father,

It is literally ages since | last wrote to you and
the tavult is entirely mine. Honor is, uniorfunafcly, such an
excellent correspondent that | always seem fo have a plausable

reason for postponing my own letter writing.

However | havn't seen Honor ftor over a month now so
| really can't expect her to detail all my more recent doings.,

I lett her at Ocean Island on the |8th September but had a
wireless message from her about a fortnight ago in which she
said that she was on Navru collecting "String Figures".

As Honor has no doubt already told you | was detailed
to lead an expedition to the Phoenix Islands to explore them
and estimate whether we could make any use of them. | returned
yesterday to Beru and am now awaiting a ship to take me back to
Ucean Island so | must seize this opportunity to tell you all
about the business.

The Phoenix Group has been for many years more or less
under the jurisdiction of the High Commissioner for the
Western Pacifice Until this year, however, it has not been
within the boundaries of the Gilbert and Ellice, or any other,

Colony, so there waes always & certain amount of doubt as to
whether it was really part of the British Eppire or not,
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As long ago as 1931 | realised the possibilities ot these

islands and wrote in recommending that an enquiry be held as

to whether they would not prove a suitable home for the surplus

population of the Gilberts. Needless to say the idea_was

laughed at as being entirely visionary and unpractical.

While | was on leave with you, however, the Americans

woke up to the advantage of the Central Pacific atolls as

They

tlying bases in the projected trans-Pacific air rouvte.
promptly pinched Howland, Baker, and Jarvis Islands, all of

which had previously been considered British properitye. On

the way out from England | tackled Barton almost dally on the
importance of éonsolidafing Our claim to the remaining

uninhabited atolls of the Centra] FPacitic betore the Yanks

grabbed them too,. He must have been impressed tor when he

reached Suva immediate action was taken to protect our interests

in the islandse.

4 One of the reasons why | was so loth to leave the islands

was because when | was passing through Fiji | was shown
correspondence ordering the local authorities to take immediate

steps to carry my 1931 scheme into eftect = lece to conduct an

investigation as to whether the Phoenix !slands were suitable

or not for migration purposes. What they did not show me was

the reply from the Resident Commissioner stating that | was the
only otticer in the service with the necessary experience and



ability to tackle such a ticklish jobe. In my opinion the
FIji outtit ought never to have -allowed me to be transterred -
at any rate until the job was done.‘ As it was the whole
business, which was naturally urgent, was held up until they
were able to get me back again.

Anyway in March the Phoenix Islands were declared, by
Order in Council, to be part of the Gilbert and Ellice lslands
Colony, and on my arrival in the Colony the High Commissioner
directed me to take immediate charge of an expedition to
investigate the possibilities of the islands., Beyond giving
me Bevington, one of the three new Cadets just out from
Englend, as Assistant, they left the whole business to be worked
out by me as | thought best, H.M.C.S+ "Nimanoa® being placed
at my disposal for two monthse. \

| chose a tip top native staff = mostly my ilands experts =

and left gop Beru, where | had already reported that there was
a considergble degree of poverty. From Beru we went on to each
island where we reckoned a state of "land hunger™ exicfed = i.e.
Arorae, and Onotoa, in the Gilberts, and Nanumea and Nivtao in
the Ellice, At cach island we invesfjgated the situation and
took on board a party of delegates to view the new Groupe

From Nivtao we sailed to the westwards for five days

trying fo make McKean Island, However the wind and current

proved too strong for us and we were obliged to make tor



Gardner. We tound this island a pertfect little paradise and
the delegates were much astonished, never having seen such a
tertile island betfore, We made @ camp ashore under an
enormous sail and stayed three days. You know how incurably
romantic Honor and | are and what the South Seas mean to us,
so you can imagine the thrill | got out of living on a real
uninhabited tropical paradise hundreds, or rather thousands,
of miles trom civilization,

The island was tull of enormous "pyka" and "kanawa" trees,
so much so that everyone swore that it was hilly. It was
tairly broad, averaging about %+ a mile and enclosed a beauvtiful
legoon about 4 miles by 2. There was only the one entrance
to the lagoon, beside which we camped,

The birds were of course in thousands and so tame that
they allowed one to stroke them. The island was also full of
eno@mous coconut crabs and the whole place teemed with tish,
The delegates were, of course, entranced with the island and
we reckoned that it will, when fully pleanted, provide for about
2,000. The only trouble was water - we dug wells in various
places but the water was not of first class quality. However,
it was no worse than dozens of wells in the Gilberts and there
is always the chance that we'll find better when the place is

properly settled.

From Gardner we sailed for Canton lsland where there is



B

possibly going to be the mid-Pacitic air base (This is all
confidential), Canton has been a lot in the news lately

so | expect you've heard of it, We tound two Europeans sent
by Fiji there, measuring and surveying etc. and everyone in

a fever of excitement lest the Americans land and pinch it

from use I't's a great sun-drenched waste, narrow and surrounds
ing an enormous lagoon, | took the delegates around the

lagoon by launch, stopping at selected spots, We found quite
good watet close to the place where the "Eclipse" expedition
staved.

In spite of the fact that, apart from seven coconut
trees, there was nothing on the island except a little coarse
grass and weeds, the delegates appecared quite bucked with the
place and reckoned that it was quite suitable for migration

PUrposes. Certainly, if we can plent it up, it will support

a large population.
| sent the first commercial telegram trom Canton Radio
station - | would have sent it to you but reckoned that it would
only worry you as to why | had sent it and what | was doing there
The big mail steamers pass quite close to Canton as it's
the halt way point between Australis and America. My word,
what a fuss is made of Rostier and Langdale, the two governmen t
people there, They've been given every luxury and convenience

imaginable - an enormous retrigerator, a broadcast receiver, etes
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and the mail steamers drop them drums ot fresh provisions,
Fortunately they've got the good sense to laugh at all this
hero stunt-=halt & dozen of us in the Gilberts live far more
isolated lives than they do without any tuss,

Honor and | would love the Canton job and | have
been making tentative suggestions that they let us go - it's
worked on 3 month shifts - but the powers that be reckon we're
wanted here and | don't see any prospect of getting it at
présent.

From Canton we went to Enderbury - quite a nice island
but we could find no water although we dug a good many wells.,
Next we touched at Phoenix, which was small and, extraordinary
to relate, covered with rebbits,  We brought several rabbits
back with us and are endeavouring to get them acclimitised on
Beru. However, for some reason or other, they have been
dying on uss

From Phoenix to Birney, a minyte spot without any water.
From Birney to Sydney Island, which has already been planted
wlith coconuts by a European t{irm, I't is hoped, however, that
we shall be able to cancel their lease in which case about 500

Gilbertese could proceed there immediately.,

From Sydney to Hull, also already planted. Both Sydney

and Hull were very like the Gilberts - enclosing large lagoons,

the one at Hull being eminént|y suitable for flying boats and
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a far better island, in my opinion, for a mid-Pacitic air
base than Cantone.

Finally we called at McKean, another tiny islet without
water, and thence back to Beru, which we reached in three and
a halt days trom Mckean.

At each island we erected a tlag-staff and surrounded it
with a great cairn ot stones, Having hoisted the Union Jack
we placed a notice board at the foot of the flag-statt reading

as tollows:=
GILBERT AND ELLICE ISLANDS COLONY

Administrative Visit
to

(Gardner) Island.
HeMeCoSe "Nimanoa" - October, 1937.

Me Le Singleton, He Eo Maude,
Master, HeMeCoS. "Nimanoa'. Administrative Ofticer, G.E.1.C,

T e T i S wa s

Lefs hope that will keep out the Yanks,or any other
nation. | doubt it some ot the islands had been visited,

however, tor some thirty years or so.
The sum total ot my findings is that 4 of the islands -

Gardner, Canton, Sydney, and Hull, =« &re suvitable for the
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Gilbertese or Ellices. Two of them can be immediately settled
and would absorb up to 1,000 between them at the moment., The
other two will need planting and so we shall have to send
workers and support them vuntil the trees begin to bear,
Well here | am back at Beru = soon after leaving
McKean | developed a poisoned ftoot and have been laid up
for the last week = since the 2nd. Today is Friday and we
hope to get the "Nimanoa™ on Sunday morning to take us direct
to Oceane Mre. Eastman cut my foot open on the 3rd and puss
has been oozing out ever since. However last night the
Native Medical Practitioner who is dressing my leg seemed to
recognize the core trying to come out so | hope for the beste.
Honor is, according to a memo | had from her yesterday,

still on Nauru, and there doesn't seem to be much prospect of
her getting across to Ocean Islands My immediate job, when
l've tinished this letter, is to write a voluminous report on
the Phoenix from every aspect. This will take me, | reckon,
several weeks, You've no idea the number of details that
have fto be gone into before one can undertake the migration of
a people from one Group ot islands to another., The system of
land ftenure, what is to be done with their lands here, the
system of government, the housing, water supply, tood supply,

means ot transport, medical services and literally hundreds

more like these have all to be dealt with in detail betore |
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can concientiously recommend the migration. And then, if

the scheme is approved, | understand that I'm fo be put in charge

ot the actual migration itself, so it behoves me to leave no
detail unsettled lest we be in the soup later,

My immediate plans are to return to Ocean for about a
month or six weeks, finish the lands there and the Phoenix
business and then set sail tor Arorae, or possibly Onotoa, and
make a lands settlement of the islande lts hard to decide
between the two islands as we love the natives of both and
would be very happy at either. Arorae, however, has a recef
and no lagoon and so, if we get bad westerly weather around
Christmas, it would probably be better to go to Onotoa. My

idea is to work steadily up the Gilberts, starting at the

Sonh-

| spoke to both the High Commissioner and fhe Resident
about the necessity of my having an assistant whom | could
frain to suceed me, and they agreed that | should be given
one ot the three new Cadets. The trouble is that no-one in
the Colony will consider the job owing to its difticulty and
the hardships and isolation involved in the lite, They gave
me Bevington to take around the Phoenix as an assistant with
the idea that | could initiate him into lands work during the

tripe Bevington however, like Armstrong, Cartwright, and

Macdonald, politely but firmly announces that he will go back



to England rather than undertake lands work., Frankly, |
consider they altogether over-estimate the diftficulty and

danger of fthe work but | agree that it is no use undertaking

the work unless one is an idealist and has the interests of

the natives fanatically at hearte. There still remain

Wernham and Gallagher, the two new Cadets at Ocean Island -

| only saw them tor a few hours but Wernham appears to take
little interest in natives. Gallagher sounds distinctly
promising, the only trouble being that he is a fanatical

Roman Catholic and the foreign tathers in this Group may be

able to get at him.

Honor told me in a messsge which | received at Canton that

she had collected 50 string tigures, including one of the

real old ones which they made e#pecially tor their competitions.
| do hope that she has managed to collect one of these as it
will be a real triumph, Nauru is the real centre ot the
string tigure world and for years people have been talking

about the extraordinary ones they made ftor their competitions =
some of them with string |16 feet long, taking 6 Eeople to constr=
vct and halt an hour to complete = nothing in the same street

has been found anywhete else in the world.

the

Camilla Wedgewood,
anthropologist who was there in 1935, reported that there

was no frace of these figures to be found so i Honor has

really got one she ought to be very bucked,
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There doesn't appear to be any more news. Having been
away from the world for the last six weeks | have talked and
thought little else but the Phoenix Islands project, so |'m
afrtta this letter will be very boring. Anyway, how good it
is to be in the South Seas again instead of doing the work of
a child in Africae I have to shoulder more responsibility
and do more original thinking in one day here than | ever had
fo do the whole time | was in Africa, where aftter 10 years
service one might possibly be entrusted with the awful
responsibility of counting a few sheets of stamps in some
sub post oftfice. Individually every one in Africa was the
soul of kindness; it was the system which, to my mind, was
Wronga The service is grossly over-stafted so there is
nothing to do at all halt{ the time = originality Fnd initiative

are severely frowned uvpon, except on the part of those at the

very top ot the tree with about 20 years service, and everyone
is mollycoddled and pamperede In Africa one is frusted to do
nothing right - every action has to be reterred to headquarters.
| was, as you know, Assistant District Otftticer, Pemba Island;
over me | had a District Otficer, resident on Pemba; over him
there was a Provincial Commissioner, resident in Zanzibar; and
over him the Chiet Secretary, also resident in Zanzibar; and

tinally, over the Chiet Secretary, the British Resident.

Quite seriously, most ot the work which | have been doing
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since my return to this Colony, would, in Africa, be tackled
by the Provincial Commissioner, who was getting £1,200 per

annum for it, and a good deal would be only undertaken by

the Chiet Secretary.
All this dope is a rather poor attempt to explain one

of the many reasons why we came back here. It wasn't just

our love for the South Seas and the South Sea Islanders = from

a purely material and practical point of view .| reckon we did

the right thing to return. Here | am the government adviser

on all attairs effecting the natives - what would be termed in
targer Colonies the Secretary for Native Affairs = so much s0
that | see little prospect of being allowed to proceed with

my lands work in peace, I't would have taken me |5 more vyears

to have worked up to a corresponding position in Africa. Here,

however, it my health holds out, | stand a very fair chance of

being made Resident before many years are out - provided |

don't make a fool of myselt in the meantime. Failing that

they would have to transter me to a senior position elsewhere,
iees with average luck in the Pacitic | should rise, within a
comparatively short time, to a position tar senior and for that

matter better paid than any | could hope to obtain in Atrica

even it | stayed there until | was 60.

Admitedly | kept in good health in Africa but all doctors

agreed that eventually we were bound to fall into the
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continual round of malaria from which every one else sutfered.
Malaria every few weeks saps one's vitality to an amazing
extent and leads to blackwater and a whole host of other
troubles. | consulted a whole host of doctors and they all
appeared to agree that | stood a better chance of lasting out
in the disease and germ free Gilberts than in Africa, which
appeared to have indulgedin every known discase under the sun.
The general consensus of medical opinion seemed to be that it
my health broke down a second time the only wise thing to do
would be to leave the real tropics altogether and not try
chopping and changing between the devil and the deep sea.

Ot course lifte is a gamble but | do want you to teel that
Honor and | did not decide to come back here without weighing
up caretully every aspect of the situation = we went into the

question fylly from the financial point of view, the career

point ot view, and the health point of view, as well as from
every other conceivable aspect of the situation. So it was
not entirely from a perhaps mistaken sense of duty that we
returned, or from & romantic desire to achieve a probably
impossible ideal of happiness.

Naturally it anything happens to our health here everyone
will be able to say "we told you so" but they will be wrong

just the same. | have consulted the best. doctors that money

can get and | know now that | stand a 50% better chance of
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maintaining good health here than in Africa.

I'm atraid this letter is rather a jumble but | have
been typing it straight onto the paper whereas nermally |
Prepare g pencil dratt tirst. | must stop now and get on with
the report or there will be a frightful row. Sorry there's

nothing of any great interest in the letter but I'm sure
YUl LY twealiisel ¥hatai i iis largely owing to my isolation from
the happenings of the world.,

| do hope that everyone's keeping tit at home and that the
Rew. house 15 a success. With average luck we shall be able
to take 4 leave to England betore long - that is, unless you
€an come and live with us in the superior climate of New
Zealand, The Colonial Office recently told the Fiji
authorities that unless they were prepared to improve
drastically the salaries, leave conditions, conditions of
S€rvice, etc. of English appointed otficers, they were not
“illing to advise Cadets in future to enter the Pacitfic services
trom Great Britain. We would then have to depend on locally
%Pointed otficers of an inferior grade and education. As a

T€Sult a Committee has been sitting which has recommended

Y€ty material alterations in oyr conditions. The report is

Sting contidential but, among other things, administrative

POsts are to be Feserved tor Cadets only, salaries are being

revise
d5 and we are to get tull passages for ourselves and our
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wives every 3 vears with g trip to Australia or New Zealand
in betwegns Sélaries are being placed on 4 long scale
basis, byt minus the top incremental range of the African
seale, There will be fwg etficiency bars. We are to get

an exchange compensation immediately of I132% for being paid

in Australian cufrency which is, at any rate, better than
nothing, and there is to be trequent interchange ot otticers
throughout the Pacitic services, which is not so good.

Well, good-bye tor the present. Don't worry about how

e&.
you address our letters - probably "lsland of Beru" As best -

as we are entering into this marvellous arrangement with the

Australian postal authoritices by which, in exchange for an

annval fee and four mail bags, they sre going to make up a
private mail bag in which wj be put al| jetters addressed to
Honor or me, irrespective o the actyal address on the letter.
The mail bag will then be Sen ¢ by t4
e

Most direct rovte fo
Wherever we are at the momey

* Vith (g it should save us
months at timese
With 10*3 511
trom your de“uf Qve
ed ¢
n
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