
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1939.00.00.a 
DATE: Ca. 1839 
LOCATION: Rewa River on Viti Levu, Fiji 
 
NAME: Joeli Pulu (spelled Bulu in Fiji) 
DESCRIPTION: Born in Vava’u, Tonga, in about 1810, Bulu became a Christian through 
the preaching of Peter Turner in 1833. He came to Fiji with Calvert in 1838. He was with 
John Hunt at Rewa, and later on Viwa at the time of the revival and the conversion of 
Varani. He spent eight years on the small island of Ono in Lau where he was ordained and 
put in charge. He served twice at Nadi in western Vanua Levu, where his dual allegiance - 
to his own Tongan chiefs and to the mission - made it hard for him to avoid suspicion of 
entanglement in the wars of Ma’afu’s ruthless Tongan henchman Wainiqolo. 
 
NARRATIVE: One day during Bulu’s early ministry at Rewa, he was swimming in a river 
after playing with a group of boys and a young chief who were amusing themselves by 
pushing toy canoes. When the shark grasped Bulu’s thigh, he fought back vigorously. Bulu 
pushed his hand down the shark’s throat, raised the shark out of the water and dragged it 
ashore. Then Bulu collapsed, unconscious. 
 
INJURY: For the rest of Bulu’s life, his arm bore scars made by the shark. Bulu recovered 
from the shark bite to live on into mellow years on Bau as chaplain to Cakobau. He died in 
May 1877 and was buried beside his friend John Hunt on Viwa. 
 
SOURCES: John Garrett. To Live Among the Stars (The Wesleyans Enter Fiji); Tomasi 
Kanailagi, The Autobiography of Joeli Bulu, Tongan Missionary to Fiji. 128pp; Joel Bulu 
(1993) The Autobiography of a Native Minister in the South Seas. Nuku'alofa: Friendly 
Islands Bookshop [Original 1871 by London: Wesleyan Mission House] 

1904: Postcard of the Rewa 
River looking up from  

Nadurulolo.  
Collection: Mrs Amy Wager 

Roman Catholic Mission 
Naililili Rewa Fiji 
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THE FIJI ISLANDS. 

 The special correspondent of the Australasian gives the following interesting account of the 
present position and future prospects of the white population in the Fijis in general, and the 
Polynesia Company in particulars. 
 The Polynesia Company, projected at a meeting held in Melbourne in February, 1868, was 
formed with the view of taking up the offer of the cession of 200,000 acres of land made by 
Thakombau to the British Government in consideration of payment of the American debt of £9000. 
The original scheme was as ambitious as that of the East India Company. The Polynesian 
Company were to have the exclusive right of banking and issuing bank notes in Fiji, entire 
exemption from imposts of any kind, the solo right of levying harbor and wharfage dues, full powers 
to invoke laws for the government of their settlements, and a preemptive right over all land which 
Thakombau might hereafter sell, the company undertaking to assist him in upholding his kingdom, 
and Thakombau pledging himself on his part to protect settlers on the company's lands from native 
aggression or molestation of any kind. The company was also to establish courts of law, and 
appoint judges and magistrates to administer them. The acting British Consul, however, protested 
against the company's assuming any political powers, and the terms of the cession were 
subsequently very much modified. The company abandoned all political privileges, and it was 
finally agreed that they should pay £9000, and allow Thakombau £200 a year, in return for the right 
of selecting 200,000 acres of land within certain blocks then specified, the company to have the 
exclusive right of banking for 21 years, and perpetual freedom from taxation. A charter in these 
terms was signed by Thakombau and six other Mbauan chiefs on the 24th July, 1868. In a country 
like Fiji, where there are no laws to carry out Thakombau's decrees, the value of these exclusive 
privileges as regards banking monopoly is not very clear. There is nothing to prevent any man's 
establishing such an institution, provided the public will take his paper, and at this moment the 
notes of a merchant at Levuka are very largely circulated. An arrangement was entered into with 
the United States Consul to pay the debt in instalments, the agreement to be null and void in the 
event of Thakombau's failing to comply with the forms of the charter. It was also agreed that the 
American Consul should render such moral support to the company as he could for securing the 
faithful execution of the charter. All the instalments of the debt but one have been met, and Mr. 
Butters, who left Melbourne in July, 1870, to represent the company in Fiji, had authority to pay the 
remaining sum due, £2300, and receive the deeds of the lands not previously conveyed. The 
original scheme was a grand one, and had only a portion of it been carried out incalculable benefits 
might have been conferred upon Fiji. Companies for the colonisation of new countries, however, 
are rarely successful, and the present instance is no exception to the rule. The responsible officers 
never seemed to work together, there were always cabals in the directory, and, finally, sufficient 
capital was never raised to float the company properly. It was intended that the company should 
carry on large plantations, give banking accommodation to its constituents, provide machinery to 
gin their cotton, ships to convoy it direct to the home markets, supply them regularly with labor, and 
pay half-yearly dividends. Not one of these promises has been carried out, and, financially 
speaking, the company has been a failure. Nevertheless, the shareholders have remaining a largo 
quantity of land, which is daily increasing in value. For a long time it was believed in Fiji that the 
whole scheme had fallen through, and the company is very unpopular in the country, the settlers 
being naturally very much disgusted that these brilliant promises of the introduction of capital, 
which they were led to regard as the prelude to a new era of prosperity for them, should have 
resulted in nothing. So little has been effected by the company's officers, that when shareholders 
not long ago went down with land warrants to settle on the lands there was not enough surveyed to 
enable them all to select, and some had to seek holdings elsewhere, and spend their money in 

The following newspaper article also mentions a man named Joel who was bitten by a shark 
at Fiji. The article appeared in the Brisbane Courier, Tuesday October 25, 1870, page 3  
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improving property in different parts of the group; while not a single cotton tree has been planted 
on the company's behalf. In order to raise sufficient money to meet the whole of the American 
debt it became necessary to sell Benga, and the Viti Levu Bay block, which have accordingly 
passed from the original shareholders into the hands of some forty persons who are known as 
"the forty thieves." Though the company has done little for those immediately interested in it, its 
operations have effected some good, for the immigration now going on is in a great measure due 
to the ventilation the subject has received from the exertions of its agents. The company is now 
said to be solvent, and to have a respectable balance in hand. 
 The lands originally ceded to the company comprise the Suva block of 23,000 acres ; 
Benga and islands within the reef, computed at 10,000 acres ; Viti Levu Bay, 80,000 acres and 
Natawa Bay, 10,000 acres. The company possesses the deeds of these lands, excepting those of 
the Natawa Bay block, which they have still to receive, together with 80,000 acres more to be 
obtained either by extension of the blocks already given or by separate grants in the terms of the 
charter. The lands given up to "the forty thieves" consist of Benga and the Viti Levu Bay block, to 
which some other portions will be added to make up the complement of 100,000 acres. 
 The settlers in Fiji are of opinion that there is no reason to fear that the native population 
will ever rise en masse against the Europeans. Were they so disposed, they could swoop the 
present white population out of the islands in a day. There is no bond of union between the Fijians 
as a race. So little sympathy is there between the members of different tribes that when, on the 
plantations, there are Fijian laborers from different kingdoms, they will not sleep under the same 
roof. They are devoid of patriotism, and therein lies the security of the whites. They are also a 
thoroughly indolent race, and unlike the Maoris, have no military genius. Accustomed to treachery 
from their earliest youth, they are always suspicious of one another. Their love of country is only 
represented by a tribal feeling. If the Europeans banded together and demolished one tribe, their 
next-door neighbors would often be delighted to see it; and on certain occasions white men would 
have no difficulty is getting the assistance of a native contingent on the system by which Maafu, 
who is a foreigner, has gained his power in the group. When the European population is large 
enough to wage war against any of the coast tribes, should necessity arise, these natives will be 
placed between two fires. On the one hand they will have the white man, whom they cannot 
withstand for a moment in open fight; and if they fly to the hills they are liable to be eaten by the 
mountaineers, who detest the lotu (Christianity), and will only accept it by force of arms. Should 
the mountain tribes attempt to descend on the coast inhabitants, they can only do so in irregular 
raids. They cannot act in concert with the coast natives. As regards the present position of the 
whites, the country is perfectly tranquil, but that in the future there will be occasional ravages of 
settlements, with the cutting off of an isolated settler here and there, is likely enough. The 
prevailing impression is that the Fijians are great cowards. They rarely attack a man if he is armed 
with so much as a stick; and when their object is murder, though the victim be unarmed, they 
prefer stealing up behind to deliver the death dealing blow. When tribal wars brooks out, it is 
common to hear the remark made among Europeans that there will be more pigs than men killed; 
and this is, in fact, generally the case. The settlers even say that one Englishman with a thick stick 
will beat off a score of Fijians. It is a mistake, however, to suppose that the natives cannot fight 
when it suits them, as was shown when the Challenger's boat went up the Rewa River. Neither 
are they devoid of personal courage, as an unparalleled deed of heroism once performed 
by a native teacher, now living on the Rewa,-will testify. This man, Joel by name, was one 
day bathing in the river with a young chief, when he saw an enormous shark swimming 
towards them. In great excitement, and knowing there was no chance for his companion to 
escape to the shore by swimming, he plunged towards the fish and thrust his hand and 
arm completely down its throat, intending to pluck its heart out. He withdrew his arm, 
which shows to this day the marks of the fearful lacerations it then received ; and the 
enemy, completely discomfited by this novel mode of attack, slowly made off, us though 
partially stunned. The life of this remarkable man has been written by the Rev. Lorimer 
Fison, and is now in course of publication. 
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 In case of a general rising of the hill tribes, which is not for a moment anticipated, the chief 
difficulty would be in reaching them in their mountain fastnesses. The largest island, however, can 
be crossed in a four days' march, and if constant communication were kept up by a chain of forts it 
would not to difficult to subdue them, with the aid of a native contingent. Though they might live for 
a long time on wild yams and fruits, they do not like to be away from their well-cultivated yam and 
taro patches, and would only do it on sore compulsion. In January, 1869, Thakombau endeavored 
to raise a force of European military settlers, for the purpose of subjugating the cannibal tribes of 
the interior of Viti Levu, on the understanding that the conquered lands would be thrown open to 
white settlement, and their occupants made serviceable on plantations. The authorities in Sydney, 
however, issued a proclamation prohibiting British Subjects from joining any such expedition, 
under the terms of the Foreign Enlistment Act, and the scheme fell through. 
 There are two great chiefs in Fiji, Maafu and Thakombau ; and two of secondary 
importance, Tui Thakau and Tui Mbua. Maafu is a Tongan. His mother was among the first-fruits 
of Christian teaching in his own country, and he is nearly related to King George of Tonga (the 
most enlightened prince in the Pacific after Kamehameha, of the Sandwich Islands), whose 
legitimate successor he is. Banished from his own country for his turbulence, he settled when a 
wild young man, some 25 or 30 years ago, in the eastern part of Fiji, under pretence of protecting 
the Tongan interest. 
 Thakombau, the chief of Mbau, is, from the extent of his territories, which include the larger 
portion of the white settlements, the most powerful ruler in Fiji, and it has been given to him to 
exercise a greater influence in his country than any Fijian chief who has preceded him. Mbeau, 
though only a very small island united to the shore of Viti Levu, near one of the mouths of the 
Rewa, by a reef fordable at low water, has been peopled by a tribe of chiefs from time 
immemorial, and seventy or eighty years ago it was the most powerful in the Archipelago. Tanoa, 
the previous Vunivalu, succeeded to the chiefdom early in the present century, and Thakombau, 
called Seru in his youth, was born about the year 1817. Like his father, Tanoa, he was a ruthless 
cannibal, and early gave evidence of the ambitious and crafty disposition which has distinguished 
his mature years. He bad barely attained his sixth year when his hands were first stained with the 
blood of his countrymen. At that, age a lad taken prisoner in battle was brought before him, and he 
clubbed -him to death. In 1832, the chiefs of Mbau rebelling against their king, Tanoa had to quit 
his dominions. The young Seru, who was left behind, being considered harmless on account of his 
youth, while apparently wholly engrossed with the pleasures suited to his years, skillfully intrigued 
against the usurper, and eventually accomplished the restoration of his father after an exile of five 
yours. The success of this well-planned scheme gained for him the title of Thakombau (ovil to 
Mbau) from the rebel party, and ho has ever since been known by that name. The defeated party 
were subjected to the inhuman punishments which were common in those days. A prisoner being 
brought before Thakombau, he ordered his tongue to be cut out, and ate it raw, before the man's 
face, cracking jokes the while. The victim was subsequently, after being submitted to further 
tortures, killed und eaten. On a more recent occasion, when being dunned by a European for 
money which he was not in the humor to pay, this amiable monarch suggestively reminded the 
importunate creditor that the flesh of the white man was like ripe bananas. It was the ancient 
custom to have two rulers of equal importance the Roko Tui (sacred king), and the Vunivalu (root 
of war). The duties of the former pertained to the priesthood, and were connected with heathen 
sacrifices, while the latter occupied the position of prime minister and commander-in-chief. The 
rank Tanoa and Thakombau hold was that of Vunivalu. The introduction of Christianity has 
destroyed the importance of .the Roko Tui, but the title is till retained. When Tanoa died in 1852, 
five of his wives were strangled. In July of the following year Thakombau was formally invested 
with the rank and dignity of Vunivalu of Mbau. The event was celebrated by the sacrifice of 
eighteen Fijians, who were ready cooked for eating, when, through the exertions of a missionary 
and Mr. Owen, an Adelaide merchant, trading in Fiji, who died in Melbourne two yours ago, the 
bodies were given up to the latter for burial on his threatening to censure all business transactions 
if the cannibal feast took place. 
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 In 1865 all the great chiefdoms were united in one confederation. There was to be an 
annual assembly, when the chiefs were to elect a president, and one code of laws was to serve for 
the entire group, the informal government of each state, however, being left in the hands of its 
proper chief. Thukombuu was elected president two consecutive years, when Maafu aspired to the 
distinction. The Vunivalu was not willing to tolerate a rival so near the throne, so the confederation 
was disolvod, whereupon Maafu formed the confederation of which he is now the chief. ln the early 
part of the year 1867, Mr. St. John, an American citizen, then Thakombau's secretary, prepared an 
elaborate constitution for the Mbau kingdom, based on the model of that of the Sandwich Islands. 
Thakombau was desirous of having this code of laws adopted, and he sought the assistance of the 
whites to suggest improvements preparatory to sanctioning them. He entertained some sixty or 
seventy white settlers at Mbau for some days while they were discussing their laws. A constitution 
was dually adopted, the whites promising the Vunivalu that they would abide by the laws then 
enacted, and support him in the administration of them. Long before this it had been the custom to 
flatter Thakombau by styling him King of Fiji, and the French and American Governments have 
etreaties with him as king, though he it in reality only chief of Mbau. It occurred to the white 
residents assembled at the inauguration of the constitution that it would be desirable to unite with 
the natives, in some formal recognition of the power of the chief whose kingdom they wished to 
support, and they hit upon the ridiculous expedient of crowning him. The coronation was 
accordingly performed on the 2nd May, 1867, with some melodramatic flummeries which, were 
intended to be very effective, but, as it turned out, they were, unfortunately, only amusing. 
Somehow or other, in the most serious part of the ceremonial, an overpowering sense of the 
ludicrousness of the scene took possession of those presents the fatal step from the sublime to the 
ridiculous was reached and the coronation was a laughable traverstie. The crown, which was 
described by a native as looking " like gold," cost, with velvet, jewels and all, the enormous sum of 
25s. It was made by a local carpenter, and has not been paid for yet. Thakombau well knew how to 
estimate the demonstration at its true worth, and so little did he value this tinsel addition to the 
Mbau regalia fit only for "a king of shreds and patches'' that he afterwards threw away the bauble, 
applying to it a most contemptous epithet which will not bear translating. 
 
SOURCE: The Brisbane Courier, Tuesday October 25, 1870, page 3  
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Excerpt from the above article which 
mentions Joel and the shark. 


