Tuvalu: A History - A Seminar

TUVALU: A HISTORY (published in 1983) is the most recent of a series of 'indigenous
histories' jointly sponsored by the University of the South Pacific and the governments of
island states of the southwest Pacific. Most of the books have been published to coincide
with independence, or shortly after it; their purpose, at least in part, has been to put
forward a 'national' view — here, as the Prime Minister of Tuvalu says, 'Tuvaluans
interpreting events as they themselves see them' — as distinct from the views of outside
observers. There has been a conscious effort to draw on oral tradition, and on the
testimony of observers of, and participants in, more recent events of national or local
importance. All of the books in this series have been collectively written — usually through
workshops for local contributors with academics from the University of the South Pacific or
Australasian universities as 'facilitators' and editors. Tuvalu: A History is the joint effort of 17
Tuvaluan writers and an academic support team of five led by Dr Hugh Laracy. Tito Isala, a
Tuvaluan, was both a contributor and a member of the advisory team.

- Taken from a review by Barry MacDoanld, Massey University of New Zealand

TUVALU

A HISTORY

T

E -

Tuvalu's history was not recorded in a book until
1983 - how does the study of history deal with this?

GENESIS

Talakatoa O'Brien

Where did our Tuvalu people originate? Where did our ancestors
come from? Such questions have long been asked by those of us who
want to know where we stand and where we belong. Our traditions
contain many highly imaginative answers which, even if they are not
scientifically correct, are at least entertaining. Many a time when we
were young our grandfathers or grandmothers related to us those very
old stories of how the islands of Tuvalu originated, and about the
people who inhabited them. But we often took little notice. Yet we must
not forget them. We must record them and pass them on. For in those
stories we can hear our ancestors still speaking to us. We can see the
world, their world and ours, through their eyes.

Different islands often have different stories. In some places the
people believed that the spirits of their great grandfathers were the
creators of their islands. In other islands they believe that a woman who
once lived in the moon was the creator. In most of the islands of Tuvalu
people believed thatte Pusi mo te Ali (the Eel and the Flounder) were the
first creators of Tuvalu; and so strong is this belief that nearly all the
islands regard te Pusi (the Eel) as a tapu among the many fish that are
edible.

Writers from foreign countries have speculated and written about
our origins, about what kind of people we are, and what we did in the
past. These expert writers will always look at our past through the eyes
of outsiders. Their view will not always be the same as that of the people
of Tuvalu, which is why we should write our own history. The outsiders
may live with us, and share many ideas with us but they can never feel
quite the same about our culture and our traditions as we do.

Since creation stories are part of our traditions and the people of all
the islands know the story te Pusi mo te Ali it is fitting that we record the
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forward the theory that coral islands had been built on slowly subsiding
volcanic rocks. As the volcanic foundation sank it carried the dead coral
down to greater depths. Meanwhile new deposits of coral were being
added to the top of the pile, near the surface, so that the upward
growth of the coral kept pace with the subsidence. At some later date
another volcanic movement occurred, and pushed some of the coral up
to form islands. Thus it was, said Darwin, that a solid mass of coral rock
could be found above the surface of the sea, and extend from there,
through the waters in which it had been formed down to depths at
which the coral had never lived.

To test this theory it would be necessary to bore down into the coral
and obtain samples of it from far beneath the surface to see if they
contained traces of shallow water organisms. But scientists, quick to
speculate and talk, were slow to act.

Finally, after many years of discussion on the structure of atolls, the
Roval Society of London decided to take the matter in hand. In 1896 it
sent an expedition led by a geologist named Professor W, ], Sollas 1o
Funafuti to obtain samples of the material of which the island was
made. Using machinery loaned by the Department of Mines in New
South Wales, the scientists drilled far below the surface of the island. In
1896 they managed to bore to a depth of 33 metres. In 1897 another
party of scientists led by Professor Edgeworth David of the University
of Sydney carried the boring to a depth of 200 metres while the
following year a third group obtained samples from 340 metres down.
The ‘cores’ of coral rock thus obtained from deep within the island
were then sent to a laboratory in London, where they were all found to
contain traces of shallow water organisms. Funafuti thus earned utself a
place on the scientific map of the world by supplying the evidence
which showed Darwin’s atoll theory to be correct. (It was, however, nm
until 1952, at Eniwetok in Micronesia, that scientists eventually drilled
right through the coral structure and struck volcanic rock in a borehole
in a Pacific atoll—at a depth of 1290 metres.) In ather ways, oo,
members of the expedition helped make Funafui more widely known,
Mrs David wrote a popular book describing the island and its people,
while a number of scientsts, particularly Charles Hedley of the
Australian Museum, also wrote detailed accounts of the people, plants
and animals to be found there. Thus, as well as gathering much
material of interest to scholars, the coral boring expedition produced
for later generations of Tuvaluans a precious record of what part of
our country was like at the end of the nineteenth century.
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