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OCEANIA IN THE TRAVEL REPORTAGE (TRAVEL 

WRITING) OF BRITISH WOMEN PIONEERS OF 

TOURISM IN THE 19TH CENTURY. 

 
 

ABSTRACT  

The phenomenon of British women travelers - the forerunners of modern 
tourism - deserves attention because of the motives of their travels, the directions 
of their journeys and the permanent mark they left behind, creating the genre of 
women's travel reportage - women's travel writing. What prompted British women 
to travel more often than other women? Barbara Hodgson answers this self-asked 
question as follows. The inhabitants of the United Kingdom of both sexes were 
eager wanderers and colonizers. Women travelers have left behind descriptions 
of their journeys in the form of travel reports, which are a source of geographical 
knowledge about Oceania, among other places and touristic conditions. They are 
also a testimony to the mentality of 19th century British women. The author uses 
the historical method and critical reading of this texts of culture. 

Keywords: British women of  19th  

INTRODUCTION 

In 1894 Marie Dronsart attributed the travelling mania of British women to 
the adventurous spirit that took hold of all Islanders. Inherent in these journeys of 
British women was women's travel literature, which was crucial to understanding 
their attit
world, towards the opposite sex, other women and different cultures. They also 
conveyed a picture of political events, modes of travel and characteristics of 
societies in other countries. As a rule, they drew attention to different aspects of 
life in other countries and cultures than male traveler observers, which in turn 
filled a gap in their reportage. Female travelers influenced thousands of readers 
with their work and contributed to the development of tourism [12]. 

METHODOLOGY 

The paper uses the methodology of the humanities, history (biographical 
method) and political anthropology (emic anthropology), and semiotic analysis of 
travel writing as a cultural text.  

British women travelers found it easier than others to travel, as the expanding 
British Empire covered the farthest corners of the world and so they could count 
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on the support and assistance of the British administration during their 
expeditions. There were also those women who travelled as if on business, 
accompanying their husbands sent to perform administrative duties. There were 
also those who sought in the warm southern countries a climatic cure for illnesses 
for which the cold and damp climate of the British Isles was deadly. Among the 
latter was Anna Leonowens (1831 - 1915), who went to Singapore with her sick 
husband to prolong his life there. After her death, she gave lessons to support 
herself and her two children. In 1862 she was offered the opportunity to teach the 
children of the King of Siam, and later also his wife and mistress. She described 
her experiences at the court of this ruler in her work The English Governessat the 
Sioamese Court.  She described her first impressions of Siam as follows: 

Here were the strange floating city, with its stranger people on all the 
open porches, quays, and jetties; the innumerable rafts and boats, 
canoes and gondolas, junks, and ships; the pall of black smoke from the 
steamer, the burly roar of the engine, and the murmur and the jar; the 
bewildering cries of men, women, and children, the shouting of the 
Chinamen, and the barking of the dogs, yet no one seemed troubled but 
me. I knew it was wisest to hide my fears. It was the old story. How many 
of our sisters, how many of our daughters, how many of our hearts' 
darlings, are thus, without friend or guide or guard or asylum, turning 
into untried paths with untold stories of trouble and pain! [ 

Her six-year stay at the court of the King of Siam provided her with material 
for a book about the 'raucous East', which was the basis for Anna Landon's novel 
'Anna and the King of Siam' and two films.  

Isabella Bird (1831-1904), on the other hand, went to Oceania because of ill 
health in 1872.  On her way from Australia to the United States, she stopped in 
Hawaii (Sandwich Islands) and remained there for six months. Bird was 
captivated by the wild and flourishing land, which she explored on horseback 
staying with hospitable Hawaiians. She visited missionaries, taking a keen interest 
in the Church's charitable work. On her return she published a travel book,: The 
Hawaiian Archipelago. Six Months among the Palm Groves, Coral Reefs and 
Volcanoes of Sandwich Islands, the title of which was in a way a description of 
the land it concerned. The island of Hilo was described as follows: 

Hilo is unique. It has a humid climate, and since it enjoys long volcanic 
upheaval, the plant life has mingled with the weathered lava. The rich 
soil, the rain, the periods of respite from unbearable heat and the sun 
stimulate nature to an exceptional effort: the luxuriant abundance of 
plant life does not leave a scrap of free space, except for the golden strip 
of the seaside, and the place where the water no longer reaches is 
marked by the green of the calyces. The forests are so dense that the 
existence of the island is easier to guess than to see its outline.[3]. 
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Hawaiians, on the other hand, residents of Hilo saw it that way: 

Hordes of Hilo natives swarmed on deck, and it became a Babel of 
a/o/ias, kisses, hand-shakings, and reiterated welcomes. The glee singers 
threw their beautiful garlands of roses and ohias over the foreign 
passengers, and music, flowers, good-will and kindliness made us 
welcome to these enchanted shores.[3]. 

On her second trip six years later she spent six weeks in Malaysia, which she 
wanted to explore. The result of this trip was the book The Golden Charsonese 
and the Way Thither [2], in which she described Malaya at that time, the interior 
of the country, the rice culture, the patience and kindness of the inhabitants and 
their culture and folklore, including music, the beauty of the landscape, the 
richness of the fauna and flora. She also had the opportunity to dine in the unusual 
company of monkeys, which she described as "pleasant company at dinner". 

However, both she and the next traveler Emily Innes (1843-1927) in her book 
on Malaysia The Chersonese with the Gilding Off [13] included information about 
the lurking dangers of the inhabitants of this country acting in gangs attacking the 
British colonizers. 

The British traveller who was truly fascinated by Oceania was undoubtedly 
Marianne North, whose two voyages to this region of the world left a significant 
mark in the form of the permanent gallery of botanical paintings established at 
Kew Gardens North Gallery. This was the first permanent exhibition of a woman's 
paintings in the United Kingdom. North visited Australia and Oceania in 1879 
and 1880. The purpose of her travels was to paint and collect rare plants. Thanks 
to her connections and money, she used the services of the transport company 
Cobbe and Co. which prided itself on organising trips for women travelling 
unaccompanied by men. In Borneo, Sarawak, she discovered the largest known 
pitcher plant, Nepenthesnorthiana. It remained one of five plants named after the 
painter. The others are: Northeaseychellana - a tree in the Seychelles, 
Crinumnorthianum amaryllis, Arecanorthiana palm, and Kniphofianorthiana 
tritomiagroniana. She left two-volume work: Recollections of a happy life, being 
the autobiography of Marianne North [15].  

Constance Gordon Cumming (1837-1924) similarly to Emily Innes rotated in 
the circles of the British colonial administration, the Governor of Fiji. She was 
there on three occasions not only describing each of them with great talent, but 
also painting pictures depicting the island. These were the reports At Home in Fiji 
[8], A Lady's Cruise in a French Man-of-War [9] and Fire Fountains of the 
Kingdom of Hawaii, its Volcanoes and the History of its Mission [10]. These 
journeys also left a collection of paintings illustrating these books. 

Thaiti and Samoa were either incorporated into the British Empire or 
remained within its sphere of influence, and were the destination of expeditions 
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by two other British women travelers whose experiences served to expand their 
knowledge of this area of the world. Samoa was then a bridgehead of British 
economic interests and missionary-religious interests, free from the corruption of 
forced conversion of the local population. 

Marie Fraser, an English actress and writer, and Beatrice Grimshaw (1870-
1953), an Irish traveler and writer, described this region of the world, its people, 
but more importantly the British colonialists who created a specific image of the 
imperial Briton. Marie Fraser travelled with her mother in 1892 to the island of 
Samoa, where she settled for what is now known as a 'working holiday', a break 
in the process of her writing. While in Samoa, she met the famous Scottish writer 
Robert Louis Stevenson, who lived there with his family, wife Fanny and children. 
Interestingly, the references of the two ladies do not mention this meeting. The 
result of this meeting and visit to Samoa was a travel report by Marie Fraser 
entitled . This book was written in a very dramatic tone, 
showing the author's acting inclinations. She wrote: "my friend and I were the 
only women on board a small German ship travelling the distance from the heads 
of Sydney harbour across the vastness of the Pacific", it being known that this 
"friend" was her own mother. In 1892, while Stevenson was living there, Samoa 
was under British administration, Fraser noted the manifestations on the part of 
the British administration, which offered the women board, lodging and 
companionship and helped to rent a house for a few months and servants. This in 
turn scared Marie to make observations about the customs of the local indigenous 
population, which she compared with the attitude of the British as colonisers. To 
the customs of the former they had to gradually get used. This is how she wrote 
about their specific etiquette: 

The following morning, when it was still barely light, we were awakened 
by the sounds of sundry coughs from the verandah. We paid no attention 
to them, and were composing ourselves for another nap, when the sounds 
were repeated with such violence that it appeared to be our absolute duty 
to hasten to the relief of the sufferers. On opening the door we found 
Mafulu and Gipau beaming upon us, and not a sign of coughs or colds 
in creation. It was merely their delicate method of announcing it was 
time to be up and about. So in future, whenever threatenings of 
bronchitis came from the verandah, we knew it was the hour for early 
coffee [7]. 

Fraser portrayed the Samoans as lazy individuals, however, her 
characterisation was based on the stereotype of local workers in the colonies, as 
her predecessors describing the 'others' in the British Empire had described them 
as such, in order to promote the ideal of superiority of British civilisation. She 

wherever they found themselves: 



Section ECONOMICS AND TOURISM 

 129 

Our guest was devoted to England, and longed to see it again, though he 
was bound to confess that the climate would probably kill him. 
Theoretically, the idea of Home is charming, but in reality it means 
something very different to those who have passed long years under 
Southern skies. [7]. 

Beatrice Grimshaw is the second of the female travelers whose description of 
Oceania is preserved in the pages of "National Geographic". She was born in 
Ireland in 1871 and after graduating from high school she became a widely read 
writer and editor of many publications that appeared in Ireland in the 1890s. At 
the beginning of the new century she planned a series of travels. In 1907 she 
undertook a voyage to the South Pacific, visiting a number of islands before 
settling in Papua , New Guinea, where she lived until 1930, when she returned to 
Australia. She was an advocate of tropical colonisation. While still living in 
Dublin, she promoted emigration to that part of the world and organised tours of 
other travelers. During her life she published thirty-seven books, including travel 
reports, novels and short story collections. She also supported National 
Geographic with her texts. Her first book In the Strange South Seas. Grimshaw 
noted the lack of useful information for future colonists about this region of the 
world. Therefore, usefulness was her explanation for writing her book, which she 
aimed primarily at a male audience rather than for the entertainment of a female 
reader. She wrote: So, to The Man Who Could Not Go, I address this book to the 
elderly, white-waistcoated city magnate, grave autocrat of his clerkly 
kingdom.[11]. At the same time, she believed that a white man who went to 
Oceania would become lazy and worthless because, as she described it: 

There was a Government official perhaps it was two, or three, or sixty 
Government officials who came to Papeete very full of energy and 
ability, and very much determined to work wonders in the sleepy little 
colony. . . . He, or they, is, or are, never to be seen awake before three 
in the afternoon, and his clerks have to type the signatures to his letters, 
because he will not trouble to write his name ; and their people think 
they died years and years ago, because they have never carried out their 
intention of telling some one to find some one else to send a message to 
say they are alive [11]. 

Grimshaw also focused on historical contact between native peoples and 
Europeans, advocating the British colonization of the Pacific. Both Marie Fraser 
and Beatrice Grimshaw wrote their accounts with the intention of publication, but 
their audiences varied. Fraser wrote for those travelers who were to travel to 
Samoa individually, including women travelers. Grimshaw, on the other hand, 
was writing for prospective Pacific Island colonists, so she included information 
about cannibalism and violence among the tribes there that was not mentioned by 
other travelers to the area.   
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Despite the difficulties of travelling to the farthest reaches of the British 
Empire, Oceania was the destination of adventurous women like Lady Annie 
Brassey (1839-1887), whose eternal burial place was in this region. This mother 
of five children, wife of the Parliamentarian Thomas Brassey, was the author of 
five very popular and beautifully illustrated travel books. In the periods between 
Parliamentary sessions they would go on a voyage on their own yacht Sunbeam, 
to the Arctic, the Caribbean, South America and Polynesia with a crew of about 
40. Her travel books A Voyage in the Sunbeam [4], describing a voyage around 
the world in 1876-1877 was translated into five foreign languages, and Sunshine 
and Storm in the East [5]. In the Trades, the Tropics, and the Roaring Forties [6] 
described the South Pacific and became guides for travelers in this region of the 
world. Despite not being in the best of health, she set out on her last voyage in 
1886 press the Mediterranean, the Red Sea to Aden, Bombay, Ceylon, Rangoon, 
Singapore, Borneo, Sarawak, Macassar, Western Australia and then again to the 
Indian Ocean. Lady Annie's sea funeral took place on 14 September 1887. 

CONCLUSION 

What all these travel reports have in common is the desire to present Oceania 
in the Western civilized world. Regardless of whether they were addressed to 
women or men, they all had in common the female point of view on the indigenous 
people, their lifestyle and its consequences for Europeans. They showed the 
beauty of Oceania, its location, the difficulties and dangers for the average 
European, but also the benefits of being able to exploit these areas. They became 
guides to the sources of satisfying the need for travel, both for the male and female 
part of society, as well as possible changes in lifestyle and daily habits. They were 
therefore all characterized by an openness to 'otherness' and difference from what 
was familiar.  
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