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1
Nahonà ara before 1942

Map 1.1 Languages and dialects of Guadalcanal.
Source: Adapted from Tryon and Hackman (1983: Map 3). Cartography by Vincent 
Verheyen.
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Guadalcanal and Nahona`ara

The history of Honiara can never be separated from that of Guadalcanal, 
the second-largest island (after Bougainville) in the Solomon archipelago. 
The chapter begins with a discussion of the short Spanish interlude in 
1568. This well-documented view of Guadalcanal from centuries ago 
allows us to draw some conclusions about population levels, the nature 
of the people on Guadalcanal’s north coast, and their responses to the 
incursion. During the sixteenth century, coastal settlements around what 
is now Honiara were much larger and more numerous. The second section 
of the chapter examines the plantation developments of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when the number of Guale (the people of 
Guadalcanal) was considerably lower. 

The Spanish explorers named several of the main Solomon Islands, 
including Guadalcanal, which they called after a municipality in the 
province of Sevilla in Andalusia, Spain. The name comes from the 
Arabic term Wād al-Khānāt, which translates as ‘Valley of Stalls’—an 
indication of the refreshment stalls constructed there centuries earlier 
during the time of Muslim rule. Wād al-Khānāt became Guadalcanal (also 
Guadalcanar in early sources). Although smaller islands usually have one 
indigenous name, this is not always so with the larger Melanesian islands, 
where multiple languages, geographic regions, and tribes predominate. 
Malaita, Guadalcanal’s neighbour, was usually called Mala, Choiseul was 
known as Lauru, and Makira (San Cristobal) was known as Hanuato`o. 
Bougainville and Guadalcanal seem not to have been known by single 
names.1 Guadalcanal—160 kilometres long and 45 kilometres wide—
was perhaps too big and too regional in its groupings to have one name, 
although the south coast is always known as Tasimauri (Weather Coast).

In 1888, Charles Woodford, a naturalist who became deputy commissioner 
(1896) and the first resident commissioner (1897–1915),2 was told by 
Legacy, a man from neighbouring Savo Island, that Guadalcanal was 
called Launa by its inhabitants, and that his people called it Kulengela.3 
He may have been referring only to the north-west coast. Ian Hogbin, 
who conducted anthropological research on Guadalcanal’s north-east 

1  Oliver 1991; Regan and Griffin 2005.
2  Lawrence 2014; Moore 2019.
3  Pacific Manuscripts Bureau [hereinafter PMB] 1290, Woodford Papers, Reel 5, Bundle 29, 
C.M. Woodford Diary, 16 August 1888 to 3 January 1889, entry for 1 October.
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coast in 1933, used the name Guadalcanal,4 and BSIP reports make 
no mention of one indigenous name. Former district officer (and later 
district commissioner) James Tedder told me that during his years in the 
Solomons (1952–74), many of them based on Guadalcanal, he knew of 
no single name for the island.5 Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka, a Tasimauri 
man, in his 2002 biography of his grandfather Dominiko Alebua, and 
other writing, uses Guadalcanal and Tasimauri.6 All the central Solomon 
Islands are close together and there is evidence of migration to and from 
neighbouring islands.

As mentioned in the Introduction, more than 400 years ago, `Are`are 
people from west Malaita established a colony at Marau on the south 
coast. There was also migration from the Ngela Group to the Guadalcanal 
coast around Tasimboko, and Savo is close to the Visale area.7 During the 
time of the Moro Movement, and later the Tensions, many Guadalcanal 
people used ‘Isatabu’ as an all-encompassing name for their island. Guale 
is now used, both for the name of the island and for its people, which 
appears to be of modern origin. 

Archaeological evidence suggests that human occupation of Guadalcanal 
can be dated back 6,000 years. With confirmed dates going back 28,000 
years in the north of the archipelago, it is possible that earlier dates will 
be established.8 Evidence of deliberate clearing of vegetation by regular 
burning on the extensive plains east of Honiara, and of past irrigation of 
root crops on inland slopes, suggests early higher population levels along 
the coast. Linguists Darrell Tryon and Brian Hackman identified seven 
languages and 15 dialects on Guadalcanal. There are four main tribes, 
each with distinct totems, and land inheritance is usually matrilineal. The 
other important division is between interdependent but distinct inland 
(bush) and coastal (saltwater) communities.9 Tandai on the north coast 
(Map 1.1: 4a) is the language area that includes Honiara, bordered to 
the east and south into the central mountains by the Malango, the Lengo 
along the coast to the east, and the coastal Ndi and inland Nginia groups 
to the west.

4  Hogbin 1964; Beckett 1986; Beckett and Gray 2007.
5  Conversations with James Tedder during the 2000s; Oliver 1991.
6  Kabutaulaka 2002a, 2019.
7  SIG 2001: 5.
8  Roe 1993: 2, 182.
9  Tryon and Hackman 1983: Map 3, p. 24; Roe 1993: 19; Kabutaulaka 2002a: 25.
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Plate 1.1 The area of Guadalcanal that became Honiara.
This August 1942 photograph shows Horahi village to the west of the mouth of the 
Mataniko River.
Source: USNARA.

The Tandai use ‘Nahona`ara’ as the name for the coastal land west of 
what is now known as Point Cruz—the area around old Government 
House, which is now the Heritage Park Hotel. It means ‘facing the `ara’, 
the place where the south-east trade winds meet the land.10 It is unclear 
who suggested the town be called Honiara. The name was in use by mid-
1945, replacing the more prosaic Camp Guadal—the American name 
for their military base. Presumably, the local Guale used the name, which 
Europeans liked and applied to the whole urban space. Greater Honiara, 
on a curved section of Guadalcanal’s coast, now spills out from Point 
Cruz in both directions, stretching from Kakabona (or Kakambona) 
to Alligator Creek (also called Ilu River), with new settlements steadily 
moving inland. 

10  Manakako and Mangalle 2018. Some sources suggest it is a Ghari word. This was the Guadalcanal 
language often used by the Catholic mission as their Guadalcanal lingua franca. The word is also used 
in the Tandai language.
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The Spanish, 1568
In 2014, a bronze memorial bust of Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña de 
Neira was unveiled in the grounds of the Solomon Islands National Museum 
in Honiara. Four-and-a-half centuries earlier, Mendaña and his crew were 
the first outsiders known to have reached the Solomon archipelago since 
Austronesian migrations from further north a few thousand years earlier—
the origin of most of the modern Pacific languages and cultures. The Spanish 
accounts are useful as they allow us to assess the size of the population in the 
sixteenth century and, to some extent, patterns of behaviour.

Plate 1.2 A bronze bust of Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña de Neira 
installed at the Solomon Islands National Museum in 2014.
Source: Christopher Chevalier Collection.
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The Spanish were impressed by the potential of the north coast of 
Guadalcanal. Looking for the sources of King Solomon’s gold (part of the 
justification for the expedition), they found limited amounts of alluvial 
gold, but largely this desire went unfulfilled.11 What they located was the 
well-watered coastal plain that broadens east of modern Honiara into the 
best agricultural land in the Solomon archipelago. As they gazed at Point 
Cruz and its surrounds, the Spanish noted extensive short coastal ridges, 
most less than 60 to 80 metres high, with a few extending to 1 kilometre 
in length. The valleys they saw were 15 to 120 metres wide at their bases, 
with soil at the bottom but barren on the slopes and tops. They also found 
major coastal rivers with swampy, mangrove-clad mouths. Some of the 
valleys around the Mataniko River, Rove Creek, and Tau`utu (White) 
River, and the Mbumburu, Lengakiki, Vavaea, and Mbokonavera ridges 
were deep and heavily forested. Even allowing for some exaggeration—
aimed at convincing the Spanish Government that they had not wasted 
their money on the expedition—the records indicate a substantial 
population on the north coast settled in large villages, with agriculture 
based on yam and taro cultivation, and the use of irrigation. 

Honiara in 2020 is still centred on Point Cruz. On 12 May 1568, 
Mendaña’s ships anchored near a small island they named Puerto de la 
Cruz (‘Port of the Cross’). Gomez Catoira, the chief purser, recorded that 
they were watched by a crowd of 1,000 Guale when they disembarked 
at the beach. By the size of the crowd, curious Guale may have come 
from a wide area to meet them. The friars travelling with the expedition 
brought a large wooden cross ashore, celebrated mass, and carried 
the Christian symbol to the top of a nearby hill—still within sight of 
the ships—placing its base in the ground. Claims that this is the site of the 
present-day Catholic cathedral are unlikely to be true as it is too far away 
to fit the description. Vavaea Ridge where the National Parliament sits is 
a more likely site. Catoira wrote:

[W]hilst this was happening [erecting the cross] several natives 
came to us, and the General showed them much friendship, 
embracing them and making them signs of peace, and giving them 
to understand that we would do them no harm.12 

11  Hansell and Wall 1974: 106.
12  Amherst and Thomson 1901: 303.
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As the Spaniards returned to their ships, there were loud shouts and threats 
from 300 men who had been hiding in a nearby valley. The Spanish fired 
arquebuses (long-barrelled guns on stands) and killed two of the attackers 
before retreating. The villagers took away the cross, although the following 
day they returned it. Next, there were altercations over coconuts, which 
the Spanish had taken without providing any compensation. 

Over the next few days, two parties set out to search for gold. One 
substantial group went inland, and Mendaña set off in another direction 
with a second party, coming across many villages with substantial taro, 
yam, and pana (another tuber) gardens:

And after they had gone a quarter of a league [1.3 kilometres] into 
the interior, entering a palm-grove they went up a hill, whence 
they saw a ravine, and on the sides of it they saw some villages, 
very bright and pleasant to look at, encompassed by groves of 
palm-trees and plantains and other trees, and many fields near the 
villages planted with their food, which is pana and ñame [yams 
and taro].

… On our return we saw many villages upon the hills and many 
plantations (chacaras) of food on the slopes, arranged very well so 
that they could irrigate them, which they did. It was well laid out; 
and by each cleft there was a stream of water. The place whence 
the water came is full of trees. And soon we returned to the ship 
under the cool shade of the trees, without inconvenience from 
the sun.13 

A few days later, Mendaña and 27 of his crew set off again:

We went into the interior of the land, and after we passed through 
a little thicket in the plain, we were up to the hill-tops, having 
some difficulty in getting up on account of the thick grass, which 
remains throughout the year. We saw so many villages on the hill-
tops that it was marvellous, for more than thirty villages, of ten 
and twenty houses and more, could be counted within a league 
and a half of road. And all of the slope round the hills was full of 
huts, clearings and plantations, kept in very good order, and the 
villages were surrounded by very tall palm-trees; and it is certain 
that one of these clearings would grow food enough to sustain all 
that we saw, as far as we could judge. 

13  ibid., 305–6.
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… In some parts of it there were hills, but of no great altitude, 
the rest being savannah. We saw much smoke in the plains, which 
was not surprising as the land is so densely populated. We saw 
some rivers, which traversed the plain and went down to the sea. 
We entered a small village of about seven or eight houses, but did 
not find anyone, and near it was another one, smaller, where there 
were no Indians. We sat down to rest in the village, and we took 
some pana, which we roasted, and we did the people no harm. We 
returned by another road which seemed to lead straight on; and 
entered another village, where there were seventy houses, placed 
in regular order, with a street between them, made of baskets of 
earth, piled against the houses.14 

The only creeks and rivers close to Point Cruz are the Mataniko, Tanakua 
(Cruz Creek), Vutudaki (Rove, or Le Sage Creek), and Tau`utu (White 
River). Perhaps the irrigation was near the Mataniko or White rivers, 
given that a considerable water flow would have been needed, although 
the description seems to indicate areas west of White River.

The other party proceeded for 12 or 14 kilometres east, which would have 
taken them past the Lungga River and on to Guadalcanal Plains. The 
party was continually attacked by locals with arrows and stones. While 
not mounting a full-scale battle, the Tandai, Malango, and Lengo groups 
seem to have tried to discourage the invaders. The Spanish came across 
several villages where they helped themselves to root crops and some 
poultry, which would not have endeared them to the Guale.15 

The Spaniards were short of food and affected by fever, probably malaria. 
Always wary of attack, their accounts carry constant references to fear of 
cannibalism, although without proof. Once more, they set off exploring, 
going further than before. They came to a village on the coast, searching 
it for food, and finding none. Nearby on the beach, 1,000 Guale are 
reported to have gathered. Again, the size of the crowd may indicate that 
they had come together from the surrounding areas and assembled to 
meet the Spaniards, or that the numbers were exaggerated. The Spaniards’ 
supplies were dangerously low, and the villagers refused to barter for food, 
which led the interlopers to seize garden produce they found buried at one 
village. They were attacked by people from what may have been a village 
at the mouth of the Lungga, during which members of the crew were 

14  ibid., 308–9.
15  ibid., 313–15.
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killed. A nearby village was burnt in retaliation and food seized. A few 
days later, the Spaniards came across Tayla village, where the headman 
was named Tuadubi. At Tayla, they recorded more than 150 huts and 
a fighting force of 700 men. They claimed to have counted 200 houses in 
another village. On several occasions, they slept in villages overnight and 
seemed in some places to have established amicable relations.16 

Violence increased on both sides, with another nine Spaniards killed 
and severely mutilated. Retaliatory punitive expeditions were organised; 
many villages were burnt and more than 20 Guale killed. Two men are 
mentioned: Lunga from a village at a river mouth (possibly the Lungga), 
and Nano, said to have been an enemy of Lunga. Skirmishes occurred 
constantly over weeks. Later, when a canoe brought a pig as compensation, 
its occupants were killed and quartered and laid out at the spot where the 
Spanish had been massacred. The Spanish burnt houses and pillaged as 
much garden produce as they could carry away. Realising that relations 
were at a low ebb, on 13 June, the Spanish ships departed.17 

We cannot be certain of the size of the population of Guadalcanal in the 
sixteenth century. Given that the Spanish stayed around the Tandai area for 
a month, this may have attracted people from surrounding areas, skewing 
the estimates. Because the Spanish recorded that there were many villages 
in the Honiara area, the general impression is of a substantial population 
on the north coast. On occasions, the Spanish, having travelled along the 
coast as far as Marau Sound, claimed to have seen 1,000 or 2,000 Guale 
at one time. As Amherst and Thomson summarise in their 1901 edition 
of the diaries from the expedition: 

The whole country was under cultivation; irrigated taro plantations 
covered every hillside; and in the broad plains to the westward, 
intersected by rivers, he saw smoke rising in every direction. After 
reading Catoira’s enumeration of the villages through which he 
passed, one is less inclined to doubt the number of the fighting 
men who are described as assailing the Spaniards later.18 

Even allowing for exaggeration, the coast was heavily populated, the 
people lived in large villages with plentiful gardens, and practised irrigated 
agriculture. 

16  ibid., 316–21.
17  ibid., xxxiii–xxxviii, 325–81.
18  ibid., xxxv.
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The Spanish claimed to have seen irrigated yams growing west of Point 
Cruz, possibly in Poha or Vura valley. This site can no longer be located, 
although there is evidence of irrigation and ponding around Visale, much 
further west.19 Severe depopulation seems to have occurred during the 
mid to late nineteenth century due to raids emanating from Savo, Russell 
Islands, and New Georgia, which, as on nearby Isabel Island, forced the 
survivors on Guadalcanal to move inland, away from the coast. These 
raids were part of much wider aggression emanating largely from New 
Georgia over a few hundred years, which was probably exacerbated in 
the nineteenth century by the introduction of European weaponry by 
whalers and traders.20 For instance, Legacy from Savo Island, who knew 
the Tandai area in his youth in the 1850s, told Woodford that there had 
once been a much larger local population on the coast around Point Cruz, 
which had been dispersed by raiders from Savo and the Russell Islands 
during headhunting raids and the search for slaves—all part of the larger 
aggressive movement south from New Georgia.21 Resettlement along the 
coast only occurred once the protectorate began and headhunting was 
subdued in the 1900s. From the 1870s, diseases introduced by the labour 
trade to Queensland and Fiji may also have caused further depopulation, 
possibly by half.22 Although not mentioned by Woodford in his 1888 
description, Magagili village was on the east bank of the mouth of the 
Mataniko River, Kakabona village was several kilometres to the west 
of Point Cruz, and Lungga village was a similar distance away between 
Tenaru River and Koli Point to the east. In the 1930s, anthropologist 
Eugen Paravicini found few villages along the north coast. Only Kakabona 
was of any size—a village of about 80 houses.23 The other villages present 
in the sixteenth century had disappeared. 

Plantations on Guadalcanal
We know very little about the years between the Spanish sojourn and 
the British arrival in the second half of the nineteenth century. Clearly 
there had been a significant decline in the population level, which is 

19  Roe 1993: 159–75, 182–86.
20  ibid., 23. 
21  PMB 1290, Woodford Papers, Reel 5, Bundle 29, C.M. Woodford Diary, 24 October 1888.
22  My calculations for Malaita suggest the population there could have been reduced by 40 to 50 per 
cent between the 1870s and 1930s. Moore 2017a: 429–34. For Makira, see also Scott 2007: 84–87.
23  Roe 1993: 23–24.
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unlikely to have been solely caused by raiders from New Georgia and 
other islands to the north. We need to consider the numbers of Guale 
who worked outside the Solomons between 1870 and 1886: about 5,266 
indenture contracts in Queensland and 892 in Fiji, plus a few labourers 
in Samoa and New Caledonia. If we apply general Queensland statistics, 
96 per cent of workers were male and the mortality rate would have been 
about 25 per cent. More than 6,000 left Guadalcanal and around 4,600 
returned—probably about one-fifth of the population.24 The labourers 
were exposed to a measles epidemic in 1875, which, although early in the 
Solomons labour trade, may have caused deaths on Guadalcanal. Overall, 
labour recruiting must have caused significant population declines and 
may have altered the size of Guadalcanal descent groups, and land control 
on the north coast. The protectorate’s colonisation process may also 
have caused changes to local cultures, altering languages, cosmologies, 
and values.

Land in Melanesia is an integral part of communities and societies. 
The relationship is symbiotic. On Guadalcanal, as elsewhere, all land has 
‘owners’ (or perhaps, better, ‘custodians’), as do the surrounding sea and 
reefs, and there are a variety of political and territorial safeguards. Some 
land was in permanent use, while other areas were used seasonally or 
according to needs. Shifting agriculture clearly requires local movement 
and villages were also re-sited for a variety of reasons. As Guadalcanal 
academic Gordon Nanau reminds us, land is life, providing food and 
subsistence. It is also a spiritual place where the ancestors and spirits live 
alongside the present generation.

There is no standard way to describe descent group divisions on 
Guadalcanal and, compared with neighbouring Malaita, there has been 
little written about Guadalcanal by anthropologists. Basing his comments 
on the Lengo language area, Nanau identifies two key social entities: the 
kema (tribe) takes care of the integrity of its land and its members; the 
mamata (clan) is a political entity that safeguards the interests and welfare 
of clan members. Being born into a family gives an individual the right 
to use and live on the group’s land. These rights shape behaviour and 
the attitudes of individuals and families, both to their local areas and to 
the lands of other kema and mamata. Permission must be obtained when 
harvesting produce from old garden or village sites. Kukuni (respect) must 

24  Price with Baker 1976: 114; Siegel 1985: 49; Moore 1985: 235–73.
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be given to the rights of all residents, and kikinima (reverence) is expected 
from all actions carried out on the land. Movement relates to kema and 
mamata and there is etiquette involved in establishing altars and sacrifices 
to tidio (spirits/gods). In Nanau’s words, it ‘signifies the human bond 
between people and relationships sealed through land’: 

Within a piece of land owned by a mamata, there are multifaceted 
rights from members of the same mamata as well as those of 
non-mamata members. The vunivae and ghatumba rights are two 
extremely important rights that cannot be interfered with. Even 
the landowning mamata and kema cannot do as they please in 
a family or person’s vunivae and ghatumba. Permission has to be 
sought from the ghatumba or vunivae holders. From this vantage 
point, it can be confidently asserted the landownership is not 
exclusive but reflects the subsistence and social cohesion amongst 
members of a particular society.25 

Another Guale academic, Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka, prefers not to use 
the terms ‘clan’ or ‘tribe’, which he suggests can be ambiguous in their 
meaning, instead substituting the Solomons Pijin term laen, derived 
from the English words ‘line’ and ‘lineage’, and referring to a group of 
people who claim the same lineage or ancestry.26 Information about land 
is not freely given and is often contested. The number of laen identified 
varies, depending on where on Guadalcanal the information is gathered. 
The relationship between a group and its territory is flexible and fluid, 
changing over time. In short, what Europeans attempted to do—purchase 
permanent land rights from a few compliant individuals—was not 
accepted by the Guale, who had no similar concept of land alienation. 

Ownership of customary land in Melanesia is always fraught. Claimants 
within one descent group or tribe do not always agree, and neighbouring 
groups often disagree over boundaries. It would also be wrong to present 
the nineteenth-century Tandai as a totally united group. Joseph Foukona 
and Matthew Allen list numerous examples of disagreements since 2000 
among the Tandai over the finer points of landownership.27 Nevertheless, 
there is no doubt that modern Honiara is within land acknowledged 
by surrounding Guale groups and the government to have been under 
Tandai control. Another complication is that the Guadalcanal Provincial 

25  Nanau 2014: 174.
26  Kabutaulaka 2019: 119–20.
27  Foukona and Allen 2017: 103.



39

1. NAHONA`ARA BEFORE 1942

Government has made recent claims on behalf of the Tandai and has 
included them in much wider negotiations with the national government, 
which include surrounding areas of alienated land. 

The Tandai, particularly those originally living around the Mataniko 
River, have never agreed with the legitimacy of the Kukum–Lungga–
Tenaru land transfer in the 1880s. Nor did those in the area to the west 
that became Mamara plantation support the acquisition of their land 
or its later inclusion in urban lands. Although the Tandai acknowledge 
negotiating the 1886 land purchases, they have always sought to preserve 
their ownership of a triangular piece of land beginning along the coast 
from Tanakake to Point Cruz, and from there inland along the boundary 
line with what is marked on Map 1.3 as Svensen and Rabut’s Mamara 
plantation for approximately 12.8 kilometres.28 As well, there was seldom 
any concept of permanent alienation of land in Melanesian society. The 
Europeans who negotiated to obtain the land had a quite different concept 
of land rights and ownership from that understood by the Tandai. 

The first plantation in the Honiara area was begun at Kukum (Kokomu) 
in 1886. The Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru land deal (or rather its boundaries) 
was disputed all through the early twentieth century. Suala, chief of the 
Gombata laen from Magagili village, was a child at the time of the 1886 
land agreement. In 1917, he told the Guadalcanal district officer that 
Thomas Garvin Kelly, John Williams, and Thomas Woodhouse had only 
purchased the land 3.2 kilometres east of Tanakake, which he said belonged 
to the Simbo people. He also complained to the BSIP administration 
about the behaviour of Levers Pacific Plantations Limited (Pacific Islands 
Company) employees who cut down all the vegetation surrounding the 
village and attempted to drive his people away from their coastal homes.29 
In turn, Levers claimed freehold ownership over the coastal area and inland 
from Point Cruz to just east of Tenaru River. Levers also held a certificate 
of occupation over the headwaters of the Mataniko and Tenaru rivers, and 
down to the coast, but excluding Lungga village.30

28  This boundary marking appears to be incorrect.
29  The relevant Solomon Islands National Archives [hereinafter SINA] BSIP file is 18/I/2.
30  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, J.S. Symington to Resident Commissioner, 26 May 1920, and accompanying 
maps. The area in dispute was registered in the Red Book, No. 229, Folio 121, 122. See also SINA 
BSIP 18/I/21c, hand-drawn map by F.L. Langdale, authorised by S.G.C. Knibbs, Crown Surveyor, 
16 June 1917.
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When Woodford visited north Guadalcanal as a naturalist in 1888, he said 
the area that is now Honiara was known locally as Tandai, meaning the 
landowning and language group in the area. He also called it ‘Kokoma’, 
by which he meant the geographic area, and he recorded the name of 
the nearby river, now called the Mataniko, as ‘Nanago’, which may 
be a mishearing or variation of the same name. On 21 October 1888, 
Woodford recorded the following description in his diary: 

At daylight we came back towards the island at Port la Cruz. 
We anchored before breakfast off the mouth of the river about ½ 
a mile SE of the island. We saw three natives fishing and they told 
us it was called the Nanago R. This, after inspecting the island 
and the remainder of the coast to the west, I have come to the 
conclusion is the Rio Gallego [named by the Spanish]. The name 
by which the island is known among the natives is Kokoma (the 
island). We took the boat and went ashore and I took photos of 
the mouth of the river & of the island as seen from it. Just behind 
the fringe of trees on the coast some low grassy hills rise for about 
100 to 120 ft [30–37 metres] upon one of which doubtless the 
cross was planted … 

The island is of coral formation and covered with low trees & scrub. 
It is connected with the mainland by a reef-flat almost dry at low 
water and on the eastern edge of it there is at present a sand spit 
joining the island & mainland along which some stunted bushes 
grow. This is probably of recent accumulation but there could not 
have been [space] even at the time of the Spaniards [for] passage 
for a boat between the island and the mainland except at high 
water. To the westward of the anchorage there are some sunken 
coral patches shewn by coloured water. We landed for an hour 
& I took some photos. There are no natives now living on the 
coast, a few scattered huts are some distance back in the bush and 
the natives visit the coast to fish as those had whom we met this 
morning … As to Port la Cruz I cannot call it a good harbour, & 
the bottom is uneven, we had 7 fathoms [13 metres] just ahead 
of us and 15 [27 metres] just astern. While there are coral patches 
a short distance away to the westward. Still it was better than an 
anchorage on an open coast.31 

31  PMB 1290, Woodford Papers, Reel 5, Bundle 29, C.M. Woodford Diary, 21 October 1888.
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Plate 1.3 Point Cruz in 1944.
The sandspit joining the original island to the mainland had grown since the 1568 
visit by Mendaña, and the 1888 visit by Charles Woodford.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 1.4 The mouth of the Mataniko River, 1920s.
Source: Raucaz (1928: 150). 
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Woodford first visited Solomon Islands in 1886. He was aware that 
Europeans seeking to purchase land had a different perspective from 
Solomon Islanders agreeing to part with their land. When he took up his 
BSIP appointment in 1896, Woodford issued the Solomon Islands (Land) 
Regulation, which declared all previous land ‘contracts’ to be provisional 
until investigated by protectorate officers, although in fact this rarely 
occurred. The regulation stipulated the necessary improvements for land 
acquired as trading stations, or for agricultural purposes, and provided 
for negotiation of leases with Solomon Islanders. Woodford believed the 
protectorate government had the right to control land and to declare land 
to be ‘vacant’, although the Colonial Office felt Woodford’s regulation was 
invalid. It was superseded by an 1899 ruling that it was legal to declare 
land to be Crown land if the inhabitants were ‘practically savages without 
any proper conceptions of ownership of land’. The solution was to issue 
certificates of occupation on land ‘neither owned, cultivated nor occupied 
by any native or non-native person’.32 A subsequent law, the Waste Land 
Regulations, 1900–04, enabled the WPHC to declare land to be waste and 
vacant. Woodford created the position of government surveyor in 1911, 
which was the forerunner of what became the Department of Lands and 
Survey. In the late nineteenth century, the depopulated Tandai, Malango, 
and Lengo coast appeared to be more ‘waste and vacant’ than it would 
have a few centuries earlier. 

Some of the alienated land in the BSIP became freehold, with other areas 
held under certificates of occupation. Levers—English soap manufacturers 
who became the largest landholders in the protectorate—used these legal 
mechanisms to acquire land east of the Mataniko River, and to secure their 
extensive landholdings elsewhere along the north coast of Guadalcanal, 
and on other islands.33 Through their Pacific Islands Company, Levers 
purchased freehold land directly from the customary landholders, amassing 
80,937 hectares in the protectorate under certificates of occupation. 
In the 1900s, the company began negotiating purchases of freehold land 
directly from the indigenous owners (11,683 hectares) and from existing 
traders and planters (20,638 hectares). By 1907, the company controlled 
121,405 hectares in the protectorate. As well, Levers was happy to keep 

32  Heath 1981: 64.
33  The original company was Levers Pacific Plantations Limited (1902, registered in the United 
Kingdom), the Solomon Islands activities of which were transferred to Levers Pacific Plantations Pty Ltd 
(1928, registered in Australia). The usual short form is Levers, or Lever Brothers.
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using certificates of occupation, negotiating with the Colonial Office to 
extend them from 99 to 999-year leases. These were the years when Levers 
acquired their land in and around what became Honiara.34 

In 1906, Woodford requested but was refused permission to pass 
regulations enabling his government to purchase land directly, to resell 
at reasonable prices. He continued to negotiate with the WPHC and, in 
1911, it was agreed there would be no more private land purchases after 
1 January 1912. A new Solomon Islands land regulation issued in March 
1914 enabled leases of 10 to 99 years, with a forfeiture clause if there was 
no development of the land. The 1914 regulation included a provision 
for standard leases such as for building, cultivation, and grazing, which 
replaced the 1900–04 regulations. This ended the ‘millennium’ leases, 
although occasionally after 1914 leases in perpetuity were still granted.35 
Compulsory registration of land title deeds was introduced in 1918—
still with no provision for investigation of their validity.36 With minor 
amendments, the 1914 regulation remained in force until 1959, when it 
was repealed and replaced.37 

Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru, Tenavatu (Ilu), 
and Mamara plantations
To the 1880s European eye, north Guadalcanal had a low population, and 
the land was suitable for coconut plantations. Europeans began coastal 
plantations on Guadalcanal, negotiating land purchases, which they 
registered with the WPHC in Suva, Fiji. Three European agricultural 
landholdings developed on Tandai land within what has become Honiara, 
with most of the growth taking place between 1900 and about 1916. The 
land under coconut palms increased rapidly after 1906 and many estates 
had reached their maximum capacity by 1917. In the 1920s, serious 
losses because of premature nut fall caused by Amblypelta cocophaga 
(coconut bug) significantly reduced production. 

34  Hookey 1969.
35  British Solomon Islands Annual and Biannual reports [hereinafter BSIP AR] 1971: 23.
36  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram Collection, Memorandum from Commissioner of Lands and Surveys, 
H5/20, 18 October 1969.
37  BSIP 1959.
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Map 1.2 Levers’ Tenaru Estate, showing the years various sections were 
planted and the boundaries with Ilu and Lungga estates.
Source: Peter Flahavin Collection. 
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The core area of modern Honiara became a combination of freehold and 
certificates of occupation over plantation land, separated until January 
1947 by an area of indigenous ownership (Mataniko to Rove), as well as 
disputed indigenous ownership east of the Mataniko (Maps 3.1, 3.2). The 
450-square-kilometre Guadalcanal Plains are unique in the Pacific Islands 
because of the large, level areas with evenly distributed good-quality 
alluvial soil, and an ample river system. Areas of the plains more distant 
from the coast remained undeveloped, covered with natural grassland or 
forest, but the coastal land was soon covered with coconut palms. 

Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru estates

The central area of Greater Honiara, from Point Cruz to Tenaru, and 
known at various times as Kukum, Lungga, and Tenaru estates or 
plantations, was purchased on 7 November 1886 for £60 of trade 
goods. The deal was done by Robert Bain and Harry Stevens on behalf 
of partners Kelly, Williams, and Woodhouse, New South Wales–based 
traders with commercial interests in the Shortland and New Georgia 
islands, and Ontong Java Atoll. The land was purchased from Woothia 
(or Uvothea) of Lungga, Allea of Manago (or Nanago), his son Manungo 
(or Maneuqu), with Mosey (or Mosee) from Tasimboko as a witness. 
The agreement described the land area in this way: 

All that Peice [sic] of land on the north coast of Guadalcanal 
one of the Solomon Islands called Moreo and Nanago extending 
from a remarkable grass patch in Langa [Lengo] bay Westwardly 
to a point in Le Cruz bay called Bah from Bah Point S.S.W. to the 
main range from thence eastwardly to meet a line S.W. from 
the grass patch to Langa bay.38 

The area extended into Tandai, Malango, and Lengo lands. As this area 
is disputed in court cases, it is worth noting that in 2017 Michael Ben 
Walahoula, secretary of the Tandai Tribal Landowners Association, told 
me that Moreo and Nanago are the names of two warriors from the time, 
Mare (Moreo) and Maneugu (Nanago), not of pieces of land. There is no 
Tandai land that matches the description. This may be a basic flaw in the 
original alienation of the land. Yet, in 1888, Charles Woodford also used 
Nanago as a geographic description. 

38  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, WPHC Land Notice No. 229, copy of original dated 18 December 1886. 
Joseph Foukona provided me with a copy of the original agreement, which I have used here. The 
spelling and capitalisation vary slightly from the SINA version. 
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The next owners were Carl Oscar Svensen and his partners, and then 
Levers. Svensen’s name first appears in Solomon Islands history in 
1888 when he passed through as a seaman, before returning in 1890 in 
partnership with Alex Monrad, based at Marau Sound. Monrad became 
ill and sold out to Svensen, who was joined by his brother Theodore, and 
the Nerdrum brothers, forming the Norwegian Solomon Islands Trading 
and Plantation Company Limited. In Norway, Theodore Svensen, who 
owned a small fleet of sailing ships, was forced out of business by the 
changeover to steam ships. He was in his element with the company’s 
sailing ships in the Solomons. Oscar Svensen and his partners prospered, 
purchasing Tavanipupu Island in Marau Sound, which they used as their 
main base. Then, as the focus of the protectorate moved to Tulagi, in 1903, 
they purchased Gavutu Island (opposite Tulagi) from Lars Neilsen. Oscar 
Svensen became the most entrepreneurial trader in the protectorate. For a 
few years early in the twentieth century, he owned most of the plantation 
land within modern Honiara. Svensen ingratiated himself with Woodford, 
and always assisted the administration, and the missionaries, although 
he and his partners used their Norwegian citizenship to circumvent 
British authority, particularly when selling guns and ammunition. 
Another reason given for their success was that they are said to have 
treated Solomon Islanders better than did most of the other traders and 
planters.39 Svensen and his partners’ most lucrative early investments were 
in pearling, using beds in Maramasike Passage (Malaita), Manning Straits 
(between Isabel and Choiseul), and Mboli Passage (Ngela). Pearl shell 
(Pinctada maxima) was worth £150 to £180 a ton on the London market. 
Pearls were a bonus and large, fine specimens were worth £200 to £400 
each—a small fortune.40 They also purchased land for plantations around 
Marau Sound and at Aola, which was augmented a few years later by their 
Honiara lands. 

Early land transfers are not always easy to track. In the late 1890s, Oscar 
Svensen met Alex J. Rabut (or Rabuth) in Santa Cruz, where he was the 
unhappy partner of A.E.C. Forrest. Rabut was persuaded to take over 
management of Svensen’s Aola plantation, which he had purchased from 
the bankrupt Kelly, Williams, and Woodhouse partnership in 1898.41 
Over the next two years, Rabut proved his worth by planting more than 

39  Bennett 1981: 170–73, 180, fn. 24.
40  Mullins (2019: 78) provides an excellent account of the values of pearls, pearl shell, and other 
marine products around northern Australia.
41  Golden 1993: 118.
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66 hectares of coconut palms. At the same time, Svensen purchased the 
Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru land. Between 1903 and 1905, Svensen, with 
Rabut as his partner, sold the land to Levers, which then held a certificate 
of occupation for 99 years over 7,284-hectare ‘Tinaru Estate’. In 1903, 
at the age of 42, Svensen claimed to have been earning £2,000 to £6,000 
(approximately A$276,300 to A$828,900) annually since 1899, and to be 
collecting half of the local produce sold in the archipelago.42 

Svensen had watched Levers’ Pacific Islands Company select large 
amounts of land for plantations in the western Solomons. Knowing 
that Woodford supported commercial plantation development, Svensen 
decided to purchase as much coastal land as he could. He spent very little 
(£1,000 in cash and goods) to purchase 10,400 hectares throughout the 
protectorate. To keep his costs down, he made provisional purchases, only 
offering part-payment.43 This becomes important when we try to work 
out the complexity of the Mamara plantation purchase. 

Svensen offered to sell some of his holdings to Burns, Philp & Company—a 
prominent Australian shipping, retail, and plantation operation in the 
Pacific until the 1970s—for £10,000, which the company declined. 
Then, between 1903 and 1905, he sold most of his property to Levers for 
£40,000 (approximately A$5.6 million in 2020). Initially, he committed 
to stay on as manager, although he soon resigned and concentrated on 
his remaining Guadalcanal plantations. As well, he negotiated a deal with 
Burns Philp to arrange the repatriation of around 4,000 Solomon Islanders 
from Australia who had been deported under the 1901 legislation to create 
the White Australia Policy. By 1908, he had made £9,000 (the equivalent 
of more than A$1 million in 2020) from this venture.44

Aside from adjustments to their title after the 1920s Lands Commission, 
and the hiatus during World War II, when the area became a Japanese base, 
a battlefield, and then an American base, Levers maintained ownership 
until 12 February 1947, when it sold the Protectorate Government 2,274 
hectares of land stretching from the Mataniko River east to Kukum–
Lungga–Tenaru.

42  SINA BSIP C18/I/7, Civil Case No. 3 of 1964, Provisional decision of the Registrar of Titles on 
the claim raised by Baranamba Hoai; Certificate of Occupation for 99 years granted to Pacific Islands 
Company Ltd in 1903. If it is correct that Rabut died in 1902, presumably his estate had not been 
finalised. (Joseph Foukona provided a copy of this case.)
43  Bennett 1981: 179–80.
44  ibid., 181, 183.
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Tenavatu (Ilu) plantation

The other plantation that was part of the Greater Honiara area, but 
beyond the town council and then city council boundaries, was Tenavatu 
(Ilu) plantation, east of Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru plantations (Map 1.2). 
Maps from the 1920s show Tenavatu as beginning at Red Beach and 
similar in size to Mamara plantation between Rove and White River, 
which were both much smaller than the Kukum–Lungga–Tenaru 
estates. The plantation’s western boundary seems to have begun within 
Tandai territory, which ended at Alligator Creek, a short distance east 
of the end of the modern runway of Honiara International Airport—
Henderson Field. The lease over Tenavatu was taken up by another 
Svensen employee, William Dumphy, about the same time as Mamara 
was established in the 1900s. Dumphy arrived in the Solomons in about 
1900 as one of the crew of a pearling lugger owned by Svensen. It  seems 
likely that Svensen was involved in financing both Dumphy and Joseph T. 
d’Oliveyra at Mamara. Just as with Rabut, they did the work and Svensen 
provided the money. 

Bill Dumphy also had land at Tauvutu Island and Aola. He sold Tauvutu 
in 1917 and moved to Aola. In about 1921, he suffered an attack of the 
bends while diving and left for medical treatment in Australia, never 
to return. Historian Graeme Golden recorded Tenavatu as covering 
6,812 hectares (which is much larger than it appears on maps).45 Levers 
purchased Tenavatu soon after this, although it may be that Svensen 
was in control of Tenavatu all along. Evidence from a 1964 court case 
suggests Svensen sold the Tenavatu land to Levers in 1927.46 To further 
complicate matters, the names and boundaries of the various plantations 
altered over time. Kukum became part of Lungga, and Lungga and 
Tenaru were amalgamated in 1935, including Tenavatu, which was 
renamed Ilu. Levers Solomon Limited, now Russell Islands Plantation 
Estate Limited, still holds part of this land as fixed-term estate (FTE, 
effectively long leases).47 

45  Golden 1993: 146.
46  SINA BSIP C18/I/7, Civil Case No. 3 of 1964.
47  Foukona and Allen 2017: 103–4.
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Mamara plantation

The other area within the Honiara land alienations was Mamara plantation. 
The coastal area to the west, between Rove and White River, was called 
Tau`utu (and, variously, Tautu, Tuutu, Ta-Ut, or Ta-wtu). It became the 
366-hectare Mamara plantation, consisting of two contiguous blocks of 
land, which explains why there are discrepancies in some accounts and 
maps. To further complicate matters, it is not on the Mamara River, 
which is further west. 

An investigation by the Honiara City Council in 2011 suggested  the 
Mamara land transactions first took place in 1911. I believe the research 
is mistaken and has missed earlier documentation. Joseph T. d’Oliveyra 
purchased a smallholding first, which was called Mamara plantation. 
Svensen joined d’Oliveyra on the contiguous block, which was known as 
Tau`utu. In 1943, Svensen’s son said the original owners were Melbourne 
Solomon Islands Proprietary Limited.48 D’Oliveyra, who had spent 
several months studying rubber production in Malaya, experimented with 
cotton and rubber production at Mamara, although copra remained the 
mainstay. Evidently all went well, as by 1910 they had erected a cotton 
ginnery and a sawmill to service their Guadalcanal plantations.49 

Some sources suggest the Mamara–Tau`utu partnership became one 
between Svensen and Rabut, with d’Oliveyra no longer involved. If Rabut 
died in 1902 (as sources suggest), any Mamara partnership involving him 
is unlikely. Golden gives 1907 as the starting date for Mamara plantation, 
although he provides no reference. A prospectus for Mamara Plantation 
Limited was promulgated in 1911, with Svensen as the major shareholder 
and managing director.50 What the City Council investigation failed to 
consider is Svensen’s habit of only paying part of the purchase price until 
he was certain the plantation would be a commercial success.

By the mid-1900s, Svensen was a wealthy man—a multimillionaire in 
modern terms. The order of the north-west Guadalcanal land purchases 
was that, in 1907, Svensen negotiated for land on north Guadalcanal near 
Poha River on the west side of Kakabona, and the next year began the 

48  Pacific Islands Monthly [hereinafter PIM], February 1964, 80; SIG 2012a.
49  Bennett 1981: 185; Svensen 1943. I have not been able to find any registration details for this 
company.
50  Golden 1993: 121; Bennett 1981: 185. The prospectus has no date. Bennett identified it as 1909, 
although when Svensen died in 1964, his son had a copy dated 1911. PIM, February 1964, 77–80.
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partnership with d’Oliveyra at Mamara–Tau`utu. Then, in 1910, Svensen 
and d’Oliveyra made a joint purchase for £5,000 of Domma plantation 
to the west, which was begun by William Pope in 1907. Svensen sold 
Domma in 1912 but retained a major portion of the shares and became 
director of the new company, Domma Plantation Limited.51

In 1911, the western part of Mamara plantation consisted of 233 
hectares—an area beginning at Chachapa Kondomamba (west of the 
White River area, near the present-day Tandai parish church), running 
east to Vatuboia on the coast, and then inland for 1.6 kilometres. This 
was acquired from two men, Voka and Tevu, for £55 on 24 January 1911. 
The 133-hectare eastern part of Mamara plantation, from Vatuboia east 
to Vatudaki, also running inland for 1.6 kilometres, was acquired from 
one individual, Nana, on 18 July 1911 for £30 (Map 3.3).52 From 1912, 
Mamara Plantations Limited had capital of £120,000, with Svensen as 
managing director and owner of one-quarter of the shares.53 This may 
explain why Svensen was paying landowners in 1911, as he had altered his 
title from leasehold to freehold and was making a final payment. 

Svensen seems to have believed that Mamara covered the land as far east as 
the Mataniko River, or at least he tried to intimidate the people living on 
that land into believing he had legal control. Sualu, chief of the Ramtata 
(Gombata) descent group, living at Horahi village, reported to the 1920s 
Lands Commission that Svensen had cleared people off the land and they 
had moved to Kakabona.54 There is an indication in 1919 correspondence 
by Commissioner of Lands Stanley Knibbs that part of the problem was 
the vagueness of the original boundaries: 

[S]ubsequent conveyances to Svensen and Levers show that the 
[Kukum] boundary extends as far west as Pt. Cruz, and runs 
S.S.W. inland to the ‘Main range’. There has been continuous 
trouble with the natives living near Kookoom [Kukum], and they 
all consider that they have been swindled.55 

51  Bennett 1981: 186.
52  SIG 2012a: 18.
53  Bennett 1981: 185; Golden 1993: 121, 133, 142, 143, 146, 314, 330.
54  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, Claim No. 17, Lands Commission; see also Golden 1993: 133.
55  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, Knibbs to Resident Commissioner, 15 September 1919.
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Map 1.3 1920 map showing the Tandai claim and the Occupational 
Lease claimed by Levers.
Svensen and Rabut’s Mamara plantation (between Tau`utu [White] and Kohove rivers) 
is shown on the western boundary of the Tandai land claim, and includes Point Cruz. 
BSIP officials interpreted the Tandai claim as relating only to Malagili village at the 
mouth of the Mataniko River. All spelling and wording are as they appear on the 
original map. 
Source: SINA BSIP 18/I/2, J.S. Symington to Resident Commissioner, 26 May 1920. 
Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 

There is conflicting evidence over the eastern boundary of Mamara 
plantation. Map 1.3, drawn by Knibbs in 1920, shows Svensen and 
Rabut as owning land right up to Point Cruz, when Rabut was long 
dead. Map  1.5, also drawn by Knibbs in 1920, shows Mamara or Ta-
wtu (Tau`utu) as beginning at Rove. Maps 1.5–1.6 (1920, 1922), both 
by Knibbs, show the area west of Point Cruz as ‘native land’, which 
suggests Mamara stopped at Rove. Perhaps Knibbs was careless with the 
1920 sketch (Map 1.3). On Map 3.1 (from 1947), Mamara plantation is 
marked as consisting of 325 hectares and appears to be between White 
River and Kakabona, but it excludes the area from Rove to White River. 
Because Mamara plantation was not investigated by the 1920s Lands 
Commission, there was never a definitive survey of its boundaries. 
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Map 1.4 Levers’ land claim as of 26 May 1920.
The map shows the area from Point Cruz to Koli Point, which they claimed they held 
under a combination of freehold and a certificate of occupation. William Dumphy’s 
Tenavatu plantation is further east. All spelling and wording are as they appear on 
the original map. 
Source: SINA BSIP 18/I/2, J.S. Symington to Resident Commissioner, 26 May 1920. 
Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 

The Tandai and their land
The land deals that created Honiara were made between the 1880s and 
1960s—all beyond the modern statute of limitations, which only allows 
legal challenges within 12 years. Any further negotiation can only be at a 
political level. The Tandai land and sea-holding descent group, on whose 
land Honiara was built, divide their area into five sections: Lakuli, Haubata, 
Kakau, Simbo, and Kidipale. Generations ago, people originating from 
Tinana Vera migrated down to coastal Tandai. Kukum, Lungga, Tenaru, 
and Tenavatu are part of Tandai lands. They share the eastern plains area 
with the Lengo to the east, the Honiata at upper Betikama, the Kosumba 
in the west, and the Biti in the south. The Tandai lands over which most 
argument has occurred are Lungga, Tenaru, and Tenavatu, extending 
from Saravitu (the mouth of the Lungga River) to Betinavua east along 
the coast on the Tandai’s eastern boundary. They list their main village 
sites as Mae, Matabilo, Takusa, Vatuliva, Vatubebea, Veraliva, Taonavua, 
Tana`aru, Haviha, Kindy, and Haikoku.56 Tandai lands continue west past 

56  Tandai House of Chiefs and Tandai Landowners Association n.d. [2010s].
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the Mataniko River to include other suburban land and peri-urban land 
to the western boundary of Honiara City Council land, and beyond to 
Kakabona and Ruaniu. They also hold rights over the sea around their land. 

Plate 1.5 Horahi village is in the centre of this 1942 photograph, in a 
clearing along the beach on the west side of the mouth of the Mataniko 
River.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 1.6 Horahi village in the 1920s.
Source: Raucaz (1928: 135). 
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Plate 1.7 The home of the Catholic missionary at Horahi village, 1920s.
Source: Raucaz (1928: 187). 

Plate 1.8 Horahi village in August 1942 overlaid on a modern view 
of Honiara.
The village was on the site of the present octagonal United Church building and the 
old Solomon Islands Electricity Authority headquarters, now owned by Fair Trade Co. 
The building on the coastal side is the Sea King restaurant. The area is on Mendana 
Avenue just east of Central Market. 
Sources: USNARA; Google Earth (www.google.com/earth/; 2010); with insertion and 
markings courtesy of Peter Flahavin, 1 June 2015. 

http://www.google.com/earth/
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There was no government presence on Guadalcanal until 1914, when 
Aola station was opened 40 kilometres further around the north coast, 
far from Tandai land. Svensen and Levers were able to be ruthless in their 
attempts to gain control of the entire coastal area around what is now 
Honiara. As reported by Suala and corroborated by eyewitnesses, in the 
mid-1900s, Rivers, a Levers’ employee, arrived with two boats carrying 
labourers. They burnt down 15 Malagili village houses, destroyed their 
gardens, shot 12 pigs, and smashed canoes. At this stage, the Mataniko 
village was on the east bank of the river, near the mouth. For the next 
two years, the Mataniko area people fled inland up the river, and then 
returned to their coastal village site, still on the east bank. Suala said he 
was from the Rabata (Ravutu) descent group but did not know who 
had been involved in the 1886 negotiations. In about 1913, Nangana 
of Wouuna, accompanied by Jilivi (Tsilvi) and Lia, head of the village, 
went to Tulagi to report their dissatisfaction to Resident Commissioner 
Woodford. In a 1917 statement, Nangana claimed Woodford had told 
them they could stay in their coastal village. Nangana acknowledged Suala 
as the senior male.57 In 1919, acting District Officer C.G. Norris had no 
doubt that Levers had behaved ‘outrageously’ at Mataniko and Visale in 
the past, and the company was continuing to behave badly. He described 
Levers as a ‘menace’: 

Since then [1917] Lever’s Pacific Plantations Limited have felled 
some hundred acres of land on all sides of their village—land of 
which they had been monstrously deprived—and now they appear 
to think denied British Justice, they are forced to abandon the 
splendid houses built after 1917 because Lever’s Pacific Plantations 
Limited prevent them growing food for subsistence.58 

In 1916–17, the Mataniko people rebuilt their village at the original 
coastal site, against ill will from Levers, who still claimed ownership.59 
According to Norris:

57  The eyewitnesses to the Rivers incident were Oliboa, Pura, Managu, Miru, Vurulu, Vogi, 
Honania, Pino, and Garibala. SINA BSIP 18/I/2, statements by Suala of Mataniko (Malagili village) 
and Nangana of Wouuna to acting District Officer C.G. Norris, 7 March 1917.
58  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, acting District Officer C.G. Norris, Aola, to acting Resident Commissioner 
F.J. Barnett, 18 August 1917.
59  ibid., 10 March 1917.
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These natives who have rebuilt their Village consisting of more 
than thirty houses inform me that Lever’s representative is now 
continually harassing them—by felling trees, ordering them to 
leave, preventing them from using the coconuts of which they 
have been deprived, spoiling their gardens and generally using 
threats—to such an extent that they have decided to again forsake 
their Village and for a second time retreat inland to exile.60 

Woodford seems to have investigated the purchases in 1902, and again in 
about 1913.61 In September 1919, Norris listed the principal complainants 
as the Tandai occupants of the areas named Rere, Bulibui, and Kookoom 
(Kukum), along with Runbatu (Ravatu), Kakau, Tenaba (Tevavatu), and 
Lavaro (Lavuro)—all of whom he understood to have an interest in the 
land.62 Acting Resident Commissioner Jack C. Barley decided matters 
should be dealt with by the Lands Commission (1919–24), which was 
appointed to investigate previous land alienation in the protectorate. In 
mid-1920, there were 74 villagers living at the mouth of the Mataniko. 
The new Resident Commissioner, Charles Workman, suspended Levers’ 
claims until after the Lands Commission hearings.63 Suala reiterated to 
Commissioner of Lands G.C. Alexander and his deputy Stanley Knibbs 
that Woodhouse had purchased only the land east of Tanakake, which did 
not include any Gombata land to the west. Knibbs thought the Gombata 
people would only be willing to part with the areas west of Tanakake, 
which Levers had already cleared.64

At Alexander’s suggestion, in June, Guadalcanal’s district officer 
Ralph Hill met with Levers’ staff and the Gombatas’ representatives. 
J.S. Symington, Levers’ manager at their Gavutu headquarters, suggested 
that Malagili village should be moved from the east to the west bank 
of the Mataniko, and that Levers be granted control of the land east of 
the river for a payment of £25 and the cost of surveying the boundaries. 

60  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, District Officer C.G. Norris to Barnett, 18 August 1919; acting Resident 
Commissioner Barley to acting District Officer, 20 April 1917; Resident Commissioner C.R.M. 
Workman to Lands Commissioner Alexander, 3 May 1920. See also Moore 2013c: entry on Phillips 
Lands Commission.
61  J.S. Symington, Manager, Levers Pacific Plantations Ltd, Gavutu, 26 May 1920, in SIG 2012a: 
33, Honiara City Council. No correspondence was found to substantiate this.
62  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, District Officer C.G. Norris, Aola, Guadalcanal to Resident Commissioner, 
4 September 1919. The new spelling in parentheses was provided by Michael Ben Walahoula, 
September 2017.
63  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, 19/II/5, District Officer R. Broadhurst Hill to Resident Commissioner, 
10 June 1920; Resident Commissioner Charles Workman to Lands Commissioner, 3 May 1920.
64  SINA BSIP 18/I/2, Knibbs to District Officer, Aloa, Guadalcanal, 12 May 1920.
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Although they had requested payment of £50, the Malagili villagers were 
said to have agreed to transfer a narrow strip of coastal land east of the 
Mataniko (about 81 hectares) to Levers. The company voluntarily gave 
up all claims to the land west of the Mataniko, requiring only a right-of-
way from the river to Point Cruz, which it used as an anchorage. Levers 
purchased the right-of-way for the government and, acting on the advice 
of Commissioner of Lands Alexander, paid the full £50 requested.65 

In London in 1924, the Secretary of State for the Colonies confirmed 
the recommendations of the Lands Commission, which were gazetted on 
23 May. Levers gave up its old title and received conveyance of a piece of 
land that included the modern Honiara land east of the Mataniko River—
the land contested by the Tandai landowners. Levers had improved its 
situation and achieved freehold of the entire area. 

Map 1.5 1920 map showing the boundaries of Levers’ land from the 
east bank of the Mataniko River to the boundary with William Dumphy’s 
Tenavatu plantation.
These boundaries were negotiated on or before 18 June 1920 as a result of investigations 
by the Phillips Lands Commission. Part of the solution was that the Tandai’s Malagili 
village be moved from the east to the west bank of the Mataniko River. It was renamed 
Horahi. Mamara plantation is shown west of Rove, but with no exact western boundary. 
The site of the survey peg between Lungga and Tenavatu is not on the border between 
the Tandai and Lengo language/cultural areas, which would have created further 
problems. All spelling and wording are as they appear on the original map. 
Source: SINA BSIP 18/I/2, S.G.C. Knibbs to Resident Commissioner, 18 June 1920. 
Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 

65  SINA BSIP 18/I/2: Lands Commissioner Alexander to Resident Commissioner, 12 April 1920; 
District Officer R. Broadhurst Hill Aola, Guadalcanal, to Resident Commissioner, 10 June 1920 
(2 letters); Alexander to Resident Commissioner, 9 August 1920.
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Map 1.6 The area that became east Honiara, as it was when examined by 
the Phillips Lands Commission in Claim 17, 12 May 1922.
The map shows the Kookoom (Kukum) coastal plantation developed by Levers, and 
the claim by Tandai villagers over part of the same area. The land west of Point Cruz is 
shown as still in indigenous hands and not part of Mamara plantation. Malagili village 
was then on the east bank of the Mataniko River. As part of the negotiations, the 
village was shifted to the west bank and renamed Horahi. All spelling and wording 
are as they appear on the original map. 
Source: SINA BSIP 18/I/2 and 18/11/5, Claim 17, Lands Commission; Plans A and B, 
S.G.C. Knibbs to District Officer, Aola, Guadalcanal, 12 May 1922. Cartography by 
Vincent Verheyen.

Malagili village (renamed Horahi) shifted to the west bank of the river. 
There are photographs from the 1920s of the river, the village, and its 
Catholic mission house.66 Marist Catholic Father D.J. Moore arrived on 
Guadalcanal in 1931 and knew the area well. In reminiscences written 
in 1968, Moore said: 

Prior to 1942, Honiara did not exist, not a trace of it, not even 
the name. The site of the present town was occupied partly by 
the village of Mataniko which consisted of a group of leaf houses, 
located in the vicinity of the present clerk’s quarters near the 
Government Stores. The people who formerly lived there now 
dwell along the banks of the Mataniko River upstream. The 
remainder of the present site of Honiara was occupied by gardens, 
coconuts and scrub.67 

66  Raucaz 1928.
67  British Solomons Islands Protectorate News Sheet [hereinafter BSIP NS], 14 February 1968.
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Between the 1880s and 1930s, much of Guadalcanal’s coastal land was 
divided into coconut plantations. This occurred in and around what 
is now Honiara, except for the area between Point Cruz and Rove, 
which remained under customary ownership until 1947. Before World 
War II, the coastal region that became Honiara was part of the Vulolo 
administrative subdistrict—a huge expanse of the island, covering the 
central mountains through to Talise on the Weather Coast. The 1931 
census estimated the entire Guadalcanal population as 14,264, which had 
increased to 15,620 in 1941. Vulolo was assessed as having a population 
of 1,273 in 1929, 1,211 in 1931, 1,299 in 1936, and 1,392 in 1941, 
but only 602 in 1946—the majority presumably living along the coast.68 
These population numbers are far smaller than those reported by the 
Spanish in 1568. 

More than 130 years after the first alienation of Tandai land from 
customary ownership, and 75 years since the protectorate’s capital moved 
to Guadalcanal, the loss of control for paltry compensation remains a 
major point of contention with the Guale. The Tandai House of Chiefs 
and the Tandai Tribal Landowners Association have long protested the poor 
compensation and lack of consultation they received during the process 
of hosting a major urban development on their land. The same is true 
for the Malango and Lengo language, cultural, and landowning groups 
on neighbouring Guadalcanal Plains. This dissatisfaction helped fuel the 
beginning of the Tensions in the 1990s (Chapter 9).69 Statements are still 
being made that the alienated Honiara land and its sea frontage belong to the 
original customary owners. Although the government and the Honiara City 
Council have held consultations with the Tandai people, the government 
always retreats to the legality of the original alienation of the land. 

***

Cities are an ever-evolving form of settlement, and their growth seldom 
directly benefits the original inhabitants. This has been the case with 
Honiara. The land alienation occurred during the colonial era when 
fairness was far from the minds of the original plantation owners and the 
government. The planters paid the Tandai a total of £195 in cash and 
goods for the coastal land from Tenaru to White River (excluding the 

68  SINA BSIP F14/22, District Census, 1941; F14/9 Annual Report, Guadalcanal District, 1936; 
SINA BSIP F14/19, Annual Report, 1944. These figures are from research by Richard Bedford, 
provided to Ralph Shlomowitz, and passed to me in 1996.
69  Moore 2004a; Fraenkel 2004.
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Mataniko to Rove section). Factoring in inflation, this was a bargain—
about SI$50,000 in 2020 currency. During 1947–48, the BSIP 
Government secured permanent alienation of the Honiara land by paying 
£6,971 to the traditional owners and two plantation owners. This is the 
equivalent of about SI$1.5 million in 2020. The area had been devastated 
by war and housed a temporary American military town. The plantations 
were wrecked, and the local Tandai were in no position to bargain. Most 
of the compensation went to the plantation owners, not the Tandai, and 
the remaining section of their land (Mataniko to Rove) was compulsorily 
resumed. Honiara City Council controls 3,424 hectares of land and sea 
(Map 9.1). The land (2,273 hectares) is now valued at hundreds of millions 
of dollars. Adding in Greater Honiara (the peri-urban spread beyond the 
declared area of the city) would increase the value substantially. 

Modern Honiara contains a mixture of landownership types, and any 
government would blanch at a challenge to the right of the capital city 
to exist. The modern legal system upholds agreements made as far back 
as the 1880s, although these laws and agreements have no relationship 
to the traditional land system of Guadalcanal, and to the chupu concept 
(outlined in Chapter 5), which binds individuals and communities 
when compensation takes place. At the heart of the modern legal system 
is also a presumption that the original agreements were made with the 
correct custodians, which may not be accurate. The surviving evidence 
is fragmentary, and insufficient to be totally sure. In the case of the land 
surrounding the Mataniko in central Honiara, the original compensation 
seems to have been based on who lived in the village at the mouth of the 
river at the time of the deal, not on who were the rightful custodians of 
Tandai land. Part of the compensation was for agreeing to move the site 
of the village, not for the sale of the land. 

An ever-increasing extra problem is that Honiara’s legal boundaries are 
too small to accommodate its current population, which spills over on 
to Tandai and Malango lands inland and along the coast (Maps 10.1 and 
10.4). Even if other urban areas in Solomon Islands expand and absorb 
migrant populations, and a new urban centre develops within Guadalcanal 
Province, Honiara will continue to expand, encroaching further on to 
customary lands. A satisfactory mechanism needs to be worked out that 
will enable the growth of Honiara, while also placating the Guale. This 
chapter has provided empirical background information but leaves it to 
Solomon Islanders to make ethical and political judgements about their 
past, and the best way forward. 
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The land around what became Honiara was not unique. What made it 
different was the Japanese decision to build an airfield there in 1942, 
and the American counter-invasion that created Camp Guadal, and 
eventually Honiara. 

Map 1.7 Map of Guadalcanal, 1930s.
Many of the coastal sites are villages, plantations, and missions.
Source: Robinson (c. 1940).
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