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4. Constance Frederica  
Gordon-Cumming (1837–1924): 

Traveller, author, painter 

‘Eka’, as Constance Frederica Gordon-Cumming was generally known to those 
acquainted with her, was an assertive and self-assured woman of independent 
means.1 She came from a large and socially well-connected family and was 
unconstrained by domestic obligations. Genteelly but not delicately brought 
up, she achieved distinction in the 1880s as a productive author and as a skilled 
and prolific painter of watercolour landscapes. Her accomplishments in these 
areas during that epiphanic decade derived mainly from a sustained bout of 
travelling that she undertook in various parts of the world, not least in the 
Pacific, between 1868 and 1880. She was a tourist on a grand scale. Indeed, 
among much else, she is a notable example of a social type formally identified 
and labelled by Dorothy Middleton in Victorian Lady Travellers (1965), and 
one which has since attracted a good deal more attention.2 As a result, the 
ranks of historically identified specimens—typically middle-aged and socially 
advantaged—have increased markedly. Among the best known are Isabella Bird 
and Marianne North, both of them friends of Gordon-Cumming, and both of 
whom followed some of the same paths as she did.

Independently of their particularities, these people—like any other category 
of being—may have significance conferred on them from various perspectives. 
From the point of view of feminist notions, for instance, they might be seen as 
archetypes of untrammelled, resourceful womanhood. Maybe, but anachronism 
is insidious. A balanced understanding of them would need to take into 
account the fact that, while relishing freedom in the form of physical and 
occupational mobility, they tended also to be conservative in their standards 
of morality and in their notions of what constituted proper behaviour. Or, and 
no less pertinently, in venturing to and returning from distant parts, and by 
recording in print and picture what they saw there, they may be regarded as an 
important adjunct of Empire. They were engaged in packaging and ordering, 
and thus seemingly tamed and rendered in some way familiar, places, peoples 
and habits that would otherwise have remained alien, or beyond the pale of 

1 Frederica, not the occasionally seen Frederika, is the correct spelling of her second name. C.F. Gordon-
Cumming, Memories, Edinburgh, 1904, p. 34. While not consistently so elsewhere, the surname is hyphenated 
in Burke.
2 Middleton, London; Leo Hamalian (ed.), Ladies on the Loose: women travellers in the 18th and 19th centuries, 
New York, 1981; Jane Robinson, Wayward Women: a guide to women travellers, Oxford, 1990; Mary Russell, 
The Blessings of a Good Thick Skirt: women travellers and their world, London; Shirley Fenton Huie, Tiger 
Lilies: women adventurers in the South Pacific, Sydney, 1990.
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their audience’s comprehension. That the meanings thus conveyed might be in 
some ways distorted and could create misleading impressions, imposed as they 
were from without by transient observers, is something of which a later age 
might be critical. But that does not of itself vitiate the authenticity of the first-
hand experience that begot them. The records of that experience are inherently 
valuable, even when they are coloured by the ideas of the recorder. Despite 
the layers of interpretation and explanation and generalisation that may be 
applied to them and their works, the lady travellers were at base individuals 
with personal interests, abilities, idiosyncrasies and—commonly—the tellingly 
advantageous support of class and family. As for any eyewitnesses, they are 
valuable suppliers of detail.

Gordon-Cumming inherited considerable advantages. Her family was listed in 
Burke’s Peerage and Baronetage, claimed descent from Charlemagne through the 
Counts de Comyn (the name Cumming derives from Comyn), and had a place in 
Scottish national history. One of her ancestors, a contender for the kingship, 
was killed by Robert Bruce. Fittingly, given the family mottoes of ‘Courage’ 
(Cumming) and ‘Sans Crainte’ (Gordon), there was also an inspirational tradition 
of adventuring. ‘There are’, she wrote, ‘perhaps few families in the Mother 
Country to whom the farthest corners of Greater Britain have (from the colonising 
or sporting instincts of its members) become more really familiar than that into 
which I was welcomed’. Besides, in preference to ‘trade’, the British colonies 
were ‘the natural destination of the younger sons of great houses’.3

Gordon-Cumming’s grandfather, Sir Alexander Cumming, the first baronet, 
inherited through his wife the name and arms of Gordon of Gordonstoun in 
1804. On that account he adopted the double surname, the components of which 
are hyphenated in Burke. The same usage is followed here, although it was not 
consistently employed by members of the family. Her father Sir William Gordon 
Gordon-Cumming, ‘as splendid a Highlander as ever trod the heather’, and also 
heir general of the ancient (but diminished) Penrose family of Cornwall, was the 
second baronet. He married Eliza Campbell, the granddaughter of the Duke of 
Argyll in 1815. They had six sons, four of whom became army officers, and five 
daughters, of whom Gordon-Cumming was the youngest.4 She was born at the 
family seat of Altyre in Morayshire, Scotland, on 26 May 1837. There was also 
a large extended family containing ‘numerous centres of cheery and hospitable 
welcome’ within which she would live much of her life.

3 Two Happy Years in Ceylon, Edinburgh, 1892; Memories, pp. 14, 80.
4 Gordon-Cumming, Memories, p. 5; Burke, pp. 440–441. In at least two places Eka claims to have been the 
12th–born in the family, but Burke lists only 11 in toto, so it is likely that she is counting one who died in 
infancy. Moreover, since she had a younger brother there must have been another infant death, making a total 
of 13 births. Indeed, she states that her mother left 13 living children and that, of her father’s 16 children, 14 
‘lived to man’s estate’. If there is an error, it is likely to be one of omission in Burke. See Two Happy Years, p. 
1; Memories, pp. 43, 52. 
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 I started life with fifty first cousins, about twice as many second and third 
cousins and collaterals without number, for the family tree had roots 
and branches ramifying in every direction; and as each group centred 
around some more or less notable home, it followed that England and 
Scotland were dotted over with points of family interest, in those good 
old days when … kinship, however much diluted, was fully recognised.5 

Gordon-Cumming’s mother died in 1842, a month after giving birth to her 
youngest brother, Francis. He later soldiered in India, and his son William 
settled in New Zealand. In 1846 her father married again, and sired two 
more daughters and a son. The latter was killed in action in Burma in 1890.6 
Meanwhile, the grandson of one of her father’s employees, the Australian-born 
traveller and journalist George Ernest Morrison, who would find fame in China, 
was becoming well-known through his early writings on the New Hebrides and 
New Guinea.7

Frustratingly for the would-be biographer, for someone who wrote so much, 
Gordon-Cumming left few private papers and is less than prodigal in providing 
personal details in her published writings. Thus, even in her autobiography, 
Memories, published in 1904, her early years are skimmed over, as are the 
last 47, following her return from China, yet the assiduous gleaner does not 
go unrewarded. Gordon-Cumming probably had some early instruction from 
resident tutors. In any case, the household in which she grew up appears to have 
been an intellectually lively one. Her mother was interested in geology and was 
acquainted with noted authorities in that field such as Robert Murchison, who 
identified the Devonian and Silurian periods, and Louis Agassiz, the glaciologist, 
who proved the existence of Ice Ages. Other noted visitors to Altyre included 
painters, such as Edwin Landseer and Charles Saunders, who painted elaborate 
portraits of Eliza and William in about 1830. Another broadening influence was 
the Swiss maid, Cherie, a family retainer, who instructed her young charges 
in French. Following the death of her mother, Gordon-Cumming went to live 
with her eldest sister in Northumberland, but in 1848, at her step-mother’s 
benign insistence, she was sent to ‘a first-rate school near London’, Hermitage 
Lodge at Fulham, where she was enrolled until 1853. An annual highlight of 
this period for her was the sea voyage home from London to Inverness for the 
summer holidays, even though it was often uncomfortable.8 A year after leaving 
school she attended her first London ‘season’ and her first ‘Northern Meeting’ at 
Inverness, thus beginning a round of visiting and of social activity that endured 
throughout her life.9

5 Memories, pp. 5–6.
6 Memories, pp. 43, 107–108, 194.
7 Cyril Pearl, Morrison of Peking, Ringwood, 1970, p. 1.
8 Memories, pp. 36, 38, 43, 48, 102–112.
9 Ibid., pp. 124–129, 131, 151, 169.
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Together with any refinements of taste and behaviour that they may have 
acquired, the Gordon-Cumming children grew up with a sturdy appreciation 
of the outdoors that extended to an admiration for rural culture and to a 
fondness for wandering in wild, isolated places. Some remote reinforcement 
of such avocations may have come via the marriage of their uncle, Charles 
Cumming-Bruce MP, in 1822, to the granddaughter of the explorer James Bruce 
of Kinnaird, who in 1769, had visited Abyssinia, seeking the source of the Nile. 
‘The Abyssinian’, as he became known, he reached the headwaters of the Blue 
Nile.10 For Gordon-Cumming, there were also more personal and immediate 
sources of inspiration for adventurous exploits. About the time that she was 
reading Robinson Crusoe, her eldest brother, Alexander, returned from Canada 
and the next eldest, Roualeyn, returned—as a celebrity—from Africa. After 
leaving Eton and having a spell of soldiering in the Madras Cavalry and in 
the Cape Mounted Rifles, Roualeyn had acquired fame as a pioneer big game 
hunter. His book, Five Years of a Hunter’s Life in the Interior of South Africa. 
With notices of the native tribes and anecdotes of the chase of the lion, elephant, 
hippopotamus, giraffe, rhinoceros etc, first published in 1850, and for which his 
sisters served as amanuenses, enjoyed a wide and admiring readership, while his 
trophies were displayed at the great Crystal Palace exhibition of 1851.11 Then 
there were Gordon-Cumming’s fourth and fifth brothers, who each set forth in 
December 1845. John became a coconut planter—and hunter—at Batticoloa in 
Ceylon, where he died in 1866. And William, who later married the daughter of 
a baron, attained the rank of lieutenant-colonel before returning from Bombay 
that same year. In 1871 he published a book about his soldiering and hunting 
exploits there titled Wild Men and Wild Beasts: the former he tamed, the latter 
he slew. The work is dedicated to a kinsman, Col. Walter Campbell who, writing 
as ‘The Old Forest Ranger’, had first turned William’s youthful ‘thoughts to the 
hunting grounds of India’. Regular letters from these two over 20 years, wrote 
Gordon-Cumming, ensured that ‘life in the forests of Ceylon and Bombay became 
as familiar to our thoughts as grouse shooting or salmon fishing in Morayshire’.

 One mail brought me a letter from India, telling me of thirty tigers as 
the chief item of a two month’s bag; while my Ceylon letter of the same 
date told of the rejoicing of the villagers over the slaughter, by their 
white friend, of twenty-five leopards—a highly satisfactory riddance of 
dangerous foes! 

Yet she did not condone the wholesale assault on wildlife, especially against 
elephants:

10 Ibid., p. 12. James Bruce, Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile, In the Years 1768 … 1773, London, 
1790; Alfred E. Lomax, Sir Samuel Baker: his life and adventures, London, [1894], pp. 27–28.
11 Memories, pp. 116–120; Two Happy Years, p. 1.
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such is the havoc by ivory hunters, that the country south of the Zambesi 
is already well-nigh cleared, and no wonder, when we consider that the 
twenty-five tons of ivory annually required by one English firm (Messrs 
Rodgers and Sons of Sheffield) involves the deaths of eight hundred tusk 
elephants! How rarely people investing in nice ivory-handled knives 
think of such antecedents.12 

Gordon-Cumming’s own travels began modestly enough. She was at Fort 
Augustus, overlooking Loch Ness, with one of her sisters, nursing Roualeyn 
when he died there on 24 March 1866. Another brother, Alexander, died five 
months later. Then, in April 1868, initially with her half-brother Frederick, 
she set off on a painting tour of the Western Islands. Departing from Greenoch, 
the port of Glasgow, they travelled by sea and by coach around the Firth of 
Clyde and through the Inner Hebrides to Skye. As she ‘willingly yielded to 
most hospitable invitations to linger amid such delightful sketching ground 
… month after month slipped by’ until, by October, as she told one of her 
sisters, she was back where Roualeyn had died.13 The subjectivity, intimate but 
not mawkish, that marks her writing, even in passages of description and of 
historical reflection, is well shown in her account of the last part of that journey.

A beautiful drive down Glen Garry brought us to old Inverary Castle 
and so to Fort Augustus, still called by the Highlanders Cill Chumein, 
in memory of that Cuming the Fair who twelve hundred years ago held 
the bishopric of the Isles as seventh Bishop of Iona, but known to the 
Sassenach only by the name of the old grey fort whose rough walls still 
bear the names the Duke of Cumberland’s soldiers carved in their idle 
leisure in those grim quarters.

To you and to me those grey walls bring forth other memories—such 
memories as consecrate some few spots on earth …

Many a time during the intervals of anxious watching, you and I have 
looked down from those windows on to the wild wintry storms which, 
sweeping over the cold grey hills, turned the blue waters of Loch Ness 
to inky darkness.14

Her writing also displays a taste for topographically enlivening anecdotes. 
Characteristically, her representations were of a peopled universe and even her 
paintings of New Zealand’s volcanic ‘wonderland’ would be domesticated by 
the inclusion of small human figures. Thus, in approaching the Isle of Skye and 

12 Memories, pp. 42, 173; Two Happy Years, pp. 1–2; Lt. Col. Gordon-Cumming, Wild Men and Wild Beasts: 
scenes in camp and jungle, Edinburgh, 1871.
13 Memories, pp. 194–195.
14 Gordon-Cumming, Constance F., From the Hebrides to the Himalayas: A sketch of eighteenmonths 
wanderings in Western Isles and Eastern Highlands, London, 1876, vol.1, p. 374.



Watriama	and	Co:	Further	Pacific	Islands	Portraits		

74

being pleased to catch a glimpse of the home of the Macdonalds, the Lords of 
the Isles, she recalled a story of one on them named Donald Gorm. Once, when 
visiting Ireland, he was invited to dine with the lord lieutenant. He arrived 
late, and took a vacant seat near the door of the banqueting hall. But his host 
noticed, and sent a servant to bid him come up to the head of the table. To this 
request, says Gordon-Cumming, mingling patriotic fondness with only faint 
disapproval, ‘the chieftain’s reply, more proud than courteous, was to “tell the 
earle [sic] that wherever Macdonald sits, that is the head of the table”’.15

Meanwhile, there were beckonings from afar. Gordon-Cumming was still at Loch 
Ness in October when she received an invitation from her half-sister, Emilia 
Sergison, suggesting that ‘having seen the finest hills’ she should visit India and 
spend a summer in the Himalayas. Emilia, who later contributed to literature by 
translating into English a book on Russian explorers in Asia and another on the 
French writer Germaine de Stael, was married to an army officer who, before 
returning to England to take over his family estates, wished to spend a year 
touring in India.16 Gordon-Cumming’s first impulse was to decline the proposal 
to join the party. As she explained in 1904, ‘in those days such travel was still 
very expensive’, though, thanks to the development of steam power, less so 
and more comfortable than when her brothers set out in the 1840s. Besides, 
‘no one dreamt of going to India unless they were obliged to do so’, especially 
women, and then ‘as wife or sister of some official [or missionary], more or less 
under compulsion’, and certainly not for pleasure. That is the only reason she 
later gave for the her own travels, but she needed little persuading. There was 
not much to hold her at home. After her father’s death in 1854 she had left 
Altyre and found a home—‘headquarters’ was the term she came to use for her 
places of abode—with her eldest sister, Anne, at Harehope in Northumbria. On 
Anne’s death, four years later, she shifted in with another sister, Eleanora, and 
her husband, George Grant, who had a fine residence beside the Spey river in 
Scotland. That is, until 1867, when George lost much of his capital in a stock 
exchange speculation. So the household, with Gordon-Cumming loosely in 
train, needed to shift to a smaller and cheaper house. They found one nearer 
to Edinburgh, first at Comrie and in 1869 at Crieff. Travelling, which she had 
begun in Scotland in 1866, offered Gordon-Cumming an escape from some of 
the strains of these domestic disruptions. More broadly, accepting Emilia’s 
invitation also gave her—in 1904—the retrospective satisfaction of being, in 
her own view, and without intolerable hyperbole, ‘the pioneer of the multitude 
of women who now run to and fro throughout the earth! I am glad I had first 

15 From the Hebrides, p. 99; Leonard Bell, ‘Travel Art and its Complications: Constance Frederika Gordon 
Cumming’s 1877 visit to New Zealand, and the Colonial and Indian Exhibition of 1886’, Bulletin of New 
Zealand Art History, vol. 16 (1995), pp. 36–37.
16 J. Gordon-Cumming (trans., from Russian), Pavel Yakovlevich Pyasetsky, Russian Travellers in Mongolia 
and China, 2 vols, London, 1884; J.E.G. Cumming (trans., from German), Charlotte Julia Blennerhassett, 
Madame de Stael: her friends and her influence in politics and literature, 3 vols, London, 1889.
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innings’! Had she not accepted, ‘the twelve years of enchanting travel which 
followed would never have been dreamt of, for link by link that pleasant chain 
wove itself’.17 

So, on 14 November 1868, equipped with painting materials and, presumably, 
her ‘excellent English side-saddle’, Gordon-Cumming left Southhampton on the 
P&O liner Pera for Alexandria.18 As the Suez Canal linking the Mediterranean 
to the Red Sea did not open till the following year, she travelled from there by 
train across the desert to Suez, to join the Candia bound for Calcutta. Then 
followed ‘a year of unmitigated enjoyment’. She spent ‘seven months seeing the 
glories of the great mountains [and] five months exploring some of the principal 
cities of the plains’. Her impressions and observations of the people, places and 
customs that she encountered during that time were recorded in long letters to 
family members, which provided the basis of a book. Her first published work, 
an article titled ‘Camp Life in the Himalayas’ appeared in 1869 in Good Words, a 
popular, religious-toned periodical founded by a kinsman. Thereafter she wrote 
extensively for a wide range of journals. Her first book, covering her Scottish 
and Indian travels, was published in 1876, but had to be seen through the press 
by Isabella Bird, because Gordon-Cumming had left hurriedly for Fiji.19 

Features of this book, as of those that followed, are Gordon-Cumming’s intense 
and sympathetic interest in what she saw; her approval of the work of Christian 
missions, which was rooted in her own deep attachment to the Episcopal 
Church of Scotland but coexisted with a tolerant regard for indigenous people 
and their ways; and a concern for reducing the discomforts and constraints to 
which women might be subject. Thus, in her account of Benares, where her 
host was Rajah Sir Deo Nareien Singh, ‘one of the kindest and most courteous 
gentlemen, she had ever met’, she extolled the work of the Zenana missionaries, 
who aimed to befriend their ‘Hindu sisters and impart to them some of the 
commoner branches of civilised education’, such as literacy. Consistent with 
such views, she was critical of those of her fellows 

in whose eyes a touch of the tar brush is the worst form of evil … . 
Too often the owner of a white skin seems to consider himself at 
liberty to address his darker brethren, no matter how highly educated, 
in an imperious tone of superiority [that is] painful and amazing to a 
newcomer …

17 Memories, pp. 137, 156, 159, 191–195; From the Hebrides, p. 1; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, Granite Crags, 
Edinburgh, 1884, p. 211; Strathearn Herald, 1 June, 1912.
18 At Home in Fiji, p. 276; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, A Lady’s Cruise in a French Man-of-War, Edinburgh, 
1882, p. 215; Granite Crags, p. 113. 
19 Memories, pp. 107–108, 196–197, 477–480; From the Hebrides, pp. i, 1; Two Happy Years, p. 16.
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[Furthermore], I have often marvelled to see English ladies returning 
from church, where they had been paying devout homage to the 
memories of saintly Syrian Jews (the tradesmen of 1,900 years ago), yet 
shrinking with contemptuous aversion from contact with their own 
servants—men differing in colour by but a few shades.20

By the same token, she was moved by the plight of the slave-like Egyptian 
fellaheen: ‘they are said to be an utterly degraded race, but who can wonder if 
they are? Poor wretches … no sunshine of happiness ever seems to gild their 
sad days’. And she was saddened by the extermination of the Madoc Indians 
of California: ‘One would imagine that some sense of fair play might have 
induced a certain amount of sympathy with the wild tribes’.21 If indignation 
is restrained in such utterances, that does not frustrate the humane outlook 
that infuses them. While being indifferent to race, Gordon-Cumming was 
sensitive to class as a distinct and socially relevant category. This is reflected in 
a comment on food: ‘the rice and dahl [of the Indians] is not much worse than 
the potatoes mashed with mustard and milk which form the ordinary dinner of 
a vast number of our own sturdy Scots’. Similarly balanced is her response to 
a comment of one pro-consular predator, Sir Samuel Baker, that ‘three first-rate 
shots’ in three days bagged 104 elephants in Ceylon: ‘the really disturbing part 
of such slaughter is the waste of so much good meat’. She was also disquieted 
by the crass impudence of imperial naming practices:

I do think it is a pity that wherever the Anglo-Saxon race settles, it 
uproots the picturesque and generally descriptive native names of 
mountains and streams, and in their stead bestows some new name, 
which at best is commonplace, and too often vulgar.22 

 Having been gratifyingly diverted, and with her portfolios replete with 
paintings, Gordon-Cumming left India from Bombay in December 1869. En 
route to England, she stayed in Malta for a month as a guest of the governor, 
and eventually landed at Portsmouth from HMS Simoon on 14 February 1870.23 
Immediately, armed with her paintings, she dutifully set about paying ‘a 
multitude of visits to kinsfolk and friends’ all over the country. Among them, 
she notes with some satisfaction, were Lord and Lady Middleton of Birdsall, 
near York, whose eldest son had married her niece Eisa whilst she was in India. 
Probably, she made her ‘headquarters’ with her brother William at Auchintoul, 
but it was not to be for long. In the autumn of 1872 she was invited by the 

20 From the Hebrides, vol. 11, pp. 65, 334; Gordon-Cumming, Constance F., In the Himalayas and on the 
Indian Plains, London, 1884, pp. 553, 583 [note: this is a revised edition of vol.2 of the 1876 Hebrides/
Himalayas book].
21 Gordon-Cumming, Constance F., Via Cornwall to Egypt, London, 1890, p. 301; Granite Crags, pp. 146–152.
22 In the Himalayas, p. 33; Granite Crags, p. 201; Two Happy Years, p. 222. Alfred E. Lomax, Samuel Baker.
23 Memories, pp. 202–203. 
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widowed Rev. Hugh Jermyn, formerly the parson at Altyre and latterly Bishop 
of Colombo (and Primus of Scotland from 1886 to 1901), to visit him and his 
daughter in Ceylon. This time there was no hesitation.24 

On 23 November 1872 she boarded the Hindoo on its maiden voyage from 
London bound for Calcutta. It was an inauspicious start, at least for the ship. 
Scarcely had the Hindoo put to sea than it was damaged in a storm and had to put 
into Portsmouth. Gordon-Cumming thus had a month on her hands before her 
journey was resumed in the Othello. She took advantage of the time to explore 
Cornwall and Devon. An account of that sojourn, together with her impressions 
of Egypt, which she visited coming and going on three later voyages beyond 
Europe was published in 1885 as Via Cornwall to Egypt. She eventually reached 
Colombo on 5 February 1873. Then began, to cite the title of her book on the 
subject, Two Happy Years in Ceylon (1892). For Gordon-Cumming the highlight 
of this period was an excursion, begun in August 1873, accompanying the 
bishop and his daughter ‘on one of his extensive rounds of visitation, riding and 
driving circuitously across Ceylon’. In particular it brought her to Batticoloa, 
on the east cost of the island, opposite Colombo, where she visited the grave 
of her brother John and reflected on some of the personal costs of the imperial 
enterprise:

We returned to Batticoloa at sunset, and in the peaceful moonlight I 
stood on the grassy grave in the little ‘God’s Acre’ with an intensified 
sympathy for many of ‘our boys’ leaving the happy home-nest to carve 
their fortunes in distant lands.25

More fortunate than her brother, Gordon-Cumming arrived back in England 
at the end of July 1874. Immediately, and without even establishing any 
‘headquarters’, she launched herself with undiminished energy into a strenuous 
campaign of visiting, as well as doing ‘much writing, sketching and other work’. 
Wherever she went within her circle, her peregrinations attracted approval. 
‘Everyone seemed to consider it a matter of course that I should continue the 
travels which had hitherto proved so pleasant’. Indeed, it was through one 
such admiring acquaintance that her next chance for foreign travel arose. The 
circumstances are reported in a retrospective introduction to her 1875 diary, 
which also offers a minute account of her incessant social round. Returning from 
Ceylon, she

landed first at Lady Jane G.-G. [her step-mother]. Thence with Janie [her 
unmarried half-sister] to Settringham, where I spent August. Thence 
with Eisa to Cresswell. Next to Harehope with Conty. A week with Lady 

24 Memories, pp. 171, 205–207; ‘Jermyn, Hugh Willoughby’, in Who Was Who, 1897–1915, London, 
1920/1988, p. 276.
25 Memories, pp. 207–210; Via Cornwall to Egypt, p. 10; Two Happy Years, vol. 11, pp. 172.
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Emma McNeill. Thence to Raigmore for consecration of the cathedral. 
To the Otters at Oban. Week at Inverary. Via Loch Lomond to the Lees 
at Gartmore. The Murrays at Gartur. Thence with little Nelly Jenkinson 
to Crieff, where I spent Christmas and New Year, only going once to 
Edinburgh, for the Incurable Bazaar, where I had a special exhibition 
of Ceylon pictures. Returning to Crieff, found a letter from Mrs Rate, 
suggesting an expedition to Fiji with the Hamilton-Gordons. A very busy 
fortnight finishing exhibition pictures and my book ‘From the Hebrides 
to the Himalayas’, which Sampson, Marston and Low accepted. A few 
very busy days in Edinburgh with the Lees. Three days at Settringham. 
Thence to London to stay with Ellinor Hughes (Feb.24th?). Next 
evening with Jane, Lady G.-C., I dined at the Rates, to meet Sir Arthur 
and Lady Gordon. A cosy pleasant evening. Mr Ferguson (rude stone 
monuments) came to look at my Buddhist temples, and we did [the] 
portfolio extensively.26

As anticipated, at the Rates’ dinner Lady Gordon formally invited Gordon-
Cumming to accompany her to Fiji, where her husband had been appointed 
governor. ‘Needless to say’, wrote Gordon-Cumming, ‘I accepted with delight’. 
Despite the shared name, Gordon-Cumming was not—as is commonly thought—
related to the governor. Maudslay has left it on record that Lady Gordon did not 
know ‘much of her until they met on board ship’, and Gordon-Cumming never 
claimed any relationship to Sir Arthur.27 

On 23 March 1875 the Fiji party assembled at Charing Cross railway station. It 
then crossed to France and boarded the Anadyr at Marseilles for Singapore, before 
transferring to the Brisbane for the trip to Sydney. There Gordon-Cumming was 
billeted with the ill-fated Commodore James Goodenough who she would later, 
with sententious piety, describe as ‘a saint, and martyr’; for, in August, he was 
killed, partly through his own negligence, while trying to establish friendly 
contacts with the Santa Cruz islanders. Meanwhile, the Gordons had stayed 
at Government House with Sir Hercules Robinson who had effected Britain’s 
annexation of Fiji on 10 October 1874. But Gordon was anxious to reach his 
post without delay so, less than two weeks after reaching Sydney, he departed 
with most of his party in Goodenough’s vessel HMS Pearl for Levuka in Fiji, 
leaving his family to follow when he had arranged suitable accommodation 
for them. By so doing he also offered Gordon-Cumming another lengthy—and 
avidly seized—opportunity to explore and paint in yet another country before 
the remnant, too, departed Sydney, on 9 September. Here she made two notable 
expeditions, one to the Blue Mountains and, the other, 300 kilometres into the 

26 Memories, pp. 214–216; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, ‘Log for 1875. Fiji’, National Library of Australia, M1167. 
27 Memories, pp. 216–217; At Home in Fiji, pp. 9–10; Alfred P. Maudslay, Life in the Pacific Fifty Years Ago, 
London, 1930, p. 86.
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bush to Duntroon, a sheep station on the site of modern Canberra.28 On both 
journeys she was escorted by Alfred Maudsley, a young man newly appointed 
to Gordon’s staff. Maudslay has also left a useful, firsthand description of her:

a tall plain woman … no tact, no tact, very pushing when she wants 
anything done, and yet one of the best natured creatures in the world 
… . She is sufficiently clothed in suits of brown holland or blue serge 
[which by her own account, also, was her standard garb] and wears an 
enormous pith helmet. Her tavi, as we say here [Fiji], is to wander about 
the world and ‘see things and paint them’.29

Another, but somewhat snide and conceited, young man who also described her 
was the ethnologist Baron Anatole von Hugel. She met him soon after arriving 
in Fiji, where they both shared the Gordons’ hospitality at Government House, 
‘Nasova’. He was more critical of her, especially at first:

16 October [1875] She certainly is a character—very tall, lanky, and 
pronounced ugly, though clever features; of exhorbitant dress … . She 
talks much and pleasantly.

24 October The ‘lion killer’ nearly kills me with her loud jabber, for it is 
incessant and intended to be clever.

7 April [1876] … very gushy … . I wish the ‘lion killeress’ joy.

16 May … rather distinguished herself by bumptiousness.

20 May Sat some time with her while she was sketching. She is so different 
alone, all her corners and prickles disappearing and the goodliness of 
her sweet woman’s soul coming out to perfection.

26 September … in excellent spirits and capital company.

30 September … she ran along the sand waving her hands frantically 
and vociferating loudly … but it was only the exuberance of her spirits 
which was causing these antics.30

As for her hosts, Arthur Gordon seems to have found her trying at times. In July 
1876, for instance, she complained that he refused to take her with him on a trip 
to Kadavu, Fiji’s southernmost island, even though ‘there was room’ in his boat. 

28 Memories, pp. 218–219; At Home in Fiji, pp. 11–26. For Goodenough, see Jane Samson, Imperial 
Benevolence: making British authority in the Pacific Islands (Honolulu, 1998, pp. 171–174). 
29 Maudslay, Life in the Pacific, p. 84; Memories, p. 217.
30 Jane Roth and Steven Hooper (eds), The Fiji Journals of Baron Anatole Von Hugel, Suva, 1990, pp. 178, 
182, 299, 322, 324, 430, 436. 
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His wife, in contrast, was quite complaisant, even though Gordon-Cumming 
took little interest in their children and showed scant inclination to stay put. 
Shortly after reaching Levuka, she had written sympathetically:

Eka seems very happy and is looking forward with intense delight to 
what she thinks will be a life of incessant picnics and sightseeing in Fiji. 
But I cannot make her believe what a very quiet and monotonous life it 
will be, and that seeing anything out of [the island of] Ovalau for many 
months will, at any rate, for her and me, be out of the question.31

She need not have worried. On the voyage from Sydney, Gordon-Cumming 
had become acquainted with Rev. Frederick Langham and his wife. They had 
been Methodist missionaries in Fiji since 1858, and regularly invited Gordon-
Cumming to join them on their pastoral visitations. Thus, in December 1875, 
she ascended to the upper reaches of the Rewa River; in April and May 1876 she 
cruised around the islands of the Koro Sea; and, in August, she circumnavigated 
Vanua Levu. Then, on 22 December, en route to a holiday in New Zealand, she 
set out with Lady Gordon and the children for Kadavu. That was where, until 
1882, when the capital of Fiji was shifted to Suva, the trans-Pacific steamers 
used to meet to exchange or pick up mail and passengers for Sydney, Auckland 
and San Francisco. From Auckland the New Zealand prime minister, Frederick 
Whitaker, despatched the Fiji party northwards in the government steamer 
Hinemoa, to spend several months with Sir George Grey at Kawau. Gordon-
Cumming, though, in characteristic fashion, ‘determined to see something of 
the country’, particularly the Rotorua thermal area. Accordingly, she broke 
away from the group early in March and rejoined it in mid-April, in time for the 
return to Fiji. Two months after that, still unsated, she embarked on a six-week 
visit to a coconut plantation at Lomaloma in the Lau group, then returned to 
Levuka to find that fate had yet again intervened in her favour.32 As she put it:

a counter-charm was brought to bear upon the spell which for [two 
years had] held me entranced [with Fiji]. The chief magician appeared in 
the guise of a high ecclesiastic of the Roman Church, clothed in purple 
and wearing the mystic ring and cross of amethyst; while his coadjutor, 
a French gentleman of the noble old school, was the commander of a 
large French man-of-war, which had been placed at the service of the 
Bishop of Samoa, to enable him to visit all the most remote portions of 
his diocese.

31 ‘Log for 1876’, 6 July; [Arthur Gordon], Fiji: records of private and public life, 1875–1889, Edinburgh, 
1897, vol. 1, pp. 119, 265.
32 Memories, pp. 219–223; At Home in Fiji, pp. 70, 158, 183, 189, 219, 259–263, 272–287, 306, 319, 324; 
[Gordon], Fiji, vol. 1, pp. 348, 399–400, 415–416, 424; vol. 11, pp. 375–378, 403–405, 586, 590; Maudslay, 
Life in the Pacific, p. 175; Tilly, Captain, Brett’s New Zealand and South Pacific Pilot with Nautical Almanac for 
the Years 1887–88, Auckland, 1886, p. 299; New Zealand Herald, 9, 10, 13 April 1877; C. Hartley Grattan, The 
United States and the Southwest Pacific, Melbourne, 1961, pp. 110–111. 
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In other, plainer words, Captain Aube of the Seignelay, recognising her ‘keen 
appreciation of scenery and inveterate love of sketching’, invited her to join 
the voyage which was taking Bishop Elloy on a tour de mission, ‘and so fill fresh 
portfolios with reminders of the beautiful scenes which the vessel was about to 
visit’. Predictably, she accepted.33 

Leaving Levuka on 5 September, the Seignelay spent eight days in Tonga and 
two weeks Samoa. There Gordon-Cumming had planned to disembark, and then 
take ship for Sydney, where she was due to spend Christmas with Lady Gordon. 
But, given the political instability in Samoa consequent upon the power struggle 
between the Tupua and Malietoa factions, of which she offers a clear account, 
probably supplied by Rev. George Turner of the London Missionary Society 
(LMS), she prudently decided that Samoa ‘would not be an inviting place in 
which to lie stranded’. So, buoyed by an axiomatically romantic expectation, 
she joyfully carried on to Tahiti.

Every creature on board is rejoicing at the prospect of returning to the 
Tahitian Elysium. To me this has been a dream ever since my nursery 
days, when the big illustrated volumes of old voyages that lay in my 
father’s dressing room were the joy of many an hour.

Even when the Seignelay reached Papeete on 7 October, she was still hopeful of 
reaching Sydney via Honolulu or Auckland—or even via San Francisco, which 
had become a major hub of the Pacific transport system with the completion of 
the transcontinental railway in 1869. But that scheme was soon abandoned, as 
was a return to Fiji. The visit to Tahiti became a sojourn of six months, leaving 
the hard-pressed Lady Gordon, who herself left Fiji in June 1878, with the 
task of repatriating her itinerant guest’s pictures and other possessions in ‘four 
immense cases’.34 

At first, on the strength of an introduction from George Turner, Gordon-
Cumming stayed with the Rev. James Green, also of the LMS. Later, she moved 
in with the newly widowed Titaua Brander, a wealthy aristocrat of mixed blood 
whose Scots-born husband (‘one of the Branders of Pitgaveny’) had built up the 
largest trading company in the Society group. It was an interesting time for an 
inquisitive, gregarious visitor such as Gordon-Cumming to be in Tahiti. Three 
weeks before her arrival the monarch, Queen Pomare IV, had died. Two days after 
the burial, to forestall a looming succession dispute and to smooth the way for 
the full annexation of what had been a French protectorate since 1843, the acting 
administrator, Rear Admiral Serre, astutely had her compliant son, Ari’iaue, 
installed as Pomare V. To consolidate this arrangement, Serre then escorted 

33 A Lady’s Cruise, pp. v–vi.
34 A Lady’s Cruise, vol. 1, pp. 5, 9, 41, 79, 94–95, 125, 248, 253; Memories, pp. 227–228; [Gordon], Fiji, vol. 
111, p. 69. 
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the new king on an elaborately arranged tour, like a Samoan malaga, around 
Tahiti and the neighbouring island of Moorea, where Mrs Brander, who was 
also Pomare’s sister-in-law, held high rank, to receive the acclaim of his subjects. 
At the admiral’s invitation, Gordon-Cumming joined the official party for these 
expeditions. Clearly, it would seem, people found pleasure in her company. In 
early November 1877 she even turned down another invitation to board the 
Seignelay, this time for a voyage to the Tuamotus and Marquesas. But she was 
not dabbling in self-denial. Rather, she declined because she was expecting to 
depart on the Marama, a vessel the Maison Brander was despatching to Hawai’i 
to collect a cargo of cattle. At the last moment, however, by which time the 
Seignelay had sailed, she was persuaded—probably easily—to stay on until the 
next voyage of the Marama. As it happened, that vessel was long overdue on its 
return. Consequently, it was not until March 1878 that Gordon-Cumming left 
Tahiti, and then in another Brander vessel, the 230-ton Paloma, carrying a cargo 
of oranges and mail for San Francisco. En route, the Paloma coasted Kauai and 
Ni’ihau where, much to Gordon-Cumming’s disappointment, she could not be 
put ashore to visit the Sinclairs. As she put it:

In the course of many wanderings, I had already experienced enough 
of the hospitality of the Colonies to know that had I landed, the name 
I bear would have ensured a hearty welcome from my countrymen and 
their mother … . But, alas! so rigid are the regulations of the French 
government concerning its postal service that our good Danish captain 
dared not even send a boat ashore, as he would thereby have broken his 
mail contract.35

Then followed six months in California, which she mostly spent painting in the 
Yosemite valley, and generating another book, Granite Crags, before departing 
in August for Japan. Here her host was Henry Dyer, another Scot, and founder 
of the Imperial College of Engineering, which contributed much to Japan’s 
industrial modernisation. Three months later Gordon-Cumming was in China 
where she ranged northwards along the coast from Hong Kong and Canton to 
Tsientsin, and inland to Peking. She then returned to Japan for another two 
months, during which time she ascended Mount Fujiyama, before departing 
once again for San Francisco. A highlight of that crossing was dining at the 
captain’s table with the former US president Ulysses S. Grant and his wife, who 
were completing a round-the-world trip, and whom she ‘had met repeatedly in 
China’. Next, a week after reaching San Francisco, she embarked at length for 
Hawai’i—and its volcanoes. This visit, which Gordon-Cumming describes in 

35 A Lady’s Cruise, vol. 1, pp. 256, 265, 296, 303, vol. 11, pp. 1, 42, 73–75, 86–92, 151, 215, 237–245, 287–
288, 300, 304–307; Granite Crags, pp. 1–2; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, Fire Fountains: the kingdom of Hawaii, its 
volcanoes, and the history of its missions, Edinburgh, 1883, vol. 1, p. 3; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, ‘The Last King 
of Tahiti’, Contemporary Review, vol. 41 (1882), pp. 819–836; Colin Newbury, Tahiti Nui: change and survival 
in French Polynesia, 1767–1945, Honolulu, 1980, pp. 194–195.
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Fire Fountains, lasted two months. In that time, assisted with introductions from 
John Dominis, the king’s brother-in-law, she toured the islands of Oahu, Hawai’i 
and Maui (with Isabella Bird), and met King Kalakaua and Queen Likelike. She 
then returned to San Francisco from where she travelled by train across the 
continent and visited Maryland, the Niagara Falls and Boston, before boarding 
the Montana at New York for the homeward leg in March 1880. Ironically, after 
two near misses, one off the Eddystone rocks in 1872 and another near the Goto 
Islands of Japan in July 1879, this also proved to be her most dangerous trip. 
Approaching journey’s end, the Montana ran on the rocks at Holyhead and the 
passengers had to be taken off by lifeboat. Gordon-Cumming declined to join 
them, for fear of having her paintings damaged by salt water, and she persuaded 
the captain to allow her to stay on board at her own risk, until she was rescued 
several hours later by another vessel which delivered her to Liverpool on 13 
March 1880.36

With that, Gordon-Cumming’s career as a far-ranging traveller was over. She 
established her headquarters at Crieff, in the house of her by-then-widowed 
sister Eleanor (where she continued to live after Eleanor’s death in 1889) and 
entered upon a decade of literary and artistic industry that took her name well 
beyond the circle of family and friends to which it had hitherto been confined. 
Between 1881 and 1886 she published six more large books on the places that she 
had visited—Fiji, Polynesia, Hawai’i, California, Egypt and China—followed in 
1892 by one on Ceylon. The only country not so dignified was Japan, for which 
her publisher said there would be no market as the subject was currently over-
written. Accordingly, she bided her time, and included a substantial account of 
Japan in Memories in 1904. 

In tone and style, Gordon-Cumming’s writings are consistent. They are 
descriptive and personal, immediate and amiable. They record her experiences 
and observations of places, people and customs and, while often light on detail, 
avoid excesses of effusiveness and exoticism. Nor are they padded out with 
pretentions to ethnological analysis or by lengthy excursions into history. On 
the other hand, even while extolling the ‘civilising’ influence of missionaries, 
for instance, in Fiji and Hawai’i, they do reveal an assimilative, relativistic 
sympathy for native ways, especially—in accord with artistic convention—
those of Polynesia. Thus, after watching Melanesian plantation labourers in Fiji, 
she commented:

36 Granite Crags, pp. 6, 37, 55, 348; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, Wanderings in China, Edinburgh, 1888, pp. 
1, 25, 75, 83–88, 351, 355, 372–373, 507–519; Fire Fountains, vol. 1, pp. 10, 64–66, 253, vol. 11, pp. 10–13; 
Memories, pp. 230–243, 308, 334–343, 356–357; Via Cornwall to Egypt, p. 1. Lydia Wevers, ‘Visiting the 
Volcano: Isabella Bird and Constance Gordon Cumming in Hawaii’, Turnbull Library Record, vol. 34 (2001), 
pp. 59–72.
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their dances are strange and uncouth—utterly devoid of grace. Certainly, 
from an aesthetic point of view, these races are as inferior to those of Fiji, 
Tonga and Samoa, as the Australian blacks are to the noble Maoris of 
New Zealand [who had an exceptional ability to ‘assume the broadcloth 
of civilisation’].

Not least to the Samoans’ credit, were their funeral customs:

No Highlander is more careful to have his bones or those of his kindred, 
laid beside the dust of his forefathers than is the Samoan. To him the 
idea of a common cemetery is repulsive. His desire is to be laid in the 
tomb in the garden, on land belonging to his family.37

For her own part, she was not dogmatic. In 1904 she declared that she hoped to 
be buried ‘in the sweet God’s-acre at Ochtertyre [Auchtertyre]’, near Crieff, but 
later expressed a preference for further north, near her ancestral ground:

I desire that I may be buried without a coffin on the banks of the 
Findhorn [river], near the Soldier’s Hole, and that a cairn of stones be 
erected over me … . personally I have no feeling about consecrated 
ground for we know that the earth is the Lord’s and guards his people 
where their dust lies.38 

The same adaptable outlook made her a pioneer advocate of cremation, a 
practice she had noted and approved of as ‘cleanly’ in India, Japan and China. 
She published a well-regarded article on the subject and, in 1884, she was 
gratified by a legal decision which declared that ‘cremation was not contrary 
to the law’, and which paved the way for the opening in 1885 of Britain’s first 
public crematorium.39 Less gratifying would have been another legal decision, 
in 1891, in which her nephew William, the fourth baronet and a Lt. Colonel in 
the Scots Guards, was found guilty—though on dubious evidence—of having 
cheated while playing cards with the Prince of Wales, afterwards King Edward 
VII. Known as the Baccarat or Tranby Croft case, after the country house in 
which the incident occurred, the trial was one of the most sensational of Queen 
Victoria’s reign and led to Sir William’s disgrace.40 Another nephew, Walter, 
distinguished himself more conventionally as an army officer in Africa.41

While achieving prominence as a writer, Gordon-Cumming also found a vast—
and unanticipated—audience as a painter. Similarly to many women of her 

37 At Home in Fiji, pp. 154, 336; A Lady’s Cruise, p. 113.
38 Unidentified newspaper clipping.
39 Memories, pp. 244–252.
40 Daily Graphic, 1 June 1891; W. Teignmouth Shore (ed.), William Gordon Gordon-Cumming, The Baccarat 
Case: Gordon-Cumming v Wilson and others, London, 1932; Giles St. Aubyn, Edward VII, Prince and King, 
London, 1979, pp. 163–172.
41 Harry H. Johnston, The Story Of My Life, New York, 1923, pp. 300–301.
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time and class, she had learned how to use watercolours and, as early as 1866, 
had publicly exhibited her work in Edinburgh and, from 1867, in Glasgow. 
Her subjects were typically expansive landscapes. They were representational, 
numerous and painted quickly on site, but often finished later. Her own 
assessment of their intrinsic quality was modest—perhaps overly so—and 
eschewed claims to ‘fine art’:

Undoubtedly their real value was collective, in presenting successively 
a number of realistic pictures of each district in each country, where I 
sojourned and worked so diligently.42

Her aim was to depict remote parts of the world for the benefit of people who were 
never likely to see such places for themselves. In this, she offered reassurance 
as well as instruction and diversion. Propaganda attends the picturesque (a 
word she often employs). For instance, the peacefulness of ‘White Terraces, 
Roromahana’ belies the hostility and cupidity she encountered from the Maoris 
of the Rotorua area. The picture has the terraces flowing into the space where 
the viewer is located and the ‘wonderland’ is humanised by showing Maoris 
bathing and cooking in the hot pools, while Europeans sit nearby, relaxed and 
admiring the scenery. Such harmony, though, is not sustained by her written 
account of her experiences, which led her to smuggle her pictures out, or risk 
having them destroyed.43

By her own account, Gordon-Cumming worked on the principle ‘never a day 
without at least one careful-coloured sketch’ and, in India at least, she always 
began work before ‘gun-fire’ (five am). Others, too, testify to her assiduity. Thus, 
in Ceylon in 1875, Lady Gordon noted

[Eka] had a carriage lent her by someone … . She asked me to take a 
drive with her, ‘you won’t mind waiting for about an hour while I a 
make a sketch?’ But I found I should have about half a mile of walking 
up a hill to the place of the same sketch so I declined, and she went 
alone. She has already painted nearly everything in Ceylon, so she is not 
very keen about it, as she never cares to do a thing twice.

And in Fiji in 1876:

Eka generally goes off by herself either morning or afternoon and climbs 
up to some spot where she can get air and a nice view, and where she 
sits for hours. 

42 Memories, p. 351. 
43 At Home in Fiji, vol. 11. pp. 199, 223–227; Bell, pp. 38–39.



Watriama	and	Co:	Further	Pacific	Islands	Portraits		

86

Gordon-Cumming, she further adds, delighted in ‘roughing it’, never walked if 
she could help it ‘except to sketch’ and ‘usually sits on the ground by choice’. 
Maudslay also commented

No subject is too big for her, the larger and the more imposing it is the 
better she likes it. She sketches in her outline with wonderful rapidity 
and accuracy, and when her pictures are about three parts done they 
are often most admirable, but then she insists on taking them home to 
finish them.

That, he thought, led to inaccuracies.44 Illustration of the ‘finish later’ comment 
is found in four of the Rotorua paintings: they are all dated 4 April 1877, but 
could not have been completed then. In any case, she did not always work in 
easy conditions, as a catalogue of her Fiji pictures noted in 1886:

In submitting to the public this series of travel-sketches [as well as 
those of other places], Miss Gordon Cumming would venture to ask 
that criticism from an Art point of view, may be tempered by the 
consideration of the manifold difficulties under which the majority were 
produced.

Many were obtained during exposure to scorching heat, others in 
the intervals between tropical rain storms, during which the artist’s 
ingenuity was often sorely taxed to keep herself and her paper from 
being washed away! Not least among the sketcher’s troubles are the 
swarms of musquitoes and sandflies, and the inquisitive crowding of 
human beings.

Worst of all is the impossibility of preserving paper from mildew, which 
in a few days converts the best drawing-paper into most thirsty blotting-
paper, which at its best absorbs wash after wash of colour in the most 
trying manner. More frequently, however, the mildew reveals itself by 
absorbing the colour in stars and blotches all over the picture, making 
the drawing which has cost hours of careful work look as if it were 
afflicted with small-pox. Under these circumstances, the sole possible 
expedient is to coat the paper thickly with Chinese white paint, which 
of course is fatal to all clear water-colour painting, and to all brilliancy 
of effect.

44 Memories, pp. 199–200; Two Happy Years, p. 5; [Gordon], Fiji, vol. 1, pp. 5, 407, 421, vol. 11, p. 397; 
Maudslay, Life in the Pacific, p. 85. The Memories reference offers a good description of her working methods.
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Moreover, in very beautiful remote places, the traveller is apt to find that 
the supply of even mildewed drawing-paper has run short, and many 
of the sketches here shown are painted on pieces of waste paper, such 
as old estate maps kindly contributed by planters and other friends.45

Perhaps? She did have to contend with practical problems, but there is also 
an element of false modesty in these comments. In the words of an academic 
authority familiar with her extant oeuvre, ‘The watercolours are quite 
wonderful’.46

By the time she returned to Britain in 1880 Gordon-Cumming ‘had accumulated 
about five hundred large landscapes in water colour, and about as many small 
ones’. Marianne North coped with a similarly large quantity of botanical 
paintings by presenting them to the nation in a gallery she built at Kew Gardens 
in 1882. Gordon-Cumming, lacking the means to establish a similar permanent 
exhibition of her work, acted as a ‘private show-woman’ until her ‘portfolios 
became a weariness’ to her. There was, though, respite to be had in having her 
pictures displayed in temporary exhibitions, most notably at the great Indian and 
Colonial Exhibition of 1886. In that triumphal assertion of imperial achievement 
she, too, found a moment of glory: 27 of her paintings, more than of any other 
artist, were hung in the New Zealand section; 66 paintings and 112 pages of 
artefact studies in the Fiji one; plus further paintings depicting India, Ceylon 
and Australia. By her count, she had over 300 paintings of ‘Greater Britain … 
exhibited … at South Kensington and at the subsequent Colonial Exhibitions 
in Liverpool and Glasgow’. They were probably seen by more people than the 
work of any other female artist of the period. But she found a disadvantage in 
such otherwise gratifying exposure. When the pictures came back they were 
clad ‘in large frames, with heavy glass, whereby they became to me a sort of 
white elephant, requiring stables’.47

In the late 1880s, therefore, she records, ‘I made over about two hundred and 
fifty of my most important pictures in India, Ceylon, New Zealand and the 
Fijian Isles to my eldest nephew [William, the fourth baronet] to be added to 
the family travel-accumulations at Altyre and Gordonstoun’. Many more were 
‘scattered in the homes of other relations’, leaving what she considered to be ‘a 
more manageable series of portfolios in my own hands’. Unfortunately this mode 
of dispersal, for she never sold her paintings, which, in their formal qualities 
and despite their historical and ethnographic value, were ‘popular art’ has 
had serious consequences. Most of her paintings were lost (perhaps they were 

45 Colonial and Indian Exhibition, Colony of Fiji, London, 1886, p. 52.
46 Personal letter, Peter Gathercole to Hugh Laracy, 12 May 1986.
47 Memories, pp. 349–351; Colonial and Indian Exhibition, Catalogue of New Zealand Exhibits, pp. 7–9, and 
Fiji, pp. 52–55; Graham Bateman (ed.), A Vision of Eden: the life and work of Marianne North, London, 1980, 
pp. 9–13; Bell, ‘Travel Art’, p. 32. 
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seen as ‘Aunt Eka’s foibles’, and were disposed of when Gordonstoun, which 
later became famous as a school, passed out of family hands?). Even Gordon-
Cumming’s name became virtually unknown to art historians.48 Some of the lost 
items survive as illustrations in her books; a very few are in art galleries.49 The 
largest known collection of her work, consisting of 29 paintings, mostly of Fiji, 
and her folios of Fijian artefacts, are in the Cambridge University Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology. This was set up in 1883 by her old acquaintance 
Anatole von Hugel, with the support of his friends Alfred Maudslay and Arthur 
Gordon, both of whom were Cambridge graduates. Through the benefactions of 
these early residents of ‘Nasese’, the Fiji collection is central to the museum’s 
holdings.50 

As for Gordon-Cumming, of all the places that she had visited, it was not any 
of the territories of ‘Greater Britain’ that held her abiding interest, but China. 
Consequently, among the few paintings she kept were 60 illustrating scenes 
‘where our missionaries are at work’ there. During the 1880s, thanks to the 
efforts of the American Methodist advocate of missions J.R. Mott with his slogan 
‘The Evangelisation of the World in this Generation’, and which culminated in 
the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910, Protestants—Gordon-
Cumming among them—had become intensely concerned about China. By 1904 
her paintings had ‘occupied a definite place in twenty-five great Missionary 
Exhibitions … in many large cities’. Her motives, though, were not narrowly 
religious. There was another issue involved besides the eternal salvation of the 
Chinese and that was the temporal salvation of Greater Britain, and beyond. 
Noting the ‘colonising spread’ of the Chinese, she believed that ‘they will 
continue more and more to overrun the earth’, taking the curse of opium 
smoking with them. Accordingly, but conveniently overlooking the Opium 
Wars (1839–1842, 1856–1860) that Britain and its allies had earlier forced on 
China, she declared that ‘from self-interest it behoves all nations of the earth to 
help in this mission work’.51 

48 She is not mentioned in Una Platts, Nineteenth Century New Zealand Artists: a guide and handbook 
(Christchurch, 1980), or in Deborah Cherry, Painting Women: Victorian women artists (London 1993). John 
Parker, Prince Philip: his secret life, New York, 1991, pp. 56–57 (re Gordounstoun School).
49 Those known to the writer are: ‘Moorea. Baie de Pao Pao en 1877’ and ‘Papeete, Tahiti, from Mrs Brander’s 
Verandah, Feb. 1st 1877’ (Musee de Tahiti, Papeete); ‘Sir George Grey’s home on the Kawau’, 1877 (Auckland 
City Art Gallery); ‘The Gininderra Creek looking forward to Murrumbidgee Hills, County Murray, N.S. Wales’, 
30 Aug. 1875 (National Library of Australia). Another painting, ‘Temporary Chimney’s and Fire Fountains, 
Kilauea, 1879’, was shown in an exhibition entitled ‘Hilo 1825–1925’ at the Lyman House Memorial Museum, 
Hilo, Hawai’i in 1983–1884, but it was on loan from a private collection in Honolulu. 
50 Memories, pp. 251–252; Bell, ‘Travel Art’ pp. 29, 42–43; Roth and Hooper, ‘Von Hugel’, p. xvii.
51 Memories, p. 252; Wanderings in China, p. 436. For this Protestant missionary impulse, see Stephen 
Neill, A History of Christian Missions, Harmondsworth, 1964, pp. 393–396; and for the Catholic reaction, 
which had significant implications for the Pacific Islands, see Hugh Laracy, ‘Maine, Massachusetts and the 
Marists: American Catholic missionaries in the South Pacific’, Catholic Historical Review, vol. LXXV (1999), 
pp. 566–590.
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She also had a more personal interest. When visiting Peking in 1879 she was 
intrigued to meet William Hill Murray, a Scots missionary who was attempting to 
devise a method whereby blind and illiterate Chinese could be taught to read by 
means of a Braille-based system in which sounds were represented by numbers. 
She did not think about him again until 1885 when, writing Wanderings in China, 
it occurred to her ‘to wonder how the teaching of the blind was progressing’. 
Thereupon she entered into correspondence with Murray, and became so 
impressed with what she learned of the pedagogic effectiveness of his method 
and of his scheme for producing a Bible in numeral type, that assisting his work 
became her principal occupation. In 1894 she was instrumental in setting up a 
Glasgow-based operation, the Mission to the Chinese Blind, to raise funds for 
him and, in 1898, she published a biography, The Inventor of the Numeral-Type 
for China, to extend public recognition of what he was doing.52 

Constance Frederica Gordon-Cumming died at Crieff on 4 September 1924, aged 
82, and was buried locally. That may have been some distance from the banks 
of the Findhorn, but, like so much of northern Scotland, it was still hallowed 
by family associations. A Samoan would not have asked for more. Nor need 
such overlaps with the cultures of the Pacific islands end there. If her missing 
pictures of the islands, such as any of the meke (celebration) at Bau in Fiji in May 
1877, are ever found, they will offer glimpses of a world that was never just a 
pro-consular playground, and of a past that increasingly, since the 1960s, has 
come to belong to the citizens of independent nations, no less than it does to the 
heirs of those who left graphic records of it.

Appendix I

The travels of C . F . G-C . 

1 . India

a. Depart from Southampton (Pera) 14 November 1868; Gibraltar (19 Nov), 
Malta (23 Nov), Alexandria. By rail to Suez, to join Candia. Aden, Galle. Arrive 
at Calcutta (23 December).

b. Allahabad, Cawnpore, Lucknow, Delhi, Agra, Futteyporesickri (joined Emilia 
and Warden Sergison), Meerut, Umballa, Simla (April–May 1869), Massourie 
(Oct), Dehra Doon, Hardwar, Benares, Allahabad, Jubbulpore, Calcutta.

52 Memories, pp. 252–270; Wanderings in China, pp. 414–438; C.F. Gordon-Cumming, The Inventor, London, 
1898, pp. 24–26. 
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c. Depart from Calcutta. From Suez to Cairo to Alexandria by rail. Depart from 
Alexandria 1 January 1870. Stay for a month in Malta. Depart from Malta in 
HMS Simoon. Gibraltar. Arrive at Portsmouth 17 February 1870.

2 . Ceylon

Depart from London (Hindoo) 23 November 1872. Interlude in Cornwall and 
Devon. Depart from Plymouth (Othello) 30 December 1872. Suez Canal. Arrive 
at Colombo 5 February 1873. Return to Britain ‘end of July’ 1874.

3.	Pacific

a. Depart from London (rail-ferry for Paris) 23 March 1875. Depart from Marseilles 
(SS Anadyr) 28 March 1875. Port Said, Aden, Galle (stay three days), Singapore 
(stay one week). Depart from Singapore (Brisbane) 3 May 1875. Brisbane 21–23 
May. Arrive at Sydney 25 May. Visits to Duntroon and Blue Mountains. Depart 
from Sydney (Egmont) 9 September.

b. Arrive at Levuka 19 September 1875. Suva to Kadavu 22–25 December. 
Depart from Kadavu (SS City of Sydney) 26 December 1876. Arrive at Auckland 
30 December. Kawau (8 January – c. 9 March 1877), Thames (23 March), Kati Kati 
(29 March), Tauranga, Ohinemotu (1 April), Rotomahana (3 April), Te Wairoa (5 
April), Ohinemotu, Tauranga. Depart from Tauranga (Rowena) 6 April. Arrive at 
Auckland 7 April. Depart from Auckland (Zealandia) 12 April. Arrive at Kadavu 
16 April 1877. Kadavu to Suva (Barb) 16–17 April. Arrive at Levuka 27 April.

c. Depart from Levuka (Seignelay) 5 September 1877. Tonga (7–15 Sept), Samoa 
(18 Sept – 2 Oct). Arrive at Papeete 7 October. Depart from Papeete (Paloma) 9 
March 1878. Arrive at San Francisco 21 April.

d. Depart from San Francisco (Gaelic) 16 August 1878. Arrive at Yokohama 6 
September. Depart from Nagasaki mid December. Arrive at Shanghai (stay for 
three days). Hong Kong (25 December – ?), Canton 9–24 January 1879), Amoy 
(23 Feb), Foo Chow, Nantai, Ningpo, Shanghai (26 April – 28 May), Tien Tsin, 
Peking (5–16 June), Tien Tsin. Depart from Chefoo (Thorkild) 21 June.

e. Arrive at Nagasaki 5 July 1879. Depart from Yokohama (City of Tokio) 
September. Arrive at San Francisco 21 September. Depart from San Francisco 
(City of Sydney) on 1 October.

f. Arrive at Honolulu 7 October 1879, stay till 13 October. Hawai’i (16 Oct – 
?Nov), Maui (mid November – ?), Honolulu (23 Nov). Depart from Honolulu 
(Australia) 24 November 1879.
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g. Arrive at San Francisco 2 December 1879. Across continent by train. Baltimore 
(Christmas). Depart from New York (Montana) 2 March 1880. Shipwrecked at 
Holyhead 13 March. Arrive at Liverpool (Sea King) 13 March 1880. 

Note: the dates in brackets indicate with varying degrees of completeness when 
Gordon-Cumming was at the places referred to. 

Appendix II

Books by C . F . G-C .

1876

From the Hebrides to the Himalayas: a sketch of eighteen months’ wanderings in 
western isles and eastern highlands, London, 2 vol.

Subsequently revised and re-published as two separate and enlarged works: 
In the Hebrides (London, 1883) and In the Himalayas and on the Indian Plains 
(London, 1884).

1881 

At Home in Fiji, Edinburgh and London, 2 vol.

1882 

A Lady’s Cruise in a French Man-of-War, Edinburgh and London, 2 vol.

1883 

Fire Fountains: the kingdom of Hawaii, its volcanoes, and the history of its 
missions, Edinburgh and London, 2 vol.

1884 

Granite Crags of California, Edinburgh and London.

1885 

Via Cornwall to Egypt, London.

1886 

Wanderings in China, Edinburgh and London, 2 vol.
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1892 

Two Happy Years in Ceylon, Edinburgh and London, 2 vol.

1898 

The Inventor of the Numeral-Type for China, London.

1904 

Memories, Edinburgh and London.

Note: This list indicates dates of first publication only, and not of reprints or 
new editions. 




