A Christmas Ghost on Rotuma

By Hugh Hastings Romilly

For five months | stayed in Rotuma without any news from the outer world, including the
infected country of Fiji. In two months after my arrival there | went into my new house. It was
very large and luxurious. Every evening Alipati used to come and have a talk and smoke with
me. It was aways open to any of my friends who cared to come. As | provided tobacco for them
| seldom passed an evening by myself. The house was Situated about two hundred yards from
Albert’s—Alipati’s—own house, and was just outside the limits of his town. A considerable
clearing of four or five acres had been made in the bush to build it in. The short distance between
the house and the village was of course very dark at night, as the path between them lay through
athick piece of bush. This sort of life went on with the exception of one break the whole time |
was there.

Two days before Christmas Day, | was left al aone by my accustomed friends in the house,
and spent the evening by myself. Allardyce and | made some remarks about it, but attached no
importance to it of any sort. Next day | went to the other end of the island and did not come back
till late. | had not seen Albert or any of his people during the day. In the evening | fully expected
him up as a matter of course, but again no one made his appearance. | should have gone down
myself to his house, as | thought that possibly a dance might be going on, which would account
for no one making his appearance, but as it was raining heavily | did not go. | asked my native
servants if anything was going on; they said there was no dance, and they did not know why
Albert had not come. | saw by their manner that they knew something more, and | saw also that
they were afraid to tell me what it was. | determined to see Albert early next day and find out
everything from him.

All that night we were annoyed by a harmless mad woman named Herena, who walked round
and round the house crying “Kimudi”—*Kimueli” We thought nothing of it, as we were quite
accustomed to her. Next day | went down early to Albert’s house. He was just going out to his
work in the bush. | said, “Albert, why have you not been to see me for two nights?’

“Me’fraid, said Albert, “dead man he walks.”

“What dead man?’

“Kimueli.”

Of course | laughed at him. It was an everyday occurrence for natives who had been out late at
night in the bush to come home saying they had seen ghosts. If | wished to send a message after
sunset it was aways necessary to engage three or four men to take it. Nothing would have
induced any man to go by himsdf. The only man who was free from these fears was my
interpreter, Friday. He was a native, but had lived al his life anong white people. When Friday
came down from his own village to my house that morning, he was evidently a good deda
troubled in hismind. He said,

“Y ou remember that man Kimueli, sir, that Tom killed.”

| said, “Yes, Albert says he iswalking about.”

| expected Friday to laugh, but he looked very serious and said,

“Everyone in Motusa has seen him, sir; the women are so frightened that they all deep together
in the big house.”

“What does he do?’ said |. “Where has he been to? What men have seen him?’



Friday mentioned a number of houses into which Kimueli had gone. It appeared that his head
was tied up with banana leaves and his face covered with blood. No one had heard him speak.
This was unusual, as the ghosts | had heard the natives talk about on other occasions invariably
made remarks on some commonplace subject. The village was very much upset. For two nights
this had happened, and several men and women had been terribly frightened.

It was evident that all this was not imagination on the part of one man. | thought it possible that
some madman was personating Kimueli, though it seemed almost impossible that anyone could
do so without being found out. I announced my determination to sit outside Albert’s house that
night and watch for him. | also told Albert that | should bring arifle and have a shot, if | saw the
ghost. This| said for the benefit of anyone who might be playing its part.

Poor Albert had to undergo a good deal of chaff for being afraid to walk two hundred yards
through the bush to my house. He only said,

“By-and-bye you see him too, then me laugh at you:’

The rest of the day was spent in the usua manner. Allardyce and | were to have dinner in
Albert’s house; after that we were going to sit outside and watch for Kimueli. All the natives had
come in very early that day from the bush. They were evidently unwilling to run the risk of being
out after dark. Evening was now closing in, and they were all sitting in clusters outside their
houses. It was, however, a bright moonlight night, and | could plainly recognize people at a
considerable distance. Albert was getting very nervous, and only answered my questions in
monosyllables.

For about two hours we sat there smoking, and | was beginning to lose faith in Albert’s ghost
when all of a sudden he clutched my elbow and pointed with his finger. | looked in the direction
pointed out by him, and he whispered “Kimueli.”

| certainly saw about a hundred yards off what appeared to be the ordinary figure of a native
advancing. He had something tied round his head, as yet | could not see what. He was advancing
straight towards us. We sat still and waited. The natives sitting in front of their doors got closer
together and pointed at the advancing figure. All this time | was watching it most intently. A
recollection of having seen that figure was forcing itself upon my mind more strongly every
moment, and suddenly the exact scene, when | had gone with Gordon to visit the murdered man,
came back on my mind with great vividness. There was the same man in front of me, his face
covered with blood, and a dirty cloth over his head, kept in its place by banana leaves which
were secured with fiber and cotton thread. There was the same man, and there was the bandage
round his head, leaf for leaf and tie for tie, identical with the picture already present in my mind.

“By Jove, it is Kimueli,” | said to Allardyce in a whisper. By this time he had passed us,
walking straight in the direction of the clump of bush in which my house was situated. We
jumped up and gave chase, but he got to the edge of the bush before we reached him. Though
only a few yards ahead of us, and a bright moonlight night, we here lost al trace of him. He had
disappeared, and al that was |eft was afeeling of consternation and annoyance on my mind.

We had to accept what we had seen; no explanation was possible. It was impossible to account
for his appearance or disappearance. | went back to Albert’s house in a most perplexed frame of
mind. The fact of its being Christmas day, the anniversary of Tom’s attack on Kimueli, made it
still more remarkable.

| had mysalf only seen Kimueli two or three times in life, but still 1 remembered him perfectly,
and the manor ghost, whichever it was who had just passed, exactly recalled his features. | had
remembered too in a general way how Kimueli’s head had been bandaged with rag and banana
leaves, but on the appearance of this figure it came back to me exactly, even to the position of



the knots. | could not then, and do not now, believe it was in the power of any native to play the
part so exactly. A native could and often does work himself up into a state of temporary
madness, under the influence of which he might believe himself to be anyone he chose, but the
cam, quiet manner in which this figure had passed was, | believe, entirdly impossible for a
native, acting such a part and before such an audience, to assume. Moreover, Albert and
everyone else scouted the idea. They al knew Kimueli intimately, had seen him every day, and
could not be mistaken. Allardyce had never seen him before, but can bear witness to what he saw
that night.

| went back to my house and tried to dismiss the matter from my mind, but with indifferent
success. | could not get over his disappearance. We were so close behind him that, if it had been
a man forcing his way through the thick undergrowth, we must have heard and seen him. There
was no path where he had disappeared.

| determined to watch again next night. Till two in the morning | sat up with Albert smoking.
No Kimueli made his appearance. Albert said he would not be seen again, and during my stay on
the idand he certainly never was.

A month after this event | went on board a schooner bound for Sydney; my health had suffered
severdly, and it was imperative for me to go to a cooler climate. | can offer no explanation for
this story. Till my arrival in England | never mentioned it to anyone; at the request of my friends,
however, | now consent to publish it.

| am not a believer in ghosts. | believe a natural explanation of the story to exist, but the reader,
who has patiently followed me thus far, must find it for himself, as | am unable to supply one.



