NERVAL?’s DIARY

Le voyageur enthousiaste observe ...

Honiara, Guadalcanal, Sofomon Islands, South Pacific,
September 19, 1995

Austria and the South Pacific

Alvaro Mendafa de Meira (1541-1595) discovered these islands thought 1o
be fabulously nch in 1568, coming from Callao, Peru. As a group called the Solo-
mons, Guadaleanal island (Guadalcanar of old) was first sighted on April 19, 1568,
Pedro de Ortega, his second in command, stepped ashore on April 20, 1568, and
named it after his birnthplace, the city of Guadalcanal in Spain [1]. (Semantically,
the Arab root cannot be overlooked, 313 wed, meaning river, and Ly kamar, pos-
sibly meaning edge. border.) The Casa de Awstria reigned that country at the time.
Motorious as a battlefield in World War [I between August 7, 1942, and February
9. 1943, the island has seen fierce fighting between Americans and Japanese. The
‘Tron Bottom Sound’ right before Point Cruz where the Spaniards once landed,
holds about 50 wrecks of men-of-war of all sizes of both sides, and on two hills
towering over the city of Honiara we find monuments by the Allied and the Japa-
nese forces to commemaorate the bloody months of yvesteryear [2]. But there is also
an epitaph of the Imperial Royal Auvstro-Hungaran Navy, placed in 1901, after a
deadly incident involving SMS Albatros, in Agust 1896, The upcoming centenary
and the fact that 1 had busied mysell with these matters (see “Nerval's Diary” of ear-
licr this year), made me come here with my older son Karl Jr., PhD, a historian, lor
@ 2-day feld research.

In pursuil of earlier discoverics, SMS Albatros, a 570-1on vessel, lefl Pola in
the fall of 1895 to sail into Australian and equatonial waters with geological, 2o0-
logical and botanical objectives [3]. On the island of Guadalcanal, a pany headed
by the scientific leader of the expedition Heinrich Foullon von MNorbeeck
{ 1350 - 1896) antempied to climb a mountain peak (Lion's Head of the British, or
Mi. Tauba or Tatuve, considered taboo by the natives). Both the climbing party
and the sailors at the beach camp were atacked. Five men were Killed and many
more injured [4-6]. The Albatros tumed back 1o the Australian mainland and
completed her task in the subsequent year. In February 1901, the cruiser SM3
Leopard came to Guadalcanal, and an epitaph referring to the incident and spelling
out the names of the slain was erected. Unfortunately, the present-day Austnan
archives yield little on the whaole story, a fact which in pans is due to the forced

dissipation of archival matenial in the aftermath World War |, when documents had
to be ceded to the succession states of the old monarchy, but also due to loss of
material since. Some details can be gleaned from British sources (colonial re-
ports), in Honiara [4). Interestingly enough, the then responsible civil servant, Her
Britannic Majesty’s Acting Deputy Commissioner of the Solomon Islands,
Charles Woodford, who dutifully mentioned the story in his official report, be-
came a patient aboard the Albatros for 10 days in 1897, because he fell sick and
there was no other medical supervision around bul on the Austrian vessel [3].

The travel guide of the Solomons (Lonely Planet Series) [7] gives due credit
to an “Austrian Monument” and marks its position in a drawn skeich of the sur-
roundings of Honiara, Being familiar with the basic facts and after a very long
search, certain that the epitaph had survived the barrages of World War 11, [ set my
mind on going to this remote place and check the condition of the granite cross.
Some hours of sweating in the scorching sun of an equatorial beach were neces-
sary toclean it and 1o cover the letters on the front of the epitaph’s base with gold
paint. The local authorities responsible for these matters proved admirably coop-
erative and friendly. [ do hope to raise a few Schillings so as to have renewed the
rusty fence around the epitaph, tidy up the place and provide some information on
the story 1o anybody coming there, still before the centennial (August 10, 1996).
After all, why should not, next to the giant Amernican and Japanese monuments,
also an Austrian epitaph be included in the tourists’ path once it exists over there,
and *Austria’ not be mistaken lor *Ausiralia’.
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