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Introduction
Fiji, a vibrant archipelago in the heart of the South Pacific, is a nation defined by its
remarkable diversity—of landscape, culture, and history. Though often celebrated for
its white sand beaches and crystal-clear waters, Fiji’s true essence lies in the rich
tapestry woven by generations of inhabitants, shaped by the region’s volcanic forces
and oceanic currents, and molded by centuries of migration, contact, and adaptation.
This book, Fiji: Portrait of a Country, offers readers a comprehensive exploration of the
island nation: its physical geography, its past and present, and the spirit and
challenges shaping its future.

At the core of Fiji’s identity are its islands; more than 330 in number, each has its own
character, significance, and history. The distinctive geography of rugged mountains,
lush forests, coral lagoons, and fertile river valleys set the stage for the development
of unique societies and cultures. Fiji’s natural bounty both shapes and sustains its
people, while also exposing them to powerful forces of change—both environmental
and economic.

The human story of Fiji stretches back millennia, from the arrival of the Lapita
navigators and early Melanesian settlers to the far-reaching impacts of European
exploration and colonization. The nation’s multicultural society was further
transformed by the arrival of thousands of Indian indentured laborers in the late
nineteenth century, introducing new traditions, religions, and ways of life. This blend
of indigenous, Indo-Fijian, and other Pacific and global influences creates a cultural
landscape as lively and dynamic as Fiji’s reefs and rainforests.

Today, Fiji stands at a crossroads. Its resilient people are charting a course through
the challenges of political change, economic development, and environmental
vulnerability—especially as they face the unprecedented threats of climate change in
one of the world’s most exposed regions. Fiji’s journey from colonial outpost to
independent republic, from coup-prone polity to regional leader, is a testament to its
strength of spirit, adaptability, and capacity for reinvention.

For visitors, Fiji offers more than a tropical paradise: it invites connection with a
society grounded in communal values, generosity, and the famed “Bula Spirit.” Yet
beneath the idyllic exterior lies a country navigating the complexities of modern
nationhood—negotiating issues of identity, sustainability, and aspiration, while
celebrating its heritage and envisioning a promising future.

In the chapters that follow, Fiji: Portrait of a Country seeks to illuminate Fiji in all its
dimensions. Whether you are a traveler planning your first visit, a student of Pacific
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cultures, or simply curious about this island nation, this book aims to provide insight
into what makes Fiji unique, resilient, and inspiring—a country both ancient and new,
shaped by its past, and poised for a dynamic future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Islands of Fiji
Fiji, officially known as the Republic of Fiji, is an island nation that proudly stakes its
claim in the South Pacific Ocean. Nestled within Melanesia, a subregion of Oceania,
this tropical haven lies approximately 2,000 kilometers north-northeast of New
Zealand, placing it at a convenient crossroads within the vast expanse of the Pacific.
It's an archipelago, a grand collection of more than 330 islands, though only about 110
of these are permanently inhabited, alongside over 500 smaller islets. The sheer
number hints at the intricate and varied nature of Fiji's geography, each island
contributing its own unique brushstroke to the nation's portrait.

The total land area of Fiji spans roughly 18,300 square kilometers, a relatively modest
size that belies the immense diversity packed into its maritime borders. Dominating
this landmass are two main islands: Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, which together account
for a significant portion of the country’s geography and population. The capital city,
Suva, a bustling hub of commerce and culture, is strategically located on the
southeast coast of Viti Levu, the largest of the islands. Its position highlights the
importance of the larger islands in Fiji's economic and social landscape.

Fiji's islands owe their dramatic landscapes to a fiery past. Primarily volcanic in origin,
their formation began around 150 million years ago, a testament to the powerful
geological forces at play in this region of the world. Even today, the earth beneath Fiji
occasionally rumbles, with geothermal activity continuing on islands like Vanua Levu
and Taveuni. This ongoing geological process has sculpted the islands into their
present forms, creating the rugged mountains, fertile plains, and dramatic coastlines
that characterize the Fijian scenery.

Viti Levu, the grand dame of the Fijian archipelago, is a true geographical marvel.
Covering approximately 10,000 square kilometers, it accounts for over half of Fiji's
total land area, making it the undeniable heart of the nation. A rugged mountain range
serves as Viti Levu's backbone, running majestically from north to south. This
formidable spine boasts several peaks that gracefully ascend beyond 900 meters,
piercing the clouds and creating a dramatic silhouette against the sky. Among these
towering giants is Mount Tomanivi, formerly known as Mount Victoria, which proudly
stands as the highest point in all of Fiji, reaching an impressive elevation of 1,324
meters.

These central mountainous regions on Viti Levu are not merely scenic backdrops; they
are also the lifeblood of the island, serving as the origin points for its main river
systems. The Rewa, Navua, Sigatoka, and Ba rivers, vital arteries that crisscross the
island, all begin their journeys in these elevated terrains, carving their paths through
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valleys and plains before finally emptying into the surrounding Pacific Ocean. These
rivers are crucial for agriculture, transportation, and sustaining the island's
ecosystems, demonstrating the intricate relationship between Fiji's geology and its
natural resources.

Vanua Levu, the second largest island in the Fijian chain, while smaller than Viti Levu,
is no less significant. Spanning approximately 5,540 square kilometers, it too is
bisected by a prominent mountain range, with peaks soaring over 900 meters. This
contributes to a similar geographical diversity seen on Viti Levu, though perhaps on a
slightly smaller scale. The presence of these mountainous interiors on both major
islands greatly influences their climate and ecosystems, leading to distinct
microclimates and varied vegetation across the islands.

Beyond the two main islands, the majority of Fiji's other islands are also volcanic, and
many are ringed by spectacular coral reefs. These reefs, vibrant underwater
ecosystems, are not only a natural wonder but also serve as natural barriers,
protecting the shorelines from the full force of the ocean's waves. Offshore rocks and
shoals are also common features, adding to the intricate nautical landscape of the
archipelago and requiring careful navigation for those traversing its waters. The
Lomaiviti, Lau, and Yasawa groups are just a few examples of these smaller island
clusters, each with its own unique charm and character, contributing to the rich
tapestry of Fiji's island geography.
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