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PART FOUR

Trade and Settlement, 1898-1906

(a) 1898-1901

In 1899, before the French Government decided
to take action to increase the number of its subjects
in the New Hebrides, the British population numbered
141, compared with a French population of 159 and 31
other Europeans.l This represented an increase of 25
British»residents since 1897, eight of whom were adults
not attached to Christian missions. By contrast, in
this period the French population had grown by only

seven.

1 Australian Station: New Hebrides 1899, appendices
2 & 3, in Admiralty to C.0O., 20 April 1900, C.O. 225/59.
A report from a French naval officer to his Government
in 1899 estimated that the British population was
only 111 and the French 178. This estimate included ‘
no names, and, since Farquhar named all of his residents,
his report was probably more accurate. He may have
underestimated the French population, but not according
to Walter Tanner, Burns, Philp's New Hebrides manager,
and Ferdinand Chevillard, the leading French planter
at vila, who suggested that the British population was
126 and the French 160. See Lieutenant Docteur to .. .
Minister for the Navy, 10 October 1899, Des Granges

Papers; and H.A. Robertson, Erromanga, the Martyr
Isle, London, 1902, p.430.
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The French Government's decision in 1900 to
promote the interests of its nationals in the group,
however, produced a dramatic change in the comparative
numbers of British and French residents and marked the
beginning of the process whereby the European population
of the New Hebrides became predominantly French. 1In
June 1901 British naval officers reported that in the
previous year a large influx of French settlers had
boosted their number to 293 while the British population

had remained virtually static.l

Most of these new French settlers were introduced
into the group by the Société Francaise des Nouvelle-
Hébrides which provided them each with from 25 to 50
hectares of land, three native.: labourers, agricultural
equipment, and a loan of 5,000 francs (c.£200). This
great effort had the effect of driving the S.F.N.H. to
the verge of bankrupty, and it was forced in 1901 to stop
running its steamer between Nouméa and Vila. But this
gap was quickly filled by the New Caledonian merchant
André Ballande, who was extending his business to the

; 2
New Hebrides.

1 Commander R.N. Tupper to Sir G.T. O'Brien, 4 June 1901,
in O'Brien to J. Chamberlain, 19 June 1901, C.O.
225/61. :

2 W. Le Couteur to E. Barton, 26 November 1901, C.A.O.,
A35, bundle 1, no. 23. ‘
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In contrast to the rapid growth of French
settlement in the group, the number of British residents

had increased by only 18 since 1899 to make a total of

159 in June l9Ol.l And the fact that this increase
represented only missionaries, their dependents; and the
children of other settlers emphasised the lack of progress
of British settlement. This stagnation was chiefly due

to an increasing shortage of labour. Commander R. Tupper

reported in June 1901:

The present position is, that owing to the
great difficulty experienced by the French
in recruiting labour, to the rapidly
increasing number of French settlers, and
to the desire of the French to see the
British planter 'go under', the supply

of Labour for the British planter through
the French has ceased, and the British
planter finds it harder and harder to keep
things going.

1 Australian Station: New Hebrides 1901, enclosure 2
in Admiralty to C.0O., 23 May 1901, C.O. 225/64. Another
report of British settlement in the New Hebrides compiled
in November 1901 by Wilson Le Couteur for the Australian
Government stated that the British population was only
146, but he did not include the Banks and Torres Islands
nor the Freeman family on Aneityum, the head of which
was German, but who was married to an English woman and \
who considered himself British. Taking these discrepancies
into account, Le Couteur's report basically confirms
the naval census. See Le Couteur to Barton, 26 November
1901, C.A.0., A35, Wundle 1, no. 23.

2. Tupper to Admiral L.A. Beaumont, 4 June 1901, in
Admiralty to C.0., 2 September 1901, C.0. 225/61.
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Wilson Le Couteur confirmed this opinion later that year
when he toured the New.Hebrides on behalf of the
Australian Government.l The problem was highlighted

by the Roche brothers, who were still working the
plantatidn at Undine Bay which they had begun in 1889.
They wrote to Le Couteur:

...we would like to impress upon you the
very critical position in which we are
placed by the want of plantation labour to
carry on our clearing and planting operations.
[Our] neighbours Messrs Glissan and Wardlaw
are...suffering from the same disabilities,
but to speak for ourselves...we are compelled
to declare that unless we are placed on the
same footing for recruiting labour as the
French, we for one will have to seriously
consider the expediency of abandoning our
eleven years toil and hardships in an
unhealthy country....2

There were a few settlers who relied upon local labour,
notably Lang on Malekula and Roxburgh on Epi; but

both of these planters, unlike their colleagues, had good
relations with local missionaries who were willing to

help them acquire labourers.

Of the British settlers_in the New Hebrides

in 1901, 75 were missionaries and their dependents and

1 Le Couteur to Barton, 26 November 1901, C.A.O., A35,
bundle 1, no. 23.

2 A. & R. Roche to Le Couteur, 7 September 1901,
enclosure ibid., no. 24.
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only 49 were adult males who were not attached to a

Christian mission. Sixteen of these men were bona fide
planters working 11 plantations on Tanna, Efate, Epi
and Malekula. The rest were mainly copra traders and
employees of the two British trading companies, Burns,

Philp and Company and Kerr Brothers.l

Burns, Philp and Company was the major trading
firm and the only one running an Australia-New Hebrides
shipping service. During 1901 its ships carried goods
valued at £16,116 to Sydney - a small decrease in value
upon those carried to Australia in 1897.2 With goods
exported from Australia to the New Hebrides, the company's
total trade, according to its own estimate, was worth
slightly less than its trade with the British Solomon
Islands and much less than its commerce with either the

Gilbert and Ellice Islands or British New Guinea.3

1 Australian Station: New Hebrides 1901, in Admiralty
to C.0., 23 May 1901, C.0. 225/64. Le Couteur to
Barton, C.A.0., A3, bundle 1, no. 23.

2 See Appendix B (i) (a).

3 Burns, Philp's total trade with these groups in 1901
was: New Hebrides, £40,725; Solomon Islands, £43,506;
Gilbert and Ellice Islands, £80,150; British New Guinea,
£109,781. W.H. Lucas to Sir W.J. Lyne, 31 January 1902,
C.A.0., All08, I. Burns, Philp's estimates of its
imports to Australia are slightly different from
Australian customs figures, but since there are no such

figures for exports to individual Pacific islands
Burns, Philp's statement was used for this comparison.
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That of these four major Pacific trading areas
the New Hebrides ranked last in importance reflected
not only the French competition Burns, Philp faced in the
group but also the fact that the company, unlike the
Australasian New Hebrides Company, placed no special
emphasis upon the New Hebrides. The A.N.H. Company had
maintained an inter-island service in the group, but Burns,
Philp, which ran no such services in other islands,
withdrew it and substituted for it a bi-monthly visit
to most trading and all Presbyterian mission stations by
a Sydney to New Hebrides vessel. The New Hebrides service
was still superior to Burns, Philp's services in the
Solomons or Gilberts; but this superiority can be accounted
for by the subsidy the company received from the Presbyterian
Mission and the fact that its subsidies from the New
South Wales and Victorian Governments were intended
primarily for the New Hebrides service. The less frequent
visits to the group after 1897 had the effect of ruining
the banana trade between the New Hebrides and Australia,
the value of which declined from £9,659 in 1897 to £722
in 1901. This, however, was partly compensated for by
increases in the value of copra and maize exported from

the New Hebrides to Australia in this period.l

1 See Appendices B (ii) (b) and B (iii) (b).
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(b) The Australian Settlement Scheme 1901-1906

The rapid increase of the French population in
the New Hebrides and its preponderance in 1901 impressed
the newly formed Australian Government with the need to
do something to promote British settlement, as Atlee
Hunt, the Secretary of the Commonwealth Department of
External Affairs, told Burns, Philp and Company in
November 1901.l The following month Hunt explained to
Sir James Burns, the company's general manager, that the
Prime Minister, Edmund Barton, had no fixed idea of how
an extension of British settlement could be achieved,
but that he was apprehensive that a continued increase
in French influence could lead to the repetition of the
case of Samoa and the withdrawal by Britain of her claims
to the group.2 Burns thereupon offered to hand over to
the Commonwealth Government the large areas of land which
his company had acquired from the Australasian New

Hebrides Company for the purposes of settlement.3

It has been said that Burns was primarily

motivated by patriotic ideals in thus offering to give

1 Sir J. Burns to Hunt, 28 November 1901, C.A.O0., Al1108, II.
2 Hunt to Burns, 3 December 1901, ibid.

3 Burns to Hunt, 4 December 1901, ibid.
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away some 50,000 acres of land.l Idealism was not,
however, a characteristic of the early history of his
company2 nor of its previous actions in the New Hebrides,
and Burns himself suggested a more prominent motive when
he told Hunt that if French interests overwhelmed those
of British subjects his company could be driven out of
the trade of the group.3 His offer to place British
settlers in the islands, who were to be tied exclusively
to Burns, Philp for goods bought or sold, was a good

way to increase his company's trade. Furthermore, by
offering the land to the Government, Burns probably hoped
to further commit it to the maintenance of British
interests in the group by giving it a vested interest

there.

However the agreement which was signed by
Burns, Philp and the Government in March 1902 did not
precisely reflect the intentions of the former, for,

despite the widely held belief that the Commonwealth

1 R.W. Robson, 'Australia and the New Hebrides: The
Story of a Forgotten Gift of Land', Pacific Islands
Monthly, 8 (January 1938), p.26.

2 See G.C. Bolton, 'The Rise of Burns, Philp and Company,
1873-1893' in Alan Birch & David S. MacMillan (eds.),
Wealth and Progress, Sydney, 1967, pp.1l11-127.

3 Burns to Hunt, 4 December 1902, C.A.0., All08, II.
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thereby became a landholder in the New Hebrides,l the
agreement stated:

That whereas the Contractors [Burns, Philp
and Companyl are possessed of certain lands
and properties in the New Hebrides Islands,
taken over by them from the Australasian

New Hebrides Company, ...the Contractors

agree and declare that they, their successors
and assignees, will stand possessed of all
such lands and properties in trust to lease
them to such persons...and on such terms and
conditions as the Minister of External
Affairs of the Commonwealth may from time

to time approve, and at the expiration or sooner
determination of this Agreement, or when
required by the Minister, upon trust to
execute such conveyance, assignment, or
assurance of all their right, title, and
interest in and to such lands and properties
to such person or persons and in such manner
as the said Minister may direct.?

The wording of this agreement has left room for argument,
but it has been the opinion of Australian governments
that, as P.M. Glynn, the Attorney General in 1909 put it,
the agreement does not give the Government any rights

of ownership of the land, 'but merely enables the

1 See for example Robson, 'Australia and the New Hebrides',
pp.26-7; Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.228; and
Helen M. Davies, 'The Administrative Career of Atlee
Hunt, 1901-1910', M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne,
1968, pp.75-6.

2 C.pP.P., 1901-2, II, p.l096. Italics added.
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Commonwealth to exercise a certain right of control

over their disposition.'

The Government and Burns, Philp agreed to offer
to British subjects who had at least £200 capital leases
of from 50 to 500 acres for three years at ls. per 50
acres per annum, which they could convert into 99 year
leases at 1ld. per acre if they made improvements to their
land within three years, after which time settlers could
also apply for additional blocks. Burns, Philp were to
carry the settlers and their families to the New Hebrides
free of charge and were to manage the administration of
the scheme. The settlers had to agree to do all their
buying or selling through that company.2 This scheme,
when advertised early in March 1902, did not meet with
universal approbation in Australia. The Sydney Daily
Telegraph, under the misapprehension that the Commonwealth
Government had acquired the land to be settled, condemned
expenditure of public money outside A.ustralia,3 and the

Sydney Morning Herald published an article by J.G.

Macdonald, a planter recently returned from the New Hebrides,

which damned the scheme with faint praise. The soil in the

1 Minute by P.M. Glynn, 21 December 1909, C.A.O0., All08,
VI.

2 Hunt to Burns, Philp and Company, 6 March 1902, ibid.,
IT.

3 Daily Telegraph, 5 March 1902.
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group was certainly productive, wrote Macdonald, but a
settler would have to wait from eight to ten years before
coconut trees he planted would produce, and, since there
was no other good way of making money, he would need a

capital of at least £1,000 to survive.l

Despite such scepticism, there were a large
number of enquiries - 500'in the first two and a half
months2 - and though many of these did not meet the
minimum capital requirement and others proceeded no further
when conditions in the group were explained to them, 38
applicants were accepted by the end of May 1902.3 Oof
this number, 17 left for the New Hebrides on 31 May
1902, accompanied by the famous Australian poet, A.B.

Paterson, who, on this occasion, was acting as a reporter

for the Sydney Morning Herald. Most of the emigrants

came from New South Wales, but there were also Queenslanders
and Victorians among them. The primary motive for their.
joining the scheme was the prevailing drought in eastern
Australia. Paterson wrote:

Nearly every one of them, on being asked
why they left Australia told the same tale.
They have been driven out by failure of
seasons.... One man said that on his farm

1 S.M.H., 19 March 1902, p.5.

2 Lucas to Hunt, 26 May 1902, C.A.0., All08, II.

-3 H.G. Black to Hunt, 25 May 1901, ibid.
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in the Camden district of New South Wales
they had only 3 inches of rain in nine
months.... Another was a Queensland
Government employee, and was forced to
shift for himself when that colony [sicl...
stood up to face the deficit and began to
reduce its Government departments.l

Other occupations of intending settlers before they left
Australia were grazier, stock and station agent, timber
cutter, gardener, and farmer. Paterson mentioned only

one who had had previous experience of tropical agriculture,
and a lot of them barely met the necessary financial

qualifications.2

On their way to their destination, this vanguard
of Australia's attempt to increase British influence
in the New Hebrides was shown over a number of French
plantations near Vila, and its members were impressed
by what they saw.3 At their rendezvous, which was the
site of the A.N.H. Company's abortive attempt to colonise
the group - the south coast of Santo - the newcomers
would have fared badly at first but for the kindness of
the Rev. Dr J. Annand, who provided them with temporary
housing in the students' quarters of the Presbyterian

native teachers' training institute on Tangoa Island, a

1 S.M.H., 1 July 1902, p.5.
2 S.M.H., 24 July 1902, p.3; 25 July 1902, p.S8.

3 Ibid.
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few hundred yards from the Santo mainland.l Burns,

Philp had leased them land and given them a free passage,
and the manager of the company's Islands Department
accompanied them, but they were set down in the midst

of uncleared jungle with no other assistance2 in
contrast to French S.F.N.H. settlers who on arrival were
given agricultural equipment, native labourers and a

financial loan.

The colonists named their settlement Annandale,
a fitting recognition of Dr Annand's generosity. The
Presbyterian Mission in the New Hebrides had recommended
missionaries 'to give the settlers such help as they can
consistently with their duties as Missionaries.'3 This
attitude was encouraged by the Foreign Missions Committee
of the Victorian Presbyterian Church which had expressed
its willingness 'to do all that is possible to further

Australian colonization of the New Hebrides'.4

1 New Hebrides Magazine, September 1902, p.4. Commander
F. Addington to Admiral L. Beaumont, 22 October 1902,
Australian Station: New Hebrides, 1902, in Admiralty
to C.0., 16 March 1903, C.0. 225/66.

2 Captain F.C.M. Noel to Beaumont, 10 August 1902, ibid.
3 N.H.M., 27 June 1902.

4 Rev. A. Hardie to Barton, 23 December 1901, C.A.O.,
Al1108, II.
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At first the scheme flourished. By the end of
1902 there were 31 men, 5 women, and 15 children
at Annandale.l They were growing maize to provide an
income until the coconut trees they were planting matured,
and fortunately the continued Australian drought meant
that, despite a heavy protective duty levied by the
Australian Government upon imports of this product,
they received profitable prices for their first shipment

of maize early in 1903.2

To improve their administration of the scheme,
Burns, Philp appointed Captain T. Williams as a permanent
representative in the New Hebrides at the end of 1902
to help arriving settlers and to buy suitable land for
new settlements.3 During 1903 eight more male colonists
were sent to Annandale, which was then declared sufficiently
populated, and three more went to Hog Harbour on the east
coast of Santo, where they settled on land bought by
Williams. Three other independent settlers, attracted

to the.gfoup by the propaganda for the settlement scheme

1l ILucas to Hunt, 4 March 1903, ibid.
2 Lucas to Hunt, 4 February 1903, ijibid.

3 TIbid.
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acquired parts of the old Glissan properties at Undine

Bay, Efate.l One of the new residents at Hog Harbour was
Maurice Witts, a New South Welshman from the Monaro
tablelands and a Boer War veteran, who shared the running
of a plantation with the other two, the Thomas brothers.
Witts has left a diary of his experiences at Hog Harbour
during 1905, in which he revealed himself a well educated
man who read history books and wrote letters to British |
and Australian newspapers in his spare time. He was

happy with his life of growing maize and plantingdoconut
trees despite vicissitudes such as, 'that tired feeling...
when the malarial microbes...assert themselves', earthquakes
which rattled cups and saucers and threatened to level
houses, and a humidity which coated everything with mildew.
He and his partners were also benevolent employers who
took care to treat and prevent sickness among their

labourers and who seem to have had no runaways.

During 1903, despite its early promise, the
settlement scheme showed signs of failure, for, that year,

those belonging to the scheme who left the group or drifted

1 Commander J.P. Rolleston to Admiral Bickford, 4 November
1903, in Admiralty to F.O., 21 May 1904, in F.O. to
C.0., 21 June 1904, C.0. 225/68.

2 Diary for the year 1905, kept at Hog Harbour, New
Hebrides, by Maurice M. Witts, Pacific Manuscripts
Bureau, MSS no. 1, passim.
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into other occupations there outnumbered the newcomers,
so that by the beginning of 1904 those occupying Burns,
Philp properties had been reduced to 23 males and 24
dependents.l During 1904 and 1905 the exodus became
greater, until by 1906 there were only three properties
being worked at Annandale2 and Burns, Philp had ceased

to make any special attempts to encourage new settlers.3

It has been stated that the settlement scheme
was ruined primarily by Australian tariffs, particularly
the impost on maize which had a disastrous effect on
the planters' major source of income after the drought
broke in Australia in 1903.4 There is abundant evidence
for the difficulty caused to New Hebrides settlers by
Australian tariffs, which extended to other potentially

valuable items such as coffee and bananas; of the

1 Iucas to Hunt, 7 March 1904, C.A.0., Al1108, 1II.

2 Sir E. im Thurn to the Earl of Elgin, 9 August 1906,

C.0. 225/73; 'New Hebrides Settlement Leases', Papers
of Burns, Philp and Company, Burns, Philp Offices,
Sydney. '

3 Burns to Hunt, 5 February 1906, Papers of Atlee Hunt,
N.L.A., MS 52/1563.

4 R.T.E. Latham, 'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth Century',
M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1928, ch. 3, p.8,
ch. 6, pp.l7-8. Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.228.
B.E. Mansfield, 'Studies in External Relations and the
Growth of National Sentiment in Australia, 1901-12',
B.A. hons. thesis, University of Sydney, 1948, pp.140, 145.
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important products of the group, only copra escaped.
In 1905 Maurice Witts explained the problem of growing
maize:

...although corn grows readily enough and
although 'labor' is cheap and land easily
obtained, it hardly pays for the trouble
growing it; - freight up to Sydney 9d. a
bushel, Duty, entering Commonwealth 10d.

a bushel, Commission etc., say 2d., making

in all about 1/9 per bushel. Average market
price 2/6 [per bushell which leaves the
bloated planter about 3/- per bag, with which
to pay his 'labor' and to buy champagne with.l

And it was a firmly expressed conviction of many
contemporaries that the chief impediment to the development
of British settlement in the period 1902-1906 was the
operation of Australian tariffs. This argument was
advanced by men as important and diverse as the British
Resident Commissioner, the High Commissioner for the
Western Pacific, the Admiral of the Royal Navy's Australian
Station, Presbyterian missionaries, and the settlers
themselves. Not all such people, however, were well
qualified to make pronouncements on the subject. Sir
Everard im Thurn, the High Commissioner, showed his lack
of knowledge of the economy of the New Hebrides,‘when

commenting about Australia's tariff policy, by claiming

1 Diary of Witts, 3 January 1905.
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that 'the most important product of the British settlers
in the New Hebrides is maize'.l Even Ernest Rason, who
was appointed British Resident Commissioner in the group
in 1902, was not necessarily a competent judge of the
question. His claim that the fall in the price of maize
and the consequent inhibition of Australian import duties
were the main reasons why most of the Burns, Philp settlers
left the New Hebrides must be qualified by his poor
knowledge of the total number who went to Santo under

the scheme, which, in 1905, he stated was 15.2 He

also had a liking fér simple explanations for complex
situations which exasperated the permanent officials at
the Colonial Office, one of whom was moved to exclaim:
'It is a terrible thing to have a man whose mind is so
confused in charge of such delicate matters.'3 And

statements made by the Admiral, missionaries and settlers

1 Im Thurn to Lord Northcote (Governor General of
Australia), 22 March 1907, C.A.O0., Al, 07/6422. This
was an extraordinary statement in the light of the fact
that in the period 1901-1906 Australian imports per
annum of copra were worth from over twice to ten times
as much as imports of maize, except in 1903 when the price
of maize was exceptionally high, though even in that year
copra was the more valuable commodity. See Appendix
B (iii) (b). '

2 Rason to im Thurn, 5 September 1905 [copyl, c.0. 225/70.

3 Minute by H.B. Cox, 15 April 1905, on Rason to im Thurn

[copyl, 23 January 1905, C.O. 225/70. See also minute

by H.E. Dale, 11 November 1904, on Rason to Sir C.
Major [copyl, 30 July 1904, C.O. 225/67.
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were all advanced to support arguments why the Australian
Government should change its tariff policy, mostly in
direct representations to that Government, and therefore
were not necessarily dispassionate assessments of the

situation.

There were other reasons probably more important
than Australia's tariff policy for the failure of the |
settlement écheme; for by the end of 1902 12 or 28%
of the men who had gone to the New Hebrides under its
auspices had left the scheme, and during 1903, when maize
prices remained high until near the end of the year,
more left than arrived.2 Scarcity of labour was one of
the most important of these other reasons. Initially
prohibited from recruiting from other islands, the
settlers at Annandale were forced to rely upon local
labour, which proved unreliable and insufficient in the
face of competition from French colonists on Santo, who
could pay labourers with guns and ammunition - keenly

desired goods which British subjects were still not

1 Admiral Sir W. Fawkes to Lord Northcote, 20 June 1906,
C.A.0., Al, 06/4798. F.H.L. Paton to A. Deakin, 25
September 1905, ibid., 05/6194. Petition of British
settlers in the New Hebrides, in Rason to Northcote,

9 June 1906, ibid., 07/6850.

2 W.H. Lucas to Hunt, 4 February 1903, 7 March 1904,
C.A.0., A1108, IT.
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permitted to sell.l Those who commented in 1903 upon
why many of the Burns, Philp settlers were leaving the
scheme mentioned shortage of labour as the most important
reason.2 By the end of that year Rason had issued the
first recruiting licences British settlers in the New

Hebrides had received since 1874,3

but the £500 bond
required by the Pacific Islanders Protection Acts was too
much for most of the Burns, Philp settlers. The company
assisted them in 1904 by employing its inter-island steamer,
Makambo, for recruiting, but allegedly false charges by
Presbyterian missionaries against methods used by

Makambo's recruiters caused Burns, Philp to withdraw this
service to the settlers in 1905.4 Though a bill was
drafted in Britain to reduce the value of the bond for

recruiting licences, a crowded Parliamentary agenda and

pending changes to the political status of the New Hebrides

1 Commander J.P. Rolleston to Admiral Bickfofd, 4 November
1903, in Admiralty to C.0., 21 June 1904, C.0. 225/68.
Rason to im Thurn, 5 September 1905 [copyl, C.0. 225/70.

2 ILucas to Hunt, 4 March 1903, C.A.0. Al1108, II. W.
Le Couteur to Chamberlain, 4 August 1903 (quoting extracts
from F. Chevillard to Le Couteur, 12 June 1903), in
C.0. to F.O., 11 August 1903, F.0.C.P., 8270/99.

3 Rason to Major, 30 March 1904 [copyl, c.0. 225/67.

4 Burns to Hunt, 5 February 1906, Hunt Papers, MS 52/1563.
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delayed this object until 1907.l The importance of the

supply of labour for the success of the scheme can be

seen in the survival of Witts and the Thomas brothers at
Hog Harbour, who by 1905 were as hard hit as anybody by
the Australian tariff on maize, but who had sufficient
money to acquire a recruiting licence so that, although
competition was fierce, during that year they had a
permanent work force of from 14 to 30 indentured labourers,
and they also were able to draw extra hands from the

nearby Presbyterian mission in emergencies.

The other most important reason for the failure
of the scheme was that it attracted few people with
sufficient capital because of insecurity of land titles
and climatic conditions in the New Hebrides. Walter
Lucas told Atlee Hunt in 1903: 'The question of security
of title has kept away hundreds of intending applicants,

and thosebm0stly of the class possessing the most capital

1 This is a different account of the reasons for the
failure of the British Government to act on this
question than given in Scarr, Fragments of Empire,
pp.216-7. But it is based upon H.E. Dale's minute
in November 1905: 'A Bill to amend this [£500 bondl
has been drafted for two or three years, -but no
opportunity has occurred for its introduction into
Parliament.' Minute by H.E. Dale, 4 November 1905, on
Rason to im Thurn, 5 September 1905 [copyl, C.0. 225/70.

2 Diary of M.M. Witts for 1905, passim.
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who naturally feel dubious about venturing their money
without being guaranteed a title to their lands.' This
drawback, he said, was pointed out to each intending
settler, and so was the prevalence of malaria in the
islands, 'with the result that fully 99% of intending
settlers...reconsidered their intentions'.l It was
J.G. Macdonald's accurate prediction that settlers with
less than £1,000 capital would not succeed, and when,
in 1902, British naval officers serving in the New
Hebrides learnt of the small amount of capital possessed
by most of the Burns, Philp colonists they were very
pessimistic about the scheme's future. Captain F.C.M.
Noel wrote: 'I do not see the smallest prospect of any
success attending measures entered into, in my opinion,

: . . . 2
in the wrong spirit, and with insufficient means.'

(c) 1902-1906

While Australia's efforts to increase the
number of British subjects in the New Hebrides were a

comparative failure, the rival French settlement programme

1 TILucas to Hunt, 4 February 1903, C.A.O., Al1l08, II.

2 Noel to Admiral L. Beaumont, 10 August 1902, in
Australian Station: New Hebrides, 1902, in Admiralty
to C.0., 16 March 1903, C.0. 225/66. See also

Commander F. Addington to Beaumont, 22 October 1902,
ibid.
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also ran into difficulties because of the financial
troubles of the S.F.N.H. By June 1902 the French
population had declined from 293 a year previously to
226. But in this period a fall in the number of British
missionaries and their dependents in the group
counterbalanced the arrival of the first batch of Burns,
Philp settlers, so that the British population had only
increased by three.l In the next four years the number
of British residents increased with the help of the
Australian settlement scheme, which, though many of its
members returned to Australia, encouraged some independent
settlers to go to the New Hebrides and added to the
population with people who left it for other forms of
employment in the group. By 1906 the number of British
adult males unattached to Christian missions had grown
to 91 and the total population to 228. The French,
however, had recovered from their slump in 1901-02, and
by 1906 their population had increased to 192 adult
males and a total of 401. There were 35 other Europeans.
This meant that the French had managed to consolidate
their position as the dominant sector in the European
population of the New Hebrides. It was also estimated

in 1906 that Frenchmen cultivated ¢.20,000 acres of land

1 Australian Station: New Hebrides, 1902, ibid.

2 Im Thurn to the Earl of Elgin, 9 August 1906, C.0. 225/73.
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compared with only 7,000 acres by their British
competitors, and, resulting from the activities of
Higginson's company in the 1880s, the French claimed
ownership to a much larger area of land than did British
subjects, though many such claims were virtually

fictitious.t

Chief reasons for this improvement in France's
performance in the Anglo-French population race were
further financial assistance from the Government to the
S.F.N.H., with a resultant revival of its colonization
efforts in 1903, and reductions in tariffs imposed upon
New Hebridean gdods produced bberench settlers entering
New Caledonia and France, which were abolishéd éompletely

within prescribed quotas in l904.2

The population race had some bitter side
effects. The great influx of Europeans into the New
Hebrides since 1900 was mostly the result of French or
Australian attempts to increase their influence in the

group and therefore had little relation to its natural

resources. The newcomers pressed heavily upon a dwindling
supply of New Hebridean labour, and their presence led

to a fierce competition in the copra trade, which with

1 Rason to im Thurn, 2 March 1906 [copyl, ibid. For a
discussion of French land claims-see Scarr, Fragments
of Empire, pp.198-201.

2 Rason to Major, 30 July 1904 [copyl, c.0. 225/67.
Latham, 'The New Hebrides', ch. 3, p.S8.
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the fall in the price of maize in Australia late in 1903,
said Rason, became 'a vicious rivalry'.l A result of
efforts to extract more coconuts from native suppliers
was a rapid increase in the sale of liquor.to them by
French - and some British - traders, and a concomitant
threat to the security of Europeans in the group, since,
wrote Commander D'Oyley: 'Almost all cases of shooting
and pillage can be traced to the liquor question.'2
During 1904 one British and eight French settlers were
mirdered and five more British subjects were attacked

by natives.3

French efforts to boost their numbers in the
New Hebrides resulted in a sudden appearance of land
disputes as a problem in Anglo-French relations, either
because of confrontation between newly arrived French
and established British settlers, or more commonly because
of the championship of native rights by Presbyterian

missionaries. The problem arose from the fact that the

1 Rason, 'Report on the Trade of the New Hebrides',
24 October 1906, Great Britain Parliamentary Papers,
1907, ILvII, Cd. 3289.

2 D'Oyley to Admiral Sir W. Fawkes, 20 October 1906, in
Admiralty to F.O., 27 December 1906, F.0.C.P. 8951/102.

3 E. Rason, 'The New Hebrides', United Empire, new series,
I, (1910), p.656.
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S.F.N.H. had not occupied vast areas of land bought by
its predecessor in the 1880s, so that when it placed new
settlers on such property the land's original sale, if
ever known by its real owners, had often been forgotten
by the natives who inhabited it and who might have sold
it since to British subjects. Land disputes flared up
for the first time in any degree at the end of the 1890s,
and, particularly an acrimonious one involving the

Rev. A. Fraser and servants of the S.F.N.H. on Epi, they
became the subject of a strongly worded protest from the

Presbyterian Church in 1900.l

The financial difficulties of the S.F.N.H.
led to a quietening of land troubles in the next two
years, but the revival of the company's fortunes and,
early in 1904, the Anglo-French agreement on the need
for a lands commission in the group inspired it to renew
the occupation of untouched acres both for the purposes
of colonisationvand the strengthening of its land claims.
There were resultant clashes between French and British
subjects, mostly verbal, but at times accompanied by

acts of violence against property, and on one occasion

1 'Memorial on French Aggression in the New Hebrides
from the Presbyterian Synod, with a Narrative of
Land Disputes in Epi and Efate', in C.A.O. All08,
III. For a full account of such disputes, see
Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.213-4.
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almost provoking armed conflict when, on Epi, Thomas
Swallow and two friends confronted an armed party seeking
to avenge destruction of French property.l The Acting
High Commissioner for the Western Pacific warned the
British Government in September 1904 that in Rason's
opinion:

the feeling of irritation among the British

settlers is growing so acute in consequence

of the continued aggressive acts of the

employees of the French New Hebrides Company,

and the disinclination, or powerlessness, of

the French authorities to restrain them, that...

it might result in an open rupture through

reprisals on the part of the British.?

Many British settlers were also at loggerheads

with their compatriots, the Presbyterian missionaries.
The Presbyterians, despite inroads made by French Catholic
missionaries, were still undoubtedly the strongest
Christian body in the New Hebrides, and they saw themselves
as moral guardians of the native population of the group
and consequently were fearless in condemning what they
considered unethical treatment of New Hebrideans whether

by British or French subjects. Hence missionaries' zeal

1 For this incident see Australian Station: New Hebrides,
1904, Case no. 210, in Admiralty to F.O., 18 May 1905,
F.0.C.P., 8772/48. -

2 Sir C. Major to A. Lyttleton, 10 September 1904, C.O.
225/67.
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for native rights often conflicted with their desire to
assist British settlement as in the case of Burns, Philp's
efforts to recruit labourers for its settlers. This

moral guardianship even extended to the sexual lives of
Burns, Philp's employees at Vila which were the subject

of representations in 1903 from Synod to Sir James Burns.l
One specific and often repeated charge against the mission
by settlers was that missionaries unfairly competed with
them as traders. Such charges were usually based upon no
more evidence than the practice of missionaries paying
native teachers and employees with goods or bartering

for their food, and Synod condemned any trading for
profit;2 but there was at least one of its members who

was later guilty of ignoring this proscription.3

The other substantial British influence in
the New Hebrides, Burns, Philp and Company, was assisted
with an annual subsidy of £6,000, first granted by the

Australian Government in 1902, for its services to the

1 N.H.M., 25 June 1903. Diary of the Rev. F.J. Paton,
20 June 1903, Australian Presbyterian Board of Missions,
Sydney.

2 N.H.M., 14 June 1905.

3 In 1912 the Rev. W. Mackay on Santo was censured by
the Australian Foreign Missions Committee for trading.
Minutes of the Foreign Missions Committee of the General
Assembly of Australian Presbyterian Churches, 18 December
1912, Australian Presbyterian Board of Missions, Sydney.
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New Hebrides, Solomon, and Gilbert and Ellice Islands,
which replaced the subsidies it had received from the
New South Wales and Victorian Governments. The higher
amount given was to cover improvements in the services
and a government stipulation that only European seamen
could be employed on subsidised ships. In return the
company contracted to run a monthly service to the New
Hebrides - extending bi-monthly to the Solomons and
four-monthly to the Gilbert and Ellice group - plus an

. . . . . 1
inter-island service in the New Hebrides.

During 1901 and 1902 Burns, Philp gained a
brief monopoly of the trade of the New Hebrides with
the temporary suspension of the Vila-Nouméa service.
But in 1903, with the revival of the fortunes of the
S.F.N.H., the advent of Ballande]s company in the New
Hebrides which started an inter-island service, and the
decision that year of the Messageries Maritimes Company
to open a Sydney-Vila service, the position of Burns,
Philp in the commerce of the group was distinctly weakened.
The rival French service between Australia and the group
was particularly strong competition, for the vessel

used, Pacifique, was both larger than Burns, Philp's ships

1 Minute by Barton for the Executive Council, 2 April
1902, C.P.P., 1901-2, II, pp.l093-5.

2 Noel to Beaumont, 10 August 1902, in Australian
Station: New Hebrides, 1902, in Admiralty to C.O.,
16 March 1903, C.O0. 225/66.
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and also faster, since it did not have to make time
consuming stops at Lord Howe and Norfolk islands which
were imposed upon Burns, Philp by its government contract.
From 1903 onwards therefore it is impossible to use
Australian customs figures as an index of Burns, Philp's
New Hebrides trade, whih probably declined considerably
that year. In the Federal Parliament in 1904 W.E. Johnson
claimed that the company lost £16,000 per annum on its
Pacific services. James Page retorted that it would be
difficult to persuade Queensland parliamentarians that
the company would submit to such a loss.2 Perhaps the
stated amount of the alleged loss was exaggerated, but

in the light of the New Hebridean situation, it was
possibly true that the company's service to this group
had become unprofitable, for, though Page's remark was

a valid comment on its history, he ignored the fact that
it was under a ten year contract to maintain the service
which could not be broken simply because profits had

fallen.

By 1904 French competition and tariff reductions
had put France into equal place with Australia in the

commerce of the New Hebrides, exports from the group to

1 Rason to Major, 30 July 1904 [copyl, C.O0. 225/67.

2 C.P.D., XXIII, 28 October 1904, p.6302.
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New Caledonia being worth £26,400 and imports from New
Caledonia to the New Hebrides £24,896 compared with
respective figures of £17,155 and £30,245 for Australia's
trade with the group.l But that year Burns, Philp tdok
steps to improve its New Hebrides service with an extra
ocean going steamer to replace the auxiliary inter-island
ship hitherto employed, which resulted in the abolition

of transshipment of cargo at Vvila, and for which, along
with improvements to its other Pacific islands services,

it received an extra £6,000 per annum from the Commonwealth
Government.2 This improvement resulted in a big increase
in New Hebrides exports to Australia in 1905 - to £25,923 -
and a corresponding decline in exports to New Caledonia -
to E18,l69.3 The increase, said Rason, largely accrued

to Burns, Philp which now had the distinct advaﬁtage of

a ship trading directly with Sydney which called at
practically every trading station in the group, compared

with a French inter-island vessel which called at only

1 Rason, 'Report on the Trade of the New Hebrides', 9
May 1905, Great Britain Parliamentary Papers, 1906,
IXXVIII, Cd. 2714. Appendix B (iii) (a).

2 C.pP.P., 1904, II, pp.1817-18; 1905, II, pp.l445-9.

3 Rason, 'Report on the Trade of the New Hebrides',
24 October 1906, Great Britain Parliamentary Papers, 1907,
LVII, Cd. 3289. Appendix B (iii) (a).
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five or six ports.l This plus passage money paid for
New Hebrideans deported from Queensland in 1906 restored
Burns, Philp's trade with the group to a profitable

business.

Thus in the period 1899 to 1906 France achieved
a clear dominance in population as she had in land
holdings in the 1880s, but she was not able to overshadow
Australia in the commerce of the group. Through the
action of Burns, Philp and the support given the company
by the Australian Government this was the one economic
field in which, in 1906, British economic interests were

superior to those of France.

1 Rason to im Thurn, 24 October 1906, [copyl, C.O0. 225/73.

2 TLucas to Hunt, 22 May 1908, C.A.O0., Al 08/354.
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IT

Australian, British and French Policy, 1901-1906

(a) The Barton Government in Australia, 1901-1903

The newly founded Australian Commonwealth
Government was very caﬁtibus in its public statements
about the New Hebrides. It responded to the specific
requests that it ask Britain to secure a land tribunal
and a British Resident Commissioner for the islands,
which were made at a deputation from Presbyterian
missionaries and other Churchmen in January 1901.l But,
in his first public speeches in which he mentioned the
New Hebrides, the Prime Minister, Edmund Barton, did not
say that Australia wanted British annexation of the
group.2 When reviewing the first year of his Government
in January 1902, he told his constituents at Maitland that

it was unlikely Britain would agree to any such requests

and that all his Government desired was 'a better state of

1 The Earl of Hopetoun (Governor General of Australia)
to J. Chamberlain, 12 February 1901, C.A.0., All08, III.

2 Arggs, 12 February 1901, p.5; 15 February 1901,
p.5.
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things in the New Hebrides',l and he truthfully told
Parliament in April 1902 that he had made no annexationist

e e 2
request to Britain.

In May 1902, when Barton was on his way to
attend an Imperial Conference in England, a private deputation
from the Presbyterian Church of Victoria saw the Acting
Prime Minister, Alfred Deakin, and presented to him a
resolution of the Church's Commission of its General
Assembly asking that Britain seek an arrangement for the
withdrawal of French claims to the New Hebrides.3 Deakin
promptly wrote to Barton urging him to press as hard as
he could while he was in England for the acquisition of
the group.4 Barton raised the question of the political
status of the islands at a private meeting at the Colonial
Office, and while he could get no assurance that Britain

would try to annex the New Hebrides, he returned to

1 Age, 10 January 1902, p.6.
2 C.P.D., IX, 29 April 1902, p.12083.

3 Report of deputation, 19 May 1902, C.A.O0., A35, bundle
2, no. 23.

4 Deakin to Barton, 20 May 1902, Papers of Edmund Barton,
M.L.A., MS 51/1/505.
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Australia convinced that Chamberlain understood
Australia's viewpoint on the question.1 However he made

no mention of the group in his public statements on his

return.

Deakin's correspondence with Barton in May 1902
suggests the possibility that it was pressure from him
that induced the Prime Minister to advocate annexation.
It has been suggested by Professor La Nauze that Deakin,
though not responsible for the Department of External
Affairs, had at least an equal share in the making of
the Barton Government's New Hebrides policy.3 And this
is borne out by Barton's statement to Deakin, on his
retirement as Prime Minister and Minister for External
Affairs:

There are many matters in the Department in
various stages of progress about which we
have not had much chance of consultation,

1 Minutes of the Proceedings of the Colonial Conference,
1902, appendix 29, p.515, C.A.0., C.P. 103, set 12,
B2. T.R. Pickering, 'The Evolution of Australia as
a State Competent to Act in International Affairs’',
M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1956, p.l1l34.

2 S.M.H., 16 October 1902, pp.7-8; 18 October 1902,
pp.9-10. Age, 13 October 1902, p.5; 14 October 1902,

p.5; 18 October 1902, p.ll. Argus, 29 November 1902,
p.1l5.

3 La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, pp.442, 444.
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but there is no part of the New Hebrides

business in whlich] we have not acted

together, & I think you have read every

despatch.l

There is evidence to suggest, however, that

Barton was far from a reluctant supporter of an
annexationist New Hebrides policy. He was not new to
the subject; in 1892, as Acting Premier of New South
Wales, he had prevented George Dibbs from exploring the
possibility of allowing France to annex the group.2
His private correspondence suggests that he was fully
in favour of British annexation of thé group; his most
important reason was apparently his opinion that Australia's
security would be threatened if a foreign power were to
occupy it. In July 1903 he told his Governor General
that he regretted hearing that Britain had refused to
try to acquire the islands.3 And in January 1904, after
he had retired to the High Court, he told Atlee Hunt:

I should like to know how matters stand
now about the New Hebrides. My interest
in that, as in all questions of the

Pacific, is deep...., and I hope we shall

1 Barton to Deakin, 28 September 1903, Papers of
Alfred Deakin, N.L.A., MS 1540/1/469.

2 See above, p.333.

3 Barton to Lord Tennyson, 14 July 1903, Papers of
Lord Tennyson, N.L.A., MS 1963/195.
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always be 'tenaces proposite', as well as
just, in regard of these interests, which
will one day be in the care of our rights -
of defence.

And he explained that during his administration the

acquisition of the group had been an ever present, though

unpublicised, aim.

The slowness of Barton to press for annexation
of the New Hebrides, and his reluctance to publicly
announce this aim resulted from his Government's awareness
of the diplomatic consequences of stating i£ and its
desire to be as moderate as possible in its representations
to Britain on the question. The diplométic problem was
highlighted by Deakin when he confidentially told the
Presbyterian deputation that waited on him in May 1902:

We find that every scrap in the papers is
cut out by M. Biard d'Aunet [the French
Consul-General in Australial -and is sent
on with a strong protest. A French paper
in Sydney watches every event in the
islands; and any reference only means
increased activity, and a demand upon the
French Government to redoubled exertions.
The more we do, and the less we speak
about it, the better.?2

1 Barton to Hunt, 22 January 1904, Papers of Atlee
Hunt, N.L.A.,MS 52/2112.

2 C.A.0., A35, bundle 2, no. 23.
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Barton expressed his wish for moderation in approaches
to Britain about the New Hebrides when, in February 1901,
he said at a luncheon organised by the Australian

Natives' Association that

...this subject was one which, however
firm might be the policy of the

Ministry, required a very great amount

of prudence and reserve in the exercise
of any policy, so that the result of that
policy might not be embarrassini to the
empire of which we were a part.

A consequence of this attitude was that the Government
took action, in July 1901, to stop what threatened to
be a growing public agitation on the subject by asking
Presbyterian Church leaders and others to cease making
public statements about French activity in the New
Hebrides and to refrain from organising any public

meetings on the question.2

The advocacy of the annexation policy in 1903

was triggered off by Britain's recommendation of a Joint

1 Arqgus, 12 February 1901, p.5.

2 For example, the Rev. John G. Paton to Barton, 18
July 1901: 'I am very sorry I did not know that you
wished no further discussion outside your Parliament
re the French policy in the New Hebrides..., but I
shall henceforth refrain from all allusions to the
subject for the press and in public.' C.A.0. A35,
bundle 3, no. 1l1. See also Hunt to R. Wilson, 4 July
1901, ibid., bundle 1, no. 8.
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Protectorate and the need to state why that was an
unacceptable proposal. It was also probably the result
of a growing impatience with Britain's dilatoriness to act
on Australia's representations about the New Hebrides,

a slowness indicated, to Deakin, by the fact that, in
May 1902, of the requests for a land commission and

a British Resident Commissioner, only the latter had come
to fruition, and this more than a year after it was
originally requested. Deakin, when apologising for this
delay to the Presbyterian deputation, proclaimed, 'On

no subject which we have had to deal with the Colonial
Office have we received less satisfaction and experienced

. 1
more anxiety.

Deakin also felt that the Government was earning
unjustified unpopularity by its public silence on the New
Hebrides question. From the outset it had believed that
public opinion approved of an interventionist New Hebrides
policy. In February 1901, in his role as Australian

correspondent for the Morning Post, Deakin explained for

his English readers his view of the importance of
Australian opinion on the question:

There are here all the materials for an
international complication of a minor
kind. Sydney is affected through her

1 Ibid., bundle 2, no. 23.
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commercial interests and Melbourne

because of its aggressive tendencies
towards a Monroe Doctrine for the

Pacific within the Australasian sphere.

The Presbyterians everywhere, and
especially in Victoria, are politically

the most influential among the religious
bodies, leading as a rule the Nonconformists,
and not infrequently spurring on the Church
of England. The religious, political,

and commercial interests are almost
irresistible locally when they can be kept
in combination.

While, by its own action, the Government had stifled the
public action of, in particular, the Presbyterians, it

was, by 1902, fully aware that they and other groups in

the community were accusing it of apathy on the question.
It was being bombarded with deputations and requests for
action from Presbyterians;2 the free trade press had taken
up the cry of Sydney merchants that itstariff policy

was ruining Australia's trade with the group;3 and its

one firm supporter among the Sydney and Melbourne morning

newspapers, the Age, was becoming increasingly critical

1 Alfred Deakin, Federated Australias, Melbourne, 1968,
p.36.

2 See C.A.0., A6 01/1513, A8 A02/57/4; Al 02/3117;
A35 bundle 2, nos. 6, 14, 23, bundle 3, nos. 4, 8,
9, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19.

3 See Argus, 24 February 1902; S.M.H., 17 March 1902;
Daily Telegraph, 17 March 1902.
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of what it dubbed the Government's 'laisser-aller'
policy towards the New Hebrides.l The sensitivity of
the Government to this paper's criticism was indicated
by the report, on the day after the Age had castigated
Barton for allegedly not raising the New Hebrides
question at the 1902 Imperial Conference, that the Prime
Minister had taken exception to its comments about the
Government's apathy.2 After he retired from office

Barton angrily wrote to Hunt, with reference to Britain's

New Hebrides policy:

Do you know, if it turns out that after
all these years they have done & will do
nothing for us, I should be inclined to
insist on leave to publish the
correspondence in its salient parts. The
Government have to consider their
responsibility to people & Parliament,

& far beyond that, their duty to Australia
& its public opinion. The Commonwealth...
has suffered obloguy for nearly three
years on the ground of its apathy, while
all the time it has been actively pushing
the question. It is too much that it
should continue to suffer abuse & to make
enemies simply because the Colonial & Foreign

1 Age, 31 December 1902.

2 Age, 29 October 1902, p.6, and editorial, 28 October
1902. For other relevant editorials see issues for
18 April and 13 November 1902, and 15 June and 9 July
1903.
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offices are afraid to let their own

wretched pusillanimity & shuffling be

known to the world. If leave to publish

is asked for & refused, I should still

be inclined to publish a narrative which

would put the Commonwealth right in

Australian opinion.l

These remarks of Barton to Hunt indicate that

he considered the New Hebrides an important subject in
the context of his Government's other policies. But
exactly how significant was the New Hebrides question
to the Government is hard to say, especially in view of
the lack of publicity deliberately given to it. However
when Barton spoke of his Government's policies to his
constituents in January 1902, almost 5% of the space in

the verbatim report of his speech was devoted to the

New Hebrides, a greater emphasis than that given by James

. . . 2 . .
Service in an analagous speech in 1886. Another quantitative

indication that it was an important subject was the fact

that during 33 months of office the Government submitted

1 Barton to Hunt, 22 January 1904, Hunt Papers, MS
52/2112. See also H.M. Davies, 'The Administrative
Career of Atlee Hunt, 1901-1910', M.A. thesis,
University of Melbourne, 1968, p.74.

2 Age, 10 January 1902, pp.5-6. For Service's speech,
see above, p.80.
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37 despatches and cables about it to the British Government.l
The Government was also willing to contribute money
towards maintaining the Australia-New Hebrides shipping
service, and in March 1903 it offered to ask Parliament
to pay for the administration of the group if Britain

L. 2
were to annex it.

On the other hand Barton's Government has been
accused of being only 'lukewarm' in its desire for the
annexation of the New Hebrides.3 To support this assertion,
R.T.E. Latham pointed out that, when the Government
suggested to Britain in June 1903 that France might sell
her interests in the group for £250,000, it refused to
provide any money itself except 3% interest on a loan up
to that amount.4 Barton. defended his refusal by claiming
that annexation of the group was an 'imperial and not

merely Australian' concern; but he may also have believed

1 C.0. 418/9-10, 18-19, 26.
2 Barton to Tennyson, 13 March 1903, C.A.0., All08, III.

3 R.T.E. Latham, 'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth
Century', M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1928,
ch. 3, p.ll. See also B.E. Mansfield, 'Studies in
External Relations and the Growth of National Sentiment
in Australia, 1901-12', B.A. hons. thesis, University
of Sydney, 1948, pp.137,.141.

4 Ibid. See Tennyson to Chamberlain, 1 June 1903;
Chamberlain to Tennyson, 10 July 1903; Barton to
Tennyson, 16 July 1903, C.A.O0. All08, III.
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that £250,000 on top of the costs of administration that
he had already promised would be too much for Parliament
to swallow, a reasonable view in the light of the
considerable hostility in that body to far smaller

subsidies for shipping services to the New Hebrides.l

Latham, however, added that the Government's
attitude was also betrayed by 'its refusal to countenance
even a nominal infringement of the great insular principles
of Protection and White Australia' for the sake of the
New Hebrides, in a reference to its failure to act on
the thorny question of tariffs imposed upon New Hebridean
goods entering A.ustralia.2 But, though Parliamentary
opponents of its New Hebrides policy talked freely of
competition from the products of coloured labour and a
threat to the whole system of protection if tariff relief
were given to settlers in the New Hebrides, this is no
indication that the Government believed such rhetoric.

On the other hand, as with paying money, it had to pay
attention to Parliamentary opinion on the subject.
Barton indicated this when he wrote to Deakin in

September 1903:

1 See below, pp.451, 457, and Appendix, E (ii) (a).

2 Latham, 'The New Hebrides', loc. cit.
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It may seem strange that we sholulld

be anxious to obtain Territories & still
unwilling to encourage them to trade
with us.... But then our Parliament
will keep the Territories - if it gets
them - & will change its opinions, so

as to keep them, in the future.l

It must be remembered also that even British New Guinea

was discriminated against by Australian tariffs.

The Barton Government, however, can be accused
of slowness to act on the tariff question, for it did see
the need for proposing measures to Parliament for the
relief of British setflers in the New Hebrides who exported
to Australia. It was confronted with the difficulty that
there was no settled government in the group with which
to make any tariff arrangements and by the problem of
giving preference to these islands and ignoring the claims
of those already belonging to the empire such as New
Guinea and Fiji.2 But it was lulled into a sense of
false security by the high prices which prevailed for
maize in 1902 and 1903, and it was unwilling to approach

Parliament about the matter before the question of

1 Barton to Deakin, 28 September 1903, Deakin Papers,
MS 1540/1/469.

2 Report of Deputation from Sydney Chamber of Commerce,
15 March 1902, C.A.0., A35, bundle 2, no. 22. Barton
to Rason, 12 June 1903, C.A.0., A34.
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preferences for British New Guinea was resolved.l

Another indication of the Barton Government's
interest in the New Hebrides was itsefforts to acquire
accurate information about the group. Principal among
these was the despatch of a secret agent there in 1901.
The idea was suggested by Arthur Mahaffy, then Assistant
to the Resident Commissioner of the British Solomon
Islands Protectorate,2 and by Wilson Le Couteur who
offered his services for this purpose in February 1901.3
Le Couteur was a Jersey Islander, and therefore a fluent
speaker of French, who had spent the years 1891-92 in
the New Hebrides as agent for the Australasian United

Steam Navigation Company and who, at the time of applying

for the position of Australia's first spy, was the secretary-

. s .4
treasurer of the Shipmasters' Association6f Australia.
After receiving a favourable reference from Sir James

Burns and employing a former New South Wales detective

1 Deakin to Tennyson, 19 September 1903, C.A.O0., All08,
VIII.

2 Mahaffy to Barton, 22 January 1901, C.A.0., All08, III.

3 Le Couteur to Barton, 8 February 1901, C.A.0., A35,
bundle 1, no. 1.

4 Ibid. F.R.M. Wilson to J. Munro, 10 September 1891,
F.C.J.P., V, appendix no. 4. Australasian, 14
April 1900, p.816.
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to investigate him,l the Government agreed to send

Le Couteur to the group under the guise of a representative
of Burns, Philp and Company, at the good salary of
£7.15.-. per week plus £1 per day for expenses.2 He

was to make sure the object was unpublicised; and

he was to report on the nature and manner of the increase
of French settlement in the group, the number of British
and French settlers and their economic interests, the
attitudes of Europeans and natives to the future of the
New Hebrides, the state of the labour supply for planters,
and a projected visit of the Governor of New Caledonia

to the group.3

Le Couteur spent three months in the New Hebrides
and visited all major islands except Aoba, Pentecost
and Maewo. On his return he presented to the Government
a detailed report which accurately and thoroughly discussed
the questions he was asked to examine. His investigations
of local attitudes revealed that 'few [British residents]

except the missionaries appear anxious for annexation,'

1 Burns to Barton, 2 July 1901; Barton to C. Walker,
17 July 1901, C.A.O0., A35 bundle 1, nos. 7, 9.

2 Hunt to Le Couteur, 1 August 1901; Le Couteur to Hunt,
1 August 1901, ibid., no. 11.

3 Hunt to Le Couteur, 1 August 1901, ibid., no. 12.
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wanting only equality of opportunity with French settlers;
New Hebrideans seemed to favour the British but this had
to be set alongside their habit of trying 'to be "all
things to all men"'; and there were some Frenchmen who,
having suffered from the vagaries of the Société

Frangaise des Nouvelles-Hébrides, would not be averse

to Britisn annexation. It was clear however, he said,
that the French were becoming daily more predominant

in numbers and that British planters were suffering
acutely from shortage of labour.l The report was released

anonymously to the public in the Age.2

Le Couteur also assisted the Government in
pointing out sources of information when, in May 1901,
he wrote of articles relating to the New Hebrides in New
Caledonian newspapers, which prompted Atlee Hunt to
subscribe to the various French papers published in
Australia and Nouméa.3 At the end of 1901, when replying
to a Presbyterian deputation, Barton cited as his sources

of information deputations and letters from missionaries

1l ILe Couteur to Barton, 26 November 1901, ibid., no. 23.

2 Age, 6 February 1902, p.5; 8 February 1902, p.1l3;
11 February 1902, p.6.

3 Le Couteur to Barton, 10 May 1901, and minute by
Hunt, 17 May 1901, C.A.O., A35, bundle 1, no. 5.
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and settlers, reports from the British navy, all Sydney
and Melbourne morning daily papers and the French
Australian and New Caledonian papers. And he claimed:
'There is no subject to which I have given so much

attention'.l

(b) The Watson and Reid Governments in
Australia, 1904-1905

As Professor La Nauze has demonstrated, Alfred
Deakin carried on the Barton Government's New Hebrides
policy when he took office in September 1903.2 The
policy was also continued after Deakin was replaced

by John C. Watson's Labour Goﬁernment late in April 1904.

It was no foregone conclusion that a Labour
administration would support the New Hebrides policy of
its predecessors, for there was a strong isolationist
strain in Labour Party thinking,3 and, as the discussion
below bf the views of Parliamentarians shows, a number of

its members thought Australia should have nothing to do

1 Report of Deputation, 2 December 1901, ibid., bundle
2, no. 14.

2 La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, pp.446-7.

3 C. Grimshaw, 'Australian Nationalism and the Imperial
Connection, 1900-1914', Australian Journal of Politics
and History, 3 (1958), p.l67.
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with the group.l Watson himself had declared in favour
of Australians restricting their operations to their
own continent in his policy speech in the 1903 election
campaign,2 and the previous year, when opposing the
subsidy for the New Hebrides shipping service, he had
said: 'it would be a good thing if the fever-stfiken
islands were confined to French settlers.'3 Atlee Hunt
later claimed that he 'had to fight hard' to get the

Watson Government to maintain the shipping subsidy.4

When, however, the Labour Cabinet considered
the New Hebrides question, its members had before them
a memorandum from W.M. Hughes, the Minister for External
Affairs, which strongly recommended that they should
support British interests in the group.5 That this

viewpoint prevailed, was possibly a victory for the

1 See below, pp.451, 457.

2 §S.M.H., 13 November 1903, p.6.

3 C.P.D., XII, 26 September 1902, p.16196.

4 Hunt to J. Roseby, 9 May 1912, Hunt Papers, MS 52/722.

5 Memorandum re Pacific Islands, in Hughes to H.B.
Higgins, 17 June 1904, Personal Papers of Henry

Bournes Higgins as Attorney General, 1904, C.A.O.,
C.P.930.
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persuasive Atlee Hunt who drew up the memorandum for
Hughes,l although precisely why Watson altered his views
is not reveaied in his public statements or private
correspondence. The result was that the Prime Minister
Changed his isolationist tune to an interventionist
refrain. He told Parliament the following month that,
because of the potential threat to Australia's security
if a foreign power occupied the New Hebrides, it was a
pity Britain had not annexed the group long before.2
Two weeks later Hughes announced that the Government
was not going to change Australia's New Hebrides policy
when he told a Presbyterian deputation that:

The Government thoroughly realised the great
importance of these Islands from an Imperial
standpoint. He recognised the harbourages
and coaling station facilities which other
European nations would take advantage of
when the British nation could not protect
them and Australia too.... It might be

that it was essential to retain our

foothold in these islands....

To the British Government's communication that

it had agreed with France on the necessity for establishing

1 For a discussion of this memorandum and Hunt's interest
in the New Hebrides, see Davies, 'The Administrative
Career of Atlee Hunt', p.77.

2 C.P.D., XX, 28 July 1904, p.3688.

3 S.M.H., 9 August 1904, p.5.
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machinery for solving land problems, Watson not only
expressed pleasure at the news but also set out
recommendations for the solution of the problem which
exhibited a thorough grasp of the situation in the group.l
And he offered to ask Parliament to provide for the

costs British settlers would incur in presenting their
claims for'arbitration.2 The Government also approved

of Burns, Philp's proposal to improve its shipping services
for a bigger subsidy;3 and in Parliament Watson agreed
that something must be done about Australian tariffs on
New Hebrides produce, admitting 'that there are strategic
reasons for infringing upon what otherwise should be the
policy of A.ustralia'.4 The Labour Government cannot

be blamed for not doing anything about these matters,

for it was turned out of office in August 1904, less

than four months after it came into power.

George Reid, who followed Watson as Prime

Minister, had previously dealt with the New Hebrides

1 He emphasised that on investigation many French land
titles probably would be proved invalid.

2 Watson to Northcote, 22 June 1904, C.A.0., Al108, III.

3 Statement by Hughes to the Presbyterian deputation,
S.M.H., 9 August 1904, p.5.

4 C.P.D., XX, 28 July 1904, p.3689.
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question during his long term in‘the 1890s as Premier of
New South Wales. In August 1904, just before he took
over the Government, he showed his willingness to be
identified with those who wanted British annexation of

the group when he introduced a deputation of Presbyterians
to Hughes.l And two weeks after aésuming office, he
informed Britain that his Government shared the views of
its predecessors about the group and would 'employ every
available means to further the wishes of the Australian

people in this matter.'2

During the period he was in power Reid partly
honoured this promise by asking Parliament for an extra
£6,000 for Burns, Philp's shipping services to the New
Hebrides and other islands. He told the House of

Representatives:

We are very anxious to do something to retain
our hold upon the Pacific Islands.... One
thing we can do is to encourage closer
commercial relationships between the Islands
and the Commonwealth. Most of our great
colonial enterprises have had their beginning:
in the subsidizing of a trade route.

1 S.M.H., 9 August 1904, p.5.
2 Reid to Tennyson, 31 August 1904, C.A.O0., All08, III.
3 C.P.D., XXII, 27 October 1904, p.6252. For a discussion

of the negotiations for this contract, see Davies,
'The Administrative Career of Atlee Hunt', p.78.
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In December 1904 his Government reminded Britain that,
though a press report stated that a special Committee
of the French Chamber of Deputies had urged French
annexation of the group, Australians strongly objected
to such an eventuality and their Government should

be consulted before Britain considered such a proposal
from France. He also asked what further had been done

to resolve the land problem.l

Reid, however, made no progress in dealing with
the question of tariffs on imports from the New Hebrides,
despite the free trade principles of his Government.

In September 1904 he told the Argus:

It's a most difficult thing...to give
preferences to people outside the empire
without also extending the same concession
to those inside it. Everyone wishes to
help these settlers, but at present I cannot
say more than that their_claims are
receiving consideration.

But the problems of governing with a majority of only two
in the House of Representatives and perhaps a lack of
desire as strong as that of Barton or Deakin to push

the New Hebrides issue - possibly reflected by the fact

that his Government sent only four despatches and cables

1 Northcote to Lyttleton, 11 December 1904, C.O. 418/31.

2 Argqus, 27 September 1904, p.4.
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on the subject to Britain during its 11 months of
officel - were possible reasons why he did nothing

further on the tariff question.

(c¢) Britain and France, 1901-1904

The advent of the Commonwealth of Australia
saw the Colonial Office, still under the control of the
imperialistic minded Chamberlain, at odds on the New
Hebrides question with the Foreign Office. The latter
was now under the control of the Marquess of Lansdowne,
whose attitude to the expansion of the empire was as
conservative as Salisbury's.2 John Anderson indicated
this in a minute on the first Australian request in 1901
for action to solve the problem of land ownership in
the group:

The F.O. will not...budge in the matter.
We told them more than a year ago that
the land question ought to be taken up
by a Joint International Commission, and
recently returned to the change, but th@y
do not regard the time as opportune....

1 cC.0. 418/31, 36.

2 J.A.S. Grenville, Lord Salisbury and Foreign Policy,
London 1964, pp.436-7.

3 Minute by Anderson, 7 February 1901, on Hopetoun to
Chamberlain, 6 February 1901, C.0. 418/9.

!
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The result was that the Foreign Office waited until it
was approached by France in June 1901 before it took up
the land question.l H. Bertram Cox, head of the
Australian Department at the Colonial Office, expressed
concern at how the land negotiations would proceed, for
he was 'not at all certain that the Foreign Office are

wholehearted in this matter.'’

Australian representations on the New Hebrides
issue during 1901 impressed the officwls at the Colonial
Office. The cables and despatches of the first few
months, wrote one of them:

...show that the Commonwealth Govt. are
taking very seriously this New Hebrides
question and I think that we shall have
to strongly impress upon the F.O. the
danger of straining the loyalty of the
Australians if this quesgion is allowed
to drag on indefinitely.

The Earl of Onslow, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary,
approved of the 'moderate and reasonable' tone of the

. 4 .
Australian correspondence. and Chamberlain was moved to

1 F.O0. to C.0., 8 June 1901, C.O. 225/62.
2 Minute by Cox, 13 June 1901, on ibid.

3 Minute by G.W. Johnson, 20 May 1901, on Hopetoun to
Chamberlain, 30 March 1901, C.O. 418/9.

4 Minute by Onslow, 22 May 1901, on ibid.
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proclaim, with reference to the land problem: 'It is
urgent to get some settlement before matters are so
embittered as to leave us no alternative but war with

France or breaking with the Commonwealth.'l

The Colonial Office's desire to placate the
Australian Government on the New Hebrides question,
however, was tempered by its unwillingness to trust the
responsibility of Australians in a matter which involved
Britain's delicate relations with France. On deciding
to appoint a resident Commissioner for the group,
Chamberlain wrote: 'If I knew an Australian who could
be trusted I would take him but...I do not'.2 The Office
was consequently unwilling to fully inform Australia of
Britain's negotiations with France because it was felt
that there was a danger that information 'wloulld be
published in the newspapers next day & spoil everyﬂ:ing.'3
The British Government has been criticised for this

attitude,4 but its fear was not illusionary. Between 1900

1 Minute by Chamberlain, 2 March 1901, on Admiralty to
C.0., 18 February 1901, C.0. 225/61.

2 Minute by Chamberlain, 16 August 1901, on F.O. to
C.0., 10 August 1901, C.O0. 225/62.

3 Minute by Cox, 15 October 1901, on Hopetoun to
Chamberlain, 26 August 1901, C.0. 418/10.

4 La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, pp.444,453.
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and 1906 there were four cases of confidential despatches
being leaked to the Australian press,l one of which was

the publication in the Argus in June 1903 of a confidential
memorandum forwarded to the Australian Government in
November 1902, which summarised all negotiations with

France on the land problem during the previous two years.

There was also a limit to the extent Chamberlain
was prepared to go to satisfy Australian aspirations
towards the New Hebrides. His Permanent Under Secretary,
Sir Montague Ommaney, suggested in April 1901 that a
solution might be to offer France some territory, such
as Gambier or British Honduras, in return for British
annexation of the group, though he recognised that such
a move could prove unpopular in Britain. Chamberlain
emphatically replied that he 'could not consider for a
moment' the abandonment of any part of the empire.

And when, in June 1903, the Australian Government asked
if Britain would provide up to £250,000 for buying French

interests in the group, Chamberlain declared: 'I for one

1 Minute by H.T.A., 31 October 1906, on Northcote to
Elgin, 6 July 1906, C.O. 418/45.

2 Tennyson to Chamberlain, 18 June 1903, C.0. 418/26.

3 Minutes by Ommaney, 23 April 1901, and Chamberlain,
24 April 1901, on F.O. to C.0., 12 April 1901,
C.0. 225/61.
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will not ask the Taxpayer of this Country to find a
penny. We have no interest in the Islands except

Australia's & if Australia wants them...Australia must

find the money.'

At the same timé, however, Chamberlain announced
that he was prepared to rescind his former objection to
exploring the possibility of ceding British territory to
meet Australia's desire for British annexation of the
New Hebrides. This was a major, though unpublicised,
concession to Australian demands, and it marked the only
occasion when Britain made an attempt to satisfy Australia's
annexationist aspirations towards the group. He wrote
that from conversations with Theophile Delcassé, the
French Minister for Foreign Affairs, he thought 'it
possible that France might part with the New Hebrides
for a compensation which it might be possible for us to
agree to.'2 But he recognised that a stumbling block
remained in the attitude of those who were responsible
for Britain's foreign policy and that 'the real question
is whether the F.O0. has enough in hand to tempt the French

to be liberal in the matter'.3

1 Minute by Chamberlain, n.d. [July 1903], on Tennyson
to Chamberlain, 1 June 1903, C.O. 418/26.

2 Ibid.

3 Minute by Chamberlain, 29 August 1903, on Tennyson
to Chamberlain, 26 August 1903, ibid.
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Chamberlain's fear about the attitude of the
Foreign Office to the concession of territory was justified,
for when in February 1904 Lansdowne did make an offer to
France for the New Hebrides - in the course of his
discussions with Paul Cambon, the French Ambassador, which
resulted in the Anglo-French Entente of 1904 - he waé
willing to concede only the tiny Isles de Los off the
coast of French Guinea.l This offer was promptly rejected
by France, though the islands in gquestion contained a
valuable harbour, for in these negotiations Cambon was
confident that Britain wanted to reach an agreement more
urgently than did France and he could therefore afford
'to be difficult', with the result that France obtained
the Isles de Ios anyway.2

During the Entente negotiations France asked

for a partition of the New Hebrides, which Britain,

1 Lansdowne to Cambon, 5 February 1904, G.P. Gooch and
Harold Temperly (eds.), British Documents on the
Origin of the War, 1898-1914, II, London, 1927, p.343.
La Nauze expressed himself mystified as to why
Lansdowne made this offer (Alfred Deakin, pp.446-7),
but it seems clear that it was a response to Colonial
Office pressure. :

2 C. Andrew, Theophile Delcassé and the Making of the
Entente Cordiale, London, 1968, pp.212-3.
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because of Australia's views, rejected.l But Delcassé
instructed Cambon that if partition was impossible

he might consider letting Britain have the group in

return for territorial compensation.2 However he probably
would have placed a high price on French interests in

the islands, for, in the period 1900-1904 the French
Government had shown a greater interest in them than in
any previous years. This was reflected by the appointment
of the Governor of New Caledonia as High Commissioner for
the group with powers similar to those possessed by the
British High Commissioner for the Western Pacific, by the
sending of a resident commissioner to the islands, by the
provision of a subsidy to the Marist Fathers to send
additional missionariées there, and by the lowering and
final abolition of import duties on French produced

New Hebridean exports to France and New Caledonia. The
result had been that, as discussed above, the French had
become dominant in population and had strengthened their

influence in the group, a point which Cambon emphasised

1 Gooch & Temperly, British Documents, pp.293, 305, 315.

2 Ministére des Affaires Etrangéres, Documents Diplomatigues
Francais, 1871-1914, 2nd Series, III, Paris, 1931,
op.486, 511, 518.
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in his reply to Lansdowne's offer of the Isles de Los.l
During this period the French Government also continued
to resist British requests for an international
prohibition on the sale of arms and liquor to New
Hebrideans,2 and it prevented any progress being made
in negotiations for a solution to the land problem by
insisting that all registered titles to land should be

accepted without question.3

(d) Australia, Britain, France and the
Convention of 1906

The year 1906 was the major turning point in
the political history of the New Hebrides. It saw the
ratification of the Anglo-French Convention drawn up by
a Commission which met in London in February that year,
which declared a joint protectorate over the group and
established a Condominium government. Details of this
Convention have been expounded by R.T.E. Latham, Linden
Mander and Deryck Scarr, and the latter has thoroughly

examined the negotiations relating to the land problem,

1 Cambon to Lansdowne, 18 February 1904, Gooch & Temperly,
British Documents, p.345.

2 C.0. to F.O., 19 January 1902; F.0. to C.0., 7 August
1902, F.0.C.P., 8185/25, 113.

3 For these negotiations, see Deryck Scarr, Ffaggents
of Empire, Canberra, 1967, pp.221-3.
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which was one of the major issues at the Commission.
It was this problem which led to its meeting, France
having suggested in December 1905 broadening a projected
conference about land matters to one dealing as well

with the political status of the group.2

As Dr Scarr has pointed out, the British
delegates - Bertram Cox and H.E. Dale of the Colonial
Office, C.J.B. Hurst, the legal adviser of the Foreign
Office, and, their leader, Sir Eldon Gorst, the Assistant
Under Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs - gave ground
practically all the way on the land question, conceding
in the end all France wanted, in that titles registered
before 1896 were to be virtually inviolable, which
would confirm the enormous and often extremely dubious
purchases of Higginson's Compagnie Calédonienne des
Nouvelles-Hébrides unless British settlers could prove
that their titles were historically more respectable.3
The final result, as the judgements of the Joint Court

of the New Hebrides indicate, was that natives were

1 See Latham, 'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth Century',
ch. 4; Linden A. Mander, 'The New Hebrides Condominium:
1906 to the Present', Pacific Historical Review, 13
(1944), pp.l1l51-4; Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.223-7.

2 1Ibid., p.223.

3 Ibidol pp-225_7.
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forced to rely upon the generosity of that Court in
granting them tribal reserves in order to retain the
use of land that was claimed by Europeans, though,
because British settlers were first in the group, much
of the land their successors claimed was granted to
them. Such British land, however, was much smaller in

area than that awarded to French subjects.l

Another major issue considered by the Commission
was the recruitment of native labourers. The French
delegates successfully persuaded the British to accept
most of their proposed regulations in this field, which
imposed restrictions on the freedom of action of their
own colonists, but which prevented British authorities
from having any jurisdiction over them and left French

. . 2
recruiters considerable freedom.

1 J.C.N.H., Land Registration Judgements, passim. In
these land cases, which did not commence until 1928,

the principal British claimants, Burns, Philp and
Company and the Presbyterian Mission, were also often
helped by the fact that they filed their applications
before those of their French rivals, so that the latter
were placed in the disadvantageous position of having
to contest judgements already given. This, plus the
granting of native reserves, which in recent times has
been calculated on the basis of 25 acres per head of
population, resulted in the S.F.N.H. being finally
granted less than 300,000 of the original c¢.2,000,000
acres it claimed; (for the latter information I am
indebted to J.P. Trainor, the British judge in the New
Hebrides).

2 'Minutes of the Proceedings of the New Hebrides
Commission...', 20, 23 February 1906, F.0.C.P. 8721.
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On this and on other subjects the French had
the distinct advantage that their delegation contained
the only member of the Commission who had any first-
hand experience of the New Hebrides, Edouard Picanon,

a former Acting Governor of New Caledonia, who assured
the meeting that the scattered nature of the European
population in the group would make impracticable a
proposal of the British delegation that all recruiting
should be verified by independent European witnesses;

he probably insisted upon this because he would have
known there were parts of the group which were good
recruiting areas, such as Tanna and Aoba, where the local
Europeans were mostly British, many of them missionaries.l
The British delegates in fact made no special effort to
acquire local information about the group, relying on
their own knowledge of correspondence about the islands
received by their Government. A.K. Langridge, the |
Secretary of the Presbyterian John G. Paton Mission Fund,
of fered to give the Foreign Office names of men who had

lived in the New Hebrides, but was politely ignored.2

As a result of this failure to acquire local

1 TIbid. Minute by H.E. Dale, 11 August 1906, on
Northcote to Elgin, 14 June 1906, C.O. 418/44.

2 Langridge to Sir E. Grey, 3 February 1906; F.O. to
Langridge, 10 February 1906, F.0.C.P. 8951/12-13.
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knowledge and an unwillingness to put great pressure on
the French negotiators, the British delegates conceded
other points which were to have a considerable effect on
the working of the Condominium. They allowed the French
to whittle down the penal powers of the Joint Court.

The maximum of one month's imprisonment for breaches of
the regulations relating to the sale of arms and liquor
was accepted because Picanon insisted that the climate
made this term the longest a European could be expected
to endure in the New Hebrides,l a curious proposition
considering that Europeans could be and were imprisoned
for much longer periods in Fiji and New Caledonia, where
the climate is similar to that of the New Hebrides.

And no reason was givenwhy Gorst and his colleagues
accepted the reduction of their proposed £40 as the
maximum fine for convictions of the Joint Court to the
£20 proposed by the French, which, as later experience
proved, was ridiculously low in the face of the enormous
profits that could be made from the sale of goods

proscribed by the Convention.2

More seriously, the Joint Court was given no

power to carry out its judgements in criminal matters,

1 'Minutes of the New Hebrides Commission...', 22
February 1906.

2 For an example of such profits, see Scarr, Fragments
of Empire, p.233.
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which was a great victory for the French delegates, who,
as their leader, Saint-Germain, observed, wanted as
little neutml administration as possible. Dual authority,
he said, granted Frenchmen a privileged position from
which they could further expand their influence in the
group.l The Joint Court's powerlessness made meawngless
the one major French concession in the administrative
details of the Convention - the banning of the sale of
firearms and alcohol to New Hebrideans - the moment

local French authorities decided, as was to happen, to

ignore the laws imposed on their nationals.

On the other hand, in agreeing to the principle
of a joint protectorate, France did make a considerable
concession in the light of her previous policy towards
the group, and this was the one decision of the Commission
about which Saint-Germain was defensive in his long
report on its work to Georges Leygues, the French Minister
for the Colonies. He recognised that there would be
critics in France who would object to this formal abandonment
of French pretensions to annex the group. His defence
was that the understanding of 1878 had given Britain
equal rights with France in the islands and that this had

1 Rapport de M. Saint-Germain Senateur au Ministre
des Colonies sur la Convention Franco-Anglaise, 13
April 1906, Des Granges Papers, Australian National
University, Canberra.
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been confirmed by the Convention of 1887.l Previous
French Governments, however, had not recognised this.

In 1889 France had objected to Romilly's appointment

as British Deputy Commissioner on the ground that it
would give Britain a status in the group which she had
not hitherto enjoyed, the agreements of 1878 and 1887
having confirmed the maintenance of the group's
independence. And it had been the declared policy of

the French Government that had signed the 1887 Convention
that this was in no way to hinder the aim of ultimate
French annexation, a policy which was endorsed by the
Inter-Ministerial Commission of 1900.2 Saint-Germain
claimed that, given previous arrangements such as the
case of Samoa, a Condominium was not necessarily permanent
and that it would give France even greater opportunity

to increase her influence in the group than existed

under the status quo, in order to argue later for
annexation.3 He claimed that anarchic conditions had
given Australians their best argument for urging British
annexation of the islands; but since Britain had never

supported such an argument, and since France had successfully

1 7Ibid.
2 See above, pp.217, 355-6.

3 Rapport de M. Saint-Germain....
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ignored for nearly 20 years all British requests for
improvements to the status quo precisely because she

saw her own citizens profiting from it, there was no
real advantage to her in finally agreeing to impose
restriction upon her colonists. On the one hand, by so
doing she was able to force the acceptance of her views
on the land question, but on the other hand, she paid
the price of allowing an even more powerful argument

to Australians if her citizens were to ignore the agreed
prohibitions. By giving Britain a formal status in the
group, and by binding the French Government to the
acceptance of a responsibility for controlling the
activities of its nationals, Saint-Germain and his
colleagues had greatly restricted the freedom of action
of future French governments to pursue the annexationist
goal of their predecessors. Up to the present day,
France's victory on the land question has had no impact
upon the political status of the group, for that has not
been altered since 1922, before the Joint Court had
started judging land cases, whereas her concessions on
the arms and drink question and her willingness to impose
regulations upon French recruitment and use of labour

markedly weakened her position in 1914 when the Condominium
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was finally revised.l

Australians, therefore, had some reason to be
pleased with the Convention of 1906, for it was one more
nail in the coffin of French ambitions to annex the
New Hebrides. But the Deakin Government, as Professor
La Nauze has shown, expressed great annoyance at Britain's
failure to inform it that negotiations for a joint
protectorate were taking place.2 The British Government
was clearly guilty of cavalierly ignoring Australia's
close interest in the question, perhaps as La Nauze
suggested because of the confusion consequent on a change
of government.3 However the permanent officials at the
Colonial Office were also at fault. They were unreasonably
convinced that they knew what Australia wanted. Dale
commented in March 1906, before Australian protests were
reard, 'the draft Convention...provides practically for

what Mr. Deakin desires.'4 They claimed they were only

1l See below, pp.588-9.

2 La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, pp.448-50.

3 ITbid., pp.448-9. This has also been suggested in

Ronald Hyam, Elgin and Churchill at the Colonial Office,
1905-1908, London, 1968, p.304.

4 Minute by Dale, 16 March 1906, on Northcote to Elgin,
7 February 1906, C.0. 418/44.
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carrying out Australia's request for them to find out on
what terms France would accept a joint protectorate;l
but they did not even acknowledge that they were acting
on this request, nor did they ask what terms Australia
considered desirable. Perhaps this was because they

did not want Australian representations to ruin a chance
to solve a most bothersome problem, reasoning that it

would be better to present Australia with a fait accompli;

and certainly their mistrustfulness of Australian security
inhibited any disposition to inform the Commonwealth of
the negotiations once they were under way. 'As regards
keeping Australia better informed as to the progress of
negotiations,' wrote Ommaney, 'it must be remembered that
we can never be sure that anything we tell them will not

find its way into the newspapers.'

’

There was no chance that Britain would have

1 Minute by Dale, 11 August 1906, on Northcote to
Elgin, 14 June 1906, ibid. For the Australian request,
see La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, p.448.

2 Minute by Ommaney, 19 March 1906, on Northcote to
Elgin, 7 February 1906, C.O., 418/44.
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invited an Australian or New Zealandl representative

to participate in the Commission. Ommaney wrote later
that he was 'convinced that if delegates from Australia
and New Zealand had been present, the negotiations with
France would have broken down at the outset.'2 The
British Government in its reply to Australian objections
suggested that the long list of amendments to the
Convention Deakin submitted when he was given a chance
to comment on it did not presuppose any knowledge of
local conditions other than that already possessed by
the British Government, which implied that Australian
representation on the Commission would have served no
particularly useful purpose.3 And Dale triumphantly
pointed out that the Australian Government failed to
criticise to any degree the clauses dealing with the
land question, which he considered the 'most dangerous'

and most important provisions of the Convention and which

1 For New Zealand's interest in the New Hebrides in
the period 1901-1906, see Angus Ross, New Zealand
Aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth Century,
Oxford, 1964, pp.284-6.

2 Minute of Ommaney, 8 November 1906, on F.O. to C.O.,
20 October 1906, C.O0. 225/74.

3 Elgin to Northcote, 16 November 1906, C.P.P., 1907,
p.556.
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were 'far too favourable to the French'.l

In view of the central importance of the land
question in Australia's representations on the New
Hebrides issue since 1901, it was certainly surprising
that the Convention's solution to that problem was
meekly accepted by Australia. Cox had recommended that
the terms of the Convention be fully explained to
Australia in a despatch rather than a cable because:

...it is impossible to explain the land
settlement principles in a telegram & if
we tell them beforehand about arms &
liquor, recruiting etc which they will
like we shall have discounted the value
of these articles beforehand, and we
want the sweetner of these provisions to
neutralise the bitterness of the land
clauses.?

In Deakin's reply ironically enough the land settlement
was accepted in principle but 'strong exception' was
taken to the provisions for enforcing the regulations
on other questions, in particular the power given to

Resident Commissioners to nullify the decisions of the

1 Minute by Dale, 11 August 1906, on Northcote to
Elgin, 14 June 1906, C.0O. 418/44.

2 Minute by Cox, 3 March 1906, on F.O0. to C.0., 1
March 1906, C.O0. 225/74.
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Joint Court.l Dale, however, was wrong in assuming that
this was a reflection of Australian ignorance of the true
situation, for the Australian reply was in fact based
upon an attempt to acquire accurate local information.

As soon as the Government received the draft Convention,
as well as asking for the views of the New Zealand
Government, it sent a detailed questionnaire seeking
information on salient points to as representative a
group of people in Australia connected with the New
Hebrides as could, on short notice, be found: the Rev.
Daniel Macdonald, who had just retired from the position
of Presbyterian missionary at Havannah Harbour which

he had held for over 30 years, and who had proved himself
a strong supporter of British settlement in the group:;
the two Australian commercial firms involved in the
islands, Burns, Philp and Company, which was also the
largest British landowner there, and Kerr Brothers;

J.G. Macdonald, a former planter in the group and

contributor to the Sydney Morning Herald on New Hebrides

affairs; and Rear-Admiral Sir W.H. Fawkes, the

. . . . 2
commander-in-chief of the Royal Navy's Australian Station.

1l Deakin to Northcote, 13 June 1906, C.P.P., 1907,
pp . 569_73 .

2 Hunt to D. Macdonald, J.G. Macdonald, Burns, Philp
and Company and Kerr Brothers, 27 April 1906; Deakin
to Northcote, 27 April 1906, C.A.O., Al, 06/4798.
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Only the replies of the two Macdonalds and
Burns, Philp were received in time for the drafting of
Deakin's comments on the Convention. The missionary
and ex-planter warned that mere registration of titles
was an insufficient basis for judging land disputes, but
the largest British landholder expressed no fear that
its claims would be seriously disrupted by the land
clauses of the Convention. This- was possibly because
the company had little interest in its New Hebrides
properties, but it probably influenced the Government's
decision not to raise serious objections to these clauses.
All three correspondents stressed the need for independent .
witnesses for the recruitment of labour and that they
could be readily obtained - 'There is still a strong
leaven of the "blackbirder" in the inter-island recruiter',
wrote J.G. Macdonald. And Burns, Philp and Daniel
Macdonald emphasised the need for heavy money penalties
and their strict enforcement for breaches of the proposed
prohibition on the sale of arms and liquor to the natives.l
This information, added to an understandable mistrustfulness
of the intentions of French governments were good and,
as it turned out, prophetic reasons for Australia's
objection to the lack of authority of the proposed Joint

Court.

1 D. Macdonald to Hunt, 30 April; Sir J. Burns to Hunt,
30 April; J.G. Macdonald to Hunt, 3 May 1906, ibid.
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The British delegates, said Dale, had considered
that to give the Joint Court more authority 'would be
less acceptable to Australia, as tending to make the
Joint Protectorate more "Joint" & thereby giving France
a firmer footing in the group.'l This was a convenient
dovetailing of alleged Australian views with the attitude
of the French delegates, who were determined to reduce
the powers of that Court as much as possible; but it
was a serious indication of Britain's failure to consult
Australia, for the gravamen of the Australian Government's
objection to the Convention was the very opposite of this.
The Australian view was no new one thought up after
the Convention was formulated. Deakin had expressed it
in August 1905 when he wrote to Richard Seddon, the Prime
Minister of New Zealand:

We so far have opposed a Joint Protectorate
though...in face of the hopelessness of
annexation by the Mother Country we may be
forced to reconsider it. On two conditions
it might become acceptable as the least
worst of the remaining contingencies. These
are:

1. The Protectorate to be perpetual &
unalterable in its terms except with the
concurrence of Nl[ew] Z[ealand] and the
Clomlmlolnwleallth as well as the two high
contracting parties. The Samoan surrender

1 Minute by Dale, 6 July 1906, in im Thurn to Elgin,
21 May 1906, C.O0. 225/72.
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could not be repeated under such safeguards.

2. No concession to be made by any of the
parties be accepted for the islands unless

it were made without discrimination or
distinction to the whole of their inhabitants.
This would prevent the rivalry between

French & English Companies or settlers, at
all counts with the support of their
governments.l

In this context the land clauses of the Convention could
be accepted, for if there was no chance of the Condominium
being revoked it would not matter if French subjects
gained a greater proportion of the land, especially as
this was the one area where the neutral Joint Court was
to have absolute authority. The Australian Government
was admittedly ignoring the interests of New Hebrideans
at this point, but it rightly insisted that they could
suffer severely from the lack of authority of the Court
in the realms of recruiting and the sale of arms and
drink. The paragraph of Deakin's critique of the
Convention which summed up this opinion contained one of
the most pertinent criticisms of that agreement made by
any contemporary:

The value of this Convention in securing
harmony among the non-native population,
and promoting the welfare of the aborigines,

1 Deakin to Seddon, 17 August 1905, Deakin Papers,
MS 1540/6/4485.



445

depends not only on the form and nature of

the laws, but in an even greater measure

on the absolute impartiality of the

officers charged with the duty of carrying

them into effect....l

The vehement and unexpected nature of the

Australian Government's reaction to the Convention -
reinforced by an almost identical reply from New Zealand
which was agreed to by Deakin and Seddon when the latter,
just before his death, visited Australia - impressed the
Colonial Office with the need to do something to abate
the hostility aroused. Cox told Lord Elgin, the Colonial
Secretary:

I think a reassembly of the Commission is
necessary & that if the F.O. concur a
Commonwealth representative should come
over. He should be given as high a place
in precedence as is possible - next to the
President among our members. Any less
position may offend Australia which wloulld
be most undesirable.... -

Elgin agreed that this was 'the best way of meeting

Australian criticisms.'

The Foreign Office, however, was less mindful

of the need to placate Australia and considered that the

1 Deakin to Northcote, 13 June 1906, C.P.P., 1907,
p.573.

2 Minutes by Cox, 21 August, and Elgin, 22 August 1906,
on im Thurn to Elgin, 20 August 1906, C.0. 225/73.
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Colonial Office's suggestion would unduly prolong the
settlement of the New Hebrides question, which had been
made especially undesirable by recently received news of
a German attempt to buy land in the group.l The upshot
was an attempt to persuade France to declare the joint
protectorate and to leave the ratification of the details
of the Convention until they could be reconsidered.

This was, not surprisingly, rejected by the French
Government, which considered that the victories won by
its delegates at the Commission might be lost if France
committed herself to a joint protectorate before Britain

2
formally agreed to them. In the face of the German

1 F.O0. to C.O., 31 August 1906, C.0. 225/74. The land
in question was a harbour-front property owned by
Chevillard at vila.

2 R. Lister to Sir E. Grey, 26 September 1906, F.O0.C.P.,
8951/74. F.O. to C.0., 27 September 1906, C.O. 225/74.
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threat, which seemed very real,l Australia was left with
no alternative but to agree, in October 1906, to the

. . L . 2
immediate signing of the Convention.

1 Admiral Fawkes told the Governor General that it
was probable that the land was to be bought for a
German coaling station; (Fawkes to Northcote, 3
September 1906, C.A.0., All08, IV). Commander
D'Oyley discovered that an exorbitantly high price
was being offered for the land, which seemed to
indicate to him the probability of German Government
support for the move. He also secretly saw German
correspondence which seemed to support this interpretation:
(D'Oyley to im Thurn, 25, 31 August 1906, in im Thurn
to Elgin, 20 September 1906, C.0. 225/73).

2 See La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, p.451.
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ITI

Australian Opinion, 1901-1906

(a) Parliament

It has been asserted that 'in the twentieth
century there has never been any strong public opinion
in Australia on the New Hebrides question.'l This
conclusion was supported by a later study of attitudes
of members: of the Australian Parliament in the period
1901-1906, who were said to be generally apathetic
towards efforts to increase British influence in the
New Hebrides, and whose views-allegedly indicated that
isolationism was a stronger force in Australia at that

time than was an imperialistic attitude toward the

1 R.T.E. Latham, 'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth
Century', M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne,
1928, ch. 4, p.l2.
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.. 1
Pacific.

In the Commonwealth Parliament in the period
1901-1906 discussions about the New Hebrides centered
upon the issues of the political status of the group,
the lifting of tariffs imposed on New Hebrides goods
entering Australia, and the provision of the government
subsidy for shipping services to the New Hebrides and
other Pacific islands. Most of the debates occurred in
the second Parliament, which sat from 1904 to 1906? and

upon which the following analysis is based.

1 B.E. Mansfield, 'Studies in External Relations and the
Growth of National Sentiment in Australia, 1901-1912',

B.A. hons. thesis, University of Sydney, 1948, pp.l144-7,

159. Though an undergraduate thesis, this work is
competent and, to date, contains the best attempt

to consider Australian attitudes outside government
circles to the Pacific in the period it covers. It
is a reasonable assumption that debates on the New
Hebrides issue in the Commonwealth Parliament would
reflect to some degree opinion in the country at
large, for there was no occasion when the Government
staked its life on it, as there had been in South
Australia and New South Wales in the 1880s. ©Nor is

there any indication that members were forced to follow

any party-line on the question, not surprisingly in
view of the lack of cohesion in all parties in the
period 1901-1906; (see I.R. Campbell, 'Politics,
Parties and Pressure Groups in Australia, 1900-1905',
M.A. thesis, University of Sydney, 1962, pp.88-90).

2 The only extensive discussions of New Hebrides affairs
in the first Parliament, though there were frequent
questions on the subject, was on the shipping subsidy
issue in September 1902, See C.P.D., XII, pp.l6195-8.
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The claim that Parliament was apathetic about
the New Hebrides is supported by the comment of the
Argus that, on the day in July 1904 Staniforth Smith
in the Senate and William Elliot Johnson in the House
of Representatives both moved resolutions urging the
Government to take action to support British settlers
in the New Hebrides, they 'drove nearly all the members
into the smoking-rooms.'l Yet, of 111 members who were
elected to Parliament in 1904, 50 spoke about the group
in the ensuing three years.2 This admittedly was less
than half the total but, since the Government did not
encourage debates on the New Hebrides, the scope for
the expression of views on that question was limited
primarily to four private members' motions and debates on

the Pacific shipping subsidy.3 There were probably members

1 Argus, 29 July 1904.
2 See Appendix E (ii) (a).

3 C.P.D., XX, 28 July 1904, pp.3646-54, 3681-9; XXI,
11 August 1904, pp.4083-100; XXII, 20 October 1904,
pp.4873-4; 27 October 1904, pp.6252-5; XXIII, 28
October 1904, pp.6300-25; XXIV, 8 December 1904,
pp.8113-4, 81120, 81126, 81131, 81132, 81156; 9
December 1904, pp.8194-8; 13 December 1904, pp.8240-
96; XXV, 10 August 1905, pp.788-811l; XXXII, 19 July
1906, pp.l1537-42.
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who would have spoken, given more opportunity.l Nor

can the division in the Senate on the subsidy be taken
into account, because this vote was not necessarily a
reflection of opinions about the worthwhileness of
subsidising an Australia-New Hebrides shipping service;
some voted for it solely because they felt the Government
had to honour its obligations,2 and others voted against
it not because they disapproved of the idea but because
they objected to Burns, Philp and Company getting the

subsidy without tenders being called for the contract.3

Of those who spoke on the New Hebrides question,
34 were in favour of efforts to increase British influence
in the group4 and 16 opposed such moves.5 Twelve of the

opponents were members of the Labour Party; that party,

1 For example, Robert Harper, a prominent Victorian
Presbyterian supporter of an interventionist New
Hebrides policy outside Parliament. See Appendix E
(i) (a), and above, pp.234, 287 note 4, and 324.
See also below, p.553.

2 For example, Willian Trenwith, C.P.D., XXIV, p.8293.
3 For example, George Pearce, ibid., p.8283.

4 See Appendix E (i) (a). Six of these spoke only in
favour of the shipping subsidy.

5 See ibid. Four of these are classified solely on
what they said when opposing the shipping subsidy.
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however, was népx&q evenly divided on the question,

since nine of its members supported the policy.l

An analysis of the backgrounds of the Labour
Party members2 reveals no obvious reason for the division
of opinion within the party. Three who were ministers
in the Labour Government of 1904 were interventionists,
but one of their colleagues was an opponent.3 Socio-
economic status had no apparent effect on the division,4
but, considering that in all parties those belonging to
the working class5 were markedly more opposed to an active
New Hebrides policy than were those in other occupational
groups,6 the fact that a majority of Labour members belonged
to this class probably explains in part the strength of
opposition in their party. Few of its members were

educated beyond the primary level; a comparison of their

1 See Appendix E (ii) (a) and (Db).
2 Such an analysis provides no positive conclusions
about reasons for opinions on the New Hebrides
gquestion, but it can indicate possible reasons
for differences of opinion.
3 See ibid. (a).
4 See ibid. (h).
5 That is those employed as manual labourers before they
were elected to Parliament, with three possible exceptions

indicated in ibid. (a).

6 See ibid. (c).
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educational backgrounds with those of the whole
Parliamentary group under consideration indicates that
limited education was another possible reason for the

strength of opposition in the party.l

" Three of the four Roman Catholics in the whole
group were opponents; but the one who was an
interventionist, Dr William Méloney, was the.only one who
was not a member of the working class or who had better
than a primary education. The smallness of the number
of Catholics who expressed an opinion on the question
indicates that they had no significant influence on the
strength of opposition to the Government's New Hebrides
policy. On the other hand, eaéh of the eight known
Presbyterians who spoke on the issue strongly advocated

promoting British interests in the group.

There was also a geographic basis for the division
in opinions expressed about the islands. Twenty-four
members who came f;om Victoria and New South Wales were
-supporters of the interventionist policy and only three
from these states were opponents; each of the latter
were working class members of the Labour Party who had
no better than a primary education. In both the Labour

Party and the group as a whole a distinct minority of

1 See ibid. (d) and (k).
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those from other states were interventionists, and even
among members of the Protectionist and Free Trade Parties
from these states who spoke on the question supporters

of an active policy numbered only half the total.l

v The smallness of the number of those with
only a primary education who did not belong to the
working class2 makes it hard to decide whether a limited
education may have tended to make Parliamentarians
parochially minded or whether the predominantly working
class nature of those with only a primary education was
possibly the more important source of an isolationist
viewpoint. The two factors probably complemented each
other, neither socio-economic nor educational influences
encouraging thosé who were moulded by them to be interested
in the world beyond Australia. On the other hand, a
secondary and, in particular, a tertiary education probably
helped encourage those in other occupations to be interested

in overseas affairs.3 Eight of the 11 engaged in commercial

1 See ibid. (£) and (h).
2 See ibid. (1).

3 These hypotheses about the influence of class and
education are supported by modern public opinion
research on. attitudes about foreign policy in the
United States of America. See E.R. May, 'American
Imperialism: A Reinterpretation’', Perspectives in
American History, 1 (1967), pp.140-1.
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occupations who were interventionists came from New
South Wales, the only Australian state with significant
trading relations with the New Hebrides, but only half

of these are known to have had direct or closely related

interests with the group.l

The influence of the state from which members
came upon their attitudes to the New Hebrides question
was explained by Alfred Deakin in 1901 in his identification
of Sydney and Melbourne as the principal centres of public
interest in the New Hebrides and as the major locations
of the pressure groups supporting an interventionist
New Hebrides policy.2 Deakin's suggestion that New South
Wales was as interested in the group as Victoria recently
has been criticised,3 but the above analysis of

Parliamentary opinions and the examination below of the

1 James Walker, a director of Burns, Philp and Company,
and a former director of the Australasian New Hebrides
Company, (C.P.D., XXIV, pp.8199, 8250); William Kelly,
a shareholder in Burns, Philp, (C.P.D., XXIII, p.6305);
Dugald Thomson, a former director of the A.N.H. Company
and partner in Robert Harper and Company, import
merchants (see above, p.26l, Fred Johns, Johns's Notable

Australians, Melbourne, 1906, p.172); and John Gray,
manager of Lever Brothers in Sydney (ibid., p.79).

2 See above, pp.406-7.

3 K.J. Melhuish, review of Deakin, Federated Australia,
in Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society,
55 (1969), p.303.
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views of newspapers and activities of pressure groupsl
refute this criticism. But a comparison of the geographical
with the socio-economic and educational divisions in
opinions does not indicate that the former was necessarily
more important in determining attitudes on the question

than was the latter.2

Hostility to the lifting of tariffs on imports
from the New Hebrides was not an important factor in
opposition to the interventionist New Hebrides policy.

It does not account for the division of opinion within
the Labour Party;3 and of the other five opponents two
were Free Traders. One of these Free Traders belonged

to the working class and all three Protectionist opponents
had the same socio-economic background. None of these
five is known to have had better than a primary education.
Orly one of all opponents is classified as such on the
basis of an expression of hostility to the lifting of
tariffs alone, and though he, Edward Mulcahy, was a
member of the Protectionist Party, he was also a Roman
Catholic. However more Free Traders than Protectionists

spoke on the New Hebrides issue.

See below, section IV (b).

See Appendix E (ii) (m) and (n).
See ibid. (g).

See ibid. (b).

ow N
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The common theme of opponents was summed up
by Andrew Fisher who dubbed them as 'those who are
entirely against Australia having anything to do with
any lands except Australia'.l Most of them, befitting
their lack of interest in the New Hebrides, were, as has
been pointed out,2 ill-informed about the group and
expressed their opposition in terms such as the white
Australia and anti-capitalist slogans employed to damn
the subsidy for Burns, Philp's shipping service to the
group. But one of the leading critics of the interventionist
policy, Senator William Higgs, read widely on the subject
for balls to throw at his favourite Aunt Sallies - the
shipping subsidy and the Burns, Philp settlement scheme.3
And another, the ardent Irish nationalist Hugh Mahon,
proclaimed: 'From ancient times every nation which has
attempted unduly to expand itself has either suffered
reverses or come to grief.'4 Both these articulate
spokesmen for the opposition were journalists rather than

manual workers.

Not all supporters of the active New Hebrides

1 C.P.D., XXII, p.6255.

2 Latham, 'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth Century’,
ch. 3, pp.9-10.

3 C.P.D., XXI, pp.4087-9; XXIV, pp.7890-1, 8168, 8240-9.

4 C.P.D., XXIII, p.6313.
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policy went as far as Andrew Fisher, who declared that

he was one of those 'who think it to be the duty of
Australia to secure all the adjacent islands.'l His future
colleague in Labour governments, Senator George Foster
Pearce, did not think it advisable to add the New Hebrides
to the British empire, though he strongly supported
promoting British interests there as 'a practical application
of the Monroe doctrine to the Pacifié.'2 Many did not
indicate whether their support for the policy was because
they simply opposed foreign annexation of the group or
whether they wanted British annexation, but Pearce was

the only one who specifically mentioned the former, and

there were 19 who stated support for Britain's claim to

the group.3

The most prominent of the imperialists were
William Johnson and Staniforth Smith who moved the private
members' motions on the question and who were the chief

spokesmen for the interventionists at question time in

1 cC.p.D., XXII, p.6255.
2 C.P.D., XXI, p.4084.

3 See Appendix E (ii) (a).
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the two Houses.l They were probably the only members

of Parliament who might have visited the New Hebrides;
Johnson had travelled through the Pacific as a ship's
officer in the late 1870s or early 188Os,2 and Smith
had toured New Guinea and other Pacific islands on his
frequent travels in the early 1900s during parliamentary

3
recesses.

Johnson's interest in the New Hebrides resulted
from his Pacific voyages and from the agitations on the
question in the 1880s.4 In 1886 he had spoken at one of
the public meetings in Sydney.5 He was not attached to
Sydney's commercial community, being an artist by
profession; but he was a Presbyterian.6 He stated in
his speeches in the Commonwealth Parliament that his most

important reason for advocating British annexation of the

1 For Johnson: C.P.D., XX, pp.3672, 3681-7; XXIIT,
pp.6300-4; XXV, pp.788-98; XXIX, p.6070; XXXI,
pp.202, 684-5; XXXII, pp.l1l537-42, 2495-6, 2578;
XXXIII, p.3015. For Smith: C.P.D., XVI, p.4288;
XIX, pp.l464, 2173; XX, pp.2856, 3646-54; XXIV,
pp.8168, 8278-80; XXV, p.462; XXVIII, p.4687;
XXXI, pp.284-6.

2 C.P.D., XX, p.3681

3 Fred Johns, Johns's Notable Australians, Melbourne,
1906, p.159.

C.P.D., XX, p.3681
Ibid., S.M.H., 21 April 1886, p.9.
S.M.H., 13 December 1932, p.1l0.

(8}

(o))
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New Hebrides was the prospective opening of the Panama
Canal. With their magnificent harbours - Havannah
Harbour in particular - these islands were, in his opinion,
an ideal location for a British naval base to protect

the commerce which he thought would greatly increase when
the canal was opened. Conversely French occupation of

the group would present a potentially dangerous threat

to this trade and to the security of the Australian
mainland. He also emphasised the economic potential of
the islands and the need to protect British missionaries.l
He was very well informed about conditions in the group,
and even opponents of the policy he advocated praised

. s . 2
his erudition on the subject.

Staniforth Smith's interest in the New Hebrides
did not arise from any initial personal acquaintance
with the Pacific; nor, as a Western Australian and
Anglican,3 did he have any other personal connection with
the group. His predominant reason for insisting upon
British annexation was the threat to Australia and her

Pacific trade routes via the future Panama Canal if a

1 See in particular, C.P.D., XX, pp.3681-7, XXIII,
pp.6300-4; XXXII, pp.l1537-41.

2 C.P.D., XXIII, pp.6304, 6313.

3 West Australian, 15 January 1934, p.l.
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foreign power were to occupy the islands. 'The ownership
of the New Hebrides,' he said, 'would be absolutely of

no importance to Australia, but for the fact that there
are in the group some excellent harbours suitable for

use as strategic bases.... So far as the territory is
concerned, we do not want it'.l He, like Johnson, read
widely on the subject and was a fount of accurate
information on it, which he also displayed in pamphlets,
and in a newspaper article2 which earned him high praise
from the Victorian Presbyterian Messenger, a journal

which was ever ready to criticise articles in the secular

press purporting to inform about the New Hebrides.3

Johnson and Smith received prominent support
from two leading Sydney Presbyterians. In the House of
Representatives Dugald Thomson, a former director of the
Australasian New Hebrides Company, spoke most frequently
on the New Hebrides question in the first Parliament of

the Commonwealth and moved an amendment to strengthen one

1 C.P.D., XXXI, p.284.

2 M.S.C. Smith, Australia and the New Hebrides, Sydney,
1904; Speech on the New Hebrides, Melbourne, 1904.
Daily Telegraph, 23 June 1904, p.7.

3 Messenger, 1 July 1904, p.443. For other such reviews,
see ibid., 21 February 1902, p.46; 4 March 1904, p.
103; 11 March 1904, p.135.
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of Johnson's motions in August 1905.l In the Senate

James Walker, whose interests as Chairman of the Finance
Committee of the Presbyterian Church of New South Wales
and as a director of Burns, Philp and Company happily
coincided on this issue,2 frequently spoke in favour of

supporting British interests in the New Hebrides.3

Two members of the Labour Party switched on the
New Hebrides question from isolationist to interventionist
positions in the years 1904-1906. One was John Watson,
who adopted a different outlook on becoming Prime Minister
in 1904.4 The other was James Wilkinson, who declared in
1904 that the money proposed to increase the Pacific
shipping subsidy would be better spent in Australia than
upon encouraging Burns, Philp to import products which
would compete with those of Australian farmers.5 The
following year he reversed this position by proclaiming
that Australia should be prepared to spend money to prevent

foreign naval bases being established in the New Hebrides

1 C.P.D., I, p.l1073; VIII, p.l0541; XII, p.16196-8;
XXV, pp.806-8.

2 Johns, Johns's Notable Australians, p.180. C.P.D.,
XXIV, p.8250.

3 C.P.D., XXI, pp.4090-1; XXIV, p.8247; XXV, p.536;
XXXI, p.170; XXXV, p.6019.

4 See above, pp.417-8, and also C.P.D., XXII, p.6253.

5 C.P.D., XXIII, pp.6309-10.
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and that he, though an ardent supporter of protective
tariffs, was prepared to allow British subjects in the
group to export their produce to Australia duty free.l
The tide of opinion in the second Commonwealth Parliament

was imperialist, not isolationist.

Along with Johnson, Smith and Wilkinson, 19 of
the 21 members who mentioned reasons why they supported
an interventionist policy towards the New Hebrides spoke
of the need to protect either the security of Australia
or of her future trade route to Europe via the Panama
Canal - 14 used the former argument and nine the latter.
In contrast, only seven argued the economic potential
of the group - three of these were definitely engaged in
commercial occupations - and six, four of whom were
Presbyterians, indicated a concern for the work of
Christian missionaries there. Only one member raised the
convict bogey which had so frightened Australians in the
1880s, the cessation of transportation to New Caledonia
having killed this as a fruitful subject to be exploited
in favour of an imperialist New Hebrides policy. Nobody
mentioned any concern for the welfare of the native
inhabitants of the islands.:Z The preoccupation with

security was a reflection of a growing uneasiness in

1 C.pP.D., XXV, p.806.

2 See Appendix E (ii) (a).
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Australia in the 1900s about the vulnerability of the
country's shores and commerce to the ships of foreign
powers which might establish naval bases in the Pacific.l

The Sydney Morning Herald expressed this apprehension

when it declared in 1905 that the once independent islands

of the Pacific:

...are becoming year by year the means by
which other nations are advancing closer

to us and doing away with that isolation

of distance and interests which furnished

the best guarantee of our peaceful progress
during the first century of our existence....
[French annexation of the New Hebridesl] would
complete an almost unbroken chain of foreign
outposts about the northern and eastern
coasts of Australia.?2

Though there were few besides Johnson, Smith, Thomson

and Walker who spoke frequently in Parliament in favour

of promoting British interests in the New Hebrides, the

fear that foreign annexation of the group would present

a threat to Australia's commerce and security was sufficient
to convince a large number of their colleagues that they,
not their isolationist opponents, had Australia's best

interests at heart.

1 D.C.S. Sissons, 'Attitudes to Japan and Defence, 1890-
1923', M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1956, p.28.

2 §S8.M.H., 23 December 1905.
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(b) Newspapers

The Barton Government's successful attempt to
prevent a public agitation on the New Hebrides question
in l9Ol,l and the policy of that Government to avoid as
much as possible publicity for its actions on the
question, which was continued by its successors, probably
had an effect on limiting the frequency with which newspapers
commented editorially on the issue and, ultimately, upon
the degree of interest shown by the public at large.
However, despite the Government's wish to keep the New
Hebrides from becoming a widely discussed public issue in
the period 1901-1906, the New Hebrides received much more
attention than any other Pacific islands during these years
in the editorials of the four major morning newspapers in
Sydney and Melbourne, and the number of such editorials
indicated an interest in the group as great as that shown
by three papers in a similar survey in the period 1888-1893.
The main difference in the results of these surveys was
the greater number of New Hebrides editorials in the

Sydney Morning Herald in the twentieth century period,

which was matched by its Sydney contemporary, the Daily
Telegraph. The Argus ran considerably less such editorials

in the later period than in the nineteenth century years,

1 See above, p.405. See also below, pp.476-7.
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but the other Melbourne paper, the Age, printed more than
any other; and together the Melbourne papers published
exactly the same number of editorials dealing with the

New Hebrides as did the Sydney papers.l

Three of these newspapers published articles
by visitors to the New Hebrides during the years 1901-1906.
The Age published Le Couteur's report to the Federal
Government in 1902;2 and the Argus used two articles by
an independent visitor, Carlyle Smith, who made a brief
visit to the group in 1903, but who deserved the Messenger's
comment that 'to refute the errors in...[his articles]
would take up more space than is available in a weekly

j‘ournal.'3 The Daily Telegraph sent no reporter to the

group, but in 1904 it published an accurate article about

it by Senator Staniforth Smith.4 The Sydney Morning Herald

showed the greatest interest in the islands of these four
papers by sending there two special correspondents -
'Banjo' ©Paterson in 1902 and Beatrice Grimshaw in 1905.

Paterson produced a glowing account of the economic potential

1 See Appendix C (iii) (a) and c.f. Appendix C (ii).
2 See above, p.415.

3 Argus, 20 February 1904, p.5; 27 February 1904, p.5.
Messenger, 11 March 1904, p.1l35.

4 See above, p.461.
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of the group, writing: 'For richness and carrying

capacity those islands are among the finest lands in

the world, and it will be a costly mistake if our nation
allows them to pass into any other hands.'l As was not

out of keeping with such hyperbole, he at times confused

the places he visited,2 but his account of the Burns,

Philp settlers and their initial experiences was thorough.3
Beatrice Grimshaw spent nearly all of October and November
1905 in the New Hebrides and the Herald published nine of
her articles,4 but the wealth of her detail was impoverished

by exaggeration and what the New Hebrides Magazine called

'a tendency to take rather seriously the "yarns" with
which "new chums" are always regaled.' Nevertheless
that journal was willing to concede that she displayed

a sympathetic insight into the problems of islands life.5

1 S.M.H., 25 July 1902, p.S8.
2 For example Aneityum for Tanna, .ibid., 26 July, p.l2.

3 For his other articles, see ibid., 1 July, p.5; 24
July, p.5; 30 July, p.7.

4 S.M.H., 1905 & 1906, 25 November, p.6; 2 December, p.6;
9 December, p.6; 16 December, p.6; 23 December, p.6;
30 December, p.5; 6 January, p.6; 24 February, p.6;
3 March, p.6.

5 New Hebrides Magazine, April 1906, p.l.




468

All four of these Sydney and Melbourne newspapers
~wanted Britain to rule the New Hebrides, and they
unanimously agreed with the majority of members of
Parliament who were in favour of the annexation policy
that the security of Australia and her Pacific trade
routes was the most important reason for advocating this.l
These views were commonly expressed in the myth that the
New Hebrides would be vitally important when the Panama
Canal was opened and in the ‘'chain of islands' concept

which was popular in the 1880s. The Age explained the
first of these:

With their splendid harbors, ...their fine
climate and magnificently fertile soil,
they [the New Hebrides] seem to have been
intended by nature for a naval base. They
are situated midway between Noumea and
Fiji, about 1400 miles north-east of
Sydney, and directly on the path of what
will infallibly become one of the greatest
trade routes in the world immediately the
Panama Canal is completed and opened to sea
traffic.?

1 Age, 29 March, 10 June 1901, 12 February, 31 December
1902, 11 April, 9 December 1904, 17 July 1905, 5 March
1906. Argus, 13 November, 6 December 1901, 4 August
1905, 7 March, 4 June 1906. S.M.H., 21 March, 15 April
1904, 11 August, 30 November 1905, 19 February, 14
June, 23 October 1906. Daily Telegraph, 21 March, 24
June 1904, 21 March, 30 November 1905, 5 March 1906.

2 Age, 5 March 1906.
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Though even the drawing of a straight line between Sydney
and Panama City would have indicated that the group was
not destined to be an important port of call on this future
trade route, it was a persuasive argument for those who
were looking for reasons to extend Britain's empire in

the Pacific. The second concept also telescoped the
geography of the Pacific, but, given Australians' sense

of weakness in the face of the prospect of foreign attack,
it was an even more persuasive reason for concern about
the political fate of the only major Pacific island group
as yet unoccupied by a foreign power. The Argus explained:

A continuous chain of islands curves round
' from New Guinea through the Solomon, Santa
Cruz, and New Hebrides groups, and Norfolk
and ILord Howe Islands, almost to the
picturesque heights of Port Jackson, and
the presence of a foreign even if friendly
power on one of the groups is a contingency
not to be contemplated with equanimity.l

These newspapers criticised the Government for
now allowing the products of British settlers in the New
Hebrides into Australia duty free, including the Age, the

. s . 2
only protectionist journal among them. The Sydney papers

were more interested in the economic potential of the

1 Arqus, 6 December 1901.

2 See above, p.407, note 3, and the Age, 17 July 1905;
25 June 1906.
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group than were their Melbourne contemporaries,l
understandably in the light of Sydney's dominant position
in Australia's trade with the islands. All of these

papers expressed a general interest in New Hebrides affairs,
but they saw them mainly coloured by their interest in

the Anglo-French struggle for political supremacy. The

Age specifically declared that the threat of French
annexation was more important to it than any other matters

relating to the group.2

In keeping with their desire for British
annexation of the New Hebrides, the Melbourne and Sydney
morning newspapers expressed dislike of the Anglo-French
Convention of 1906, though they were forced to rely upon
cabled reports about it from the French press; neither
the British nor Australian Governments released details
of it until it was ratified. The Argus prophesied:

‘Dual control appears doomed to failure.'3 And all agreed

that France seemed to have received the better deal.

1 S.M.H., 29 July, 26 December 1902; 23 October 1906.
Daily Telegraph, 24 June 1904.

2 Age, 10 June 1901.

3 Argus, 7 June 1906. See also Age, 5 March, 4 June 1906;
S.M.H., 5 March, 23 October 1906; Daily Telegraph,
5 March 1906.
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The view that Australia had been given only
half the cake she wanted when Britain agreed to a joint
protectorate with France for the New Hebrides, as

depicted by the Melbourne weekly Table Talk,l was

a widely prevailing opinion expressed by other Australian
newspapers. Of 20 Victorian and New South Wales country
papers consulted for the period March to June and October

to November 1906,2 each of the ten that commented on the
Convention adopted this viewpoint and agreed that Australia's
defence interests were the most important involved.3 The

Bathurst Daily Argus most explicitly expressed the 'dog-

in-the manger' nature of this imperialism: 'We don't
want the islands ourselves, but we....desire to shut other

nations out of the Pacific islands.'4

The morning newspapers of the capital cities

1 See over.

2 This period was selected after consulting the Sydney,
Melbourne and Brisbane morning daily papers for the
whole of 1906. It covers the news of the results of the
Anglo-French Commission and of the ratification of the
Convention. The papers were selected to include both
daily and less frequently published journals. Poor
library holdings restricted the range of choice of New
South Wales papers. See Appendix C (iii) (b) and (c).

3 See ibid.

4 Bathurst Daily Argus, 4 June 1906.
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n" “Times "’ admits that the Bannerman Government committed a grave error
‘ in not adopting Australia’s views of the New Hebrides question.

Table Talk, 15 November 1886




473

of the other Australian states differed in their reception
of the Convention. The Brisbane and Adelaide papers in
this group supported the viewpoint of their Sydney

and Melbourne contempor.aries.l But in Hobart the Mercury,
though approving of British annexation of the New Hebrides
as an ideal goal, adopted the realistic approach that
given the impossibility of attaining this aim, a joint
protectorate was the best solution.2 In Perth the

West Australian was the most enthusiastic supporter of

the Convention, hailing it as 'a step forward...in the
interests of peace and humanity.'3 The Perth Morning
Herald also treated the news of the Convention with more
joy than its eastern counterparts, though it was unhappy
that Britain had not tried to arrange for an exchange of

the New Hebrides for some African territory such as Gambia.4

The Western Australian and South Australian
newspapers consulted published fewer editorials about

the New Hebrides in the six month survey period in 1906

1 Brisbane Courier, 9 March, 21 May, 4 June, 20 October,
2, 11 November 1906. Daily Mail, 5 April, 4 June,
19 October, 23 October 1906. Advertiser, 9 June,
29 October 1906. Register, 14 March 1906.

N

Mercury, 5 March 1906.
3 West Australian, 6 April 1906.

4 Morning Herald, 6 March, 8 June 1906.
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than did the other metropolitan papers,l which is a
possible indication, alongside the views of the members

of Parliament from these states, that there was less
public interest in the group there than elsewhere. 1In
contrast all the metropolitan papers in the eastern
seaboard states published a similar number of editorials,
with Brisbane actually leading the field. The survey of
country papers in Victoria and New South Wales reveals
that, though a higher proportion of journals in the

former state mentioned the New Hebrides, their total
number of editorials about the group was of the same
proportion as those published by their New South Wales
counterparts. However, it is notable that half the
country papers in these states were silent; this,
particularly in the case of Victoria, indicates a lower
level of public interest in the group in 1906 than in 1883
or 1886, an indication reinforced by the far smaller number
of editorials in all papers consulted for the former

period.2

On the other hand, in comparison with the 1880s,
positive opposition to an interventionist New Hebrides

policy in New South Wales seems to have declined by the

1 See Appendix C (iii) (b), (c¢) and (d);

2 See ibid., and c.f. Appendix C (i).
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1900s; only the Bulletin, of all New South Wales journals
looked at, remained uncompromisingly isolationist on

this question.l Nor were there any papers, as there had
been in the 1880s, which, though opposed to French
annexation of the group, disapproved of British annexation.

The Sydney Morning Herald was one which had shifted from

this opinion. 1In 1902 it explained that it had been
influenced by American and German annexations in the
Pacific in the late 1890s as well as by the growth of
Russian and Japanese naval power in the northern Pacific.
'The immediate result of this,' it said, 'is that in the
ocean where for so many years we were accustomedvto
regard ourselves as comparatively alone we have now
powerful neighbours and trade rivals.'2 As the Bathurst
Daily Arqus realised, it was no longer possible in the
1900s, as it had been in the 1880s, to believe that

foreign powers would not £ill vacuums created by Britain's

refusal to extend her empire in the Pacific.

(c) Pressure Groups and Public Opinion

The markedly smaller number of editorials in

the Australian press on the New Hebrides question in the

1 Bulletin, 19 July 1902, 1 September 1904.

2 S.M.H., 25 August 1902.
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six month period examined in 1906 compared with the

four month periods surveyed in 1883 and 1886, was
partly, if not largely, the responsibility of the
Australian Government's attempts to minimise publicity
on the issue. Robert Harper, introducing a Presbyterian
deputation to Barton at the end of 1901, said:

...at your request, although members of
the Mission Board and the Mission
Committee had been receiving continually
information regarding...further
aggressions on the part of the French,
they have in deference to your wishes,
not made these public, and have refrained
from taking action or calling public
attention to the matter.

And James Balfour added that even when the New Hebrides
issue was discussed at the 1901 meeting of the General
Assembly of the Victorian Presbyterian Church néwspaper
reporters were asked not to take notes of what was said.l
When in January 1902 the Convenor of the Foreign Missions
Committee of the Presbyterian Church of New South Wales
inquired about the advisability of holding a public

meeting on the question, the Government told him that

such an action would ﬁot 'bring about greater vigilance

& activity on the part of the Government.... Communications

are now in progress through His Majesty's Government...and

1 Report of deputation, 2 December 1901, C.A.O., A35,
bundle 2, no.l1l3.
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the Government of France which...might be seriously
prejudiced by any agitation at the present moment.'l
Consequently no public meetings were organised by the

Presbyterian Church in Australia in the period 1901-1906.

The Presbyterian Mission Synod in the New
Hebrides also resolved in July 1901 to ask its members
'not to publish anything in the papers' about adverse
conditions in the group.2 And the Convenor of its Public
Questions Committee told Barton in November that year
that the missionaries had honoured this injunction 'despite
the strong temptation to stir up Public Opinion in the
matter.'3 In 1904 Ernest Rason noted the resultant lack
of inflammatory reports in the Australian press about
disputes over land between British and French settlers
but gave himself undue credit for suppressing publicity

about the incidents.4

Australian Presbyterian Churches, however,

1 Draft letter, Hunt to the Rev. J. Lamont, 24 January
1902, ibid., bundle 3, no. 19.

2 N.H.M., 4 July 1901.

3 F.H.L. Paton to Barton, 9 November 1901, C.A.O0. A35,
bundle 3, no. 18.

4 Rason to Sir C. Major, 13 June 1904 [copyl, C.O.
225/67.
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kept up constant pressure on their Government on subjects
such as land disputes, French ill-treatment of natives
and the political status of the group.l The Victorian
Church led this campaign - a result of Melbourne's

being the seat of government combined with the greater
amount of support given by that Church than by other
Australian Churches to missionary work in the group;2

and the New South Wales Church gave it prominent assistance.3

The Victorian Church also sought the cooperation
o £ other bodies in its efforts to maintain pressure on
the Government without resorting to public meetings.
At the beginning of 1901 two delegates from its Foreign
Missions Committee approached the Victorian executive of
the Australian Natives' Association;4 and that
organisation continued the active interest it had shown in
the New Hebrides in previous years.5 In 1904 it provided

a speaker for a public meeting in Melbourne organised by

-1 See above, p.407.

2 In 1903 ten of 13 missionaies supported by Australian
Churches were financed by the Victorian Church. See
front end papers of New Hebrides Magazine 1903.

3 G.A.P.N., 12 May 1902. S.M.H., 9 August 1904, p.5.
[sydney]l Messenger, 9 March, 20 April 1906.

4 P.V.F.M.C., 25 January, 13 February 1901.
A.N.A.R., 12 March, 30 August 1901.
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Staniforth Smith to urge the lifting of Australian tariffs
on imports from the group.l And in 1906 Victorian
branches of the association, the Victorian Board of
Directors, and the national conference of the organisation
expressed hostility at Britain's failure to consult
Australia about the drafting of the New Hebrides
Convention.2 That year the Victorian Presbyterian Church
provided its Foreign Missions Secretary, Frank Paton,

son of the redoubtable propagandist John G. Paton, as a
speaker on the New Hebrides question to local Victorian

A.N.A. branches.3

In 1905 the Victorian Missions Committee
instructed its Convenor to write to R.J. Larking of the
Melbourne Chamber of Commerce to thank him for his
successful motion on the New Hebrides issue at the annual
meeting of the Australasian Chambers of Commerce in April

that year.4 Both the Melbourne and Sydney Chambers of

1 Ibid., 30 August 1904.

2 TIbid., 22 March, 5 April, 7 November 1906. Argus,
8 March 1906, p.6; 15 November 1906, p.5.

3 One of his speeches was published as F.H.L. Paton,
Australian Interests in the Pacific, Melbourne, 1906.

4 P.V.F.M.C., 3 May 1905.
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Commerce showed an interest in the New Hebrides in the
early 1900s. In Melbourne, led by James Balfour, the
Chamber expressed hostility to the idea of French
annexation of the group in 1901 and 1906.l In Sydney,
the Chamber of Commerce in 1902 sent a deputation to
Barton to ask for the appointment of a British Resident
Commissioner in the group, the legalising of inter-island
recruiting for British settlers there, and the freeing

of New Hebrides goods from the impost of Australian
tariffs. The Chamber's President, E.H. Rogers, told
Barton that 'a considerable trade had been built up between
the New Hebrides and New South Wales, and it was capable
of considerable expansion'; and to support the request
about tariff policy the deputation presented a petition
from 41 Sydney merchants or trading companies who claimed

an interest in Australia's trade with the group.2

Apart from the Presbyterian Church, the A.N.A.,
and the Melbourne and Sydney Chambers of Commerce,
there was little public interest in the New Hebrides
question in Australia in the period 1901-1906. 1In 1906
the Melbourne and Sydney Methodist journals, the Spectator

1 Argus, 17 September 1901, p.9. Journal of Commerce,
19 June 1906, p.S8.

2 Report of deputation, 15 March 1902, C.A.O., A35,
bundle 2, no. 18. S.M.H., 17 March 1902, p.5.
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and Methodist, did not comment about the New Hebrides
Convention. The Melbourne Catholic Advocate disparaged
Presbyterian action on the question by remarking:

'It certainly will not be the fault of the various
Protestant Missionary Societies if England is not eventually
embroiled in war with France in connection with the

question of possession of the New Hebrides.' And it
indicated a reason for this attitude when it added that:

The French Government certainly have been
doing something extensive in the way of
suppressing religion recently in France,
but neither Dr. Paton nor his friends ever
expressed a word of sympathy with the
victims, or disapproval of such action.l

In Sydney that year the Catholic Press and the Catholic

Freeman's Journal ignored the New Hebrides issue. And

the Victorian Labour Party's JjournalsTocsin and Labor Call

also ignored the issue in 1906.

A.W. Jose, the London Times' Australian
correspondent, who was himself very interested in the

political status of the New Hebrides,2 told Deakin at

1 Advocate, 9 June 1906, p.Z20.

2 See his articles written for the Times and published
on 8 December 1904 and 21 April 1906; and c.f. Jose
to L.S. Amery, 23 July 1907: 'Can't The Times harass
the Imperial Government to some extent about the
latest New Hebrides trouble?' Papers of A.W. Jose,
Uncat. MSS, set 266, item 4, M.L.
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the beginning of 1907: 'on Imperial gquestions you
unmistakably have the whole of Australia behind you.

On the New Hebrides trouble, for instance, both your

old enemies the Sydney morning papers back you heartily.'l
And Deakin told Lord Northcote in 1905 that it was clear,
with reference to the New Hebrides, that 'Parliament, the
press, and the public are united upon this question'.2
However this alleged unanimity - which the above
examinations of the views of members of Parliament and

of the Catholic press indicate was not as solid as Jose
and Deakin imagined - was not necessarily a sign of

deep public interest. In Brisbane the Daily Mail commented

in 1904:

We in Australia, whilst rarely backward in
our advocacy of every point tending to the
maintenance of a wise policy in our domestic
affairs, are prone to give less attention to
a matter so important to the welfare and
security of the whole Commonwealth as that of
our responsibilities in the Pacific.3

And in Hobart the Mercury considered that, with reference

to the New Hebrides Convention: 'The general body of

1 Jose to Deakin, 16 January 1907, Deakin Papers, MS
1540/4/3209, N.L.A.

2 Deakin to Northcote, 23 August 1905, C.A.0., AllO0S8,
vol. 1IV. :

3 Daily Mail, 14 April 1904.
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people in the Commonwealth do not, perhaps, trouble
themselves very much one way or the other about the

matter.'

A survey of candidates' speeches in the three
Australian election campaigns in 1901, 1904 and 1906
in Victoria and New South Wales, the states where, if
anywhere, public opinion was likely to be strong on
the New Hebrides question, confirms the lack of public
interest in it which the Daily Mailfand Mercury thought
existed. In New South Wales in 1901 eight candidates

whose speeches were reported in the Sydney Morning Herald

mentioned the need for Australia to be concerned about
affairs in the Pacific islands, but only Barton, in

one of his addresses, and Dugald Thomson placed any

significant stress on this matter or specifically mentioned

the New Hebrides.2 In Victoria in the 1901 campaign,

of those whose speeches were recorded in the Argus,

1 Mercury, 16 November 1906.

2 For Barton and Thomson, S.M.H., 8 February, p.5:
19 February, p.5. The other candidates were E.M.
Clark (22 January, p.5), T.R. Brown (30 January, p.

8), J.G. Griffen (21 February, p.8), J.P. Gray {ibid.),

H.H. Wilks (22 February, p.6), J.G. Griffen (14 March,
p.7), and J.H. Carruthers speaking in support of
F.E. McLean (26 March, p.6).
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only Barton and one other candidate mentioned the group,l
and only one other mentioned Australia's interest in

the Pacific.2 In the 1903 campaign only Deakin in his
policy speech mentioned the New Hebrides in reports of

candidates' speeches in the Argus and Sydney Morning Herald.3

At the outset of the 1906 election campaign
the Age called for 'a clear and comprehensive Commonwealth
Pacific policy, whose object shall be the immediate
acquisition and development of all Pacific territories
possessed of harbors which strategically command our
littoral, and which lie along the line of the future
Panama Canal traffic.' But it pessimistically admitted
that this was unlikely to be an important subjeqtvin
the forthcoming campaign.4 And, despite the fact that
the campaign was held immediately after the ratification
of the New Hebrides Convention, besides Deakin in his
policy speech, only two Victorians whose speeches were
reported in the Age took up that paper's call, with only

one of them mentioning the New Hebrides by name.5 In

1 For Barton, Argus, 15 February, p.7. The other was
F.T. Sargood, a prominent Presbyterian, ibid., 26
February, p.7.

2 Allan McLean, Argus, 9 March, p.l4.
3 Argus, 30 October 1903, p.5.

4 Ade, 11 October 1906.
5

J. Hume Cook, Age, 15 November 1906, p.8. The other

was Agar Wynne, ibid., p.6. For Deakin's speech, see
Age, . 18 October, p.6.
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New South Wales no candidate who was reported by the

Sydney Morning Herald in this campaign mentioned the

group. The total of eight candidates in Victoria and
New South Wales who were reported to have spoken about
the New Hebrides in the first three Commonwealth election
campaigns does not warrant any assumption that there

was any significant public interest in the group in the

period 1901-1906.
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PART FIVE

Trade, Settlement and the State of the
Condominium, 1907-August 1914

(a) Trade and Settlement

French settlement in the New Hebrides continued
to grow at a faster rate than British settlement after
the establishment of the Condominium, which was proclaimed
in the group in December 1907. By 1910 the total French
population had increased from 401 in 1906 to 566, compared
with an increase in the number of British residents
from 228 to 288 in the same period. Nearly two-~thirds
of the French citizens lived on Efate, and they were in
a majority on Epi, Malekula, Ambrym, Pentecost, and
Santo. On the other hand there were only two Frenchmen
compared with 37 British subjects on the islands south
of Efate, and there were large majorities of the latter

. 1
on Tongoa, Paama, Aoba, and in the Banks Islands.

The British Resident Commissioner, Merton King,

1 M. King, Report on the New Hebrides, 1908-1910, in
A. Mahaffy to L. Harcourt, 27 November 1911, C.O. 225/97.
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who replaced Rason in 1907, wrote in 1911 that 'the
British born and bred' in the group were 'slightly in
the majority as compared with the Australians.'l It
is probable however that with the removal of missionaries
and officials Australians would have predominated. One
English resident in the islands, R.G. Fletcher, wrote

in 1914 that there were 'only three Englishmen' who

were planters in the group as distinguished from
'"Orstrylyuns' as he satirically called them; Fletcher
was prone to exaggerate, but his work as a surveyof of
British properties in the islands would have given him

a good knowledge of the subject.2 Of 25 people who
wrote to King in the years 1907 to 1914 enquiring about
planting or trading opportunities in the group, 19 wrote
from an Australian address or said they were A.ustj:alian.3

And it is likely that a number of King's 'British born

and bred' would have arrived in the islands after a period

of residence in Australia. Most settlers in the New

Hebrides, wrote Walter Lucas of Burns, Philp and Company

1 King to Harcourt, 26 February 1911, C.0. 225/98.

2 Bohun Lynch (ed.), Isles of Illusion, London, 1923,
p.105.

3 Of the other enquiries, two were from New Zealand, two
from Fiji, and one each from British subjects living
in New Caledonia and Italy. See N.H.B.S., files 19/07,
68/13.
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in 1210, went there from A.ustralia.l

The increase in the French population, apart
from an influx of government employees with the
establishment of the Condominium, resulted mainly from
the continued activity of the Société Francaise des
Nouvelles-Hébrides in settling its vast New Hebrides
properties.2 In 1908 Wilson Le Couteur, after his first
return to the group since he went there as an Australian
secret agent in 1901, wrote:

Where before, even as recently as seven
years ago, I had seen large tracts of the
French [Company's] possessions on the
coast of Epi and the Saigon [sicl channel,
Santo, lying fallow, I now stood amazed at
the scene presented. Plantation upon
plantation followed each other....3

The S.F.N.H.'s efforts to establish settlers
on its land were greatly helped in 1908 and 1909 by an
economic depression in and consequent emigration from

New Caledonia. T.E. Roseby, an Australian who was

appointed the British judge in the New Hebrides, reported

1 ILucas to W.E. Johnson, 9 August 1910, in Lucas to
A. Hunt, 9 August 1910, Papers of Atlee Hunt, MS
52/1660, A.N.L.

2 T.E. Roseby to Sir E. im Thurn, 28 May 1910, N.H.B.S.,
57/10.

3 S.M.H., 29 August 1908, p.8.
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in 1909:

At the present moment...the very misfortunes
of New Caledonia are the opportunity of
French influence in this group. The
journey from Noumea is short and cheap,

and scores of men are arriving from New
Caledonia by each_boat to try their

fortunes here....

The following year, however, Roseby noted that a large
number of these French immigrants had not remained in
the group.2 But he suggested one of the most important
reasons why the French population in the New Hebrides
was growing at a faster rate than the British when he
pointed out that New Caledonia, where there was a large
reservoir of Frenchmen, was much closer to the group
than was A.ustralia.3 Another reason he offered was that:

The average Britisher (say Australian)

who comes down here is not content unless
he sees some prospect of making a
competence, while many of the French...are
content to grub along on a small area for
moderate returns, especially as things are
so depressed in Nouméa.?%

1 Roseby to Hunt, 30 May 1909, in C.O. to F.O., 24
August 1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/49.

2 Roseby to im Thurn, 28 May 1910, N.H.B.S., 57/10.

3 Roseby to Hunt, 30 May 1909, in C.O. to F.O., 24 August
1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/49.

4 Roseby to L.E. Groom, 14 October 1909, Papers of L.E.
Groom, MS 236/2, folder 9, N.L.A.
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Many French settlers, he told Hunt, lived in conditions

'which would revolt an ordinary Australian worker'.1

The other most important reason for the failure
of British subjects in the population face in the New
Hebrides was that they did not have the advantage of a
large company to assist them to establish themselves in
the group. In 1909 James Burns of Burns, Philp and
Company told Arthur Mahaffy, the assistant to the High
Commissioner for the Western Pacific, who was visiting
Australia, that he was thinking of refurbishing his
company's settlement scheme by publicising it again and
adding a grant of £20 per settler as additional incentive;
Mahaffy's scepticism at the probable success of such
a project was a probable reason why it was not put into
practice.2 Mahaffy attempted to induce the Colonial
Sugar Refining Company to invest in the group,3 but
that Company rejected the idea since it saw no available

market for New Hebrides sugar because of its own planned

expansion of the sugar industry in Australia and competition

1 Roseby to Hunt, 12 April 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/720.

2 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 21 November 1909, in C.A.O.,
A1108, XIvV.

3 Mahaffy to the Fiji Manager, Colonial Sugar Refining
Company, 25 April 1911, in May to Harcourt, 29 June
1911, c.0. 881/12/201.
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from cheap labour regions such as Java.l

In 1910 Walter Lucas reported that about 20
leases under the original Burns, Philp settlement scheme
were still current and were supporting between 40 and
50 British subjects.2 The scheme was not actively
promoted in the period 1907-1914 though it was still
open to prospective settlers. Only eight new settlers
in these years who stayed for any length of time in

the group took up land under the auspices of the scheme.3

Another Australian company, the Pacific Isles
Investment Company - established in Sydney in July 1912
by Thomas Maning, a merchant and British Vice-Consul in
Nouméa, and Sydney capitalists - pulled off a coup for
British interests in the New Hebrides by promptly buying
65,000 acres of French land on Santo and Efate, including,
on the latter island, the largest plantation in the group,

which was the one to which the French proudly took visitors

1 E.W. Knox to Mahaffy, 19 May 1911, ibid.

2 Lucas to Hunt, 7 October 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/1663.
In 1915 there were 19 current leases. See Deryck Scarr,
Fragments of Empire, Canberra, 1967, p.228, note.

3 'New Hebrides Settlement Leases', Burns, Philp Papers,
Burns, Philp and Company, Sydney. Lucas to Hunt,
20 September 1912, C.A.O0., Al, 12/17032.
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to see.l The following year, 1913, however, the company
was in trouble with the local British administration
over the non-payment of long overdue wages of the native
labourers inherited from the former French owners of
this plantation.2 Before the end of that year the

company had gone into liquidation.3

Some British planters, such as Hugh Roxburgh

on Epi, were making a good profit from their plantations.4
One of the original members of the Burns, Philp settlement
scheme made a sufficient success of planting and trading
to return to his home in Australia in 1911 'comfortably
well off.'5 In 1910 a surveyor working for the Australian
Government reported that the small number of traders on
Tanna were doing quite well.6 On Erromango S.0. Martin -
a South Australian who went to the New Hebrides in 1904

under the auspices of the Burns, Philp scheme but who

1 Mahaffy to Sir B. Sweet-Escott, 26 February 1913,
N.H.B.S., 3/13. See also Maning to Hunt, 14 January
1914, Hunt Papers, MS 52/757; and Scarr, Fragments of
Empire, p.231.

2 King to Sweet-Escott, 26 June 1913, N.H.B.S., 3/13.

3 Maning to Hunt, 14 January 1914, Hunt Papers, MS 52/757.
4 King to Hunt, 27 November 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/664.
5 S.M.H., 24 February 1911, p.6.

6 Vance to Hunt, 8 April 1910, C.A.O0., All08, VIII.
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purchased his own land in the plateau country of
Erromango - had started a flock of sheep which by 1909
numbered about 1200 and from which he was able to

supply commercial and naval ships and the residents of
Vila with mutton at prices cheaper than those of imported
meat from Australia.l By 1914 his flock had increased
to 3,000 and he was exporting 40 bales of wool per annum.
A visitor to the group that year reported that William
Lang was growing about 30,000 coconut trees on his
Malekula plantation and had established 'nicely laid-out
park grounds and well-kept gardens, surrounding a

substantially-built, roomy and comfortable homestead'.3

By 1910, however, King claimed that there were
fevaritish settlers who were 'really doing well.'4
The previous year A.K. Roche had told Roseby that 'he
would clear out if he could get half his money back,
& that there was not another British planter in the

group who wouldn't do the same.'5 One of Roche's

1 W. Le Couteur, 'The New Hebrides', S.M.H., 1 September
1908, p.10. TIucas to Hunt, 12 July 1909, Hunt
Papers, MS 52/1614.

2 J. Mayne Anderson, What a Tourist Sees in the New
Hebrides, Sydney, 1915, pp.26-7.

Ibid., p.54.

4 King to Hunt, 27 November 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/664.
Roseby to Hunt, 24 September 1909, ibid./718.
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neighbours, G.H.L. Harris, who had bought land at Undine
Bay in 1903 and 1907l found in 1910, when he had to leave
the group for medical reasons, that he could not pay the
£70 he owed his labourers.2 And in 1908 a Queenslander
trading on Tanna, W.H. Truss, who had been in the New
Hebrides since 1890, had died virtually penniless.3

The executive of the New Hebrides British Association,
founded in 1907 to promote the interests of British
planters and traders,4 declared in 1908 that it:

...does not yet feel justified in taking

steps to encourage further settlement

until the conditions under which we are

labouring are still further improved.

Unless intending settlers possess some

capital, it is not possible for them to successfully
establish themselves by planting alone.

It is also inadvisable for newcomers to expect

to combine trading with planting operations,
inasmuch as trading is already much overdone.

1 Harris to King, 28 February 1908, N.H.B.S., 54/08.
J.C.N.H., Judgement no.1l51.

2 Harris to King, 5 June 1910, N.H.B.S., 63/10.

3 See N.H.B.S., file 19/09. For a photo of Truss and
his residence on Tanna, probably taken shortly before
his death, see over.

4 For an account of this organisation see R.T.E. Latham,
'The New Hebrides in the Twentieth Century', M.A.
thesis, University of Melbourne, 1928, ch. 6, pp.l19-20.

5 New Hebrides Magazine, August 1908, pp.5-6.
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The over abundance of traders in some parts of the group
was remarked upon by Arthur Mahaffy in 1913 when he was
Acting British Resident Commissioner. He said of Tongoa
that it was an island 'cursed with a number of traders
in excess of that which the produce of the island can

possibly support, and who are in consequence all poor'.l

Some contemporaries claimed that one of the
greatest difficulties confronting British settlers was
the continuation of Australian protective tariffs on
their main products other than copra, particularly on
coffee and maize.2 But the Commonwealth Government had
taken action to correct this situation in 1906 by granting
£500 per annum to guarantee a price of 5/- per bag of
maize and £4 per ton of coffee sold in Australia by
British settlers in the New Hebrides; in 1907 the
guaranteed price for maize was raised to 6/-, and the
following year the grant was increased to £750 to provide
instead a rebate of half the duty paid on all British

produced maize and coffee imports into Australia from

1 Mahaffy to Sweet-Escott, 12 February 1913, N.H.B.S,
76/13.

2 See, for example, interview with Commodore Glossop
of H.M.S. Prometheus, S.M.H., 9 September 1909, p.9.
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the group.l

Of this grant, Edward Jacomb, an independent
British lawyer in the New Hebrides, wrote in 1914:

...this amount divided amongst the 100
odd British families residing in the
Group at the time can have done little
more than pay for the annual supply of
matches, and indeed might fairly be
compared to the offering of a match,
instead of a lifebuoy, to a drowning man.

2

However Merton King was confident in 1909 that the
Australian Government's subsidy for New Hebrides planters
was 'of value...in lightening the burden of cost on the
producer' and went 'far to protect him against loss on
the produce exported - a contingency which he had often
to face before the concession was granted,' though he
was doubtful whether the subsidy had any value in

encouraging increased British settlement in the group or

even in stimulating existing planters to increase cultivation.

1 Deakin to Churchill, 16 July 1907, C.A.O0. Al 07/6850.
E.L. Piesse, 'Australian and New Zealand Interests
in the New Hebrides', 8 May 1922, C.P.M.F.S., Printed
Papers Relating to the Islands of the Pacific, XXIII,
C.D.E.A.

2 Edward Jacomb, France and England in the New Hebrides,
Melbourne [1914], p.13.

3 King to Sir C. Major, 19 December 1908, in C.O. to
F.0., 9 March 1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/12.
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His comment on the growth of settlement is born out by

the relatively small addition to the British population

in the islands between 1906 and 1910. However British

land under cultivation increased from about 7,000 acres

in 1906 to about 9,000 acres in 1910,l and this probably
was mostly influenced by a rise in the number of

growers of maize, the only product to show any marked
increase in the amount of exports from the New Hebrides

to Australia in this period.2 The best explanation for
this increase is the granting of the Australian subsidy.

In the first year of its operation maize imports from

the New Hebrides did not increase, but this was because
planters were not éonfident enough of its likely permanency
to clear extra land for greater production.3 The following
year, 1908, maize imports rose from 7,324 to 30,008
bushels.4 And an increase in the number of British growers
of maize is indicated by the fact that between the
financial years 1906-7 and 1909-10 the number of planters

claiming a share of the subsidy for maize exports increased

1 King, Report on the New Hebrides, 1908-10.

2 See Appendix B (iii) (c).

3 A.S. Thomas, Secretary of the New Hebrides British
Association to Deakin, 28 September 1908, C.A.0., All08,
X.

4 See Appendix B (iii) (c).
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from 20 to 37.l In subsequent years such planters
declined in number - 20 in 1911 and 27 in l9l32 - but
this possibly was partly due to the fact that after
1909 the coconut trees planted by those new settlers
who had arrived in 1902 and 1903 and who had stayed in
the group would have started producing; from 1910 to
1914 copra and maize exports to Australia fluctuated in

value and quantity in inverse proportions.3

Despite the Australian subsidy for their
produce, British coffee growers did not increase in
number in the period 1906-1914, and there was no
significant increase in the amount exported to Australia
by them.4 This was probably due to the large amount of
labour needed to produce this product, the expensive
machinery needed to prepare it for export, the smallness

of demand for it in Australia, and perhaps an insufficient

1 Rason to Hunt, 28 August 1907, C.A.0., Al, 07/8731.
E.L. Batchelor to W.G. Higgs, 29 November 1910,
C.A.0., A63, Al0/7581.

2 See certificates for coffee and maize shipments to
Australia in N.H.B.S., 27/11, 8/13.

3 See Appendix B (iii) (b) and (c).

4 See Appendix B (iii) (c¢). There were only two British
coffee growers in the group in this period.
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subsidy.l

The British New Hebrides Association loudly
complained that its members also were handicapped by
excessive freight rates charged by Burns, Philp.2 In
1905 the Commonwealth Government, when agreeing to a
new contract with that company for its Pacific shipping
services, had provided money to allow Burns, Philp to
reduce the freight on maize from £2 per ton to the
relatively nominal figure of 7/6 per ton.3 But rates
for copra and imports from Australia were unchanged and
British settlers thought they were still being victimised
by the company because Presbyterian missionaries, whom
they freely accused of competing with them as traders,
paid smaller rates for freight than they.4 However

the charge against this alleged trading by missionaries

1 Jacomb, France and England in the New Hebrides, p.50.

2 'Thomas to Deakin, 26 November 1907, C.A.O0., Al,
07/11828. Report of the Executive Committee of the
New Hebrides British Association, 12 May 1908, New
Hebrides Magazine, August 1908, p.5.

3 Piesse, 'Australian and New Zealand interests',
Printed Papers, XXIII, C.D.E.A.

4 Report of the Executive Committee, New Hebrides Magazine,

August 1908, p.5.
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was generally spurious.l Burns, Philp defended its
favourable treatment of missionaries:

...it was owing to the support accorded

in the early days by the New Hebrides
Presbyterian Mission that an Ocean steam
service was ever possible, and we have
always acknowledged that support by

giving them most liberal terms. They, on
the other hand, have given us a 'quid pro quo'
by guaranteeing the whole of their business
to our steamers, the total amount reaching

a very substantial sum. This is an entirely
different position to that of the ordinary
small settler, who frequently plays off

the French steamer against the British and
sells his produce to the highest bidder.?2

Walter Lucas, the manager of the Islands Department

of Burns, Philp, was contemptuous of the agitation
against its freight rates and accused A.S. Thomas, the
secretary of the British New Hebrides Association, of

deliberately inciting it:

1 See above, p.395. Arthur Mahaffy who toured the group
in 1909 and Sir Francis May, the High Commissioner
for the New Hebrides, who made a thorough investigation
into charges against missionaries on a visit to the
group in 1911, reported that they could find no
evidence for this accusation; (Mahaffy to im Thurn,
-21 Nevember 1909, C.A.0., All08, XIV. May to Harcourt,
30 November 1911, C.O. 225/79). And King also refused

to believe it; (King to Thomas, 2 November 1910, N.H.B.S.,

74/09) .
2 Lucas to Hunt, 17 September 1909, C.A.O., Al, 09/11203.
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It is only natural that, if an agitator of
Mr. Thomas' type holds out to the settlers
promises to secure them lower rates of
freight, men who were previously quite
satisfied with a fair thing should reach
out for all the concessions they can get.l

Lucas was unconcerned about any need to reduce freight
rates to compete successfully with French steamers, he
being confident that his company was holding its own and
that its best 'weapon of offence and defence' was its
'old system of buying for bright British gold on the
spot' - a reflection on the frequent inability of the

S.F.N.H. to pay for goods in cash.2

Burns, Philp, however, did make a concession
in 1908 by reducing the rate on copra from £2.10.-. per
ton to £2. But what it offered with one hand it took
with the other by doubling the rate for maize,3 a move
it could carry out with the assurance that all British
settlers who wished to claim the Commonwealth subsidy
for maize exports had to use its ships, since a condition
of the subsidy was that it was to be given only for goods
carried in British bottoms, and Burns, Philp owned the

only British ships regqgularly plying between the New

1 Tucas to Hunt, 31 August 1908, Hunt Papers, MS 52/1608.

2 Ibid.

3 Burns, Philp and Company to Hunt, 29 August 1908,
C.A.0., Al, 08/9007.
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Hebrides and Australia. And, whether deliberately or

by accident, Thomas was victimised by overcharging

for the maize he exported.l Felix Speiser, a Swiss
anthropologist who spent two years in the New Hebrides,
wrote of the company in 1913: 'Being practically without
serious competitors they can set any price they please
on commodities...; all the more so as many planters are

dependent on them for large loans.'2

Nevertheless, as Jacomb observed, Burns, Philp
had been 'the salvation of British interests in the New
Hebrides;'3 for it alone was able to successfully compete
with the French trading companies, the S.F.N.H. and Ballande's
Comptoire Frangaise des Nouvelles-Hébrides. Kerr Brothers,
the only other British shipping company involved with
the group,4 had ambitions of taking over the role of
Burns, Philp as the major British carrier of goods between
the islands and Australia; but this firm never ran more

than an occasional schooner on this route, preferring

1l See C.A.0., file Al, 09/15829.

2 Felix Speiser, Two Years with the Natives in the
Western Pacific, London, 1913, p.1l8.

3 Jacomb, France and England, p.13.

4 For a photo of Kerr Brothers' store in Vila, probably
taken in 1912, see over.
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mostly to use the services of the French Vila-Sydney
vessel.l It made frequent representations to the
Australian Government about the unfair competition it
faced as a trading firm from the fact that Burns, Philp
received government money to assist its trading activities,2
and it finally persuaded the Government to call for
tenders before it renewed the contract for Pacific
Islands services in 1910;3 but then it did not submit
any offer for the Government to consider, so that the
contract was again given to Burns, Philp, the only

tenderer.

Despite the fact that the French Messageries
Maritimes Company's Pacifique made the Sydney-Vila trip
'in half the time of the Burns, Philp boat,'5 which

1 Iucas to Hunt, 22 May 1908, C.A.O., Al, 08/354. ILucas
. to Hunt, 17 September 1909, ibid., 09/11203.

2 See, for example, Kerr Brothers to Barton, 18 July
1902, (C.A.0., A8, A02/58/1); G.S. Kerr to Acting
Prime Minister, 20 August 1907, (C.A.O0., All08, I):
J.W. Kerr to L.E. Groom, 14 December 1909, (ibid.).

3 Hunt to Kerr Brothers, 14 December 1909, ibid., TII.

4 Statement by E.L. Batchelor, Minister for External
Affairs, C.P.D., LIX, 23 November 1910, p.6647.

5 Roseby to Hunt, 30 May 1909, in C.0. to F.0O., 24 August
1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/49.
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travellers complained was small and uncomfortable,l

Burns, Philp was able to increase its probable share

of the import trade from Australia to the group from about
56% in 1908 to about 66% in 1910.2 During the period

1906 to 1914 the value of exports from the New Hebrides

to Australia was generally higher than in the first half
of the 1900s, but, dependent as it was on price fluctuations
and the vagaries of seasons and the supply of labour in
the group, this trade was variable.3 Accurate figures
unfortunately are unavailable for the export trade from
the New Hebrides to New Caledonia, though King estimated
that in 1910 it was worth £27,590, or over £3,000 more
than exports to A.ustralia.4 But in the period 1908-1910
Australian imports were growing at a much faster rate

than imports from New Caledonia,5 so that, largely because

1 See, for example, Dr D. Crombie to Foreign Missions
Committee of the Presbyterian Church of Victoria, 2
November 1908, P.V.F.M.C., Correspondence Book; and G.

Alexander, From the Middle Temple to the South Seas, ILondon,
1927, p.1

2 British ships carried £27,533 worth of goods in 1908,
£45,180 in 1909, and £50,837 in 1910. Report on the
New Hebrides 1908-1910, in Mahaffy to C.0., 27 November
1911, C.0. 225/97.

3 See Appendix B (iii) (a).
4 Report on the New Hebrides 1908-1910.

5 The latter were worth £27,899 in 1908, £35,283 in 1909,
and £35,633 in 1910. Ibid.
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of the efforts of Burns, Philp, by 1910 Australia provided
about two-thirds of the imports of the New Hebrides and
probably controlled over 60% of the total commerce of

the group.l

British settlers in the New Hebrides were
definitely handicapped, in comparison with their French
competitors, by the respective attitudes of their Resident
Commissioners. Merton King, as Dr Scarr has shown,
was not inclined to push British interests in the group
any more than a natural inertia or his excessive concern
with conciliating his French colleagues allowed.2 Walter
Lucas told Hunt in 1908 that King was living 'the life
of a recluse, apparently, taking not the slightest
interest in the social or commercial concerns of the
Colony, confining himself strictly to official duties.'
This, he said, was in 'striking contrast' to the way the
French Resident Commissioner was encouraging French trading
firms and settlers.3 Of Charles Noufflard, who was
French Resident Commissioner from March 1908 to November
1909, the first to hold that position for any appreciable
length of time after the signing of the New Hebrides

Convention, Roseby wrote:

1 C.f. ibid. and Appendix B (iii) (a).
2 Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.229.

3 Lucas to Hunt, 31 August 1908, Hunt Papers, MS 52/1608.
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The administration of the convention, which
I do not say that he in any way infringes,
is only one side of his work. He is
constantly in touch with the interests of
his nationals in every department -
consolidating, conciliating, lifting, and
pushing along the progress of the French
everywhere.... No trouble is too great,

no trifle is too small for him.

Those who followed Noufflard in the period 1910-1914 even
more blatantly worked to further French interests in the

group.

One positive action of the British administration
in the New Hebrides which provoked opposition from settlers
was the'edict banning the recruitment of female labourers
first imposed in 1909. This policy originated from
representations made in London to the Secretary of State
for Colonies, Lord Elgin, by a deputation from the John
G. Paton Mission Committee, which included three New
Hebrides missionaries home on furlough. Its members
c laimed that female labourers would undoubtedly be used
for 'immoral purposes', and they urged the total

prohibition of the recruiting of native women by British

1 Roseby to Hunt, 30 May 1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/49.

2 See Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.230-5, 238-41.
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settlers.l Elgin thereupon recommended such a move to

the High Commissioner  for the New Hebrides.2

Complaints against this edict were not widely
voiced until 1912 because, as King pointed out, the New
Hebrides Convention permitted the recruitment of women
and therefore any court of law in the group was likely
to overrule the ban on British subjects.3 Though no
female recruits were officially registered by the British
administration after 1908, it was obvious by 1911 that
British planters, recognising the inability of the
administration to enforce the prohibition, were recruiting
all the women they wanted. King's only response to this
situation was, through his Labour Inspector, to inform
such recruits that they were free to leave their masters
when they pleased; in 1912 he reported that only a few

had availed themselves of this opportunity.4

Realising this anomaly the Colonial Office

acted to tighten the regulation, and a new Order in Council

1 Notes of deputation from the John G. Paton Mission
Committee, 31 May 1907, C.O. 225/80. '

2 Elgin to im Thurn, 17 June 1907, C.O. 881/11/187.

3 King to Major, 18 February 1909, in C.0O. to F.O.,
12 June 1909, F.0.C.P., 9660/28.

4 King to Sweet-Escott, 9 July 1912 [copyl, C.0. 225/108.
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was passed in 1911 to give the British Government power

to enforce laws upon its subjects in the New Hebrides
apart from regulations of the Convention.l The result

was the proclamation of King's Regulation No. 1 of 1912,
which allowed native women to be employed only as

domestic servants on short term contracts, though it did
not interfere with the right of wives to accompany their
husbands who became indentured labourers.2 Arthur Mahaffy,
as Acting Resident Commissioner, wrote that when he attended
the 1912 meeting of the New Hebrides British Association
he was besieged with questions about this regulation and
the mémbers of the association, who claimed that male
labourers could not be recruited in any large numbers

if there were no female recruits, pledged themselves to
resist it with all their might.3 Partly in response to
the edict, and resulting from a general feeling that

their interests were not being looked after by the British
administration, some British settlers petitioned the

following year for French annexation of the group;4 but

1 Harcourtto Sir F. May, 19 October 1911, C.0. 881/12/201.
2 May to Harcourt, 2 February 1912, ibid./203.

3 Mahaffy to Sweet-Escott, 8 September 1912 [copy]
C.0. 225/108.

4 For a full discussion of this petition, see Latham,
'The New Hebrides', ch. 6, pp.19-20.
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according to Roseby, many of the 21 who signed the
petition were in French employment;l and their action
prompted a counter-blast from 63 British residents in

the islands who petitioned for British annexation.2

In actual fact fears that the supply of male
labourers would be adversely affected by King's |
Regulation No. 1 of 1912 were unjustified. 1In the years
1908 to 1910 British subjects had recruited 967 male
New Hebrideans, which, though considerably less than
the 1,793 males recruited by Frenchmen in this period,
represented approximately 16 labourers per annual licence
issued to British recruiters, compared with about 11
for each of their French rivals;3 whereas in the years
1912 to 1914 British recruits increased to 1,304 or
approximately 18 per licence in comparison with a smaller
increase in the number of French male recruits to 2,071
or about 12 per licence.4 The ability of British recruiters

to more than hold their own against their French competitors

1 Roseby to Hunt, 8 August 1913, Hunt Papers, MS 52/740.

2 F.E. Wallace to King, 22 August 1913, and enclosure,
N.H.B.S., 137/13.

3 Report on the New Hebrides, 1908-1910 in Mahaffy to
C.0., 27 November 1911, C.O0. 225/97. Licences issued
= 58 British and 169 French.

4 N.H.B.S., file 44/13. Licences = 70 British and 167 French.



512

was almost certainly, as Felix Speiser suggested, because
of their much greater observance of Condominium

regulations for the recruitment and treatment of labourers.l

Nevertheless British planters complained that
there was insufficient available labour in the New
Hebrides.2 Many of them blamed the Presbyterian missionaries
for actively hindering recruiting;3 but King replied
that, after an investigation into the situation by himself
and a British naval officer, 'in only one or two minor
instances could any direct evidence be produced - and
that only involving a 'Teacher' - in support of the
charges so freely directed against the missionary body.'4
It is probable, however, as Dr Scarr has suggested, that
the society organised by the missionaries discouraged
their converts from offering their services as indentured

labourers.5 Mahaffy reported in 1912 'that it is true

1 Speiser, Two Years with the Natives, p.l1l5. See also
below, pp.525-6.

2 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 21 November 1909, in C.A.O0., AllOS,
XIV. Thomas to King, 10 September 1910, N.H.B.S., 174/08.

3 Ibid.
4 King to Thomas, 2 November 1910, ibid.

5 Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.236-7.




513

that large numbers of men and boys who would otherwise
be available and procurable as labourers prefer the...
dignity of the mission schools to the rough labour of
plantations.'l King in 1910 suggested that another

and, to him, more important reason for the scarcity of

labour was:

...the great prosperity that the native is
now enjoying. With copra at its present
figure - a price which has ruled for a long
period - and traders competing against each
other for the natives' custom, it is, I
think, little wonder that so long as these
conditions last, the hard life of an
indentured labourer has little attraction
for them. That this is the case has been
admitted by many old settlers in the Group.2

Since copra prices remained over £15 per ton in the
period 1911-1914, reaching as high as £20 in 1913,3
there was no diminishing of the prosperity of New Hebrideans

in this period to encourage them to work on plantations.

Such native prosperity plus the spread of the

1 Mahaffy to Sweet-Escott, 18 September 1912, N.H.B.S.,
174/08.

2 King to Thomas, 2 November 1910, ibid.

3 Average prices for New Hebrides copra were: 1911,
£15.10.~-.; 1912, £17; 1913, £20; 1914, £15.10.-.
About 80% of all copra exported from the group was
native grown. R.J. Etheridge of Burns, Philp and
Company to King, 12 April 1915, N.H.B.S., 68/13.



514

civilising influences of mission and government in the
group made the New Hebrides a generally safer place

for European settlers in the period following the
establishment of the Condominium than in previous years.
King assured intending settlers that life and property

in the group were secure.l The Rev. R.M. Fraser on

Epi wrote in 1912 that Roxburgh did not bother to shut

the doors of his house at night and asserted that in this
respect New Hebrideans were 'far ahead of the dwellers

in boasted civilisation.'2 When, in 1910, on the southern
coast of Santo there was a dispute between the Watson
family, who were Burns, Philp settlers, and local natives
about rights to the produce of gardens on the land the
Watsons leased, the Rev. F.G. Bowie told King: 'I am

sure the natives will not take any steps themselves to
assert their rights although had it been ten years earlier

they would have done something.'3 Only two years previously,

1 For example, King to W.L. Luyer, 7 April 1910,
N.H.BoSo" 19/07.

2 R.M. Fraser, Journal of a Residence on Epi, New Hebrides,
June-September 1912, entry for 21 July 1912, Aborigines
and Overseas Missions Office, Presbyterian Church of
Victoria.

3 Bowie to King, 1 March 1910, N.H.B.S., 114/09.
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however, neighbours of the Watsons, Peter Greig and
his two teenage daughters had been murdered by bush
people, most probably for plunder;l and in 1911 the
Hog Harbour district of northeastern Santo was rudely
disturbed by a war between European settlers and the
followers of a local chieftain, in which A.S. Thomas'
brother was wounded.2 These violent events on Santo

received prominent publicity in the Sydney Morning Herald,3

which would not have encouraged prospective emigrants
from Australia to view the New Hebrides as a safe place

for their persons or property.

The other major problem confronting British
settlers in the group was New Hebrideans' predilection
for alcoholic drinks such as 'trade' gin. The New

Hebrides Magazine remarked in 1907 that, despite the

decision of the British and French Governments to ban the

sale of alcohol to the natives of the islands, French

1 See Case no. 16, Minutes of the Joint Naval Commission,
5 June 1909, N.H.B.S., 71/09; and im Thurn to the Earl
of Crewe, 28 November 1908, and enclosures, C.0. 225/82.

2 See N.H.B.S., file 8/11; Diary of Maurice M. Witts,
1911, passim, Pacific Manuscripts Bureau, MSS, no. 1;
and Robert Langdon, ‘'Wily New Hebridean Outlaw Led

Condominium Police on Many a Fruitless Chase', Pacific
Islands Monthly, 39 (January, 1968), pp.8l-5.

3 S.M.H., 24 October 1908, p.12; 17 April 1911, p.l0.
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traders were still importing large quantities of liquor
for this purpose to the detriment of the interests of
their British rivals.l Commander R.W. Bentinck reported
that year: 'The majority of the natives, in the northern
islands at least, prefer to deal with those planters

[and traders] who can and will make part payment to them
in gin. Hence British interests are suffering considerably.'2
The proclamation of the Condominium at the end of 1907
did not rectify this situation, and in 1910 abuses of
the Convention's liquor regulations coupled with abuses
of the recruiting and labour fegulations were the basis
of an agitation against the state of the Condominium

launched by the Presbyterian mission.

(b) The State of the Condominium

Prior to 1910 Anglo-French relations under
the new regime of the Condominium were generally good.
There were some disputes over land between British planters
and the Société Francaise des Nouvelles-Hébrides,3

understandable in the light of the vast acreage of yet

1 New Hebrides Magazine, April 1907, p.6.

2 Bentinck to Admiral Sir W. Fawkes, 10 October 1907,
in Admiralty to F.O., 28 December 1907, F.0.C.P.,
9257/157.

3 See N.H.B.S., files 37/08, 54/08, 170/08.
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untouched land the company claimed.l Presbyterian
missionaries had welcomed the advent of the Condominium

as a hoped for beginning of orderly government. 'There
are none of the residents of the New Hebrides who welcome
the change with greater satisfaction than the missionaries,'
said their journal.2 In June 1908 their Synod expressed
congratulations to the British and French Resident
Commissioners for 'the measure of success' attending

their efforts to improve the status of affairs in the
group,3 a resolution reindorsed at Synod's 1909 meeting.4
And Sir Everard im Thurn, the British High Commissioner
for the New Hebrides, reported in 1909 that Mahaffy, who
was visiting the islands, had written to him that
Noufflard and King were working well together and that
'both Residents seem marked by an almost exaggerated sense
of scrupulous fairness towards each other'. But he warned
that if Noufflard were to be transferred 'the just

equilibrium which at present keeps the joint administrative

1 Roseby wrote in 1910 that except for properties on
Efate, Epi and the shore of the Segond channel, Santo,
the company's lands were still 'for the most part in
a state of nature.' Roseby to im Thurn, 28 May 1910,
N.H.B.S., 57/10.

2 New Hebrides Magazine, January 1908, p.l.
N.H.M., 30 June 1908.

4 N.H.M., 16 June 19009.
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system at work may be very rudely disturbed.'l

As im Thurn predicted, Noufflard's departure
from the group at the end of 1909 ushered in a profoundly
troubled era of Anglo-French relations in the group in
the period 1910—1914.2 His departure was at least partly
caused by his efforts to secure the adherence of his
nationals to the regulations of the Anglo-French Convention,
which, though not as successful as the Presbyterian mission
had publicly acdaimed, were a definite step towards
controlling a situation that was threatening to get out
of hand. Letters complaining of French abuses of the
liquor and recruiting regulations of the Convention were
growing ominously large in number in the files at the
British Residency.3 And in 1909 the Clerk of the
Presbyterian Synod privately told King that, though

members of Synod did not wish to announce it publicly,

1 Im Thurn to Crewe, 23 October 1909, C.0O. 225/86.

2 Except for the outbreak of animosity in 1910, Anglo-
French relations in the group are not further dealt with
below. For discussions of this subject, see Scarr,
Fragments of Empire, pp.231-44; and Latham, 'The
New Hebrides', chs. 6 & 7.

3 See N.H.B.S., files 11/07, 7/08, 12/08, 16/08, 66/08,
112/08, 31/09.
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'so far as is known to us the only offenders, with one
exception, are French citizens.'l However in 1909
Noufflard started action to regulate the way native
labourers were treated on French plantations, which
prompted a howl of protest from his fellow citizens.2
In November that year Mahaffy reported from Vila:
'Noufflard is the best hated man here, his own people
particularly never leave an opportunity to abuse him.
I hear he is anxious to go away.'3 Both Mahaffy and
King attributed his resignation at the end of that
month to the opposition he had aroused on the labour

. 4
question.

The anti-Noufiflard faction in the French

community had launched a monthly newspaper, Le Néo-Hébridais,

to publicise their campaign. Mahaffy pungently assessed
the quality of this journal in 1913: 'Never believe the

Néo Hébridais, 'tis a rag the yellowness of which is to

1 The Rev. W. Watt to King, 17 June 1909, N.H.B.S., 175/08.

2 See Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.231, note.

3 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 13 November 1909, in im Thurn
to Crewe, 22 December 1909, C.0. 225/87.

4 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 6 December 1909, in ibid. King
to Sir C. Lucas, 14 February 1910, F.0.C.P., 9872/32.
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the yellowness of the most yellow Yankee rag as sunlight
is to starlight.'l By the time its first edition was
published in December 1909 Noufflard had been ousted and,
after vigorously "Wilifying its departed enemy, in 1910
it shifted its glare of slanderous publicity onto the
Presbyterian mission. Roseby told Hunt in April that
year that the journal had:

...turned its attacks against the missionaries
for the obstruction which they are alleged

to make to French recruiting (the difficulties
of plantation labour being now really acute
here). It looks as if the international
tension - after a period when all parties
were on their best behaviour - is beginning

to gather heat again.?

Charges against missionaries ranged from forcibly preventing
natives from recruiting3 to an accusation that Dr Henry
Bolton had been forced to resign his position at the

John G. Paton Memorial Hospital at Vila for 'gross
immofality'.4 The anti-missionary campaign also received
prominent support from Jean-Martin Colonna, Acting

French Resident Commissioner after Noufflard resigned,

who, when welcoming the new Resident Commissioner in

1 Mahaffy to Hunt, 13 June 1913, Hunt Papers, MS 52/756.

- 2 Roseby to Hunt, 12 April 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/720.

3 For example, Le Néo-Hébridais, April 1910, pp.5-6.

4 .Ibid., August 1910, p.6.
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July 1910, called for a 'holy war' against the

. . . 1
Presbyterian missionaries.

While such invective was the background of
the mission's campaign against French abuses of Convention
regulations, the British Resident Commissioner was
responsible for the timing of the outbreak of the
agitation. Prompted by complaints from British settlers
about the mission's alleged hostility to the recruitment
of labour, King, who was later to find that such
charges were mostly groundless,2 wrote to the New Hebrides
Mission in a manner that suggested he believed most of
the complaints he had received.3 Synod's reaction, when
it considered this letter on 21 June 1910, was savage.
At its sederunt three days earlier it had reiterated
its congratulatory assessment of the state of the
Condominium, resolving that there had been less abuses
than in previous years.4 However at a later sederunt

this resolution was deleted from the minutes.5 It is

Ibid., September 1910, pp.3-4.
See above, p.512.

N.H.M., 21 June 1910.

N.H.M., 18 June 1910.

o Hh W N+

The date of this order is not indicated.
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probable that King's letter provoked this action which
was necessary to prevent the obvious contradiction
between the deleted statement and the new resolution

repudiating the charge of hindering 'legitimate

recruiting' but maintaining a right to speak out against
the frequent violations of the Convention's recruiting
regulations. Synod observed:

Notwithstanding certain benefits that have
accrued from the establishment of civil
government in the Islands, the pity is that
in so many irregularities reported against
French citizens it seems impossible to
obtain any real satisfaction or to have

the offenders adequately punished, if they
are punished at all. The [Residentl
commissioners have been informed of cases
of kidnapping, of the recruitment of
married women without their husbands'
consent and the recruitment of single girls
without the consent of their chiefs, all
contrary to the regulations.

And in the same resolution the Church raised its voice
against 'the persistent disregard of the regulations
affecting the supply of alcoholic liquor by certain

. . 1
French citizens to natives'.

The sudden reversal in 1910 of the Presbyterian

mission's attitude to the state of affairs in the

1 N.H.M., 21 June 1910.
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Condominium raises the question whether the attack on
abuses of regulations it launched that year was justified.
In 1913 King accused them of 'flogging dead horses

all the time'.’ But the evidence accumulated by Dr

Scarr of abuses of Condominium regulations and the
failure of the French Administration to punish French
offenders2 suggests that King's accusation was a petulant
reaction to the collapse of the good Anglo-French relations
in the New Hebrides he had wanted to preserve. G.W.
Johnson at the Colonial Office remarked that year:

'Mr. King's fault I think has always been too great a
desire to live at peace with his French colleague & to
let sleeping dogs lie.'3 King himself :in a private
letter to Sir Charles Lucas of the Colonial Office wrote
in February 1910:

. I took occasion recently to make strong
representations to the French Commissioner
regarding the continued and increasing
sale of liquor and ammunition by Frenchmen
to the natives. I urged that the matter
had now become a crying scandal; that

the Frenchmen concerned defied the
convention, the administration, their
national court, and everything in the way
of authority. I added that I believed

1 King to Hunt, 13 August 1913, Hunt Papers, MS 52/68l.

2 See Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.231-5.

3 Minute by Johnson, 12 August 1913, on King to Sweet-
Escott, 19 May 1913 [copyl, C.0. 225/119.
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many of the offenders had been heavily
fined, but that not a sou of the fines
imposed had been paid; that, in fact,
those fined laughed at what they called
'the farce' of it. M. Colonna admitted
that such was the case.... If the French
will not take exceptional measures the
evil will continue and the scandal will
become greater than it is now. The
Presbyterian missionaries are dying to
make a demonstration of some kind about

it, but. K I'have dissuaded them from doing
so thus far.l

Succeeding French Resident Commissioners,
however, failed to take sufficient action to improve
the situation. Jules Martin, who took over from
Colonna, was the captive of those who had forced Noufflard
to resign. A British naval officer serving in the group
reported in 1911:

The French resident commissioner himself
meets with much difficulty in controlling
his own nationals. Their service is so
intermixed with politics and there is so
much slandering that if he makes an enemy
that enemy at once commences backbiting,
which is often effective.?

Jules Repiquet, who succeeded Martin in 1911 and held

1 King to Lucas, 14 February 1910, F.O0.C.P., 9872/32.

2 Commander P.H. Warleigh to Admiralty, 26 August

1911, in Admiralty to F.O., 23 October 1911, F.O0.C.P.,
10121/92.
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the post until 1914, openly sided with French subjects
who flouted Condominium regulations about the sale of
liquor and the recruitment of labour; he acted to
deprive the Joint Court of every vestige of its powers
over French citizens on these matters; and he utilised
the French warship Kersaint, which represented the Joint
Naval Commission, to attack the power of the Presbyterian
mission, and the efforts of Edward Jacomb to organise
natives to defend their claims to land, by arbitrarily
imprisoning native leaders, many of whom were Christian

teachers.l

Under the regimes of Martin and Repiquet abuses
committed by Frenchmen flourished. British subjects
generally were not guilty of participating in breaches
of Condominium regulations. Few of them were brought
before the Joint Court for selling arms or liquor to New
Hebrideans or for illegally recruiting labourers.2
King wrote in February 1911 that such activity by British

residents:

1 See Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.234-5, 238-42.

2 In 66 such cases in 1911 only 10 of the accused
were British subjects or foreigners who had opted
for British jurisdiction. Enclosure in Mahaffy
to Sweet-Escott, 6 December 1912, N.H.B.S., 84/12.
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...would be denounced as eagerly by the
missionaries, who could not fail to be
aware of it, as by the French if it came
to their notice; and as but two cases,
and those of no great gravity, have been
reported to me since my arrival in the
group more than three years ago, I think

I am justified in claiming that the
British are cleanhanded in both respects.l

In 1913 a neutral observer commented that, in marked
contrast to French plantations, there was 'but little
brutality' on British plantations 'owing to the
Government's careful supervision of the planters and

the higher social and moral standing of the [Britishl
settlers in general.'2 One proviso, however, which should
be mentioned, was that there were a number of British
subjects working on French owned plantations and for
French traders in order, as Fletcher expressed it,

'to profit from the criminal idiocy of the French officials.

On the other hand French subjects, who, said
Roseby, included 'a...large percentage of "mauvais
sujets"-"1libérés", low-class adventurers, half-castes,

Maré boys, etc.',4 were responsible for practically all

1 King to Harcourt, 16 February 1911, C.0. 225/98.

2 Speiser, Two Years with the Natives, p.42.

3 Lynch (ed.), Isles of Illusion, p.57.

4 Roseby to Hunt, 9 November 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/726.
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the breaches of Article LIX prohibiting the sale of
liquor to natives brought before the Joint Court. Such
cases increased from 47 in the two years 1910 and 1911
to 71 in 1912.l Yet the fines imposed by that Court
upon convicted offenders were trifling;2 and even then,
of £65.13.6. imposed by the Court on French citizens

in 1910-11, only 10/- had been collected by the French

administration by December 1912.3

At the beginning of the following year the
Spanish President of the Joint Court lamented the
frequency of cases of irregular recruiting of labour
brought before the court. 'The incidences surrounding
these cases of irregular recruiting,' he told the British
Colonial Secretary, 'produce a most painful impression
on the mind of the Court. Sometimes it is necessary to
refer to the cruellest periods of the slave trade to

discern a parallel.'4 King claimed that this reference

1 E. Harrowell to King, 6 December 1911, N.H.B.S.,
200/08. Count de Buena Esperanza to Harcourt, 2
January 1913, in C.0O. to F.O., 3 March 1913, F.0.C.P.,
10945/5.

2 Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.233.

3 Harrowell to King, 6 December 1911, N.H.B.S., 200/08.

4 Buena Esperanza to Harcourt, 2 January 1913, in C.O.
to F.0., 3 March 1913, F.0.C.P., 10945/5.
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to the slave trade should 'be taken as a bit of poetic
licence.'l But there is plentiful evidence, apart from
the numerous cases cited by missionaries, to contradict
King's claim. W. Wilkes, the Condominium Government
Agent on Tanna, who was a bitter opponent of the local
missionaries, told King in 1913 that some of the French
recruiters who visited his island 'deserve the condemnation
of any decent man. Their methods are base.'2 In 1911
the British High Commissioner was told by a naturalised
Frenchman on Ambrym who had been in the group since

the 1880s:

Many recruiters can't get men honestly
so they steal them. Kidnapping has
increased because the difficulty of
getting labourers has increased.... You
may say that there are no laws here, and
if there are, they are a dead letter,
there is no one to see that they are
carried out.3

Speiser, after his two years living in and travelling
round the group, wrote of some of the methods commonly
used by recruiters:

They intoxicate men and women, and make
them enlist in that condition; young

1 King to Hunt, 16 October 1913, Hunt Papers, MS 52/683.
2 Wilkes to King, 14 December 1913, N.H.B.S., 87/13.

3 May to Harcourt, 30 November 1911, C.0. 225/79.



529

men are shown pretty women, and promised
all the joys of Paradise in the plantations.
If these tricks fail, the recruiters simply
kidnap men and women while bathing....

As a rule they do not use fair means to
find hands....l

Yet the Commandant of the British police reported that
crimes against natives brought before the French National
Court in 1911 under headings such as 'Threats to murder',
'Firing upon natives' and 'Landing an armed party and

by threats attempting to force natives to recruit as

indentured labourers' had not been heard by the end of

1912.2

Conditions on many French plantations justified
accusations of slavery. Jacomb wrote in May 1913:

During the past year I have received, on
an average, one complaint per diem from
natives employed by French subjects round
and about Vila and Mélé. The unending
cry is: 'We can't get paid, we can't get
repatriated, we are starved, some of us
die, we are made to work in all weathers,
sick or well, from dark in the morning to
dark at night, flogged, cuffed, and
generally treated not as human beings but
as brute beasts.'3

1 Speiser, Two Years Among the Natives, p.55.

2 Harrowell to Mahaffy, 20 September 1912, N.H.B.S., 35/12.

3 Jacomb to King, 19 May 1913, N.H.B.S., 3/13.
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Such conditions were starkly revealed to the British
administration in 1913 on the plantation near Vila
taken over from French owners by the Pacific Isles
Investment Company.l When he read the report on the
plantation by the British Labour Inspector, the
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Colonies
exclaimed that it was: 'the worst I have read since I
came to the C.O0. & almost approximates to Congo &
Putumayo horrors,'2 Mahaffy commented:

If such a state of affairs can exist...upon
a plantation four miles from the seat of
Government, which has always been considered
as a model by the French, what must be the
conditions existing upon plantations in
remote northern islands, and from which
nothing but an occasional rumour reaches
vila?

Fletcher, on one of those islands, provided an answer in
1912:

People howl about Chinese slavery. I could

tell them things about the recruitment and

treatment of Kanakas that would open their
eyes a bit. Imagine a poor wretch tied up

1 See Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.252.

2 Minute by Lord Emmott, 5 May 1913, on Mahaffy to
Sweet-Escott, 26 February 1913, and enclosures [copyl,
c.0. 225/119. :

3 Mahaffy to Sweet-Escott, 26 February 1913 [copyl, ibid.
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to a post to be flogged by his own wife
and friends because half-fed he had dared
to eat one coconut found by him in the
bush, his own land stolen from him by
these cursed money-grubbers. That I
heard yesterday, and it was told as a
huge jest.l

And Speiser wrote of the habit of French planters of
inducing their labourers to drink themselves so far into
their master's debt that they were bonded to him for
life, a practice that was rampant because there was
'hardly any supervision over French plahtations outside
Port Vvila.' In many French plantations, he said,
'conditions exist which are an insult to our modern views
on humane treatment.'2 'Slavery under the British flag',
the title of a pamphlet written by the Rev. F.H.L. Paton
in 1913,3 was a reasonable epithet for labour conditions

under the Anglo-French Condominium in the period 1910-1914.

1 Lynch (ed.), Isles of Illusion, p.49. Fletcdher was
writing from one of the offshore islands of Malekula
(see p.48). It is not clear whether the incident he
related occurred on a French plantation, but, while
in the same context he mentions brutality by an
Australian, he later implied that at least some of his
Australian neighbours were working for Frenchmen (see p.57).

2 Speiser, Two Years with the Natives, p.42.

3 Paton, Slavery Under the British Flag, Melbourne, 1913.
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IT

Australian Policy and Opinion 1907-August 1914

(a) The Deakin and Fisher Governments
1907-April 1910

The decision to establish an Anglo-French
Condominium did not allay Australian fears that, if
French economic interests in the New Hebrides continued
to grow at a faster rate than British interests, French
annexation could become a reality. Therefore, though in
the period 1907 to early 1910 Anglo-French relations in
the group were relatively harmonious, the Australian
Government continued efforts to promote British interests
in the islands and closely watched French activities

there.

Early in 1907 Deakin's Government complained
that French sales of liquor to natives in the New Hebrides
were continuing despite the intention of the 1906
Convention to prohibit this trade.l Hunt revealed to
King in November that year the distrust of French

intentions in Australian government circles:

1 Governor General Lord Northcote to the Earl of Elgin,
6 April 1907, C.O. 418/52.
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The French have not played quite straight

with us. They undertook 12 months ago to

stop the export of trade gin, and have not

yet done so; the consequence is that their

ships have been getting all the trade. I

fancy that they are desirous of continuing

that state of things so long as they can

find any colourable excuse for deferring the

proclamation of the new law.l

The increasing influx of French immigrants to

the group in the years 1908 and 1909 that was reported
by Roseby to Hunt, therefore seemed to the Deakin
Government part of a French plot to swamp British interests.
Deakin promptly despatched Roseby's report to the
Colonial Office and cabled one of his ministers, Colonel
J.F.G. Foxton, who was in London attending an Imperial
Conference on Naval and Military Defence, requesting
him to inform the Secretary of State for Colonies that
the position in the group was going 'from bad to worse'

because, he suggested, of 'a very carefully planned

2
campaign' on the part of the French.

A solution to the problem of growing French
influence in the New Hebrides, which Deakin expressed in

his cable to Foxton in 1909, was to appoint a separate

1 Hunt to King, 8 November 1907, Hunt Papers, MS 52/638.

2 Deakin to Foxton, 2 August 1909, C.A.0., Al, 09/16017.
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High Commissioner for the group residing in Australia.

He blamed the lack of progress of British interests

partly on the fact that Fiji was too remote, communications
from vila to Suva having to pass through Sydney.l

Deakin previously had raised this idea in 1904 and 1907

in the context of transferring the headquarters of the
High Commission for the Western Pacific from Fiji to
A.ustralia.2 But as Dr Scarr has pointed out, there

was no hope of the British Government agreeing to such

3
a proposal.

During its two periods of office in the years
1907 to 1910 Deakin's Government continued to directly
support British interests in the New Hebrides by continuing
its subsidy to Burns, Philp for shipping services to the
group and by providing money for surveying and legal
assistance for British settlers. The appointment of a
surveyor to help settlers prepare land claims for

registration by the Joint Court had been suggested by

1 1Ibid.

2 Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.285-6. Deakin to
Northcote, 5 January 1907, C.A.O., Al, 07/103. See
also Helen M. Davies, 'The Administrative Career of
Atlee Hunt, 1901-1910', M.A. thesis, University of
Melbourne, 1968, pp.l1l75-6.

3 Scarr, Fragments of Empire, pp.286-7.
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Rason in 1905 at the time the British and French Governments
were considering the establishment of a lands commission.
As a result the Government had authorised the payment

of £300 per annum to Burns, Philp for the employment of
a surveyor in the group.2 In 1909 the annual vote for
this purpose was increased to £1,000 to provide extra
assistance.3 The suggestion that the Government should
support a solicitor in the islands to assist settlers in
preparing their land claims came from the Presbyterian
Church in 1908.4 After experiencing difficulty in
finding an interested lawyer with a sufficient knowledge
of the French language, in November 1909 the Government
approved of the appointment at £750 per annum, again

under the cover of Burns, Philp, of L.S. Woolcott,5

1 Rason to im Thurn, 7 June 1905, in im Thurn to
Northcote, 3 July 1905, C.A.O., All08, IV.

2 Lucas to H.E. Lewis, Department of External Affairs,
21 August 1905, ibid., vI. J.A. La Nauze, Alfred
Deakin, Melbourne, 1965, p.442.

3 Hunt to Vance, 23 August 1909, C.A.O., All08, VI.
Hunt to ILucas, 30 October 1909, ibid., VIII.

4 ILucas to Hunt, 4 April 1908, C.A.0., Al, 08/354.

5 Hunt to Woolcott, 1 November 1909, C.A.O0., AllO0S8,
VI. Latham, 'The New Hebrides', ch. 6, p.7.
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who was recommended by Sir Edmund Barton.l The Deakin
Government also agreed to guarantee prices for British
grown coffee and maize imported into Australia from the
New Hebrides, which in 1907 was converted to a grant

of £750 for a rebate of half the duties paid on these
products.z, Deakin informed Parliament in 1908 that his
Government proposed to give further tariff assistance by
giving preference for New Hebrides imports;3 however
political instability and Deakin's lack of a clear
majority in Parliament probably prevented his going ahead

with this proposal. Deakin, in the Morning Post in

1906, had admitted that assistance for New Hebrides
imports was not a popular policy 'because we have so
much idle territory of our own upon which we are anxious
to plant white farmers.'4 And at the beginning of 1910
George Reid told Arthur Mahaffy that while he himself

favoured extra tariff relief for New Hebrides residents:

1 Barton to L.E. Groom, 15 September 1909, Groom
Papers, MS 236/1, folder 9.

2 See above, pp.496-7.
3 C.P.D., XLVIII, 6 November 1908, p.2112.

4 Morning Post article [published 8 May 1906], Papers
of Alfred Deakin, MS 1540/51/2, no. 272, N.L.A.
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...any practical steps on the part of the
Government of the Commonwealth would be
delayed until after the general election in
next April, since Mr. Deakin would certainly
hesitate to introduce any debatable policy
until his political position was perfectly
assured.l

But the general election resulted in the defeat of

Deakin's Government.

In November 1908 there had also been a change
of Government with the Labour Party under Andrew Fisher
assuming power for the ensuing seven months. As in
1904 the advent of a Labour Government did not result in
any fundamental change in Australia's New Hebrides policy.
Fisher firmly believed in an Australian empire in the
Pacific,2 and only two members 6f his Cabinet, Hugh Mahon
and Frank Tudor, are known to have previously expressed
isolationist opinions.3 Hunt's experience of this
Government was that, although its members 'were not well
versed in the [New Hebrides] question and needed much

enlightenment,;..when informed they always took a very

1 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 25 January 1910, in C.O. to
F.O., 6 September 1910, F.0.C.P., 9872/90.

2 See above, p.458.

3 See Appendix E (ii) (a).
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sound view.'l This assessment is supported by the

Fisher Government's retention of the policies of subsidising
Burns, Philp's shipping service, paying for a surveyor

in the group and providing tariff relief for New Hebr ides

settlers.

The limitations of Australia's encouragement
of British settlement in the New Hebrides depended much
less upon the political persuasion of the government in
power than upon the fact that there were more important
Australian interests which seemed to conflict with it.
In October 1909 when Deakin was in power, in reply to
a suggestion from Roseby that the Government should take
positive steps to promote emigration of Australians to
the group, Hunt wrote:

The Commonwealth is doing all it can to
induce immigrants to come to this country,
and at the same time to hold out inducements
to people to leave this country for the New
Hebrides would appear most contradictory,
more especially when you remember that we
have the interests of our own tropical
territory of Papua to consider.

Another example of the clash of interests was the Deakin

Government's opposition to Mahaffy's suggestion that

1 Hunt to im Thurn, 20 April 1910, Hunt Papers, MS 52/1340.

2 Hunt to Roseby, 12 October 1909, Hunt Papers, MS 52/717.
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indentured Indian labourers would solve the problem of
shortage of labour in the group. Though Hunt claimed that
on this subject the Government was mainly concerned with
the welfare of New Hebrideans,1 in a private conversation
with Mahaffy, Littleton Groom, the Minister for External
Affairs, in giving his principal reason for opposing

the idea, said that:

A step of this kind...would be difficult to
justify to the maize growers and
agriculturalists of tropical Australia who
must now employ white labour at high rates
of wages, and who in many cases must face
as heavy charges on their produce as their
competitors in the New Hebrides...

The Government's fear that its New Hebrides policy would
be attacked as inimical to the interests of tropical
Australia and New Guinea plus the demands of an under-
developed country were important restrictions on its
freedom of action to prevent French economic domination

of the group.

1 Hunt to im Thurn, 31 December 1909, ibid./1347.
See also Scarr, Fragments of Empire, p.295.

2 Mahaffy to im Thurn, 14 January 1910, in C.O. to
F.0., 6 September 1910, F.0.C.P., 9872/90.
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(b) Opinion 1907-August 1914
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