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Synopsis

This thesis traces the development of Queensland’s pearl-shell 
industry over a span of one hundred years, from the time when 
pearl-shell was first commercially exploited in the reef province 
in the 1860s to the time when the industry collapsed in the 
1960s. It re-examines the factors leading to that collapse in the 
light of new ways of thinking about the use of limited natural 
resources, about how industries can best contribute to the 
national economy and regional prosperity, and about the history of 
race relations in Australia. These are, generally speaking, the 
three areas in which longstanding problems in the industry were 
recognized by its contemporaries and administrators.

Not only were the problems known, but so were their solutions. 
Indeed, some bold, and short-lived, attempts to impose a 
sustainable regime on the industry punctuate its administrative 
history. It was the first limited licence fishery in Queensland, and 
briefly had a state-controlled marketing board. One section head of 
a state department personally tried to recruit newcomers 
(Europeans) overseas, and another moved his headquarters from 
Brisbane to Thursday Island to supervise the fishery. But the 
complacency of 'tradition' militated against radical departures 
from industrial strategies which were relics of a colonial world. 
This was the only industry exempted from the provisions of the 
White Australia policy. For far longer than tropical agriculture, it 
relied on the importation of indentured workers, and clamoured for 
their reintroduction after World War II. An apt characterization of 
the industry is the recollection by one of its former 
administrators, that in this industry, licences with Pounds, 
Shillings and Pence were used well after the introduction of 
decimal currency in 1966. In its treatment of workers, in its use of 
resources, and in its dependent position as supplier of raw 
material to overseas markets, the industry became fossilized in 
colonial grooves. Its history of depletion vindicates the restrictive 
principles of current fisheries management. The thesis explores 
why such principles could not be implemented before the industry 
declined.
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Preface

At the faded margin of the Australian historical consciousness 
are the shadows of a once vibrant industry which provided the 
pulse of bustling little townships on the northern extremities of 
the continent. Daring pearl-shell divers were perilously 
submerged in the unrivalled solitude of deep seas resounding only 
with the gargle of their breath, to harvest the precious lustre of 
pearl-shell. These memories, having gained romantic appeal 
through historical distance, bear no resemblance to the recent 
reports of incursions by Indonesian trochus fishers into 
Australian waters. During 1990 some 500 Indonesians were 
apprehended while poaching in Australian waters. They were 
jailed, charged, fined, and repatriated, their boats confiscated 
and burned, without offering the slightest deterrent to another 
fleet, of 232 trochus fishers, detected early this year.

These trochus fishers from Sulawesi continue a time-honoured 
tradition. Time-honoured, because the fleets from Celebes form 
part of a pre-historic trade link to the Australian mainland; 
because they continue the practice, ever popular among pearl- 
shellers, of ignoring the territorial boundaries of nation states; 
and because it has always been a characteristic of the pearl-shell 
fishery in Australian waters that it was conducted by foreign 
nationals.

Very few of the pearl-shellers of Torres Strait, who were almost 
all white Australians, ever worked as divers themselves. The 
pearl-shellers were entrepreneurs and merchants who, 
individually, in partnerships, or as company managers, organized 
the collection of pearl-sheli, trochus shell and beche-de-mer. 
From the 1860s to the 1960s these collection fisheries formed a 
single industry, administered under the same legislation. This 
was the first marine industry based in Northern Queensland. While 
oyster and fin-fishing were still part-time occupations, pearl­
shelling represented a fully-fledged industry with fairly



concentrated ownership patterns and full time, albeit seasonal! 
wage labour by the 1880s.

The pearl-shell fishery was of the greatest importance tforr 
several areas in Northern Australia, where whole townshipss 
depended on it for their existence. Mother-of-pearl was exportecd 
unprocessed, primarily for the button industry in Europe a.ncd 
America. In the 1880s the annual value of mother-of-pearrl 
exports was between £50,000 and £100,000. It became arn 
important export earner for the North next to beef, wool and goldf, 
and even after World War II, when production was almost at: <a 
stand-still, it was considered one of the most important singUe 
units of Australian marine industries. But all was not well witfh 
the industry - it never really entered the twentieth century. Th<e 
introduction of plastic buttons finally spelled the demise of time 
industry in the 1960s. The reasons for that sudden collapse, ancd 
the structural weaknesses which heralded it, are the theme cof 
this study.

The industry was based on colonial models of resource *use, botth 
in its interaction with human and with natural resources, and o>n 
the principle of mass extraction. These strategies are explored iin 
detail in this study, the first half focusing on the industry"s 
workforce, and the second half on resource use in generail. 
Colonial resource use strategies were inspired by the vision cof 
unlimited resources in an ever-expanding world. The notion cof 
inexhaustible oceans, for example, underpinned the principle cof 
freedom of the high seas, which dominated international !eg;al 
thought from the late eighteenth century to the 1970s. Time 
lasting impact of the colonial world view was a commitment tto 
expansion, development, and the subjugation of nature to humaan 
will. In the dichotomous colonial perspective on nature (nature - 
human will, or nature - culture), native peoples occupied the siede 
of nature. They, too, were subjugated to the expansion »of 
capitalism.



A retrospective analysis of resource use is vulnerable to the 
accusation that it is judgmental, particularly if it takes recourse 
to a 'post-industrialist discourse' to communicate with a post­
industrial readership, by using terms like 'depleted yield', 
'resource raiding', or 'sustainable development'. The concept of a 
'spaceship earth' in which resources are finite, is now widely 
accepted. To judge a posteriori from the relative safety of 
historical distance, and from the position of a different 
philosophical paradigm, would be doubly anachronistic. The task 
is therefore not to pass judgment on whether actors behaved 
sensibly from either within or without the then dominant 
paradigm but to document and analyse the processes of 
development and change, and to point out the consequences of 
certain choices.

I am explaining the decline of a once important, lively industry, 
as the failure to innovate - to replace colonial practices with 
sustainable industrial strategies, to react to historical forces 
and changing pressures in a political and economic world system. 
The result of this inquiry is not a chronological history of pearl- 
shelling. The study is organized thematically in order to underline 
the way in which such changes affected every aspect of the 
fishery.

This thematic orientation sacrifices the misfortunes, the 
scandals, and the romance which should form the common fare of 
a narrative history of pearl-shelling. The ghostly apparitions at 
the divers' graveyard in Darnley Deeps, the shark attacks and 
fearful encounters with giant gropers and whales, the retrieval of 
dead mates, horribly disfigured, from the deep waters when the 
airpipe was fouled, or they 'threw their helmet' - these 
recollections go unmentioned. The marvellous rescue of Douglas 
Pitt, who was marooned on a submerged reef for an entire night, 
and "died a thousand deaths” of fear, is absent from this study, as 
are the engineering feats of shoestring budget navigation, where 
the same crankshaft made do for reverse gear and anchor chain 
release. Such anecdotes flowed naturally, without soliciting, into



the interviews conducted for this study. They are the lore of 
pearl-shelling, but there is no place for them in this study. There 
is only scant reference to the most tragic event in the fishery, 
when a cyclone destroyed more than half the fleet off Cape 
Melville in 1899; and no mention at all of the pitiful death of Mrs. 
Watson, the wife of a beche-de-mer fisher, and her baby and 
Chinese servant, who died of thirst when escaping in an iron tank, 
a beche-de-mer boiler, from the revolt of their indigenous work 
force on Lizard Island.

Women in general played only a minor role in the fishery, mainly 
confined to the sexual companionship of the men engaged in the 
industry. Sometimes Aboriginal women were engaged in the 
collection and drying of beche-de-mer, though official reporting 
invariably cast them as willing or unwilling prostitutes. The 
employment of Aboriginal women on vessels was prohibited by 
law in 1902, but had been locally disallowed since at least 1885 
(Chapter 2). The surviving accounts of relationships between 
white or Japanese skippers and Aboriginal women are too much 
coloured by moral condemnation to render such interaction 
intelligible. The Japanese geishas in all the major peariingi 
centres, too, have a more sensational than analytic appeal,, 
although they did make an economic contribution to the Japanese* 
participation in the industry (Chapter 5). The exceptions to the* 
rule of male exclusivism in the fishery are the women of Murray/ 
Island, who harvested the 'home reefs' as a traditionally female* 
activity (Chapter 3), and the 'diving girls' of Japan (Chapter 7).

Apart from these, reference to women in the fishery is anecdotal,, 
such as the highly sensationalized account by Fred Keim in 1925,, 
a German adventurer who had a stint on a Broome lugger, andl 
found that the most incompetent of his indentured crew was ini 
fact a young female, the sister of his top diver from Nagasaki,, 
concealed as a male. The explanation given for the charade was; 
that they had arrived as 'blind passengers' from Singapore withoult 
realizing that they would not be allowed to settle in Australia.. 
Another exception was Tina Mass who accompanied her husband om 
their trochus fishing adventure on the Tina after immigrating
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from Britain in 1949. In the 1980s some women were taken on 
board as cooks, again, in the course of adventure rather than as a 
vocation.

Although the entire one hundred-year span of the pearl-shell 
fishery in Queensland is covered here, most attention is paid to 
the period from 1890 to World War I. During this phase the pearl- 
shell industry was fully established and all its structural 
weaknesses were in sharp, public focus. Its production strategies 
were challenged by the state, and alternative methods were 
discussed, and discarded. Subsequent debates over the course 
which the industry ought to take, were merely a rehearsal of the 
arguments raised during that period.

It is 35 years since the history of the pearl-shell industry has 
received such detailed academic attention as this study 
represents. J.P.S. Bach, writing in 1956, was seconded to the 
Department of Commerce and Agriculture to furnish the historical 
background necessary to refute Japanese claims to prescriptive 
rights in Australian pearl-shell fishery. My study, too, was 
initiated by a federal agency, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Authority (G.B.R.M.P.A.). As their consultant I had the brief to 
produce an oral history of reef experience prior to 1960, with 
particular reference to crown-of-thorns-starfish (Acanthaster 
planci) sightings. Pearl-shell and trochus divers, more than 
navigators, must be considered as the pioneers of the reef, with 
direct experience of the reef environment over a considerable 
period of time. Two separate reports, one dealing with crown-of- 
thorns starfish sightings, and one with the experiences of 
Japanese divers in Australia, have been published by G.B.R.M.P.A. 
as a result.

That this study deals only with the Queensland branch of the 
pearl-shell fishery is partly due to the fact that it intersected 
here with the Great Barrier Reef province; and resource use in 
this area has lately received the particular attention of 
scientists, conservationists, and administrators. My fieldwork 
served the dual purpose of supporting this study, and furnishing a



collection of reef experiences. The pattern of industrial strategy 
evident in Queensland's pearl-shell fishery is repeated in the 
fisheries of Darwin and Broome, so that a consideration of the 
Australian industry as a whole would add nothing substantially 
new to the arguments made here. The Australian pearl-shell 
fishery commenced in Torres Strait in 1868, and Thursday Island 
remained, next to Broome, a major pearling centre, while Darwin, 
and for a time, Cossack, played only a minor role. Several of the 
industry's weaknesses are in particularly sharp focus in 
Queensland. Torres Strait Islanders provided a ready pool of 
labour yet the Japanese were even more dominant as divers here 
than in the other centres. Large companies were more entrenched 
than in other pearling ports, and this meant that pearl-sheilers 
were almost always divided on management issues. Of particular 
interest in the Queensland fishery is a lugger scheme operated by 
Torres Strait islanders.

Because this study grew out of my working relationship with 
G.B.R.M.P.A., orai history forms part of the baseline from which it 
proceeds. A separate Appendix explains the status of orai history 
in this study. As G.B.R.M.P.A.'s consultant, I conducted 101 
interviews with 108 informants during four field-trips in 1986 
and 1987. The fieldwork phase amounted to 93 days, spent in 
Japan, Torres Strait, the Aboriginal communities on the east 
coast of Queensland, and various coastal centres from Cooktown 
to Hervey Bay. The list of interviewees in the Bibliography 
indicates the places and dates at which interviews were 
conducted. Interviewees responded to a range of questions in a 
loosely structured interview, so that their accounts were not 
locked into a rigid question-and-answer structure, but were 
assembled around a set of topics which permitted both the 
individual reminiscence of each respondent and a comparison 
between the experiences of interviewees.

The interviewing situation, particularly a multilingual one, or 
where English is not the respondent's everyday language, consists 
of more than verbal interaction. There was also much perusal of 
old photographs during recording. I have not found it useful to



transcribe the interviews in full, as this would render many of 
them almost unintelligible and certainly tedious. I have retained 
the practice for Japanese names to state surnames first. The age 
of interviewees indicated in brackets refers to the age at the 
time of the interview. The foreign language interviews were 
translated simultaneously, and tape recordings are currently held 
by the G.B.R.M.P.A. and will be lodged with the Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies in Canberra.

I am much indebted to my interviewees who developed in me an 
enthusiasm for this study through their positive responses. In 
Japan I was greatly assisted by Yamaguchi Masashi as facilitator, 
Yamaguchi Mariko as interpreter, and Kyuhara Shuji and Watanabe 
Fumiya as guides in Wakayama and Ehime respectively. Pedro and 
Gloria Guivarra, Joyce Isua, Gloria Kabai, and Elma Yoelu looked 
after me in Torres Strait. I gratefully acknowledge the funding of 
the G.B.R.M.P.A., and the support from its research staff, and from 
Elaine Eager of the publicity section. Financial and administrative 
support was provided through the Institute of Applied 
Environmental Research, by the Division of Australian 
Environmental Studies, and the Division of Humanities at Griffith 
University. The following institutions also provided facilities and 
assistance: the Queensland State Archives, the Australian 
Archives, Mitchell Library, the John Oxley Memorial Library, the 
Fryer, Main and Law libraries at University of Queensland, Griffith 
University Library, the North Queensland Collection at James Cook 
University Library, the G.B.R.M.P.A. library, the Queensland 
Fisheries Service Library, and the Courthouse at Thursday Island 
where the 'sign-on books' of the shipping master were made 
available. I particularly thank Joan Humphries of the Burns Philp 
Archives. The persons who contributed valuable material are too 
numerous to list - Gerry Langevaad of the Department of Family 
Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs in Brisbane and Noel 
Haysom, the now retired Director of the Queensland Fisheries 
Service deserve a special mention. Noel Haysom, Sister Mary 
Albertus Bain, Bill Metcalf and Elaine Eager made insightful 
comments on my manuscript. I also thank Aubrey Chandica for the 
meticulous execution of maps. As co-supervisors at different
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comments on my manuscript. I also thank Aubrey Chandica for thime 
meticulous execution of maps. As co-supervisors at differernmt 
periods, Lyndall Ryan, Mark Finnane, Athol Chase and Chillkka 
Bulbeck gave welcome advice liberally, the latter two helping tt<t(o 
refine my drafts. The greatest debt is owed to the stauncblh 
support and intellectual companionship of my principal Supervisor 
Linda Weiss.
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Glossary

agreements - employment contract entered onto ship's articles 
before the shipping master (Clerk of Court).

apparatus boats - see pump boats

bends - divers' bends, manifested as pulmonary barotrauma 
or air embolism, is caused by the formation of 
nitrogen bubbles in the blood vessels under pressure 
changes. Popularly referred to as 'divers' bends' 
because sufferers double up with pain. Bends are 
more likely to occur when a diver is exhausted. 
Bends usually occurs from surfacing too quickly, 
without staging.

beche-de-mer - holothurians, also referred to as trepang, or 
sea-cucumber. The Creole term biche-la-mar is 
derived from the Portuguese bicho do mar, literally 
beast of the sea. A sea-slug which was exported to 
China where it is used as a soup ingredient in 
traditional Chinese haute cuisine. Valued for its 
aphrodisiacal qualities.

blacklip - Pinctada margaritifera, an inferior pearl-sheil of 
small size (15-18 cm, weighing 0.45 to 0.79 kg) 
named after its black edge to distinguish it from 
gold-lip or silver-lip pearl-shell.

company boats - boats acquired by Torres Strait Islanders under 
the lugger scheme operated by the Papuan Industries 
Limited and the Queensland Governments'
Department of Native Affairs.

crew - the members of a boat crew who performed the 
tasks classed as unskilled (deckhands, pumphands, 
enginemen, cooks, shell-cleaners, swimming divers, 
tenders) and who were paid wages, as distinct 
from divers and first tenders who were engaged on a 
lay basis.

dress diving - diving with the use of breathing equipment, i.e.
deep water diving, as distinct from swimming 
diving. Pearl-shell divers used hard-helmet 
equipment to which air was supplied either by a 
handpump or using diesel motors, even when hookah
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equipment and air tanks became available, because 
of the length of time spent under water (staging 
sometimes took an hour). The first diving apparatus 
was supplied by the German firm Siebe & Gorman 
and consisted of a copper helmet weighing 50 kg and 
inflatable suit. An 11 kg corselet and 12 kg shoes 
prevented the diver from being buoyant. Walking 
across the seabed in this outfit was strenuous work, 
made more difficult by the impossibility of bending 
over to pick up shells, which would have allowed 
water to enter the helmet.

dummying - fictitious or nominal ownership to circumvent 
legal ownership restrictions. Boat dummying 
occurred when Japanese were barred from renting or 
owning boats by legislation introduced in 1898.

floating stations - large fleets with a mother schooner to 
which the shell was delivered and from which 
supplies were obtained, so that the fleet could stay 
at sea for an entire season without coming into port. 
Floating stations operated in the Quensland pearl- 
shell fishery from 1890 to 1905.

government teacher - schoolteachers stationed on Torres 
Strait islands, employed by the Department of 
Native Affairs, with responsibilities similar to 
those of reserve superintendents on the mainland.

half-dress - an adaptation of the full diving suit where the 
sleeves and pants are cut off, invented by Japanese 
to ease the water pressure on the limbs and allow 
greater mobility on the ocean floor. A further 
innovation was helmet-and-corselet diving, where 
only the weights and the helmet of the diving suit 
were used. This increased the risk of diving 
accidents, because it became possible to throw off 
the helmet if the air pipes were fouled. Many panic- 
stricken inexperienced divers died as a result of 
throwing off the helmets and surfacing too quickly.

in charge - a special category of licence issued to non-diving 
skippers, mostly the captains of beche-de-mer 
boats.

XVI i



lay - an incentive system of remuneration whereby the
diver was paid according to catch on a sliding scale.

lugger - a general term referring to vessels used in the
pearl-shell industry. Specifically, luggers are 
sailing boats with two masts, lug-rigged with 
mainsail (or mizzen), for'sle (foresail) and jib, and 
renowned for their ease of handling. Typically, 
luggers were from 10 to 12 tons, and 9-10 meters 
long, i.e. quite small. The characteristic design at 
Thursday Island was distinguished from the Broome 
model by its deeper draft and long counter stern. 
(Kerr 1985)

mother-of-pearl - the nacreous internal lining of pearl-shell, 
trochus shell, greensnail, or sweet water mussels. 
In the following mother-of-pearl is used to denote 
the combination of trochus and pearl-shell.

pearl-shell - Pinctada maxima, a bivalve growing in depths 
below 13 meters. Also referred to as gold-lip or 
silver-lip. The average pearl-shells harvested were 
about 1 kg each, but in the early years of the 
industry, shells weighing from 3 to 4 kg were found 
(Saville-Kent, 1892). If impurities enter a pearl- 
shell they are enclosed by nacreous lining and 
sometimes form a pearl.

pearl-sheller - usually a white owner of several pearling boats.
The term master pearler appropriately connoted the 
social standing and political influence of pearl- 
shellers at Thursday Island, but this term now has a 
specific meaning since the introduction of master 
pearler's licences in 1976.

pearl-shell industry - this term is used to refer to the 
commercial collection of pearl-shell, trochus shell 
and beche-de-mer, which were all administered 
under a single legislation. The boats used, the 
owners, and the staff overlapped to a great degree. 
The term does not refer to pearling activities which 
are centred on the artificial cultivation of pearls.

pump boats - boats which were rigged for deep water diving, 
rather than swimming diving. Also referred to as 
apparatus boats.
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shore stations - fleets operated from Thursday Island, not
serviced by a mother schooner like floating stations. 
Typically shore station fleets were much smaller 
and less capitalized than floating stations.

sign on - to be signed onto a ship's articles before the 
shipping master, to be employed on a boat.

skipper - the captain in charge of the boat and crew. On pearl­
shelling boats the captains were normally the head 
diver (also referred to as stern diver, or first 
diver), which is why they are commonly referred to 
as skippers, rather than captains.

slop chest a figurative term referring to the supply of 
merchandise to boat employees while at sea, the 
cost of which was subtracted from wages. Normally 
the items supplied through the employer's 'slop 
chest' carried a high surcharge over retail prices. 
Typical 'slop chest' commodities were tobacco, 
alcohol, calico and clothing items.

staging - diver's calculated ascent or descent, resting at 
different depths prescribed by staging tables to 
allow the body to adjust to changing water 
pressures. The depth dived to, the time spent there, 
and the degree of fatigue (1st, 2nd or 3rd dive) are 
the variables determining the stages of ascent. Most 
divers used a rule of thumb for staging.

swimming diving - also referred to as naked diving. Shallow 
water diving (5-6 fathoms - 9-11m) with goggles, 
usually from dinghies. The term diver does not 
include swimming divers. The task was classed as 
unskilled and carried no particular prestige or 
responsibility. Trochus boats carried or towed 
several rowing dinghies to the reefs from where 
groups of swimming divers dispersed with the 
dinghies. At low tide they collected trochus or 
beche-de-mer by reef-wading, and picked up the 
bundles of shell with the dinghies as the tide came 
in.

tender - the person assisting and dressing the diver. The 
tender held the lifeline while the diver was down,
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receiving signals from the diver. By means of puulls 
and shakes on the line, the diver could direct 1 the 
drift of the boat, call for shell baskets, ask to be 
pulled up, regulate the air supply, and signal dangger. 
If there was only one diver on a boat, the tender vwas 
in charge of the boat while the diver was submergged.

trepang - see beche-de-mer

trochus - Trochus niloticus, a conical shell which bears no 
pearls, and inhabits the shallow areas of the ouuter 
edges of reefs in depths of up to 8 meteers, 
accessible by swimming diving. This shell was ffirst 
commercially gathered in Queensland in 1912 ;and 
came to replace pearl-shell for the cheaper type3 of 
buttons used on shirts.

try-diver - apprentice diver, crew member who is being traiiined

verandah

in diving.

pearlers - owners of one or more pearl-sheliing bcoats 
who take no active interest in the business and use 
boat-ownership merely as an investment. Veranodah 
pearlers were accused of contravening the law/ by 
boat dummying (Bain 1982).

wages boats - boats owned by pearl-shellers, as distinct ffrom
company boats.
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Nomenclature of Torres Strait Islands

/
Most islands of Torres Strait have both an Anglosaxon and an 
indigenous name. Increasingly, indigenous names are used for the 
larger populated islands. The names by which islands are referred 
to in the text are printed in bold type.

Indigenous name Analoscaxon name

Aurid
Badu
Boigu
Buru
Daru
Dauan
Dauar
Erub
Gaba (or Gebar, Gabba)
Gialug
lama
Keriri
Mabuiag (or Mabuyag)
Masig
Maurura (or Mawai)
Mer
Moa (and It)
Muralug
Muri
Nagir (or Naghi, Nagheer, Naghir)
Narupai
Packe
Paliling
Paremar (or Poruma)
Saibai
Tuined
Tutu
Ugar
Waiben
Waier
Waraber
Zapker
Zuna

Mulgrawe Island 
Talbot Island 
Turnagain Island

Mt. Coirnwallis Island 
(Murray island)
Darnle’y Island 
Two Brrothers 
Friday Island 
Yam island 
Hammond Island 
Jervis (Island 
Yorke Island 
Wednesday island 
Murray/ Island 
Banks lisland
Prince of Wales Island 
Adolphius Island 
Mt. Ermest Island 
Horn lisland

Goode Island 
Coconut Island

Possession island 
Warrior Island 
Stepheins Island 
Thursdiay Island 
(Murray Island)
Sue Isiland

Entrance Island
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Illustration 1 - Torres Strait - Pearl-Shell and Beche-
de-Mer Stations
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Chapter 1 
Introduction:

Mass Production and its Environment

The history of human use of the Great Barrier Reef harbours a 
recurrent pattern of intensive use and consequent resource 
exhaustion. The first large-scale instance of this pattern was the 
pearl-shell industry, followed by fishing, and tourism. Several 
other industries failed because resources declined dramatically. 
Queensland's postwar whaling industry lasted a mere ten years.1 
Turtle canning, guano mining, and ornamental shell collecting 
were never more than a sideline before protective legislation was 
implemented. Sandalwooding enjoyed only brief popularity on Cape 
York Peninsula from 1910 to 1915.2 In each case, the 
intensification of effort hastened the destruction of the natural 
assets on which the industry relied. Some scientists have raised 
the concern that the entire reef environment may be under threat 
from intensive human use because as a complex ecosystem the 
reef is particularly sensitive to intensive intervention. This 
concern was raised with reference to oil drilling, the crown-of- 
thorns starfish aggregations of the 1970s, and terrestial runoff.3

Ecological problems are well within the ambit of social 
scientists to address. They are as much a matter of social and 
political organization as of technological know-how. This is most 
authoritatively argued by John Passmore, and by John Bennett who 
directly links modes of production to ecological imbalances.4 
Barry Commoner goes so far as to suggest that the 'technological 
fix' is against the interests of society. He argues that not 
economic growth per se, but the displacement of several low- 
technology production methods, has been responsible for 
environmental problems.5 Paul Ehrlich, on the other hand, holds 
that population explosion is the root cause of environmental 
pressures.6 Population control, again, is a question of values, 
ethics, and socio-economic organisation. Stephen Cotgrove 
stresses the importance of adequate political responses to 
environmental challenges, and Bill Metcalf points to the
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environmental challenges, and Bill Metcalf points to the 
interdependence between the successful implementation of 
technological solutions with changes in attitude and etconomic 
priorities.7 The realization that a 'technological fix' cannot 
resolve major problems is now well accepted.8 Still, sociologists 
and political economists are not recruited on any significant 
scale into positions of research and advice, let alone decision­
making, for environmental management.

The destruction of self-renewing resources by short-sighted 
over-use underlines more clearly than the usurpation (Of finite 
resources that self-defeating production strategiess need 
reappraisal. They are the result of a basic contradiction in the use 
of common resources for private profit. According ten Garett 
Hardin, population growth requires the closing of inccreasing 
numbers of 'commons' because as rational actors, all private 
users of a commons must seek to maximize their own usee of the 
commons, so that the commons inevitably come under increasing 
pressure. Hardin refers to this phenomenon as 'the traged\y of the 
commons'. Tragedy refers to the inexorability of the process.9

A major re-thinking of human involvement in the Great Barrier 
Reef is well under way, expressed as the search for a sound 
scientific basis for reef management.10 Still, enviroinmental 
management necessarily entails choices which are based not on 
scientific criteria, but on values, and on circumstance ssuch as 
political structures, interest group pressures, dcominant 
production strategy, and continuity.11 The socio-economic 
mechanisms of depletion, and the importance for resource} use of 
socio-political organisation expressed as attitudes, are strongly 
apparent in the case of the pearl-shell industry. Available 
scientific knowledge and advice were not seriously applied 
because vested interests in the industry had their horizcons set 
low on short-term gains, displaying an attitude of Resource 
raiding rather than resource husbandry.

This study is therefore of interest for environmental management 
in general. It also contributes to an understanding of the
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relationships between public policy and the choice of production 
strategies which will be addressed presently, and finally to the 
historiography of race relations in Australia to which I will 
return below.

1. MASS PRODUCTION

Over-use, exhaustion and volatile markets have become such 
familiar problems of resource industries as to appear almost 
inevitable. Typically, Australian resource industries aim at mass 
extraction to supply an overseas market with raw materials.

Mass extraction, or mass production, refers to the delivery of 
large quantities of standard items. The strategies of mass 
production are the combination of large factories, single-purpose 
machines, and unskilled labour.12 To transpose this principle from 
manufacturing to the primary sector, as 'mass extraction', the 
increase in productivity is sought primarily by exploiting large 
tracts of land (or sea) for a single resource. The classical 
manifestations of this strategy are monocultural plantation 
farming, clear-fell logging or open-cut mining. Emphasis is on the 
maximization of output rather than on the maximization of the 
resource potential. This means that mass extraction poses a 
particular problem which differs from that of mass production in 
manufacturing. Success is expressed in terms of turnover, volume 
and value of (in most cases) exports, without consideration of 
opportunity cost, which can be considerable in resource 
industries where the large-scale extraction of one resource is at 
the expense of utilizing the full resource potential of the 
harvested area. This problem has been forcefully raised in the 
public arena with reference tc the logging of rainforests, which 
destroys species of plants of largely unexplored (e.g. medicinal) 
potential.

Classical political economy portrays the centralization of 
productive effort as a precondition for capitalist growth and 
vitality. Smith, Marx and Ricardo hold in common that mass
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production, now known as Fordism, or 'giantism' - the phenomenon 
of large factories and large corporations premised on economies 
of scale and standardized production - are the sine qua non of 
capitalist development. This is the premise which is referred to 
as 'industrial logic', (the 'logic of capital' in Marx). However, a 
rapidly growing body of literature questions the inevitability of 
mass production for capitalist development. Charles Sabel and 
Jonathan Zeitlin point to historical alternatives where 
commercial prosperity, expansion and technological vitality was 
achieved through flexible specialization -

"the flexible use of multi-purpose or universal machines and skilled 
labour to make an ever changing assortment of semi-customized 
products: a system that reverses the principles of mass production.”1 3

Flexible specialization encourages the swift adaptation to market 
demands by curbing or raising production, or by switching to other 
products. The organisational forms best suited to this strategy 
are small scale and co-operative enterprises immersed in a local 
or regional infrastructure of pooled resources, skills and ideas.14

Because political economy explains the development of mass 
production as the result of an 'industrial logic', the influence of 
the state in the emergence of mass production has received little 
attention. Conversely, the centrality of the state in the 
persistence of alternative production methods is much better 
documented, because it presents a 'puzzle' in the paradigmatic 
order of knowledge in political economy.15

Closer examination of economic development in several nations 
reveals that the increasing dominance of mass production on the 
one hand and the decline of alternative, small scale production 
strategies on the other hand is not due to a logic of 
industrialization, but the result of politically based, 
technological choices. Linda Weiss argues that in most Western 
nations the small business sector was actively subordinated as 
the mass production paradigm became a 'futuristic vision 
eclipsing its alternatives'.16 She compares actual patterns of
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development and government policies to underline the point that 
the state takes an active role in the breakthrough to mass 
production.17 Classical political economy understands the state 
as a subordinate actor vis-a-vis economic forms. The role of the 
state in expediting the concentration of production under 
circumstances of war might be seen as an uncharacteristic 
insertion of the state in the economy. Weiss, on the other hand, 
demonstrates that at least since World War I, states have been 
important economic agents in their own right. Indeed, her
comparative investigations reveal that "states, not markets per 
se, have generalized the impulse to scale and concentration". That 
is, the state is actively involved in shaping national 
configurations of industrial organisation, its relative autonomy 
can transform economic structures.18

This recent literature which deals with the mass production 
paradigm is macro-historical in scope. Sabel and Zeitlin found
that they had to rely largely on sources and case studies which
fully embrace the notion that the breakthrough to mass production
was a historical necessity. As a result, the countless small 
conflicts in which choices towards one or the other production 
paradigm were made, and the particular ways in which states 
have intervened in this choice, are not easily accessible.19 As a 
micro-historical exercise, the present account of the pearl-shell 
industry is more sensitive to these obscure moments of choice, 
and can therefore document the ways in which the subordination 
of alternative production styles was the subject of collective 
choice, rather than a prerequisite for development, and how 
centrally the state was involved in this process. It supplies the 
kind of evidence which Sabel and Zeitlin invite, by paying 
particular attention to the suppression of alternative production 
strategies.

2. THE PROBLEM

The decline of the pearl-shell industry in the early 1960s was a 
major industrial crisis in far north Queensland. The standard
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explanation for the decline is that shell beds were getting so 
depleted that shell became unprofitable to raise, and tthat 
mother-of-pearl was displaced by the introduction of plastics,. In 
other words, resource exhaustion presumably led to a declinee in 
the rate of profit, and competing cheaper products deprived the 
industry of its traditional markets.

There is a weakness in this explanation supplied by participaints, 
historians, and government reports. Whilst it accuraitely 
describes the situation faced by producers at the time, it is not 
an explanation of the industry's decline in analytical terrms, 
firstly because similar problems had frequently beset the 
industry before, and secondly because similar crises were fsaced 
by other industries (particularly wool farming and coal miniing), 
where these obstacles did not lead to the cessation of the 
industries concerned. Clearly, the decline of this fishery desesrves 
further explanation. The timing of the crisis reveals somethincg of 
its proximate causes. It was reached at a time when the indiustry 
had no major advocates, and the unsustainable nature off its 
resource strategies was well understood. The state, which had 
sheltered the industry with various concessions, surrendered! the 
industry to its own self-defeating forces. This studly there9fore 
tunes in to the kind of interest which the state vested ini the 
industry at various periods, and takes up the state's role ini the 
Conclusion.

3. THREE STRUCTURAL WEAKNESSES: A PREVIEW OF 
CHAPTERS

The final decline of the industry was not simply due to» the 
problems associated with resource exhaustion. This sstudy 
identifies two other structural weaknesses of the iindustry/: its 
ethnically segmented, unfree, labour force, and its exposure to a 
volatile overseas market.20 These became the fossilized lugggage 
of colonial strategies. Several official reports and commisssions 
of inquiry sought to deal with these problems, buit withirn an 
ideational framework fully committed to mass production they
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were considered to be beyond redress - radical restructuring 
would have been at the expense of mass extraction.

Once we dismiss the supposed 'logic' of capitalist development 
and understand the trend towards mass production strategies as a 
set of political choices,

it is necessary to shift vantage point and imagine a theoretical world in 
which technology can in principle develop in different ways: a world 
that might have turned out differently from the way it did, and 
therefore a world with a history of abandoned but potentially viable 
alternatives to what actually exists.21

The decline of the pearl-shell fishery was not inevitable. An 
industry which would have turned out differently would have
comprised one or more of the following strategies: (1)
comprehensive resource management and/or artificial cultivation 
to avoid depletion, (2) product diversification and domestic 
processing of mother-of-pearl to gain greater control of
marketing, and (3) the encouragement of owner-operated fleets to 
raise shell as a supplementary to subsistence activities. This
study shows that all of these strategies were available and had 
received some attention. Pearl-shellers, however, defended their 
archaic practices.

a) The Labour Force

The pearl-shell industry was an offshoot of the colonial trade 
with the South Pacific in copra, sandalwood, and other island 
produce, such as pearl-shell and beche-de-mer. This parentage 
left a lasting imprint on the fishery's employment and production 
strategies. Chapter 2 examines the structure of the workforce and 
the emergence of an ethnically stratified labour market. When 
diving technology was introduced, it led to a hierarchy of 
employment according to the degree of skill required. The 
additional requirement to employ cheap labour in order to be 
profiit.able, led to the formation of a peculiar labour force,
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strongly characterized by racial, or more precisely ethnic, 
segmentation. The highly skilled jobs were filled by indentured 
Japanese labourers, and indigenous workers were employed for 
unskilled work. Indigenous involvement in the fishery was shaped 
by the dialectical process of accommodation on the part of 
Aboriginal people, and the role of public policy in the allocation 
of ethnic groups into separate niches of a segmented labour 
market. This perspective owes much to the recent literature 
which is conscious of the active construction of a unified concept 
of Aboriginality (through cultural, scholarly and political 
conventions) and to critiques of the 'fatal impact' historiography 
of culture contact that has tended to portray indigenous people as 
the passive victims of colonization. A more differentiated 
approach acknowledges that the pattern of contact varied across 
geographical regions (rainforests, coastal areas) and between 
industries (goldmining, pastoralism), and produced variotus 
strategies of accommodation.22

Contact history in Torres Strait presents a particularly striking 
difference to the pastoral frontier. The response of Torres Strait 
Islanders to the pearl-shell industry constituted a potential for 
regional development. A philanthropical business scheme in 
Torres Strait, the Papuan Industries Limited, had all the makings 
of a viable alternative production strategy. It was based on co­
operative ownership of luggers, and exploited resource areas ov'er 
which the owners had traditional rights and therefore a certain 
responsibility for resource conservation. As a supplement to a 
subsistence economy, the scheme was capable of flexible 
specialization. Trochus, pearl-sheil, beche-de-mer, ornamental 
shells, dugong, crayfish and fin fish could all be gathered from 
the same luggers with minor technical adjustments. They were 
also used for transport and communication. This scheme was 
gradually transformed by the Queensland government into a mass 
production enterprise, essentially because it was viewed as an 
inefficient imitation of the private enterprises operating on the 
mass production model. This transformation is documented in 
Chapter 3. The role of the state is also apparent in the 
constitution of the labour market. Torres Strait Islanders were
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confined to their islands by petty regulations, and the co­
operative lugger scheme was restructured, so that they were 
forced into wage labour under unfavourable bargaining conditions.

Chapter 4 explains the ascendancy of Japanese in the industry 
both from the Japanese and from the Australian perspective. Their 
numerical and hierarchical dominance led to the industry's 
exemption from the White Australia policy, an admission that the 
industry could not be conducted as a fuily Australian enterprise. 
The industry was able to defend its access to cheap labour for 
geopolitical reasons. This labour force became a characteristic 
unique to the pearl-shell industry, not shared by other industries 
after the turn of the century, and played a considerable role in the 
industry's eventual decline.

The substantial reliance on Japanese divers and the 
marginalization of indigenous labour in the unskilled occupational 
categories became an obstacle to recruiting after World War II. 
Suddenly the industry was deprived of its trained and trusted 
Japanese workforce. Moreover, the Japanese interest in the 
industry, which commenced with their participation as indentured 
workers, resulted in fully-fledged national economic rivalry as 
Japanese pearl-shelling boats claimed the right to harvest pearl- 
shell on the continental shelf. This is the subject of Chapter 5.

b) Resource Use

The resource use practices in the fishery were also influenced by 
the marauding spirit of South Pacific traders. Resource raiding23 
must be regarded as a legacy of the period of colonial expansion 
up to the 1890s, when it was possible to extend the frontier as 
resources declined in the exploited areas.24 The depression of the 
18S0s, which also affected the pearl-shell industry, reflected the 
incompatibility of old practices with new circumstances. From 
the 1890s to the mid-1920s, Australia opted for technological 
innovation and intensification of productive effort, in order to 
retain its position as the major exporter of raw materials to a
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self-contained British empire. Rural production was sustained in 
the face of mounting population pressure by greater capital 
investment and improved transport systems, together with new 
husbandry techniques developed by research in applied science 
(particularly by the Council for Scientific and Industrial
Research), and disseminated by agricultural departments.25

The pearl-shell industry, however, held fast to the frontier- 
concept. It was still possible to extend into new areas, and pearl- 
sheilers resisted attempts at pearl-shell cultivation. Chapter 6i 
demonstrates that a resource raiding attitude combined with the; 
vision of mass production set the industry on a collision course? 
with its natural environment. The response to declining] 
productivity was to intensify resource extraction by introducing] 
technological and organizational innovations - a response
characteristic of mass production.

Chapter 7 canvasses the attempts of the state to bring about a 
solution for the industry, while pursuing its own goals otf
replacing the coloured workers with white Australians. An acute 
resource crisis was resolved only by contraction, so thatt 
attempts at the cultivation of pearl-shell became less urgent.. 
Resource exhaustion remained largely unaddressed. A comparison 
with pearl fisheries management overseas places the role of the 
state in the Australian fishery into perspective, and helps to 
explain why the state continued to express an interest in
managing the industry.

c) Marketing

The third structural weakness of the industry was its market, and 
marketing management. As an industry exporting unprocessed rawv 
materials - well in keeping with Australia's position in the world 
trading system - the fishery faced a difficult market to which iit 
had no direct access and which was controlled by a few/ 
oligopolistic buyers. Small to medium-sized firms overseas 
produced buttons and ornaments from the shell, and these were as
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financially dependent on the backing of the buyers as the pearl- 
shellers were. Chapter 8 addresses the import of these 
institutional conditions, and the way in which marketing 
problems were - or were not - dealt with. Again, a viable solution 
to these difficulties - the export of semi-processed shell - was 
discarded. The aspect to which the least attention had been paid 
by the industry - marketing - triggered its eventual demise.

After the collapse of the mother-of-pearl market, due to the 
competiton from synthetic substitutes, some pearl-shellers 
sought to re-establish themselves as pearl-culture farmers. A 
very new industry emerged, based on cultivation and not resource 
raiding, but of minor economic or regional significance. The 
pearl-shelling activities after the collapse of the industry, and 
the revival of trochus fishing in the 1980s, are briefly described 
in a Postscript (Chapter 9), to highlight the transformed 
conditions of the fishery today. It has become impossible to 'go 
back' to trochus fishing, to re-enter the industry on the familiar 
pattern of resource raiding and mass production. The state now 
insists on an entirely different production paradigm: sustainable 
yield, limited access, and small scale.

How this turnaround in orientation was possible becomes clear in 
the Conclusion, which re-examines the role of the state in 
sustaining, and eventually ceasing to sustain the pearl-shell 
fishery.
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Chapter 2
A Colonial Birthmark?

The Emergence of an Ethnically Stratified Labbour
Market

By way of describing the emergence of pearl-sheiiing inn the 
Torres Straits, this chapter highlights the importance of f the 
conditions under which the industry arose. As an offshooot of 
South Pacific trading, the industry continued to bear the markks of 
colonial practices, both in terms of its financial organisatki on - 
the dependence of producers on large trading companies - annd in 
terms of its labour requirements.

From a socio-historical perspective, the most interesting aaspect 
of the pearl-shell industry is the way in which people frorrm 'all 
kind of nation'1 worked together. The industry was an arenma of 
race relations and Thursday Island was popularly referred Mo as 
the 'sink of the Pacific' because of the variety of nationaa lities 
employed.2 In 1890, the population of 526 at Thursday Islandd was 
composed of Europeans, Chinese, Torres Strait Islanders 5 and 
Aborigines, South Sea Islanders, Malays, Filipinos, Japannese, 
Singhalese, and Indians (in that order of numerical strength), , with 
a sprinkling of Thais, Arabs and Africans.3

The industry's workforce was hierarchically organized and cof all 
the cultural groups engaged in the Great Barrier Reef indusstries, 
the Japanese always appeared the most successful, and caaused 
the most resentment. Until World War II indigenous participation 
was marginalized in the lowest echelons of employrrment. 
Indigenous Australians (Aborigines and Torres SStrait 
lslanders)were employed only as unskilled labourers vvA/hile 
imported labour filled the more responsible roles of skippjpers, 
divers and tenders.

Following Sabel and Zeitlin's invitation to imagine the world from 
a different vantage point, where the outcome of histcorical 
developments is not already known, we may pose some rhetctorical
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questions indicating what it is that requires explanation: Why did 
indigenous labour not, as a rule, progress into skilled 
employment? Torres Strait Islanders and coastal Aborigines 
already held valuable knowledge about local conditions and were 
familiar with the marine environment. Having exploited pearl- 
shell traditionally, they held a certain responsibility for the 
long-term viability of the resource. They were not, as on the 
pastoral frontier, competitors for land, so that they were not 
'displaced and dispersed', although considerable diminution 
resulted here, too. Why, indeed, did they not become a maritime 
yeomanry, collectively organized to produce pearl-shell and 
dealing directly with exporting companies? Is the marginalization 
of indigenous labour sufficiently explained by racism? What other 
factors must be taken into account to explain it?

These questions will be addressed at the end of this chapter. It 
will be argued that social stratification according to race and 
ethnicity cannot be ascribed to racism in a causal manner, but it 
is important to understand the racism underlying policy.4 The 
economic relationships of colonialism are also crucial in an 
understanding of the racially organized social stratification. This 
chapter examines two concrete mechanisms which operated in the 
marginalization particularly of mainland Aborigines, one 
referring to policy, and one referring to the colonial model on 
which pearl-shelling in Torres Strait was based. The strong link 
between South Pacific trading and the emergence of Queensland's 
beche-de-mer and pearl-shell industry, which has never before 
been demonstrated, is significant in this context, and will be 
drawn on again in later chapters.

1. SOUTH PACIFIC TRADING EXTENDS INTO NORTHERN 
AUSTRALIA

The pearl-sheil industry commenced in Queensland's far north 
long before the northward spread of land settlement warranted an 
interest in the Cape York area. The integration of the far north 
coast and Torres Strait into colonial administration and 
commerce was politically motivated in order to control the
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shipping lanes to the French colony of New Caledonia. It was no>t 
motivated by pastoral expansion or goldrush-fever, it was no>t 
subject to land-hungry Europeans. Consequently the indigenous 
population was not subjected to dispersal, diminution and 
displacement to any degree comparable to that on the pastoral 
frontier. On the 'unsettled' Cape York Peninsula, and particularly 
in Torres Strait, indigenous labour was a valuable asset. George 
Dalrymple, the police magistrate at Somerset in 1874, pointed 
out how "vast are the yet undeveloped resources of these seas», 
and the density of their populations, which are capable of being 
converted into producers".5 However, the emergence of a 
stratified wage labour force assigned to indigenous people a 
subsidiary role in the exploitation of the marine resources. They 
were considered valuable labour only because they were cheap to 
employ, not because of their intimate knowledge of local 
conditions. The approach of the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
industry to indigenous people was guided by experience from 
South Sea Island trading, which also served as a roie model for 
the organization of fishing stations.

A huge trading deficit has always beset white Australia. In the 
penal colony, tea imports from China alone exceeded the value of 
all export earnings from wool, oil, hides, horns, seal skins, and 
timber. Tea formed part of the weekly rations of government 
officers and was one of the largest import items between 1825 
and 1830.6 Trade with China was very important for Australia, 
but the Chinese merchants had little interest in the trade goods 
from Australia. There was a keen demand though for sandalwood, 
used as incense, and beche-de-mer, which could be obtained from 
the islands in the Pacific. Beche-de-mer, also referred to as 
trepang, is used in Chinese haute cuisine and credited with 
aphrodisiacal qualities.

Dorothy Shineberg's study of the sandalwood trade traces two 
shifts in South Pacific trading strategies. South Pacific trading 
initially relied on bartering relationships with Polynesians whose 
social organisation facilitated exchange, since chiefs could 
entrench their power through the acquisition of scarce
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commodities and could marshal labour to obtain the produce 
sought by the traders. In this bartering network, the Polynesians 
were trading partners with a significant influence on the terms 
of exchange. Traders relied on the self-paced labour of islanders 
and on their demand for trade goods. Sometimes trading was 
refused because islanders had no demand for the commodities 
offered and their market was saturated, or because the 
procurement of trading produce conflicted with traditional 
calendars.

This bartering relationship was expensive for traders. As they 
extended their field of operation further west into Melanesia, 
they began to establish trading stations with white resident 
managers, to which they imported labour from other islands. 
These shore stations were more economical because smaller craft 
were used on the stations to procure and process the sandalwood, 
beche-de-mer or tortoiseshell while the large, expensive vessels 
capable of voyaging to Sydney and China were only employed to 
fetch produce from the stations and bring supplies.7

With the development of shore stations in the southwest Pacific 
in the 1840s, a migrant wage labour force was created, which 
was highly dependent on its employers for accommodation, 
provisions, and protection from local tribes. Due to the poverty of 
the south-west Pacific islands, these islanders were readily 
available for contract work in return for food and trade items. 
The goldrushes of the 1850s created an intense labour shortage in 
Australia, and it became common to crew vessels substantially 
with South Sea Islanders. The practice of contracting large crews 
who worked in gangs of 30 to 50 on islands far from their homes 
set the scene for the South Sea Islander labour trade to 
Queensland and Fiji, pioneered by Robert Towns in the 1860s. 
Shineberg's account of sandalwooding suggests that the notorious 
'blackbirding' trade was an extension of a time-honoured practice 
in Pacific trading.8

South Pacific traders were essentially resource raiders. When the 
supply of a tradeable resource was exhausted in one area, they
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moved on to another. They habitually employed imported labour 
who held no custodianship over the resource that was exploited. 
Neither the workforce nor the entrepreneurs, therefore, had a 
vested interest in ensuring the long-term conservation of that 
resource. In the 1860s tradeable resources, particularly 
sandalwood, declined in the South Pacific. Moreover, whaling was 
in crisis from dwindling numbers and petroleum was supplanting 
whale oil. Robert Towns' Sydney whaling fleet was falling into 
disrepair and by the late 1850s it was becoming known as "Rotten 
Row".9 The Sydney-based Pacific trading companies diversified 
into other shipping ventures, such as the importation of 
indentured Chinese, and recruiting for Queensland and Fiji, and 
explored trade in a wider range of island produce such as trepangj, 
tortoiseshell and pearl-shell.

High on the list of itinerant enterprises was the search for pearl-shell, 

which offered the prospect of a quick fortune ... and which, largely for 
that reason, was launched in an atmosphere of secrecy and intrigue.10

The traders started to prospect and set up stations in Torres 
Strait, at the margin of the South Pacific. Resource raiding as a 
style of management was imported into the far northern industry 
along with the boats from "Rotten Row".

North Queensland's beche-de-mer resources had been discovered 
by Sydney traders as a result of the accident of the Porpoise . 
captained by Matthew Flinders, on Wreck Reef, named after the 
incident, on 17 August 1803. While its sister vessel Investioato r 
sailed to Sydney to obtain assistance, the shipwrecked sailors 
collected beche-de-mer for soup, something which they had just 
learned from the sixty-ship strong Macassan beche-de-mer fleet 
encountered on the north-east tip of Arnhem Land (which was 
subsequently named Malay Roads). These beche-de-mer fishers 
came from Makasar (now Ujung Pandang in Sulawesi, Indonesia) iin 
low-lying 60-foot perahus [prows] each with a fleet of canoes;. 
About one thousand Macassans worked under a commodore), 
Nakhoda Pobassoo, who informed the Europeans that they acted oin 
behalf of Salu, the Rajah of Boni in Celebes (now Sulawesi) and
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that for at least twenty years they had been coming to 'Marege' 
through the Arafura Sea on the changing monsoon winds. The 
linguistic, artistic and ceremonial Malay influences on Aborigines 
around the Gulf of Carpentaria suggest that the trade may have 
commenced up to 200 years prior to Flinders' chance discovery in 
a small, irregular way.11 In north-eastern Arnhem Land, Groote 
Eylandt, and Gove Peninsula the reminders of the annual Malay 
visits, which continued well into this century, are tamarind trees 
on former Malay camp-sites, and many Malay words in local 
Aboriginal languages. The Makassans introduced cereal 
agriculture, pottery, dugout canoes with sails, and a shovel-nosed 
spear; and perahus and trepang feature in many bark and cave 
paintings and have in some places acquired totemic 
significance.12 The Malays occasionally employed Aborigines, and 
even took some to Makasar, but generally Aborigines were wary of 
them and sometimes attacked perahus.13

Although the shipwrecked sailors of the Porpoise were reportedly 
unsuccessful in acquiring a taste for trepang, Flinders 
subsequently suggested that North Queensland trepang might be 
profitably exploited. The first recorded commercial trepang 
fishery in North Queensland was the effort of James Aicken, one 
of the rescue party, who collected some trepang for sale in 
Sydney while salvaging the wreck.14 John MacGillivray observed 
some Sydney-based boats fishing trepang and tortoiseshell in 
Torres Strait in 1848 but it has recently been pointed out that 
curing on board was not introduced until the 1890s so that it is 
unlikely that the trepang was obtained in the Torres Strait at that 
time. It is more likely that the trepang was obtained from the 
Great Barrier Reef whereas tortoiseshell trading with Torres 
Strait Islanders had already commenced in the 1840s.15 In 1827 
ten tons of beche-de-mer were shipped from the Cooktown area to 
Koepang in Timor16, and in 1829 a Sydney vessel reported that it 
had successfully fished trepang in the north.17

The exploitation of the beche-de-mer resources of the Great 
Barrier Reef by Sydney traders developed haphazardly until South 
Pacific trading declined and interest focused on Australia’s North.
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This meant that South Pacific trading became the model for the 
conduct of the industry here. Shore stations served as a base for 
imported labourers who lived and worked on therrm on a semi­
permanent basis. From its inception, therefore, ttfhe pearl-shell 
industry in Queensland operated on a model which relied 
significantly on imported labour. More than any cother industry, 
and for a longer period of time than the sugar induasstry, the pearl- 
shell industry relied on a transient workforce (of indentured 
aliens. Local native labour was merely a supplement to the 
imported workforce.

The captains who started stations in Torres Strait: had available 
experienced crews from the south-west Paciiffic and had 
themselves experience in setting up and managing] stations. The 
effects of these shore stations in the Torres Straiit: differed little 
from that in the south-west Pacific. With provisions from Sydney 
sometimes delayed, labour gangs were apt to raid ilocai gardens, 
which ensued in much fighting between local inlanders and 
imported crews.18 White pearl-shellers also felt ttfhat they were 
operating in a legal no-man’s land in their interaction with 
indigenous people. For example, the government resident at 
Somerset, John Jardine, noticed a change in the Maboiuiag Islanders, 
remarking that their normally confident and "fearless demeanour 
... has given place to a cowed and sullen manner”,, after a whole 
canoe full of them had been shot and drowned by/ one of these 
captains.19

a) First Stations in Torres Strait

Both the first beche-de-mer and the first pearl-srhieli station in 
Torres Strait had links with the largest Pacific tracdling company, 
of Robert Towns. The first known beche-de-mer station in the 
Torres Strait was established by Charles Edwarcdis, on Albany 
Island just off the mainland at Cape York, in 1 i8562. Edwards’ 
pioneering station was something of a colonizer's greamd dream. He 
had been the business partner of James Paddorn, one of the 
foremost Pacific Island traders, who had died the previous year.
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When Queensland became an independent colony in 1859, Paddon 
had contemplated removing his island trading stations to Torres 
Strait and proposed to remove the whole population of Uvea to 
Queensland for that purpose. Such was the hold of trading 
companies over some islands.20

In the same year, 1862, the Queensland and Imperial governments 
established a joint northern outpost, initially also on Albany 
Island.21 In 1865, Edwards moved his beche-de-mer station 
outside the ambit of government presence, to Darnley Island. Until 
1879 when Queensland's jurisdiction was extended to cover the 
whole of the Torres Strait, the beche-de-mer industry tended to 
be conducted largely outside its supervision, on Stephens, Yorke 
and Darnley islands. By 1871 several vessels used Darnley Island 
as shelter and had establishments there, and the island was 
referred to as the centre of the beche-de-mer industry in Torres 
Strait.22 The indigenous population on Darnley had dwindled from 
an estimated 400-500 to some 120-130 people.23

Only six years after the commencement of trepanging in Torres 
Strait, a new industry commenced, with the raising of pearl- 
shell. In 1863 William Banner established a beche-de-mer station 
on Tutu (Warrior Island), again operated on the model of Pacific 
trading. This island was home to 43 families, and Banner 
employed 70 South Sea Islanders, mainly from Mare and the 
Sandwich Islands, as well as some Yorke Islanders. The impact of 
culture contact on the Tutu Islanders was swift, expedited by 
intermarriage with the station workforce. Within two years Tutu 
Islanders had parted with most of their ornaments, and 
corrugated iron had replaced their traditional drums. Eventually 
the location of their pearl beds was revealed to one of the 
Tongans employed on the station (Joseph John, sometimes 
referred to as Tongatapu Joe).24 This patch was exhausted in just 
over a year (see Chapter 6 Section 1).

One source ascribes to Banner's arrival on Tutu "the express 
purpose of spending a season exploiting the pearl beds of the 
Torres Strait" and points out that the Julia Percy on which he
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arrived from Sydney was armed with a cannon.25 An eyewitness; 
account by Henry Chester in 1870 makes no reference, however, to» 
such an intention:

During Capt. Banner's absence in Sydney in the beginning of the year the 

station was left in charge of one the Kanakas, a man about 60 years of 

age, who has served in all manner of vessels including H.M.S. "Leopard" 

at the siege of Sebastopol. The Toot men showed him the part of the 

reef from whence they obtained the pearl oyster, and on Captain 

Banner's return at the end of April he found six tons of shell had been 

collected. Thenceforward the Beche de Mer fishery was given up and 
their attention turned to the more cleanly and lucrative trade. 26

From Chester's account it appears as if the discovery of pearl- 
shell was by chance. However, it was already known that some 
Torres Strait Islanders, such as those of Tutu Island, wore' 
crescents of pearl-shell, and pearl-shell was a highly prized! 
commodity.27 It is very likely that Banner chose the island, which; 
had so far been avoided, as his shore station with a view to 
locating the pearl beds which were the source of the traditional! 
ornaments. But, as pearl oysters grow on the leeward side of 
reefs, the beche-de-mer crews, working on sandy bottoms, were 
unlikely to have come across them in their routine diving. It 
required local knowledge to find the actual pearl-shell beds. 
Neither the assumption of an 'express purpose' nor the impression 
of chance discovery, therefore, are an apt description of the 
commencement of pearl-shelling in Torres Strait. The arrival of 
these captains was clearly part of a policy shift by the major 
Sydney-based South Pacific trading companies.28 They arrived 
with considerable experience, and with an open eye for 
opportunity.

Nor were the beche-de-mer stations at the time as independent of 
each other as most historical accounts portray. Edwards had been 
a sandalwooder in the New Hebrides.29 Since 1852 he had managed 
sandalwood stations for James Paddon at Tana and Eromanga 
(where John MacGillivray had worked for him as a sandalwooder 
for a short time) and by 1859 he was a full partner in Paddon's
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New Caledonian ventures.30 The schooner Bluebell which he used 
to set up the Albany Island station was registered in Paddon's 
name. By 1870 he operated the Kate Kearnev which belonged to 
Robert Towns, and collaborated on Darnley Island with Captain 
Fraser whose brig Melanie was also part of the Towns fleet. 
Banner, who arrived on Paddon's Julia Percy, took over the 
Bluebell from Edwards. After Banner's discovery of pearl-shell on 
Warrior Reef, Edwards soon joined the search for new beds.31 
Whether Edwards and Banner were in cooperation or competition 
as share-trading captains, they both worked on behalf of the same 
trading empire.32 Their financial patrons, Towns and Paddon, had 
been in keen competition, with Towns several times following in 
the footsteps of the enterprising Paddon, and adopting the shore 
station system pioneered by Paddon, but by 1864 Paddon was "in 
treaty with Towns".33 In November 1870 five boats were engaged 
in pearl-shelling, all of which can be directly linked to the 
estates of either Towns or Paddon.34 (Illustration 2 traces the 
obscure linkages between the early stations, and with Sydney, in 
detail.)

b) Pacific Trading as a Role Model for Ownership 
Structure

Pacific trading supplied the model for the employment and 
remuneration practices in the industry (about which more will be 
said below) as well as for its financial organisation. In 1856 
Towns began to act as buyer, exporter and financier to share­
trading captains engaged in the collection of sandalwood, beche- 
de-mer and tortoiseshell in the south-west Pacific. He remarked 
that "trading among the Islands will only pay the Man in his own 
small craft".35 These share-trading captains were provided with 
boats and equipment to operate their own vessels on scattered 
stations. While the vessels were being paid off, the financing 
company claimed a half share in the proceeds as well as interest 
on the loan 36
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agreements with financing companies in Sydney such as To^wns, 
Burns (later Burns, Philp & Co), John Bell, or James Merrirrman. 
These share-trading connections are difficult to discover... As 
share-trading captains were able to pay off their debts, the 
ownership of vessels and stations in Torres Strait diversi iified. 
Still, the industry as a whole remained financially dependemit on 
companies active in South Pacific trading. The linkages are 
strongest between the earliest stations.

1860S-1875 - Towns, Paddon
In 1870, only Banner and Edwards were operating, both uujsing 
vessels belonging to Towns and Paddon. Banner died in 111872, 
Paddon in 1861, and the name of Edwards does not appear after 
1870. He had been active in South Pacific trading since at I least 
1856, and it must be presumed that he was of a similar agq«e as 
Banner and Paddon. The younger Towns continued to be involved in 
pearl-shelling through share-trading with his vessels K<( a t e 
Kearnev (Capt. Weils), Australasian Packet (Capt. Hovell), and 
William and Marv (Capt. Parkyns) until at least 1875. Baminer's 
station was continued by Merriman of Sydney.

1875-1880S - Merriman, Bell, Godeffroy
By 1875, the date of the next detailed report about the fishery, 
the names had changed, but not the practices. James Merrimami and 
John Bell, both of Sydney, dominated the fishery, and both 
companies were strongly involved in blackbirding, as was;; the 
company to whom they sold their shell, Godeffroy. Godeffroy' was 
the Pacific trading protege of Bismarck.37 The captain of their 
lugger in Torres Strait, E. Redlich, was the brother of the Ccconsul 
General in Hamburg. Local government officials had also jccoined 
the fishery (see also Section 2c below). There were 17 luggerrrs on 
six island stations, belonging to Merriman (Warrior and Mabuuiag), 
John Bell (Mabuiag), Frank Jardine (Nagir), Charles Bedcdjome 
(Nagir), and Edward Brown (Somerset). Redlich and three ((other 
pearl-shelling captains were not established on any particular 
island.38 Brown had been an official at Thursday Island uujnder 
Jardine's direction until 1873, and had conducted pearl-sheeelling 
on Jardine's behalf. It may be presumed that Brown was;; still
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Jardine's direction until 1873, and had conducted pearl-shelling 
on Jardine's behalf. It may be presumed that Brown was still 
working in association with Jardine. Brown continued to hold 
official functions at the outpost. Jardine also leased part of his 
Nagir Island station to Beddome, who succeeded him as Police 
Magistrate at Somerset. This means that in fact only three 
separate island station fisheries were operating in 1875.

Thereafter the fishery proliferated, yet it was not an
uncoordinated rush into a new industry. Table 1 gives an 
indication of the exponential growth of the fishery during its
first decade, and also shows that after 1877, the trend was for
the number of companies concerned with pearl-shelling to
decrease, and for their size to increase. Illustration 2 shows the 
Torres Strait Islands which are known to have been used as pearl- 
shell or beche-de-mer stations between 1862 (the year when the 
first known beche-de-mer station was established) and 1885 (the 
year when Thursday Island was opened for residential leases to 
attract pearl-shellers in from the islands), i.e. during the 'island 
station’ phase of the industry.

These fishing stations formed a network of co-operation and 
ownership at the centre of which were four large Sydney 
companies. Since reference to linkages between them in the 
primary sources are incidental, this is unlikely to be a complete 
network. It is all the more significant, then, that almost all 
known island stations are linked into this network. For those who 
are familiar with the fishery's history, the most surprising 
linkage was that between Towns and Frank Jardine, since Jardine 
has generally been described as a genuinely independent pearl- 
sheiler. According to T.G. Chapman, who was pearl-shelling from 
Friday Island, Towns had a share-trading agreement with Jardine. 
Chapman’s letter also yields another interesting insight. He 
alleges that Jardine pursued a policy of displacing Melbourne- 
owned vessels from the fishery.39
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Table 1 - Growth of Station Ownership (1870-1880)

Year boats owners average
boats

boats not 
assigned

per
owner

to network 
(lllustr.2)

1870 5 luggers 2 ? 0

1875 17 luggers
40 boats

5 8 0

1877 109 16 6.8 1 8%

1879 May 104 14 7.4 20%

1879 Sept. 88 1 1 8.0 19%

1880 99 1 1 9 6%
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Illustration 2 Chart of Station Networks (1862-1885)

o O

5'S«

p'5o

27

!

Fi
gu

re
s in

 br
ac

ke
ts

 re
fe

r to
 nu

m
be

r o
f b

oa
ts

 ow
ne

d.



This chart indicates the persons in whose names vessels operating out of island
stations were registered, and the greatest number of vessels registered in any
one year, between 1862 and 1885.

Explanation of Linkages;
A Between 1868 and 1870 Banner used the vessels Pakeha and Julia Percy. 

belonging to Towns, and Bluebell (belonging to Paddon) on Warrior Island, the 
first pearl-shelling station in Torres Strait (Chester 1870; Shineberg 
1967:App.1).

B The Warrior Island station was continued after Banner's death in 1872 under the 
name of Merriman. Bain indicates that Banner worked for James Merrimam of 
Sydney. I have not been able to substantiate this claim from the records seen 
(Bain 1982:45; Aplin 1875, de Hoghtonl 880).

C After Paddon's death in 1861, his partner C.Edwards formed a new partnership 
with J. Frazer to establish the first beche-de-mer station in Torres Strait, on 
Albany Island in 1862. Edwards also used the Melanie , used for recruiting in the 
Pacific and for prospecting, and Kate Kearnev. both registered by Towns. This 
station was removed to Darnley in 1865. Other vessels associated with the 
Melanie (Capt. A. McAusland) and Kate Kearney were the Challenge, the 
Western Star (Capt. J. Hastings, 1872), and the Storm Bird ( Hastings, 1875). 
J. Hastings was also an old sandalwooder, who went into the employ of 
Merriman. (Shineberg 1967:various; Moresby 1873; Jardine 1.1.1872, 
20.7.1872; Aplin 1875).

D Frazer, Edward's partner in the Albany station, also skippered the John Bell of 
the Bell fleet. (Aplin 1875).

E In 1877 Merriman & Co. had 21 luggers registered at Thursday Island. Their 
station was at Albany Island, managed by Hastings "a snug fishing station [...] 
one of the most enterprising, and I believe I may add, one of the most successful 
of those who are engaged in the fishery” (Douglas, 8.12.1877 and Heath, 1875 
in Prideaux 1988:146, 159) (Merriman's Warrior Island Station was still 
operating. Ware and Brown, who had 5 vessels registered in 1877, also acted 
for Merriman. In 1873 Ware had bought two impounded vessels on behalf of 
James Merriman (Prideaux 1988:118).)

F In 1875 there were two stations at Mabuiag Island, one owned by Merriman and 
one by John Bell. Merriman's station was managed by Capt. Tucker. The boats 
associated with this station were the Margaret & Jane (Tucker, 1872; 
McAuley, 1875), the Retrieve (Thompson, 1875, who had been Tucker's mate 
on the Margaret & Jane) and the Root Hog or Die (Tucker, 1875). By 1879 the 
Mabuiag Island station was registered in Tucker's name, and by 1880 Tucker had 
moved the station to Goode Island. It was reported that Tucker refused medicine 
to sick employees on the station, and no rations were distributed on Sundays. 
(Aplin 1875; Chester 1877; Moresby 1872; de Hoghton 1880; Chester 
14.11.1881, Col A 326/5118).

G Delaigny had a station at Campbell Island. He was captain of the Active (1869- 
1872), Fanny (18721. and Crishna (l873).The link between Merriman and the 
Campbell Island Station consists of the use of the Crishna and Margaret and Jane
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both used in the labour trade, and the latter belonging to Merriman's Mabuiag 
station (see F). In 1872 nine Rotumah men deserted from Campbell Island due to 
the brutality of the mate Thompson (Margaret and Jane) "who was in the habit 
of compelling them to dive for shell by firing at them with a revolver. They also 
stated that Thompson sunk a canoe full of Mabuiag men who were making their 
escape from the schooner" (Chester). Complaints about Thompson's behaviour 
were also heard from Port Moresby (Lawes, L.M.S. to Aplin, 10.1.1875 in 
Prideaux 1988:140). In 1873 Delaigny's Crishna was placed under arrest for 
kidnapping. In 1874 the Margaret and Jane was impounded for illegally shipping 
Polynesians to Queensland, Captain McAuley and his mate Delaigny were charged 
accordingly. It is unlikely that Delaigny acted on his own behalf. (Chester 1870, 
1872; Prideaux 1988:134).

H In 1873 Delaigny's Campbell Island station was removed to Darnley Island 
(Jardine, 12.1.1873).

I William Walton (Matilda. 1872; Crishna 1873; Ladv Denison. 1875) collaborated 
with Thompson (Enchantress) in manning three boats with Coconut Islanders. 
Thompson lived at Coconut Island and was associated with Merriman. The 
number of boats skippered by Walton within a few years indicates that he was 
also working for a large company during this period. (Moresby 1872; Jardine 
12.2.1873; Aplin 1875; Prideaux 1988:116).

J In 1879 Walton had formed his own company, fishing beche-de-mer with six 
vessels on the Great Barrier Reef, with a station at Bourke Island (Pennefather 
1882).

K John Bell and Co. had a station at Mabuiag Island. It was managed by Owen Owens 
who had a fatal accident in 1875 (Aplin 1875; de Hoghton 1880).

L Joseph Frazer (John Bell) managed a beche-de-mer station at Night Island for 
John Bell of Sydney (Aplin 1875).

M In 1884 there were two pearling stations on Badu, one of them belonging to Bell. 
(Beckett 1987:152; Walker in Mackay 1908:206).

N T. G. Chapman was the first captain in charge of a Melbourne vessel to 
participate in the fishery in 1872. He set up a station on Friday Island but found 
himself harrassed by Jardine's officers. He moved to Mabuiag Island in 1873, 
and was charged in 1874 for infringements of the Kidnapping Act. His vessels 
were Peveril and J.S. Lane. He was still active in 1877, but by 1879 all ten 
boats registered for Mabuiag were in the name of Bell (Prideaux 1988:113, 
123, 134; de Hoghton, 1880).

O In 1871 Douglas Pitt from Jamaica arrived in Torres Strait. He set up a station 
on Murray Island in partnership with James Doyle and J.S. Bruce. Bruce arrived 
at Murray in 1886 and later became the government-appointed schoolteacher 
there. Doyle moved to Mabuiag Island, and in 1903 the D.N.A. received 
complaints from Mabuiag and Saibai Islanders about the conduct of James Doyle, 
J.P. at Mabuiag. It was reported that he had policemen in his pay and imprisoned 
natives without warrants or authority. His recruiting permit was withdrawn in 
1904, although a permit to recruit Torres Strait Islanders was not required at 
that time. Doyle's Mabuiag station was problably taken over from Bell. Doyle had
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bought the Alice Mav. a former Burns Philp vessel. (Pitt in Mackay 11908:212; 
Bleakley,1962:278; Roth and Howard, Annual Reports of the Chief Prcotector of 
Aborigines, Q.V.P. 1904, 1905, 1906; Parsons 1978:29).

P Frank Jardine had a station at Somerset and Nagir Island. It is little kncown that, 
at least for a time, he had a share-trading agreement with Towns.. Charles 
Beddome also had five boats registered at Nagir Island in association with 
Jardine’s station (Chapman letter, 9.9.1873 in Prideaux 1988:1223; Aplin 
1875).

Q Yankee Ned Mosby from Boston worked on the Three Brothers when h<e arrived 
in Torres Strait in 1871. From 1873 to 1876 he was in association witth Jardine 
on Nagir Island. He then settled on Yorke Island to establish a bechie-de-mer 
station with Jack Walker, dealing with Burns Philp & Co. (Mosby im Mackay 
1908:215; Pennefather 1882).

R The Three Brothers (a 90-ton schooner) was also used by Scott and (Craig for 
their Endeavour Strait station, on a small island east of Possession Island, from 
which they ran nine vessels. The schooner was the home of the pearrlers. It is 
unlikely that a small independent station could have afforded such a large ship, 
but its ownership could not be traced (Aplin 1875; Chester 1877; de Hoghton 
1880).

S In 1880 Scott and Henderson ran 4 boats from Prince-of-Wales Island! (Chester 
Q.V.P. 1880:1158).

T A.J. Miller was manager of the Australasian Pearl Company at Prince-of-Wales 
Island. He also had shares in the Queensland Pearl Fishing Company, and! used the 
Wai-Weer station. Captain Miller had previously been employed by the Eastern 
and Australian Maii Company. He was the first Australian pearl-s;heller to 
recruit directly in Japan in 1883 (Sissons 1979:9, 22; Summers ini Mackay 
1 908:78-80).

U In 1877 Wai-Weer was occupied by Lamb and Browne, who had a coimfortable 
station and jetty. In 1879 the Wai-Weer station was in the name of Summers, 
Parbury and Lamb, Moodie, and Munro, who had just amalgamated into one 
company, the Queensland Pearl Fishing Company (Q.P.F.), based in Sydney. They 
also had a station on Possession Island, running 22 vessels altogether (Douglas 
1877; de Hoghton 1880; Summers in Mackay 1908:78).

V In 1879 the Goode Island station was registered for Moodie and Munro, but by 
1880 Moodie and Munroe were part of the Q.P.F., and the Goode Island station 
now appeared in Tucker’s name. It is possible that the Q.P.F. retained a financial 
interest in Goode Island. H. Clark, who worked as a tender from 1882 to 1892 
said that he was first employed by Summers on Wai-Weer, and then "went to 
Goode Island with Mr. Kelly" (de Hoghton, 1880; Clark in Mackay 1908:187).

W From 1877 to 1880 (and perhaps longer) the Friday Island station wa:s 
registered by O'Hagan. A few years later it was occupied by James Clark who 
had been in partnership with Jardine (Chester, Q.V.P., 1877,1879; de Hoghtom, 
1880, Smith, 1985:77).
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At least 80 percent of boats in the fishery at any time during the 
island station phase, can be assigned to this network of 
ownership. In 1877, 109 vessels were registered in the name of 
16 companies, all except two from Sydney. Six of these, 
representing 20 boats, do not appear in the network below.40 In 
May 1879, 104 vessels were registered in the name of 14 
companies. Five of these, representing 21 vessels, are not part of 
the network.41 In September 1879 there were 11 companies, 
owning 88 boats, again all except two were from Sydney. Again, 
the same five owners, representing 17 boats, have not been 
assigned to the network 42

1880s-World War II
Share-trading continued to be a characteristic of the industry, 
although it is more difficult to trace in detail after 1877, 
because official reporting of the fishery shifted from a listing of 
names to quantitative information on exports, labour, and revenue.

Burns Philp & Co. was another South Pacific trading company to 
enter the industry. Their initial involvement at Thursday Island 
was the procurement of Malayan labourers from Singapore, which 
they began the year after their incorporation in 1883.43 In 1886 
they commenced a subsidized monthly service between Thursday 
Island and Port Moresby, made possible by the good offices of 
John Douglas who was then Special Commissioner for British New 
Guinea. Douglas hoped that Burns Philp would establish trading 
stations along the route to encourage copra, beche-de-mer and 
pearl-shell trading. The line proved uneconomical and was 
discontinued in 1888. By this time, Burns Philp had a substantial 
interest in the pearl-shell industry. They owned several luggers 
directly or through share trading agreements, bought the shell, 
and supplied the industry with merchandise. In 1895 they had a 
financial interest in 34 boats and recruited labour for the 
industry in New Guinea, through their trading post at Daru 44

When Burns, Philp & Co. first started business at Thursday Island the 
pearling business was being carried on by fleets of luggers, the 
property of Sydney owners. A number of pearlers had an idea that they
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could do better if they owned their own boats. Burns, Philp & Co. 
assisted them by buying up some of the fleet and re-selling them to the 

men who were working them.45

Burns Philp became the largest pearl-shelling company *at 
Thursday Island, owning a slipway, large premises on tthie 
foreshore, and a jetty built in 1892 at public expense <of 
£40,000.46 In 1901 the company established its London office aimd 
was now able to market pearl-shell directly. In the same year, tthe 
company intensified its involvement in the fishery, adopting tthe 
floating station system. Joseph Mitchell was appointed as 
manager of the Thursday Island branch, where he remained urmtil
1912 as a strong advocate of pearl-shelling within the firm. He 
later became one of the company's directors (1929-1966). iln
1913 Burns Phiip's Wyben fleet (named after the indigenous nairme 
for Thursday Island - waihen) became a subsidiary company 
capitalized at £14,400. Wyben's incorporation constituted a 
partial withdrawal of Burns Philp from the industry, a 
withdrawal which Burns had already suggested in 1908. Wyben 
gradually withdrew from the industry after World War II.47

Another pearling company active during the same period (1890s to 
World War II) was also involved in South Pacific trading. In 19<Qi8, 
eight boats were registered by J.B. Carpenter and Sons, and: a 
further eight by Walter R. Carpenter. W.R, Carpenter managed 
Burns Phiip's Esperance branch, and then joined his father's 
pearling business at Thursday Island in 1897. He returned to Burns 
Philp a few years later. Another Carpenter brother, J.A. Carpenter, 
was also an employee in Burns Phiip's pacific ventures. W.R. 
Carpenter formed his own company in Fiji in 1913, which became 
a rival of Burns Phiip's copra trading activities in the 1920s and 
1930s. Meanwhile J.B. Carpenter and Sons acted as agents for 
Lever Brothers in the copra trade at Thursday Island. Lever 
Brothers remained in the background of the industry. They 
participated financially in the Papuan Industries Limited which 
encouraged native involvement in copra and pearl-shell activities 
(see Chapter 3), and they were also involved, much later, in the 
development of synthetic pearl-shell substitutes.48
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Aplin, Brown and Crawshay, Burns Philp's major competitors in 
coastal trade, were also active in pearl-shelling. Their manager 
at Thursday Island was Fred Morey, who later took over the 
business, which became part of Bowden Pearling Company after 
World War II. (Their assetts were still later acquired by Pearls 
Pty. Ltd. - see Chapter 9. )

Burns Philp remained the major exporter of pearl-shell through 
their London office until the world pearl-shell market shifted to 
New York during World War I (see Chapter 8). The Gerdau Company 
then became the dominant pearl-shell buyer at Thursday Island, 
similarly financing pearl-shellers. The level of financial 
dependence in the twentieth century was quite comparable to that 
of the share-trading captains. Gerdau also fits the groove of 
colonial traders. The company dealt exclusively in colonial 
merchandise such as pepper, sugar, and pearl-shell.

c) The Role of South Sea Islanders in Torres Strait

As island stations were being set up in Queensland's north, crews 
from the south-west Pacific were imported to work on them. The 
Melanie was recruiting in the south-west Pacific throughout the 
1870s to import labour for the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
stations in Torres Strait. "Literally thousands" of Melanesians 
were imported to Torres Strait for work in the pearl-shell 
industry.49 It was part of the recruiting policy of the trading 
companies to import labour rather than employ resident islanders. 
Even in Torres Strait, Torres Strait Islanders from neighbouring 
islands were often employed on the stations in preference to 
those who already lived there. Crews were paid in 'trade', 
receiving the equivalent of 10 Shillings per month and rations 
consisting of sharps (inferior flour), cornmeal, molasses, tea and 
sugar, and sometimes beef.50

With the aid of pearl-shellers, the London Missionary Society 
(L.M.S.) established its first missions in Torres Strait in 1871.
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Their arrival, too, was the result of developments in the Pacifiia 
area. The L.M.S. was having difficulties with the Catholic Churahi 
and the French government in the Loyalty Islands, and decided tto> 
expand into New Guinea. To create strategic ’stepping stones' fcorr 
the Christian advance, some Pacific Island missionary teacherrs; 
and their wives^were deposited on Murray and Dauan Islands.5511 
These Polynesian missionary teachers were largely unsuperviseidi 
by the missionaries, who concentrated their efforts on the Papuaim 
mainland. They had a free reign to interpret the ’civilizimg) 
influence' which they were to emit, a role in which they werre* 
somewhat overzealous. From Mabuiag Island, complaints werre) 
heard about the raids on women made by South Sea Islanders, amdi 
at Murray Island the missionaries established an ''arbitrary amdi 
despotic rule", where even trivial offences such as quarrelling corr 
passing jokes about the missionaries, were punished with severrei 
floggings:

The chief is a heipiess poor fellow, completely under the thumb of the 
missionary teacher, who is supported by a staff of idle loafing South 
Sea Islanders located around the mission station."52

Following complaints about the autocratic rule of South Seal 
Islanders on Murray Island, they were removed and resettled am 
Darniey.

The missionary teachers also formed business alliances wiltfn 
pearl-shellers and were able to withhold or supply local labour itoi 
pearl-shell or beche-de-mer stations. Some of them became! 
partners in pearl-shell and beche-de-mer fishing venturess 
employing indigenous people on the islands outside the ambit <o1f 
the Queensland government:

These islands have hitherto afforded a refuge for discharged South Sea 
Islanders and others, who prefer living on the natives or the 
missionary teachers to working for their livelihood. They usually 
contrive to procure a boat, and induce the natives to work for them; 
but I am unable to state how they are paid, or whether they are paid at 
all, for their labour.53

34



2. INDUSTRY AND POLICY

The government's concern over the treatment of indigenous people 
gave rise to a complex body of protective legislation which 
formalized a ranked hierarchy of ethnic groups. In order to 
understand why different ethnic groups assumed their particular 
position in the industry, it is first necessary to sketch out some 
aspects of the industry which influenced government decision­
making - the special status conceded to Torres Strait Islanders, 
the industry's labour requirements, and its proximity to 
government.

a) The Politics of Miscegenation

Both missionary activity and the marine industry initially relied 
on the importation of Pacific Islanders, so that on some islands 
the European culture contact was mediated by Pacific 
influences.54 The strong presence of South Sea Islanders in 
Torres Strait transformed the lives of local indigenous people and 
eventually helped to heighten the difference between them and 
mainland Aborigines. South Sea Islanders were considered, and 
considered themselves to be, superior to Australian natives. 
Because of missionary and trading activities in the Pacific, they 
had a whole generation of direct experience with the European 
cash economy ahead of the Australian indigenous people - they 
'knew the value of money', i.e. they were already socialized into a 
European work ethic. In Torres Strait, they formed a power elite 
dominating the indigenous people.

Several South Sea Islanders who arrived in Torres Strait as 
pearl-shell industry workers, settled permanently in Torres 
Strait. At Darnley Island in 1908 an estimated 200 out of some 
230 residents were South Sea Islanders and their descendants. 
Some became political leaders, such as the Nona family on Badu 
island.
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Not only South Sea Islanders settled in Torres Strait and 'wemt: 
native'. White beche-de-mer captains, too, formed local dynasties 
by procreation, employing their sons and affines in the industry. 
Edward Mosby, ("Yankee Ned") a whaler from Boston arrived iin 
Torres Strait in 1871 as a seaman and became the partner in a 
pearl-shell venture in 1873. He settled on Yorke Island iin 
partnership with Jack Walker, to run a beche-de-mer station for 
which they leased half the island. Douglas Pitt from Jamaica also 
arrived in 1871 and started a beche-de-mer station on Murraiy 
Island with partners Doyle and Bruce.55 (J.S. Bruce arrived oin 
Murray Island in 1886 and was appointed government teacher by 
Douglas in 1892.56) Jardine made reference to the recent: 
"undesirable addition of two West Indian blacks" who had settled 
on Murray Island and had "already become a terror to the natives 
of the smaller islands" by forcibly taking women and forcing therm 
to work on the station.57 By marrying into the local communities 
such newcomers immersed themselves into relationships of 
reciprocal obligations and could command a labour force for thenr* 
stations. Today's Torres Strait Islanders make frequent reference 
to their recent genealogy:

On Stephen Island we had Morrison, Pearson, and Kennell, a Scotchman, 

and Mosby. They were pearl-seekers and pearl-traders who stayed on 
the islands and lived with the people, and we are the seeds come up.58

In defence against paternalistic rule by the Queensland: 
government, the sexual politics of the beche-de-mer captains amdl 
missionary teachers turned to the advantage of Torres Strait: 
Islanders. They were recognized as an ethnic identity separate 
from mainland Aborigines.

b) Labour Requirements

A differentiated view of ethnic groups was well within the 
interest of the station managers, because the industry developed 
differentiated labour requirements. As early as 1871, diving 
apparatus was introduced into the Torres Strait fishery on an 
experimental basis, which permitted diving to depths of 1 5
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fathoms (27.4 m). By 1874 several luggers had been fitted with 
pumps in order to gain access to more shell as the shallower beds 
accessible to swimming divers became depleted, and in 1877, 63 
out of 109 vessels at Thursday Island were equipped for "dress 
diving".59 (Chapter 6 provides a more detailed discussion of 
resource depletion and technological innovation.)

The introduction of dress diving created a new type of hierarchy 
on the luggers. The entire work-day was organized around the 
single diver who was also the captain of the lugger. A stand-by 
diver, or second diver, was second in command. Next in line was 
the tender, then the cook and deckhands. While the diver was 
precariously submerged, his life depended on the vigilance of the 
tender, and their relationship needed to be one of trust. It became 
the practice, therefore, to recruit divers and tenders from the 
same ethnic background for each lugger. This arrangement gave 
rise to various arguments concerning the relative utility of 
different ethnic groups.

Pearl-shell diving required fewer divers but since productivity 
depended largely on the divers, these had to be better trained and 
more highly motivated, than swimming divers. The labour 
requirement of the pearling industry shifted from a numerous, 
unskilled and casual, towards a skilled and reliable, workforce of 
divers supported by unskilled crew. As far as the indigenous 
workforce was concerned, this shift in labour needs did not 
present itself as a radical departure, because swimming divers 
continued to be employed both for pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
gathering on shallow grounds.

Initially the new diving technique raised the level of production 
sufficiently to afford high wage rates, and white divers were 
employed, and some of the station managers themselves donned 
the diving dress. Pacific Islanders, Maoris, and four or five 
Norfolk Islanders were also employed as divers. They were paid by 
the 100 shell and claimed any pearls found as an additional 
incentive. As shell in the easily accessible locations became
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scarcer it became more difficult and therefore less profitable to 
gather shell.

White divers only worked until they could buy their own boats, or some 
went away to buy farms. They were mostly Scandinavians and other 
foreigners, and there were some good chaps from New South Wales.
They had nothing when they started. I also taught some miners from 
Cloncurry and Croydon to dive [ ... ]. I got men who were hard up, and 
could not get away from here, and they did very well, as a rule.60

Asian divers were introduced from the Philippines and Dutch East 
Indies ("Manillamen" and "Malays"). Filipinos were considered very 
suitable, but the Philippines had their own pearl-shell industry, 
and recruiting was not always satisfactory. Coloured divers and 
tenders were under indenture agreements. Paid at lower rates 
than whites, they were much cheaper to employ. John Bleakiey 
estimated that white divers made no less than £100 and up to 
£250 per year, whereas a Manilla diver may not make £20 per 
annum.61 Elsewhere the annual income of a white diver was 
estimated to have been as high as £400-£500 per annum plus 
windfall profits from pearls. One pearl-sheller employed white 
tenders at a regular wage of £4 per month, whereas coloured 
tenders, mainly Malays, received £3.1 Os per ton.62

After 1876 a few Japanese were recruited from Singapore and 
Hong Kong, and when pearl-shellers started to recruit directly in 
Japan in the 1880s, Japanese became the preferred labour force 
and began to become increasingly dominant, not only numerically 
but hierarchically, appropriating the more responsible roles on 
the luggers as tenders and divers. The phenomenon of Japanese 
predominance will be addressed in Chapter 4. The preponderance 
of Japanese from the 1890s meant also that the great variety of 
nationalities initially employed in the pearl-shell industry, which 
gave Thursday Island the reputation as the "sink of the Pacific", 
gave way to a more clearly ethnically stratified labour force, 
consisting mainly of Japanese, Torres Strait Islanders, and 
Aborigines.63
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It is quite misleading to say, as Gaynor Evans does in a study of 
race relations at Thursday Island, that representatives of every 
ethnic group "were employed in the fisheries as divers, men-in- 
charge and boats' crews, without any distinction", and plainly 
false to assume that employment on boats "presented the 
complete antithesis of occupational stratification along racial 
lines".64 From the 1890s, labour relations ossified into the three 
ethnic groups dealt with in this study. Until World War II, these 
groups remained clearly stratified into occupational niches 
within the industry, and this stratification was popularly 
recognized and institutionally sanctioned.

South Sea Islanders occupied an intermediate position between 
Japanese and Torres Strait Islanders. Papuans were used as a 
supplement to Aboriginal labour, sharing their occupational niche 
with Aborigines; and Malayans were introduced intermittently to 
break the hold of Japanese on the diving positions. These 
practices did not amount to a breakdown in the pattern of ethnic 
stratification, they underpinned it. One of the Burns Philp 
managers expressed this policy quite candidly:

it would be very bad policy to man all boats by Japs as we then have no 

foil to play against them: by all means keep two or three crack Manilla 

men even if they do not pay us as well as the Jap hirers. It was only by 
putting a Manilla-man into the Cissv and threatening to do likewise with 

other boats that I induced the Japs to accept my improved hiring 
agreement of January, 1897.65

In 1886 there were some 34 white divers in Torres Strait (the 
fleet consisted of some 200 boats). After a boom in 1891/92, 
pearl-shell prices fell sharply and the white divers drifted out of 
the industry. In 1897, only seven were left of a total of 272 
divers licensed in that year. The reasons given for the departure 
of white divers were the dangers of diving, their intemperance, 
discontent with the arduous and monotonous work, the declining 
profitability of diving due to scarcity of shell, and lastly, the 
competition from cheaper alien labour.66
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The departure of white divers from the industry, and ttheir 
eventual replacement with indentured Japanese, marks a step in 
the shift to mass production. Island stations, based on the 
personal authority of station managers over a pool of unskilled 
coloured labour, were replaced by fleets with a more clearly 
defined hierarchy of functional differentiation. This functional 
differentiation coincided with ethnic boundaries. Aborigines, 
Torres Strait Islanders, and New Guineans were rarely recruited 
as dress divers, and only used for swimming diving, until after 
World War II. The introduction of Asian dress divers meant that 
the native labour already employed did not progress to positions 
of responsibility in the industry.

Before entering further into a discussion of the policy framework 
which supported this racially segmented labour market, it is 
useful to consider how closely government interacted with the 
industry.

c) Pearl-Shellers' Access to Government

In the sparsely settled far north, the distinction between 
government officers and business people was obscured. Many 
offices at Thursday Island were only fractional appointments 
with minor emoluments (the first postmaster received £24 per 
annum67). Frequently local pearl-shellers were entrusted with 
such offices as shipping master or pearl-shell inspector, or 
officers stationed at Thursday Island developed a personal 
interest in pearl-shelling. Legal and industrial disputes were also 
settled by the pearl-shellers. According to a report in 1897, it 
was "next to impossible to find on Thursday Island justices who 
are not more or less directly interested in pearl-shelling."68

Between 1868 and 1885, the northern outpost (which was shifted 
from Albany Island to Somerset to Thursday Island) had three 
police magistrates (government residents) of any permanency, all 
of whom took up pearl-shelling. Henry Chester, while waiting for 
a passage south after leaving his position as police magistrate in
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1870, tried his luck at trading for pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
with Badu Islanders and employed 15 Prince-of Wales Islanders to 
dive for pearl-shell. Frank Jardine, the police magistrate at 
Somerset, commenced in 1872 to use government vessels for 
private pearl-shelling until his practice came to the notice of the 
Colonial Secretary in 1873. Jardine resigned before the matter 
was pursued, and continued his station first on Nagir Island and 
then at Somerset. He also continued to serve as Justice of the 
Peace.69 Charles E. Beddome, who had two brief appointments as 
government resident on Thursday Island (1873-74, 1877) ran five 
boats on Nagir Island in 1875.

Several of Jardine's official staff, who had been employed for 
pearl-shelling, became pearl-shellers in their own right. E.L. 
Brown was employed in pearl-shelling by Jardine while drawing 
entitlements as sergeant of water police (£104), government 
storekeeper (£20) coxwain (£20) and policeman (£208) in 1873. In 
1875, a lugger was registered in his name. In 1877 he signed a 
pearl-shellers' petition, and in the following year he was 
appointed as postmaster. He later became a Torres Strait Pilot 
and a storekeeper on Thursday Island.70 Captain C. Pennefather, 
who inspected Torres Strait as Lieutenant-Commander on the 
government schooner Pearl, enforcing compliance with protective 
legislation, had up to four apparatus boats registered in his name 
(one of them the Crinoline), and Pennefather also signed a petition 
with other pearl-shellers in 1877 requesting concessions for the 
industry. Captain Wilkie, another of Jardine's staff since 1873, 
became a Torres Strait Pilot in 1877, and was subsequently 
appointed as shipping master. He was still pearl-shelling in 1882. 
Edward Hamon, the pearl-shell inspector, also had a pearl­
shelling station on Darnley Island.71

It is not surprising, therefore, that the advice received by the 
Queensland government from its officials at Thursday Island 
normally closely mirrored the demands of the pearl-shellers. In 
1885 John Douglas, the former Premier of Queensland, who had 
been instrumental in establishing the northern outpost, became 
government resident at Thursday Island. He stayed in office until
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1904 and exerted considerable influence over policy decisions 
affecting the industry. He was not directly involved in pearl­
shelling, but was a strong champion of the industry's views, since 
the outpost depended solely on the fishery. He actively encouraged 
the pearl-shellers of the island stations to settle on Thursday 
Island, which now became the headquarters of the industry:

Within a few years many pearling companies gravitated in from the 

various island bases. Names synonymous with T.l. history began to 

appear - Jim Clark (the Pearl King), Reg Hockings (Wanetta Co.), 

Tommy Farquhar from New Zealand, W.R. Carpenter, Paddy Doyie, Fred 
Morey, Jack Cowling, E.J. Hennessey, Cleveland and Vigden.72

Douglas advocated a system of local government to administer the 
Pearl-shell and Beche-de-Mer fishery, which would formalize the 
political muscle of pearl-shellers:

I have always thought it desirable to have some form of self- 

government amongst the shellers themselves - that they should arrange 
matters in the form of regulations, after due deliberation amongst 

themselves, in the same way that the divisional boards do. [...] The 
shellers might easily form amongst themselves an advising committee, 
and their recommendation would go a long way towards the adopting of 

them. [...] I do not see why they should not be able to frame by-laws 

with power to enforce them. It is conceivable that a system applicable 

on land might be applied to an industry afloat.
The franchise would be restricted to pearl-shellers holding boat 
licences.

I hardly think the fact that a man is employed would entitle him. I 

should imagine, if any attempt was made to apply the principle, the 
licensees would be the constituency.73

The scheme did not have the support of pearl-shellers, who were 
divided between shore station owners and floating station owners 
(see also Chapter 6 Section 3c) but pearl-shellers continued to be 
the dominant force in local politics. The last mayor of Thursday 
Island, Jack Dunwoodie, was manager for Bowden's pearling 
company.
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The large companies were vast commercial empires in 
themselves, with direct access to government, such as Aplin 
Brown and Crawshay, and Burns Philp, the two giants of coastal 
trade. Aplin and Brown became members of Queensland's 
legislative assembly, and Robert Philp, who entered State politics 
in 1886, became Premier (1899-1903). He fiercely defended the 
industry's continued access to cheap indentured labour.74

3. THE ROLE OF POLICY IN LABOUR MARKET SEGMENTATION

It was largely due to the excesses and abuses in the marine 
industry that increasingly paternalistic protective legislation 
was passed in Queensland. From extracts of official reports it 
will be seen that the government's management of various ethnic 
groups was guided by the Darwinian doctrine of a unilinear map of 
social evolution. Social Darwinism refers to the hierarchical 
ranking of races on the basis of aggregate biological differences. 
Relative superiority was measured in terms of proximity to 
Western civilization on a range of biological and social 
indicators. These indicators were, most importantly, sedentarism 
and agriculturalism but also characteristics such as single-deity 
spiritualism, clothing, monogamous marriage and mode of conflict 
resolution. The degree of protection required was measured 
against the position of an ethnic group on this "race ladder".

Different sets of rules governing different ethnic groups 
magnified cultural differences as criteria of employability. 
Moreover, by placing a check on the recruitment and employment 
of labour, protective policies not only restricted the liberty of 
employers, but of employees as well. And since it embedded 
Social Darwinist principles, legislation was most stringent in 
regard to those who occupied the lowest rungs on the evolutionary 
ladder in the European consciousness. Aborigines were left little 
incentive to participate in the industry. Not surprisingly, they 
were found to be generally unreliable and often unwilling 
workers. Racist notions became a self-fulfilling prophecy, and
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race relations became empirically indistinguishable from class 
relations.75

a) Marking Differences - The Case of South Sea Islanders

The first ethnic group to become the subject of specific 
protective legislation were South Sea Islanders. As a result of 
humanist protests in Britain against abuses in the labour trade, 
the British imperial government passed the Pacific Islanders 
Protection Act (Kidnapping Act) in 1872. At the same time 
Queensland's jurisdiction was extended to cover all islands 60 
miles from Cape York, to permit the colonial government to 
regulate the pearl-shell industry. Those islanders north of 10th 
degree latitude were considered natives under the Kidnapping Act 
("not under the influence of any civilized power").76

The pearl-shell and beche-de-mer fishery was strongly involved 
in the labour trade. An inspection by Captain Moresby in 1871 
revealed that on one boat South Sea Islanders had been working 
for six years, just for clothing and tobacco, and only 9 out of 20 
were on the ship’s articles:

imported native divers were detained there [on Torres Strait fishing 
stations] beyond their stipulated period of service, and so ill-fed as to 
be driven to make raids on the supplies of the native inhabitants.77

The labour shortage caused by the gold-rushes heightened 
competition for men, and slave markets developed, as close to 
home as the Aru Islands of New Guinea.

The 1872 Kidnapping Act drew the first significant legislative 
distinction between Pacific Islanders and Queensland natives. The 
Kidnapping Act only required that recruiting vessels be specially 
licensed and that a bond be entered for the licence in order to 
prevent 'the decoying of Pacific Islanders without their consent'. 
It did not specify the form of that consent. The legislation was 
vague and did not put an end to abuses, and inspectors found it
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difficult to pin charges. However, several convictions were made 
and some vessels impounded. Steve Mullins suggests that as a 
result employers became somewhat wary of employing South Sea 
Islanders and more recourse was taken to local labour.78 That may 
be so, but the Act initially made no provision to employ South Sea 
Islanders at sea except as crew of the vessel, so that pearl- 
shellers were effectively barred from recruiting South Sea 
Islanders as well as eastern Torres Strait Islanders. In 1875 the 
act was amended to permit such employment.

In 1879 Queensland's border was extended over the whole of 
Torres Strait (see Illustration 1), so that the fishery, including 
the beche-de-mer stations on the eastern islands, could be 
regulated. Thomas de Hoghton conducted a tour of inspection of 
the fishery in 1879 on the Beagle. He gave a favourable review of 
the industry, suggesting that apart from the South Sea Islanders 
dominating the eastern islands, the industry did not require 
supervision. Regarding the labour trade, he argued that 'green 
hands' were not found as desirable in the industry as experienced 
seamen.79 Most were engaged in Sydney and were already 
experienced in seafaring. It is useful to remember that Thursday 
Island officials, who supplied such information, were themselves 
engaged in the fishery at this time. At Thursday Island more 
concern was expressed about the indolence of South Sea Islanders 
than about their oppression.80 They organized their first labour 
strike in 1872, and in 1877 Chester reported that there was "still 
a tendency on the part of the South Sea Islanders to combine to 
refuse duty."81

Pearl-shellers used this 'high state of civilization' of South Sea 
Islanders as a bargaining tool to lobby against restrictive 
legislation. They sought to reserve pools of cheap labour by 
emphasizing distinctions between ethnic groups. A blunt 
statement, made by a Departmental Commission in 1897, reveals 
the place which South Sea Islanders occupied on the conceptual 
map of race hierarchies:
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It is not considered desirable to perpetuate the differentiation between 
Polynesians employed in pearl-shelling and other nationalities besides 
"native labourers". Polynesians have hitherto formed the intermediate 
class between the two extremes of intelligent aliens and dense-headed 
Binghis.82

This view allowed for upward mobility for South Sea Islanders, sto 
that they could be used to displace Asians at a time whein 
Japanese were becoming a well-organized labour force with wag<e 
bargaining power, while at the same time creating a niche fo>r 
Aborigines to take up the lowest positions in the industry.

Queensland's Pacific Islanders Protection Act of 1880 paid mucih 
greater attention to detail than the Kidnapping Act and offered 
more protection by specifying what medical attention, provisions, 
and space were to be provided on the transporting vessels. 
However, it again specifically excluded Pacific Island labourers 
imported for the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer fisheries. Soutlh 
Sea Islanders in the fishery were therefore not subject t(0 
restrictive regulation. Pearl-shellers had successfully defended 
the fishery from the first legislative infringements.

A further piece of legislation (the Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer 
Fisheries bill) was about to be introduced, it was not aimed 
primarily at the protection of labour but at authorizing thie 
Queensland government to regulate the industry and obtain somie 
revenue from it through licensing of boats and divers. For thiis 
purpose, it required that all labour be signed on in Queensland 
under written agreements. Again, pearl-shellers insisted on a 
distinction between ethnic groups. They argued that it wais 
unnecessary to protect the interests of South Sea Islanders b>y 
signing them on in Queensland because:

the class of Polynesian labourers so employed in the Fisheries are 
mostly seamen who have served in the trade for many years, and who 
being in a high state of civilization are thoroughly acquainted with, and 
accustomed to, and satisfied with the conditions of their service [...].
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Moreover, the services rendered by them [are] in most cases [...] of a 
skilled and peculiar nature, for which they are specially adapted [...].83

This kind of argument - the identification of skills attributed to 
racial groups - characterized employment strategies in the 
industry. Expressions of relativity such as 'high state of 
civilization', 'advanced several stages in mental evolution' and 
'quite as intelligent' had great currency at the level of policy 
advice.

b) The Distinction between Torres Strait Islanders and 
Mainland Aborigines

The position of Torres Strait Islanders on the scale of races was 
the subject of much consideration. Torres Strait Islanders were 
of Melanesian origin and experienced a significant cultural and 
social infiltration from the Pacific Islands as a result of both 
missionary penetration and the activities of the pearl-shell 
industry. Particularly the villagers of the eastern Torres Strait 
islands, i.e. of Murray, Darnley, Stephens and also Tutu islands, 
had earned a certain respect from the colonizers as a result of a 
series of attacks on European ships.84 On several of the Torres 
Strait islands, particularly the volcanic islands, gardens were 
maintained and as a result of their recognizably sedentary and 
agricultural lifestyle, combined with a warrior-like reputation, 
Torres Strait Islanders took a higher place than their Aboriginal 
and Papuan neighbours on the 'evolutionary scale':

these people are strongly differentiated from our own mainland 
aborigines on the one hand and from the Papuans of New Guinea on the 
other, and, while in some respects approximating to some islanders of 
the South Seas, they still retain a marked ethnic individuality of their 
own. [...] As contrasted with our mainland aborigines they present a 
type of humanity advanced several stages in mental evolution beyond 
that reached by their continental cousins, as is evidenced by their habit 
of living in houses in settled communities, of cultivating the soil, and by
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their skill in agriculture, in the construction and navigation of canoes,
and by the use of bow and arrow [.... ] It is not necessary to say more
to show the difference between the two races and to make clear the 
fact that different methods of management are requisite in dealing with 
them.85

Torres Strait culture was more comprehensible to Europeans, andf 
therefore more highly respected than that of Aborigines.. 
Beginning with the earliest accounts, the difference betweem 
mainland Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders had beem 
expressed in terms of relative superiority:

In their intellectual qualities and dispositions [the Aborigines] were still 
further removed from the islanders, and much below those of Murray 
and Darnley Islands. Houseless and homeless, without gardens, or any 
kind of cultivation, destitute of the cocoa-nut, the bamboo, the 
piaintain, and the yam, as of almost all useful vegetables, they pass 
their lives either in the search for food, or in listless indolence.86

Australian Aborigines together with Papuans were assigned the 
lowest position on this evolutionary scale, distinctly belovw 
Torres Strait Islanders, some of whom had gardens and villages.. 
Torres Strait Islanders were more akin to Melanesians who "could 
be taught to settle down and cultivate the soii". Under the 
influence of missionary and trading contacts, Torres Strait 
Islanders moved closer towards the latter group in terms of theiir 
'evolutionary ranking', but other factors intervened in the 
translation of this 'rise' from Darwinist ideology into employment 
praxis. (See Chapter 3 regarding the state's role in creating 
conditions of internal colonialism.)

Labour market segmentation closely mirrored this hierarchical! 
classification of races. Aborigines were employed mostly fo»r 
beche-de-mer fishing and curing, i.e. as swimming divers and on 
shore stations. They earned 10 to 12 Shillings per month, and 
were engaged for twelve months.87 Torres Strait Islanders were 
employed as deckhands and swimming divers on pearling luggers
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and paid at a higher rate than Aborigines and Papua New 
Guineans.88

Papuans were recruited as crew on pearling luggers but did not 
enter into the career structure. They were under separate 
protection regulations, and an 1889 ordinance limited the 
recruitment of Papuans.89 Pearl-shellers testified that "New 
Guinea natives don't have the heart to be good divers"90. Even 
after twenty years of participation, "their sorcery beliefs agitate 
against them being good divers, if one man was knocked out, they 
would all knock off".91 Still, for several years, the largest 
pearling company, Burns Philp, relied entirely on Papua New 
Guineans as crew and on Japanese as divers, tenders and cooks.92 
Because they were far away from home, they were less likely 
than Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders to abscond, so that 
they were considered more reliable. Torres Strait Islanders, 
moreover, had 'an inflated idea of their own value' since they had 
their own luggers.93 The Papua New Guineans were recruited from 
the coastal areas of Mawatta in the Western Division, between 
the Binaturi and Bamu Rivers. It cost 2 Shillings to sign them on 
and 2 Shillings to take them outside of the Possession. They were 
engaged and paid off in Daru by the shipping inspector and were 
paid £1 per month plus clothing and tobacco.94 The protector of 
Aborigines at Thursday Island pointed out that they contributed 
neither to the local economy nor to government revenue, because 
they did not spend any part of their wages in Queensland, much of 
their food was imported from New Guinea, and they were not 
signed on here.95 The protector therefore made a strong case for 
the employment of Australian indigenes. The involvement of 
Papuans will not be treated at length. It is sufficient to examine 
the position of Aborigines, Torres Strait Islanders and Japanese 
to discover the mechanisms by which local indigenous labour was 
marginalized in the industry. In order to understand the 
performance of different ethnic groups, it is necessary to see 
how they were affected by rules governing their employment, and 
to grasp the way in which they accommodated lugger work into 
their lifestyles. This wiil be done by the use of oral history.
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c) Formalizing Differences: Protective Legislation

The 1881 Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer Fisheries Act required 
that both Polynesians and native labourers were employed under 
written agreements, but in 1884 regulations for Australian 
indigenous people were tightened. A Native Labourers' Protectiion 
Act was passed exclusively for the purpose of protecting nativ/es 
of Australia and New Guinea employed in the marine industries.. It 
required native labourers to be signed on and paid off before tthe 
shipping master, and to be returned home after a maximum term 
of twelve months. Torres Strait Islanders, Aborigines and Papuans 
were now clearly more restricted in their employment than Soiuth 
Sea Islanders. Aborigines particularly resented being taken far 
away from home, to Thursday Island or Cooktown, to be signed on 
and off according to the new legislation.

In 1897 the Queensland government passed the Aboriginals 
Protection and Prevention of the Sale of Opium Act. It officially 
represented the assumption of state responsibility for a "dying 
race".96 The Act was concerned with the prohibition of opium and 
alcohol, and especially with the setting up of indigenous reserves. 
It provided for the creation of districts supervised by Protectors 
of Aborigines, and required permits to be obtained from ithe 
protector to permit the employment of Aborigines. It practically 
declared all Aborigines of Queensland wards of the state.

The 1897 Act was based on the recommendations of Archibald 
Meston who had prepared a report as Special Commissionier, 
suggesting three radical measures: the abolition of the Native 
Police, the prohibition of employment of indigenous people in the 
beche-de-mer industry, and the segregation of all non-employed 
Aborigines in large central reserves.97 Upon the submission of 
Meston's controversial report, the Commissioner of Police, W. 
Parry-Okeden made a hasty tour of the north and relied largely on 
the advice of local government officers to recommend a mediation 
of Meston's proposals.98 Both reports made extensive reference to 
abuses of native labour in the pearl-shell and particularly in the

50



beche-de-mer industry. It was intended to place further 
restrictions on the employment of indigenous people in the 
fishing industry, but the officials concerned with the pearl-shell 
industry quickly moved to protect the pearl-shellers' access to 
labour by emphasizing the distinction between mainland 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. A departmental 
commission on the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer industry argued 
that

Murray Islanders and the natives of other Straits islands need no 
inclusion among the "native labourers" specially safeguarded by law.
They are quite as intelligent as Polynesians, and fully understand the 
nature of a shipping agreement."

When the Act was introduced, it did not make specific reference 
to native employment in the fishing industries - a further victory 
for the pearl-shellers. In Western Australia the employment of 
women on pearl-shell and beche-de-mer vessels was prohibited 
under the Pearl-Shell Fisheries Act of 1871. In Queensland this 
prohibition had not yet been enshrined in law, although the 
shipping master at Thursday Island refused to sign on women and 
children. When Waiter Roth was appointed as Northern Protector 
of Aborigines, he fully confirmed the earlier reports by Meston 
and Parry-Okeden about malpractices in the fishery. A 1901 
amendment to the Protection Act was passed with a view to 
better protection of indigenous people in the pearl-shell industry. 
It stipulated a minimum monthly wage of 10 Shillings for 
Aborigines employed on a vessel and 5 Shillings for those 
employed elsewhere. It prohibited the employment of women and 
children on boats, and Aborigines were no longer allowed to leave 
the territorial waters of Queensland, so that they were not 
permitted to be taken on beche-de-mer cruises to the barrier 
reef. It also required a written permission from the protector to 
visit Aboriginal camps, in order to check Japanese recruiting at 
unsupervised camps along the coast. These Protection Acts placed 
considerable limitations on Aboriginal participation in the marine 
industry. They were no longer at liberty to negotiate the terms of 
their employment.
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Torres Strait Islanders were exempted from the Protection Act. 
Their exemption was due largely to the influence of John Douglas, 
the government resident at Thursday Island (1885-1904). Douglas 
insisted on the superior qualities of Torres Strait Islanders, and 
Chief Protector Roth endorsed this view: Torres Strait Islanders 
were "of a somewhat superior race to mainland natives, and 
better able to look after themselves". Roth also feared that a 
large increase in office work "would result if the Act were put 
into operation with reference to them."100

Only after the death of Douglas in 1904 were Torres Strait 
Islanders gradually drawn under the Act, but a distinction 
between Torres Strait Islanders and Aborigines was maintained! 
by departmental policy. When the local protector began to take» 
charge of the earnings of Torres Strait Islanders, the departments 
acquired a direct interest in maintaining a minimum wage rate,, 
particularly since indigenous labour was much sought after. Ins 
1904 a minimum wage was set at 2 Shillings and 6 Pence per 
week for Torres Strait Islanders, and in 1907 this minimum wage» 
had reached 11 Shillings (12 Shillings for experienced hands), lit 
was not until 1914 that a state-wide graduated minimum wage 
was introduced for all indigenous people. In 1919 the minimumi 
wage for Torres Strait Islanders in the marine industry was from 
£3 to £4.10s per month, whereas wages for Aborigines started att 
£1.10s.

The differences between Torres Strait Islanders and Aborigines 
were indeed significant - but so were differences between 
mainland groups. In this instance, however, it suited the industry/ 
to draw a distinction clearly. The difference between mainland 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders became magnified by/ 
different management policies, and was finally embedded in law/ 
in 1939.101 When introducing two separate bills for the 
administration of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, the 
Minister for Health and Home Affairs addressed the cruciail 
difference between them - Torres Strait Islanders had not been 
displaced from their land:
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We propose to deal with the Torres Strait islanders under an entirely 
separate Act because they have proved that they are capable of doing a 
great deal for themselves and do not need the strict control that is 
exercised over the mainland aboriginals. [...] I have been requested by 
the islanders to have them taken from the jurisdiction of the protectors 
under the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium 
Act, as they object to being regarded as aboriginals. There are social 
grades even there, the islander regarding himself as being superior to 
the mainland aboriginal. The question whether our mainland aboriginal 
would not have done as well as the islander if he had been given the 
same opportunity is a matter of opinion, but the islander has had 
greater advantages than the mainland aboriginal, inasmuch as his 
territory has been preserved to him. All of those islands are reserves 
upon which no white man can trespass without the permission of the 
protector of aboriginals, and, consequently, the islander has had his 
garden and fishing left to him, while the mainlander has had his natural 
means of living taken from him.102

With the introduction of the 1897 protection act, and the 
exemption of Torres Strait Islanders from its provisions, clear 
distinctions were now drawn between South Sea Islanders, Torres 
Strait Islanders, and mainland Aborigines. Their employment was 
governed by different sets of restrictions.

4. ABORIGINES IN THE PEARL-SHELL INDUSTRY 

a) Overview

It is difficult to assess the number of Aborigines employed in the 
pearl-shell and beche-de-mer industry. Estimates at various 
times either did not distinguish between them and Torres Strait 
Islanders, or referred to all work permits issued irrespective of 
type of employment, or referred only to the beche-de-mer 
industry; and only those legally signed on appeared in the returns. 
For 1898, Chief Protector Roth estimated that 300 Aborigines 
were employed all told, but the government resident's report
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indicated that 300 were signed on to articles at Thursday Islandj 
alone, just for the beche-de-mer industry, so that the figures 
would be much greater when those on pearl-shell boats, thoses 
signed on in Cooktown, and those casually employed, were takenn 
into consideration.103 In 1902 some 580 Aborigines were signedd 
on for the industry in Cooktown and Thursday Island.104 For 19083, 
141 Aborigines were signed on officially in the beche-de-merr 
industry at Cooktown and Thursday Island105 and in 1915, 5377 
Aborigines were in the beche-de-mer and trochus industry.106 Inn 
1916, 699 Aborigines were engaged by the Thursday Islancd 
fleets. The indications are that from 1902 to 1916 at least, moree 
than 500 mainland Aborigines officially participated in thee 
fishery. There was, at any rate, considerable pressure on thee 
coastal Aborigines on Cape York to participate in the industry.

Some Aboriginal groups responded to the onslaught of the industryy 
by habitually hiding women and children at the approach oof 
strangers (e.g. those at Albatross Bay (now Weipa)107) whilee 
others were more receptive to the commodities that could bee 
obtained from intercourse with whites and hired out youncg 
members of the group to beche-de-mer captains, to be engaged oor 
for prostitution. Meston observed that the Mapoon residents weree 
polygamous and it has been suggested that old male Aboriginess 
welcomed the chance to send their younger competitors away on ca 
lugger.108

Aborigines were mostly engaged in the beche-de-mer fishery, ca 
low technology, labour intensive activity. Beche-de-mer waas 
gathered from reefs by swimming diving or 'dry picking' (wadincg 
at low tide), and the fish had to be gutted and smoke-cured thee 
same day. This was done on islands on the reef, where itinerant 
trepang camps were set up. The beche-de-mer fishery was moree 
decentralized than pearl-shelling, and more difficult to supervises. 
After 1912 trochus shell collecting became part of the pearli- 
shelling industry. Like beche-de-mer, trochus were gathered biy 
swimming diving and wading, and occurred on the reefs as faar 
south as Mackay. Aborigines were also recruited for this part oof 
the industry.
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There are ample descriptions of outrages in the early government 
reports from Thursday Island and Cooktown. Women and even six- 
year old children were set to work. Teenagers were preferred 
because they were more manageable and in some instances a 
minor slave traffic developed.109 In 1884 about half of the 500 
men and boys employed in the beche-de-mer fishery on Murray, 
Darnley and Yorke Islands, were mainland Aborigines, many of 
them had been kidnapped.110 Professional recruiters earned up to 
£4 a head111 and Aborigines were often marooned on distant 
islands, to perish or to sign on again.

The Commissioner of Police gave the following impression of 
recruiting in 1897: Beche-de-mer captains recruited from 
Aboriginal camps by distributing flour, tobacco, sugar, tea, calico 
or alcohol to the elders of a camp.112 Women and men were then 
boarded and deposited at some island, while the ship returned to 
Thursday Island with only a few males to be properly signed on. 
These had to be signed off again and paid at Thursday Island. All 
of the recruits were then taken further into the Great Barrier 
Reef, the Eastern Fields or the Great North-East channel where a 
headquarters with a smokehouse was established. The men were 
sent with dinghies to a sandbank while the women were employed 
on the station and used as entertainment by the captain, his mate 
and the cook. Being stranded on an island or sandbank, Aborigines 
often made desperate attempts to return to their homes after 
working for a while. Many employers were killed in such escape 
attempts (between 25 and 30 non-Aborigines were killed by 
Aborigines in the 1870s, and from 39 to 45 during the 1880s113), 
and many more Aborigines perished because they were unable to 
command the ship.114

The reports in the 1890s of the treatment of Aborigines in the 
marine industry helped to bring about a shift in policy towards 
Aborigines. Until the turn of the century protective measures to 
ameliorate the exploitation of Aborigines lacked enforcement 
mechanisms. Douglas had already prohibited the employment of 
Aboriginal women and children at Thursday Island, and required
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all Aborigines to be 'passed' by the officer in charge of police, 
still the practices described were fairly widespread. The 
appointment of Walter Roth as Northern Protector and local 
protectors in each district under the 1897 legislation, placed a 
considerable check on such abuses, although some beche-de-mer 
stations 'escaped the protector's vigilance' by shifting from shore 
camps to islands off the coast.115

The Aborigines on the Cape were not yet organized on missions 
and reserves. In the 1870s and 1880s the Queensland government 
had called on the churches to 'educate the young and protect the 
old' Aborigines, without committing funds to their efforts, and 
had generally confined its efforts to declaring 'reserves' (which 
meant that the land could not be leased and recruiting could be 
nominally prohibited) and setting up ration depots in the settled 
areas. The establishment of missions depended on individual 
initiatives such as that of two missionaries at Somerset in 
1867/68.116 The evangelizing efforts became more organized 
under the umbrella of churches in the mid-1880s. The German 
Lutherans were expanding into New Guinea and set up three 
missions in Queensland, one at Bowen and two on the Cape in 
1886. Cape Bedford (Hope Valley) and Bloomfield were the first 
missions on the Cape. The Moravian/Presbyterian church soon 
followed with an advance along the west coast of the Cape, where 
Mapoon was established in 1891, Weipa in 1896, and Aurukun in 
1904.117 (See Illustration 3.)

Missions were notoriously short of funds.118 They were on poor 
soil, and government grants of up to £250 per annum paid only for 
rice and flour at Mapoon, whereas Cape Bedford and Bloomfield 
received no government assistance for several years. The 
missionaries' attitude towards wage labour on boats was 
ambivalent. On the one hand, any cash income for the mission was 
a welcome, and sometimes necessary, contribution, on the other 
hand, abuses at sea were difficult to check. Yet again, it was 
thought preferable that recruiting took place where it could be 
supervised.119
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Illustration 3 - Cape York Peninsula - Aboriginal
Missions and Reserves

Cape York (1923)
Started as a spontaneous settlement ot Seven Rivers 
and Red Island natives at Small Rivers (Cowal Creek) 

in 1915. This became an Anglican Mission in 1923. In 
1938 Cowal Creek became a government settlement 

with a store. In 1948/49 several Saibai island 
families (about 300 people, almost hall the 

population) moved lo Muttee Head (Bamaga) because 
ol beach erosion on Saibai due to a tidal wave. Cape 

York Settlement now comprises Bamaga, Cowal 
Creek (Injlnoo), Umagico, New Mapoon, and Seisia.

Mapoon(1891)
The lirst mission on the west 

coast of the Cape 
(Moravian/Presbyterian), 

from 1891 until 1963, when it 
was moved to Bamaga (New 

Mapoon) due to aluminium 
mining. Returned to 
Aborigines in 1989.

Wei pa (1896) 
Moravian/Presbyterian 

mission from 1896 lo 1966. 
Rich bauxite deposits were 

discovered and the settlement 
was displaced lo a smaller 

area, Weipa South, now called 
Napranum.

Archer River (1904) 
Moravian/Presbyterian 

mission Irom 1904 until 1978, 
when it became a local 

authority,Aurukun, stretching 
Irom Weipa lo Ihe Holroyd

St. Paul's (1904)
In 1904 a reserve was 

declared on Moa for South 
Sea Islanders who were 

exempt Irom deportation 
under the Immigration 

Restriction Act. This became 
an Anglican mission in 1908, 

and a Theological College was 
established.

Hammond Island (1930) 
The northern end ol Hammond 
was gazetted as a reserve in 

1881. Foxton, Roth and 
Parry-Okeden were 

appointed as trustees in 
1900. Became a Roman 

Catholic mission ca. 1930. 
Evacuated to Cooyar during 

World War II and re­
established alter the war. 

Since 1987 an Islander 
community under deed of 

grant in trust.

(THURSDAY ISLAND 
Capo York

^ ^ Newcastle Bay

Somerset
Two Church ol England 

missionaries made an abortive 
attempt to set up a mission in 

1867-68.

Lockhart River (1924) 
Anglican mission operated 

from 1924 to 1967. Now an 
Aboriginal community.

River. Cape

Edward River (1931) 
Anglican mission from ca. 1931 

to 1967, now an Aboriginal 
community with a crocodile 

farm and cattle station, called 
Pormpuraaw.

Mitchell River (1903)
A reserve was declared and 
closed to recruiting in 1903, 

shortly afterwards an 
Anglican mission commenced 

at Topsy Creek, called 
Taibanam. In 1915 the mission 

was shifted to Magnificent 
River and referred to as 

Kowanyama. Since 1967 an 
Aboriginal community.

Cape Bedford (1886) 
Lutheran mission, originally 
composing Cape Bedford, 

Hope Valley, and Elim 
settlements, from 1886 to 

1942 when it was evacuated 
to Woorabinda. Resettled in 

1950 further inland, at 8 Mile 
military base, now called 

Hopevale Aboriginal 
community.

Cape Flattery

Cape Bedford 

COOKTOWN

Cape Tribulation

Bloomfield (1886) 
Lutheran mission from 1886 

to 1902. Became a 
government settlement in 

1957, now called Wujal-Wujal 
Aboriginal community.
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During two weeks while the Northern Protector was visitimg 
Mapoon, 11 boats had called on the mission for recruiting.120 Army 
earnings were channelled into the upkeep of the mission. For eacch 
£3 earned by a resident, he was allowed to draw on the store fcor 
10 Shillings and keep 5 Shillings as pocket money. The remaindier 
was banked to the credit of the Mapoon Natives' store accourmt. 
Upon their return, recruits received a standard issue of tobacc:o, 
flour, clothes, handkerchief and a tomahawk.

Having put his wages into the common fund, each boy, as a matter of 
right, can also draw from the store anything he wants in reason - e.g. 
fishhooks, lines, turtle-rope, knives, tools, nails, buckets, further 
supply of clothing and tobacco, and, when he marries, the galvanized 
iron to roof his house. At Christmas time the store supplies every 
visitor (including, of course, those from Albatross Bay [Weipa]), with a 
suit of clothes. Each boy thus learns that he is labouring not only for 
himself, but for the common good.121

By 1900 all Aborigines on the east coast of Cape York wesre 
familiar with the industry and recruiters gradually moved further 
down the west coast of the Cape.122 The Seven Rivers Aborigimes 
on the west coast north of Mapoon were 'completely dependent on 
prostitution and had already discarded their hunting weapons'.1123 
But those to the south of Mapoon were

still freed from the abuse and contamination in the way of slavery, 
disease, alcohol, and opium, and other sources of annihilation consequent 
on the visits of the recruiters and the hardships endured in employment 
on the boats.124

In 1901 Reverend Hey at Mapoon prohibited recruiting from tthe 
mission.125 He observed that two thirds of the young boys who hiad 
spent a season on the luggers died within six months of thieir 
return. The exposure on the boats, sleeping in wet clothes, led to 
consumption.126 The missionaries at Mapoon and Weipa becaime 
outspoken opponents of recruiting, and the Northern Protector 
prohibited recruiting in the area between the two missions. A ffew
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years later the protected area was again extended, so that the 
Mapoon reserve stretched along 240 kilometres of coastline (from 
32km north of Mapoon to the Archer river), but only at the 
missions themselves could supervision be exercised. Hey had the 
idea that some income could be generated from gathering black- 
lip pearl-shell on the beaches127, and intended to obtain a cutter 
for that purpose, but the demand for labour from the pearl-shell 
industry was heavy, and recruiters and employers complained 
about the missions who sought to ‘deprive them of labour’. In 
response to this pressure, Roth permitted recruiting as far as 
Albatross Bay (Weipa) which had become the main recruiting area 
despite the earlier prohibition. He described the Aborigines 
between Albatross Bay to south of the Archer River (now Aurukun) 
as 'myalls' or wild blacks, who were not used to contact with 
whites and were "recruited by stratagem" (kidnap and decoy).128

Aboriginal labour was a local resource, and as for natural 
resources, the raiders had to resort to territorial expansion for a 
continued supply. Each time a new area was entered for 
recruiting, the culture clash was repeated. Aboriginal populations 
were diminished in number due to consumption and other 
introduced, and Roth referred to the need for opening further 
areas to recruiting because others had "become more and more 
worked out".129 The advance into new recruitment areas was led 
by the beche-de-mer industry, who paid lower wages than pearl- 
shellers (they could not afford to pay more than 10 Shillings per 
month when Aborigines in pearl-shelling were receiving no less 
than £1 per month).130 As a result of this 'frontline' role, the 
beche-de-mer industry became "paralyzed" because of the 
frequent violent attacks on employers in the early 1890s.131 In 
1893 alone, thirteen non-Aborigines were killed in such 
attacks.132

On the east coast, the government facilitated recruiting as much 
as possible in order to regulate it. A boat-owner could apply for 
crew at Thursday Island to be made available by the reserve 
superintendents. For Aborigines, this procedure was not an 
unmixed blessing. One recruit described it as a case of "Policemen
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come along and hunt you out; send you out to work".133 The Sydney 
Daily Herald made reference to Aborigines being herded up like 
cattle by police and sent in chain gangs to the pearl-shell 
fleets.1 34

For many years, pearl-shellers and protectors clamoured for the 
establishment of a recruiting station on the east coast. The 
industry required a convenient access to labour which was legally 
sanctioned, and the protectors sought to regulate wages and 
conditions and to collect the wages owing to Aborigines. There 
were already four missions on Cape York Peninsula, but most 
recruiting took piace at Aboriginal bush camps off the 
reserves.135 The legal requirements were that permission was 
obtained at Thursday Island or Cooktown to recruit a specified 
number of Aborigines, who then had to be brought to the 
courthouse to be legally signed onto the ship’s articles. They were 
signed off again at the expiry of their contract, when they were 
paid off before the Protector of Aborigines.

When Richard Howard presented his first annual report as Chief 
Protector of Aborigines in 1906, he suggested that such a 
recruitment depot would "once and for all solve the vexed 
question of native labour on boats engaged in the fishing 
industries" and end recruiting at native camps, which was 
conducted "in the most undesirable, pernicious and demoralising 
manner".136 Lloyd Bay was considered an ideal site for a labour 
depot, because it was halfway between Cooktown and Thursday 
Island, where most east coast recruiting was taking place. This 
idea was frequently repeated in annual reports. Lloyd Bay was a 
popular recruiting spot, and in 1910, when sandalwooding enjoyed 
a sudden renaissance137, 300 Lloyd Bay Aborigines were engaged 
and three boats were in charge of Aborigines.138 In 1912 it was 
reported that "Practically the whole of the labour supply of the 
North point of the Peninsula and the Torres Strait islands is 
absorbed by the pearling and beche-de-mer industry".139 By 1913, 
some 350 Aborigines lived permanently at Lloyd Bay, and a Mr. 
Giblett employed 25 Aborigines in beche-de-mer and sandalwood 
gathering at Lloyd Island.140
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In 1915 the Chief Protector permitted recruitment between the 
Archer and Mitchell Rivers on the east coast (earlier described as 
’myalls') because the demand for Aboriginal labour from the 
pearl-shell industry was so great.141 In 1916, 42 Aborigines from 
Kendall River (now Aurukun) were engaged for the first time. With 
the opening up of new recruiting areas, the problems of early 
contact experience were repeated. Whereas among the experienced 
recruits desertions had become less frequent, more than half of 
the Kendall River recruits absconded and were recaptured several 
times. Five drowned in an attempt to swim from Entrance Island 
to the mainland.142 The Chief Protector referred to 'numerous 
complaints' about alien recruiters (mostly Japanese skippers) 
who employed Aborigines illegally, abused women, and supplied 
alcohol to camps.

If any social progress is to be made by the aboriginal, he will have to be 
zealously protected from the type of alien usually met with in fishing 
fleets .... I would again urge the early establishment of a government 
recruiting depot to superintend this recruiting and the disbursement of 
the wages earned, an institution which, if conducted on business lines, 
should be practically self-maintained.143

In 1924, the Church of England jumped into the breach and 
Lockhart River Mission was finally opened.144

After the departure of Walter Roth as Chief Protector in 1906, 
the department's policy had changed. His successor Richard 
Howard felt that "hitherto in the care of the aborigines much 
spoonfeeding has been practised" which had encouraged pauperism 
rather than helped to remove it. Now the prejudice of 
missionaries against marine work had to be overcome, and all 
mission residents were encouraged to work outside the 
missions.145 Gradually several missions and reserves entered the 
fishery on their own boats, along similar lines, but on a smaller 
scale than the lugger scheme which operated in Torres Strait (see 
Chapter 3).146 By 1935 the reserves acted as pools of labour for 
the industry:
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The labour requirements of the Thursday island Pearlshelllers’ 
Association and private employers were met by the Protector of 
Aboriginals, Thursday Island, making available such labour as they 
indicated could be employed on their vessels. Tha balance, comprising 
Torres Strait Islanders and coastal natives in the Somerset district, 
were employed in the Torres Strait Islanders' community vessels. [[...]
An effort is made by the Protector of Aboriginals, Thursday Island, to 
train natives from the west coast of the peninsula for work in tthie 
marine industry [...]147

The aim of training selected mainland Aborigines orn the 
community vessels in Torres Strait was to extend the scheme to 
the mainland. This was achieved only in 1955, when Father Warby 
at Lockhart River formed an Aboriginal trochus co-operative with 
two boats rented and one purchased from the Bishop of 
Carpentaria.148

b) The Aboriginal Perspective

It was almost proverbial that the beche-de-mer industry 
attracted "the lowest class of whites"149, who used subterfuge, 
corruption and force to recruit. By associating closely with 
Aborigines - 'an inferior race' - white and Japanese beche-de-mer 
captains themselves became 'tainted'. No doubt Aborigines were 
frequently terribly exploited, harassed and deceived. But any 
long-standing relationship like that formed between many 
captains and Aboriginal camps, must have been substantially 
founded on accommodation and acceptance with a degree of 
mutual benefit.150 William Saville-Kent commented on the 
attraction of Aborigines to swimming diving:

As previously related, the aborigines from the Queensland mainland are 
extensively employed in this fishery, undoubtedly one of the few 
industries in which Australian native labour can be turned to profitable 
account. The native as a rule does not take kindly to agriculture or to 
any manual work of a persistent character. To fishing and hunting,
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however, he is 'to the manner born’, and there is not an employment 

that could be more to his liking than his attachment, accompanied by his 

wife and piccaninnies, to a liberally-found Beche-de-mer camp, with 

comfortable quarters, plenty of 'tucker' and work which is to him 

almost his natural recreation. The attachment of the aborigines to 

fishing pursuits is practically demonstrated by the persistence with 

which the same families, or individuals, will year after year seek re­
engagement at the hands of honest employers.151

Aborigines developed long-standing relationships with particular 
captains. They lit fires to guide the approaching luggers during 
the recruiting season. One Lockhart River resident gave this 
account of his recruitment:

My father took me down to Cape Sidmouth where my mother's country 

is, because he heard a Japanese lugger was there. We went down and 
we signed up for crew. My father looked after me on the boat and that 

Japanese skipper taught me about boatwork. The skipper made a camp 

at Cape Sidmouth, gave people a lot of flour, tobacco and other things.
He was like a friend to that mob. If another skipper came to get a crew, 

he would say: "Go awayl This is my mob here, I look after them." That 
was a long time ago, before that first war.152

The normal mode of recruiting from Aboriginal camps involved the 
distribution of commodities to Aboriginal elders. This ritual 
exchange, understood as gifts or bribes by Europeans, was more 
important for camp Aborigines than the wages received at 
Thursday Island upon discharge. The commodities became a 
valuable contribution to their economy, and they offered labour in 
return. Athol Chase and Chris Anderson observe that the elders of 
a tribe exerted their influence over the younger males to work for 
the captains with whom they entertained such exchange 
relationships.153

Absconding continued to be a familiar feature of Aboriginal 
employment on luggers. Because they frequently absconded, 
sometimes by violent resistance, they gained a reputation as
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treacherous, unreliable workers, a further justification for theiir 
poor wages.

One resident of Palm Island had a particular reputation (among 
Palm Islanders) for absconding from luggers. He used lugger work 
as the only means to leave the reserve and visit his home land foir 
a brief spell before the police would again pick him up and return 
him to Palm Island.154 Noel Loos refers to this strategy as 
"exploiting the exploiters". Among the more experienced recruits 
there were those who beat a habitual refugee trail during the 
1890s:

absconders recruited on the west coast of Cape York Peninsula at the 
Batavia River, ran off with boats and stores on the opposite east coast 
at Cape Grenville, and made their way back, via the Ducie River, to the 
Batavia River. There, when they felt so inclined, they would enlist on 
another boat.155

The Torres Strait Pilot referred to the "hallelujah band at thee 
Batavia River" who waited for a "free cruise to this port and outt 
again to some island, from whence they can elope with a goo<d 
supply of stores".156

Some recruits devised their own defensive mechanisms against am 
essentially exploitative condition, but these do not fully account 
for the practice of absconding. From the Aboriginal viewpoint, 
working on the lugger was not a contractual relationship whicih 
placed recruits under an obligation to work for a specified period 
of time. After a period of absence, the recruits started to feel 
'ready to go home' , and therefore often absconded. If they waited 
to be discharged formally at Thursday Island or Cooktown, their 
wages, when brought back to the camp as commodities, were alsio 
subject to claims on the basis of kinship obligations.

One recruit from Wujal-Wujal explained absconding as an 
expression of labour discontent, the routine exercise of workers' 
discretion:

64



My father worked for a Japanese skipper. Some were good, some bad. He 
had a good skipper. If you had a bad skipper you came back.157

Roth had observed that absconding was frequently the result if 
the skipper for whom they worked was not the one who had 
recruited them.158

One South Sea Islander who absconded together with a group of 
Lockhart men, retrospectively ascribed it to the lure of female 
company, but Aborigines themselves do not explain it in those 
terms - the Aboriginal recruits were mostly very young 
adolescents.159 Maltreatment, homesickness, and the search for 
adventure are the reasons frequently given. Jimmie Doctor (61) 
from Lockhart worked on Farquhar's Quita collecting beche-de- 
mer and trochus shell under Georgie Kosaka before he absconded.

I'm sorry to say I left the Quita outside Palm Island. We got a dinghy. We 

were tired of swimming and wanted to go canecutting. He was a good 
skipper but rough, we worked very hard, even in strong winds. [...] Three 

of us ran away, John Mattie and Ned Punda from Lockhart. [...] We got to 

Innisfail and worked on a fishing boat. We sold the dinghy to a farmer to 

get some money for clothes. They caught us at the wharf in Innisfail, put 

us in a cell for a week. Then to Cairns, where we stayed overnight, then to 

T.l. We spent two months in jail: no smoke - no work. We had a court case 

first, Mr. Pryor was the government then, not Killoran [the protector at 

Thursday Island]. Farquhar got the dinghy back.160

Homesickness could become a powerful force. One former crew 
member from Lockhart, Sandy Yiela, rendered a repertoire of 
island-style songs expressing the sadness of leaving home, 
sailing past Noble Island - the most distant familiar point of 
reference - with the outline of family members vanishing from 
sight. He also described the heartache of an eighteen-year old 
sailing past his home without stopping after a season's work, in 
order to be signed off at Thursday Island before being allowed to 
return. He was working on Captain Kono's Mildred fishing beche- 
de-mer as far south as Townsville for three months. Because it is
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so descriptive it is rendered here verbatim unlike the other 
statements which have been anglicized in transcription.

Alright, we going to leave now, skipper say, leave today. Morning.
About 8 o'clock. Out. Come this way [north], come ready for Christmas.
Right up - aah, Cairns. Stay there one night, next day start the same: 
[indicates coastline with gestures] come, come, Cooktown, spend there 
one night - one night up, morning leave Cairns. Come on, come on, Cape 
Melville, go round, right around, Flinders Island, come, come, come, 
come, come, long way home right outside, come, until - passed it. Right 
through coming, right through, right through coming, passed it! Skipper 
say "We go right through to T.l. Alright? Happy Christmas then. Don’t 
worry, T.l. straightaway first." Not allowed to get a little bit of 
finished [rest]. [He] want to get to T.I., you know. We ready for come 
home, see. We come in the one boat, right on outside. Back to T.I., we 
finish then, sign off, we sign there, courthouse, O'Leary.161

If a recruit died or absconded, his wages were paid into the 
Aborigines Protection Account held by the Protector at Thursday 
Island, rather than to his family. (This was intended to protect 
Aborigines from ill-treatment and to make sure that they would 
be duly returned to their reserve.) All wages due were paid to the 
local Protector who banked the money and paid out small amounts 
if he approved of the purpose for which it was required and the 
place where it would be spent. Protector Costin at Thursday 
Island felt it his duty to see that their wages were spent in 
European-owned shops.162 Indigenous workers showed 
considerable reluctance to have their wages banked, since they 
were likely to encounter some difficulty in drawing on their 
accounts. Their passbooks showed only how much of their wages 
they had drawn, not how much credit they had.163 One pearl- 
sheller described how his Aboriginal crew were paid off at the 
shipping office:

They never got a farthing of their money. [...] It was put into the bank, 
and, I suppose, it is in the bank yet, because the boys will never call for 
the money. [...] I had to promise [them] that, if they came with me, 
they would receive their wages [...]. When a boy wants his money he

66



goes to the sergeant of police, and very likely the sergeant will give 

him his boot and turn him out. The sergeant has no way of knowing 

whether the boy applying for the money is the boy who has an account 

in the bank. The boys never have the same name half-a-dozen times, 

and they have no book or anything else to show that they have money in 

the bank.164

From Costin's explanation how he paid out the money is its 
apparent that he was concerned to get a receipt to cover himself, 
but not that the account holders had any kind of receipt to prove 
their credit:

To draw on the money they have deposited, I keep on hand £10 [...] if a 

native applies for any of his money, I can give it to him straight away, 
and get a witnessed receipt from him.1 65

Aborigines themselves gave these accounts of the procedure:

We were discharged with O'Leary at the courthouse in T.l. [...] We got 

only a little bit of pocket-money when we signed off, the rest stayed in 

the bank. [...] I brought back rations from T.I.: flour, rice, sugar, tea - 
everything.1 66

They knew that their wages were very low, but were not 
dissatisfied with their earnings, because they could meet their 
needs with what they received:

When we got discharged after one year we got big amounts of money 

[...] We got our money into the passbook and we could ask for £10 or 
£5, or some of them got less.167

If their families were on missions, a portion of their wages was 
subtracted for their family's upkeep during their absence. Some 
Hopevale mission residents only ever worked for the mission 
boat:
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But we didn't get paid for it. We worked for the whole mission. [The 
money went towards] Mclvor, Cape Bedford and the school. They put 
the money in the bank, and the mission ordered provisions.1 68

To be confined to working for the mission was often seen as a 
lack of opportunity:

As soon as I left school [in 1928] I worked on the mission boat. [...] We 
worked all the reefs that you can see from the plane, Lizard Island, 
Bloomfield - 200 or 300 T.l. luggers worked there, too. [...] Our T.l. 
skipper knew all the reefs and how to go about things, the mission 
employed him. There were no wages those days, not even on T.l. boats, 
it all went through D.A.I.A. [...] Everybody had to work for their living, 
not charities like today and governments - it makes the whole society 
lazy. [...] No-one from here worked on T.l. luggers. [...] We only worked 
for the mission. Only lately we are allowed to work anywhere. We were 
segregated. Only during the war did the D.A.I.A. break that habit. We 
didn't know much about the outside world until we went to 
Woorabinda.169

Many Aborigines did not aspire to a career in the marine industry, 
and attached no privileged status to this work over other types of: 
employment, because of the harsh life at sea. They spent a season! 
on a boat, or worked on a mill or station as opportunity arose. 
Some, however, did attach a more personal significance to it, andl 
working on a lugger became part of their identity. Sandy Yiela 
continued his account:

After next year, we still go. We can't work on dry land, you know, we 
go out in port ail the time, everytime in the lugger. Diving, you know. I 
never learn horse. I learn boat. I don't learn station. I never been 
learned it. I been learned in a boat till today. 'Cause we diver, you 
know. Special, you know, some of the boys this local work in a horse- 
wa, station, but I never learned it, I always learn boat. Same [as the 
other] old people.
Doctor, Michael, me, some older ones, they died now. I always boat. 
Work on the boat, Japanee. Every year. I not ride horse - [if I tried to] 
ride horse [it would be] chucking me down on the ground there.
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(Laughs.) Yeah, I never learned horse, cart-wheel, I never learned 

bullock, no, nothing, always in the boat. I understand the boat, sea life, 

how the boat run, the sea, you know, sea, when the sea swell, [... 
technical description follows ....].170

c) Aboriginal Interaction with Japanese

Unlike New Guineans and Torres Strait Islanders, who preferred to 
be engaged in pearl-shelling rather than trepanging, Aborigines 
did not prefer one type of work over the other. They placed more 
importance on the captain for whom they worked.171 Most 
captains were Japanese, and Aborigines apparently preferred to 
deal with Japanese:

When a Japanese is recruiting boys in the north, a European has little or 
no show of getting any boys.172

Pearl-sheilers observed that native crew preferred to make their 
purchases in Asian-owned shops, and feared that all would 
abscond if the Japanese captains were replaced by whites.173 

They liked to argue that this was because Japanese distributed 
alcohol among them, which was prohibited. But the Chief 
Protector of Aborigines, Walter Roth, found that:

the alien employers, taking them all through, have a greater regard for 
the care and welfare of the aboriginals than the whites.174

When asked about disciplinary action on board, a Japanese diver 
from Enime described the relationship between Japanese and 
Aborigines:

We treated them like one of the family. Everyone had their own work to 

do, we didn't have to communicate very much. I was the only one who 

made any mistakes, anyway, because I was the cook. There was no 

corporal punishment, only verbal abuse, if something went really 
wrong. The people on the boat were like one family.175
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Aborigines and Japanese refer to each other as 'honest', a term 
that expresses mutual respect. The sailing skills of Japanese 
skippers have assumed legendary proportions, and Japanese are 
usually described as "too smart" for the rest, able to outwit the 
government and pearl-shellers. Several names of Japanese 
captains are still remembered by Aborigines and validated by 
Japanese. Captain Kono, a beche-de-mer captain, has almost 
mythical status. Kono Tesaburo from Ehime is well-known among 
the Japanese divers, too. He fished illegally in New Caledonian 
waters, avoiding the regular patrols, and for the Australian 
indigenous crew, who were not permitted outside Australian 
borders, a trip with Captain Kono was both adventurous and 
slightly traumatic. One account of such an excursion was rendered 
to me in lowered voices, intimating that there were girls for 
money, and detailing the adventure provided by rough seas and 
huge waves. Reference was often made to 'Japanee time’, to 
indicate the period when Japanese captains used to come to 
recruit.1 76

This Aboriginal/Asian camaraderie was specifically addressed by 
Athol Chase who described it as a relationship of mutual 
dependence. The Japanese did not come as colonists competing 
with Aborigines for land. Like Aborigines, Japanese were subject 
to racist hostility and political and economic handicaps, and 
therefore valued a peaceful relationship. According to their own 
testimony, Aborigines preferred to work with Japanese because 
they were not 'flash', i.e. they were willing to eat and sleep with 
Aborigines and their word could be trusted, unlike Europeans who 
were 'cunning' or 'cheeky'. Chase points out that Japanese 
respected Aboriginal knowledges of the sea, the weather, and 
bush-foods. He analyses the Aboriginal motivation for 
participating in the industry:

From the Aboriginal viewpoint, Japanese luggers and shore stations 
provided [...] the chance to embark on great odysseys to distant places, 
seeing all manner of strange places and people in a world whose 
horizons had been considerably expanded. [...] Out of this new and
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exciting rite of passage grew a feeling of self-reliance which cut across 
the more localised dependencies upon kin and totem.177

Aborigines learned the lingua franca which has been called 
'Sandalwood English' or colloquially 'beach-la-mar', and adopted 
Island-style songs and Japanese cooking. Chase states that by 
participating in the industry, "cultural as well as geographical 
horizons had been enlarged".178

Sandy Yiela made the same point:

Swimming and diving keeps you fresh all the time. Japanese gave good 
tucker. We ate all sorts of Japanese tucker sometimes, but we helped 
out with turtle, dugong, and mackerel. They look after the boys 
properly. They used to always ring Jack Dunwoodie at T.l. for pocket- 
money.

(The fleet manager had to authorize advances to be paid to crew 
during port visits.)

Sometimes people from Lockhart and from the Islands made friends. I've 
been to Darnley, Murray, Yorke, Yam, Mabuiag, Dauan, Badu, Moa, 
when I was young. I used to dance with them. (...) Islanders and 
mainlanders used to always fight before. But now a lot intermarried.1 79

Aborigines had good reason to enter into an exchange relationship 
with lugger captains. But as wards of the state they had little 
incentive to embark on a career in the industry. Whether they 
lived on reserves or on camps, the pearl-shell industry did not 
mean a short period of hard work in order to improve the
condition of their families or to achieve social mobility as it did
for their Japanese captains. Their wages were fixed by regulation, 
and handled by the Protector, so that their work afforded them 
little discretionary spending. The benefits which accrued tc them 
were adventure and enlargement of their social and cultural 
horizons, and the supply of western commodities, and did not
depend on the type of work which they performed. At some camps, 
elders may have been able to use their influence over younger 
males to accommodate wage labour into traditional social
structures for a while. The supply of otherwise unobtainable
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Commodities was welcomed, and the lure of adventure and the 
chance of becoming worldly-wise was attractive to young men. 
But unlike Torres Strait Islanders, Aborigines did not aspire to 
becoming tenders and divers as a matter of prestige. Subject to 
paternalistic legislation and petty regulations, reserve residents 
were powerless to improve their condition. Sometimes it seemed 
to them that they were starting to uplift themselves, by working 
together on a project, such as clearing land for a garden, 
constructing houses, or learning trades. It seemed that if they 
could just put in that extra effort and complete the task at hand, 
a better life would emerge: a future would be created. Today, 
those elders who were once inspired by the zeal of their 
missionaries, are at a loss to explain the aimlessness of reserve 
life. Aboriginal elders look back on their lugger time with pride, 
but without a sense of achievement.

5. CONCLUSION

Locked into manual employment at low wage rates (minimum 
wages were fixed by the Chief Protector, and annual wage rates 
were negotiated by the local protector) and with a tight control 
over the wages they earned, Aborigines had little incentive to 
perform well in the industry, or to aspire to promotion to more 
responsible roles. They could not improve their lifestyles on 
missions by personal exertion. For camp Aborigines, outside of 
reserves and missions, the irregular, seasonal employment 
required some kind of accommodation with traditional lifestyles 
and economies. This meant that traditional values and 
expectations were placed on the activity, which were largely 
unintelligible to employers and protectors. The recruitment 
practices of Japanese skippers (themselves employees) responded 
in a sense to those values and expectations: tlhey distributed 
alcohol and other commodities to camp elders and made extended 
visits, involving sexual intercourse, to camps wiith which they 
had long-standing relations. Although it is true that these 
recruiting methods were detrimental to Aborigines (venereal 
disease was rampant throughout Cape York) - and were
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prohibited - Aborigines valued the opportunity to gain access to 
commodities and to expand their cultural horizons through 
contact with other ethnic groups on the luggers.

The state was ambivalent in its attitude to Aboriginal 
employment in the pearl-shell industry. On the one hand, there 
was a deep distrust of the 'alien employers' (Japanese captains) 
and rule transgressions ('miscegenation', unauthorized recruiting, 
supply of alcohol) were considered very serious. On the other 
hand, the state was reluctant to deny the industry access to cheap 
labour. The option taken was increased control and regulation of 
Aboriginal employment. Aborigines became wards of the state, 
and the state became in effect a supplier of cheap indigenous 
labour.

This paternalistic protection drew its intellectual inspiration 
from social Darwinism. The notion of relative superiority was the 
guiding principle in a hierarchical classification of races, and 
served as an explanatory dictum for appropriate attitudes 
towards races. Legislation and policy reflected Social Darwinism 
by drawing distinctions between ethnic groups, and by tailoring 
the degree of protection to considerations about 'degree of 
civilization'.

Real differences between ethnic groups were thus created. Each 
ethnic group was subject to specific restrictive and protective 
legislation and policies. Aborigines, Torres Strait Islanders, 
Polynesians, Japanese, and Papua New Guineans therefore faced 
different sets of choices and constraints in their workforce 
participation. The responses to these choices were understood as 
'racial attributes', such as the tendency among Aborigines to 
abscond from luggers. I am arguing that these responses were 
neither racial attributes, nor wholly due to cultural differences 
between these groups, but attempts to come to terms with the 
conditions facing each group. The rate of production depended 
crucially on the personal motivation of the skilled workforce: 
divers and skippers. The motivation of indigenous workers to
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perform well was severely curtailed by the paternalistic embrace 
of the Queensland government.

The marginalization of Aborigines was not the effect of some 
natural predisposition, but of the dialectical relationship 
between public policy and indigenous motivation. Race 
classification as a guiding formula of attitude towards, and 
interaction with, indigenous people served as a credible principle 
validated by experience, and entrenched the marginalization of 
indigenous people in the pearl-shell industry.

In order to explain the ethnic stratification of the labour market 
it is not sufficient to say that it was a result of racism. We need 
a differentiated, historically grounded, examination of the 
dynamic interaction between practices, ideas, and relations of 
production. A statement by Verity Burgmann illustrates the 
dynamic to which 1 am referring:

The tenacity of racism is assisted by the internal dynamic of the 
prejudice in that racism, illogically of course, can be justified by 
pointing to its consequences. Australian working class racism was fed 
by the perceived tendency of coloured immigrants to work for lower 
wages, but this was the fault of the racist attitudes of the trade unions 
which excluded coloured immigrants and organised against rather than 
with them.180

The feedback looping between racial discrimination and racist 
prejudice is important to keep in mind. However, Burgmann 
concludes, somewhat tautologically, that "Only racism can 
explain the adoption of this policy which then created the alleged 
reasons for its adoption."181 To hold up racism as a self-evident 
explanation is to treat racism as an independent variable which 
itself requires no explanation. Racism does, however, require 
explanation.

Social Darwinist theory was not unequivocally drawn upon to 
comment on race relations. It did not serve as an encompassing 
ideology, but as a doctrine with scientific status is was
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frequently used to justify and entrench the political, economic 
and cultural dominance of whites. Ann Curthoys points out that 
very rarely was reference made to the position of Aborigines and 
that of Chinese in the same context, at least not before the 
1880s, although in both instances British cultural superiority 
was defended with reference to social Darwinism.182 If a 
cognitive link was not made between these two situations, then it 
is difficult to causally link prejudice and discrimination to the 
ideology which legitimated it.

Noel Loos, too, observes that European attitudes towards 
Aborigines in frontier warfare were rarely justified in terms of 
social Darwinist concepts even if these concepts were 
familiar.183 He argues that the racism of the frontier differed 
qualitatively from that of the metropolis, in that at the point of 
contact, social Darwinian concepts gave way to economic power 
constellations - a phenomenon Loos refers to as 'the pragmatic 
racism of the frontier'. The 'practical men' - those in the industry 
- used terms such as 'cunning', 'reliable', 'indolent', or 
'superstitious', to indicate the suitability of various groups for 
certain jobs. There is much less a sense of ranking and evolution 
in such terms, and more of unadulterated xenophobia.

This 'pragmatic racism of the frontier' also characterized 
European attitudes towards Asians. Asians normally occupied an 
intermediate position between black and white, but if they 
threatened white economic dominance or political control, they 
could generate greater hostility than 'less civilized' groups.184 
Thus the Boomerang found 'Kanakas' less objectionable than Asian 
labour because ''they leave their labour and money behind them 
when they depart” without opening floodgates of immigration or 
developing a vested interest in Australia.185 Such positions were 
not validated by reference to a hierarchical ranking of races, in 
fact, resistance towards Japanese was based on a fear that they 
had superior qualities for the industry (see Chapter 4 for 
expressions of that fear). The discourse of Social Darwinism was 
used to manipulate policy making according to the labour 
requirements of the industry. In other words, evolutionary
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doctrine served as the justification for economic powe3r 
constellations, and at the same time helped to cement sucbh 
constellations by guiding policy.

That racism was manifested differently in different situationss,, 
suggests that it was not ordered by the relatively coheremtt 
ideological paradigm which social Darwinism represents, but bvy' 
particular economic relationships. Andrew Markus explainas 
racism as the result of types of contact experiences ancdl 
distinguishes between two ideal types of race relations (odt 
contact experience). The 'competitive type', is where thee 
subordinate group competes in a free labour market and overlapos 
in class status with the dominant group. It typically engenders 
racial hatred which results in various forms of physicaail 
segregation. (Post-war European immigration to Australia mighntt 
serve as an illustration of this type of race relations.) Thee 
'dominant type' of race relations typically occurs in plantation 
farming economies where the dominant group is numerically weaak 
but has a monopoly of power, and the subordinate group iis 
restricted to manual labour by the substitution of a free laboujrr 
market with slavery, indenture or other forms of compulsion, sgc> 
that role and status are defined along racial lines. This division 
is ideologically sanctioned and supported by elaborate codes oolf 
behaviour. The institutionalization of racial difference permits coif 
close contact between the two groups.186 The debate surrounding 
the employment of Japanese divers, presented in Chapters 4 anod 
5, was in effect the struggle to confine Japanese participation tco 
the second type of race relations, to prevent Japanese frorrm 
seriously competing with whites and to assert white dominance.

Racism forms part of the ideological superstructure of concretce 
relations of production. This chapter established a strong limk< 
between South Pacific trading and the emergence of Queensland"s$ 
beche-de-mer and pearl-shell industry. Initially, the industry"s 
demand for labour was crucially shaped by the model of Soutthi 
Pacific trading where the greater utility of imported labour ovearr 
local native labour had already been demonstrated by experiences.. 
Far greater control could be exercised over workers at work<
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camps (shore stations) than if they resided with their families 
and worked on their own islands. The freedom to import south Sea 
Islanders was strongly and successfully defended by the industry. 
The somewhat greater esteem which they were awarded, in turn 
helped to define the inferior position of local Aborigines.

Bain Attwood refers to 'the making of the Aborigines' in the sense 
in which E.P. Thompson analyses 'the making of the working class’
- as a historical, dynamic process, an interaction between social 
structure and belief systems under the concrete conditions of 
colonialism.187 The colonial policy was to exploit the human and 
natural resources of non-capitalist economies on the basis of 
unequal exchange relationships. It required an imbalance of power 
and status between colonized and colonizer. The state aided the 
construction of ethnic groups defined by their access to power 
and status within that system. In other words, it was part of the 
colonial agenda to create, or underline, racial and ethnic 
differences, and to cast such differences in a hierarchical order. 
This hierarchical ordering suited the economic and political 
requirements, and it was supported by a belief system which 
could draw on scientific doctrine for its justification.

That racism itself is not sufficiently explained by Social 
Darwinism is evident from the different ways in which recourse 
was taken to these doctrines in different situations. It is far 
more useful to understand the ethnic segmentation of the labour 
force as an effect of the colonial relations of production in the 
pearl-shell industry.

Colonialism has been the focus of several other explanations of 
Aboriginal/European relations, first by C.D. Rowley who 
distinguished between 'settled' and 'colonial' regions in Australia 
to explain regional differences in race relations.188 This kind of 
analysis has since become known as the theory of 'internal 
colonialism'. Internal colonialism only differs from colonialism 
in that the colony is not "a distinct territorial entity which is 
spatially detached from its imperial metropolis". The colonizing 
group occupies the same territory as the colonized group, and
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exercises political domination, cultural oppression and economic 
exploitation.189

A particular characteristic of internal colonialism is the 
exploitative articulation between capitalist and non-capitalist 
modes of production, which tends to erode the non-capitalist 
economy.190 Jeremy Beckett analyzed this process with reference 
to the Torres Strait pearling industry. The subsistence economy 
of the islands enabled participation in the cash economy at 
extremely low wage rates, and the colonial administration aided 
this exploitative arrangement by restricting movement into a 
free labour market on the Australian mainland. However, cultural 
adaptations among the islanders, the high labour requirements of 
the industry, and the active encouragement of wage labour by the 
administration, gradually eroded the subsistence economy on 
which this bargain rested.191 The position of Torres Strait 
islanders in the industry is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 3
The Eclipse of an Alternative Production

Strategy:
"Company Boats" in Torres Strait

This chapter traces the transformation of an alternative 
production strategy into a mass production enterprise. For a time, 
a decentralized lugger scheme in Torres Strait permitted flexible 
subsistence and cash production as an alternative to the 
commerical fishery based at Thursday Island, which was already 
beset by resource and other problems. The chapter is concerned 
with the final phase of the gradual erosion of subsistence fishing 
in Torres Strait and its replacement with cash production. Jeremy 
Beckett provides a full account of that process.1 .

Just as any history of Torres Strait wouid be incomplete without 
reference to the pearl-shell industry, so an examination of the 
pearl-shell industry, and particularly of the lugger scheme, 
inevitably entails a discussion of Torres Strait islander society 
and its administration by the Queensland government. The 
transformation of the lugger scheme, and the tightening of 
paternalistic control over the Torres Strait, are aspects of the 
same development. The resistance offered by Torres Strait 
Islanders was directed against both processes.

A closer look at the development of the lugger scheme provides a 
sense of the acculturation processes involved in the 'making of a 
working class' as described by E.P. Thompson.2 We see the 
progressive alienation of workers from the means of production, 
the barriers to productivity encapsulated in the incomplete 
transition to consumerism, and the emergence of a collective, 
oppositional, consciousness. Torres Strait Islanders became an 
unfree proletariat under conditions of internal colonialism. The 
administration both prodded them along into capitalist production 
and subjected them to a paternalistic kind of bondage. From the 
1890s to the 1960s, virtually all able-bodied Torres Strait 
Islander men were employed in this industry, and the lugger

90



scheme was the solid pillar of Queensland's Aboriginal policy in 
Torres Strait. The decline of the pearl-shell industry was a 
calamity for the indigenous people of the far north. While the 
administration's protective stance cushioned them from the 
immediate blow of the industry's collapse, it left them no 
structure for progress. Beckett reflects:

It might be said that the marine industry carried the Islanders to the 
threshold of the industrial world and left them there. They had become a 
part-time proletariat, with all the contradictions that such an idea 
implies. They were drawn from their subsistence activities by the lure 
of consumer goods, only to be forced back on these activities again.3

The historiographical difficulty of reconstructing a balanced view 
from official documents is strongly evident in this chapter. Oral 
history provides an important check on the perspective of the 
administration, which cannot stand as an unquestionable account 
of events. The extensive use of official documentation in the 
following chapter provides, however, a chronology of events 
which is absent from oral records, and which is necessary for an 
understanding of the policy shifts surrounding the transition of 
the lugger scheme. Besides, the often defensive tone of 
Protectors' reports adds a colour of its own to the unfolding of 
events.

1. REGIONAL DIFFERENCES

In the ethnographic literature, the Torres Strait is divided into 
three regions on the basis of linguistic, socio-cultural, and 
geological distinctions: the eastern, western and central islands.4 

All Torres Strait Islands were drawn into the mother-of-pearl 
industry, but their involvement varied in intensity and effect 
according to the cultural significance of agricultural and 
maritime subsistence activities on each island, the strength of 
South Sea Islander influence, and according to different 
administrative practices on each island. This distinction is
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particularly evident in the contrast between Badu in the west and 
Murray Island, an eastern volcanic island.

During the 1870s, as the pearl-shell industry developed in Torres 
Strait, the eastern islands were outside Queensland's territorial 
limits and their inhabitants were legally Pacific Islanders. 
Several beche-de-mer fishers sought refuge there, employing 
natives in swimming diving. For the colonial administration, 
Murray Island was always a 'trouble spot'. The industry there 
went unsupervised, and Pacific Island missionaries, also largely 
unsupervised by the London Missionary Society, established a 
"theocratic rule", on the first mission station in Torres Strait.5 
It was from here that resistance to the paternalistic control 
emanated. Murray islanders went on strike in 1913, again refused 
to work on the company boats in 1921, and instigated a regional 
strike in 1936, after which they did not re-enter the scheme. 
They spearheaded the demand for relaxation of the paternalist 
rule of the Queensland government, and were the first to enter the 
mainland labour market in 1947.6 More recently, they declined the 
Queensland government's deed of grant in trust over their land, 
and instead filed a historic land rights battle in the High Court.

The Murray Islands (Mer, Waiar and Dauar) were the centre of the 
Malu-Bomai cult, with power distributed by membership of a 
secret society, and even today Murray Islanders continue to hold 
fast to cultural traditions, with some asserting that the cult is 
still alive.7 According to Beckett the attitude which 
characterizes Murray Islanders is openness to new things 
combined with a determination to adapt them into their culture:

According to the mythology, just about everything came from 
somewhere else, even the original inhabitants and the dugong shaped hill 
that dominates the island of Mer, not to mention the twin deities, Malu 
and Bomai. [...] When Europeans began coming the Meriam seemed 
equally receptive. In 1802 Matthew Flinders found them friendly and 
eager for trade [...] The Meriam strategy was to domesticate what they 
accepted. Just as Malu and Bomai had been contained within fetishes and 
confined within shrines, so iron was integrated into the subsistence
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economy and foreigners were adopted and assigned kinship statuses. Of 

course, once colonization began in earnest, domestication was a matter 
of mitigating intrusive forces rather than neutralizing them, and in the 

long run the Meriam must be judged to have been fighting a losing battle.

But out of this battle they developed a sense of domain that was theirs 

from time immemorial, which they could and should defend against all 
comers.8

On this fertile island, gardening was of great importance. The 
government teacher stationed on Murray Island observed in 1908 
that

In initiating their young men into manhood, they teach them that they 

are not to interfere in sea-work, but that they must look after the land.

They regard it as a lazy man's work to fish. [...] They look down on the 
men to the west; they ridicule them and call them fish-eaters.9

This assessment is corroborated by ethnographic accounts. Those 
who held positions of power on Murray did not engage in marine 
activities.10 Murray Islanders participated in the cash economy in 
a disciplined way, in order to obtain commodities which in turn 
enhanced agricultural productivity. They participated in peari- 
shelling in large numbers if it was profitable and withdrew en 
masse when it was not. Certain cultural traditions were actually 
enhanced by the state's tight control over earnings. For example, 
compulsory deductions were made from wages in favour of the 
mothers of crew, and, since marriage feasts and bridewealth 
relied on the distribution of garden produce, the authority of 
elders was thereby strengthened.11

Badu developed differently under the strong influence of the 
pearl-shell industry. Before colonization, Baduans relied on the 
collection of wild fruits and legumes (yams and tubers) more 
than gardening, supplemented by marine produce. They were 
already used to long absences from home for hunting and raiding. 
By 1884, two pearl-shell stations had been established at Badu 
Island, and in 1905 it became the centre of the Papuan Industries 
Limited (P.I.L.) discussed below, which established plantations on
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which Badu Islanders were employed. The P.I.L. also employed 
several Pacific Islanders, a Macassan and a Malay, who married 
local women.12 South Sea Islanders were not under the authority/ 
of the Department of Native Affairs, and were therefore no1t 
supported on other islands, but on Badu they enjoyed as much 
support as Torres Strait Islanders from the P.I.L. The P.I.L. did noit 
discriminate between South Sea Islanders and indigenous Torres 
Strait Islanders, all were referred to as 'Papuans', and all were to 
be evangelized. The son of the Samoan Tipoti Nona became a 
dominant political leader who was largely responsible for the 
commercial success of pearling on Badu after the 1936 strike. 
Beckett links the ease with which this successful skipper could 
become a political leader on Badu, to the cultural traditions on 
the island. Baduans followed the Kwoiam cult which was centred 
on Mabuiag. The cult leaders had little executive power, and the 
mamoose (local chief) appointed by John Douglas soon gave way to 
elected councillors.13

2. WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION

The Queensland government actively encouraged Torres Strait 
Islander participation in pearl-shelling. Until 1904, Torres Straiit 
Islanders were exempt from the 1897 Protection Act, so that 
recruiters had free access to all islands, and did not require a 
recruiting licence.

John Douglas implemented a kind of self-government in Torres 
Strait, appointing a 'mamoose' on each island who was assisted by' 
elders as councillors and a staff of native police. Government 
teachers were stationed on the larger islands who acted as 
superintendents. Their formal function, apart from teaching, was 
as clerk and treasurer of the native courts, able to advise the 
court but without formal authority in the rulings, yet in practice 
they wielded great influence as the representatives of the 
Queensland government.14 These teachers discouraged ’idleness',, 
and encouraged workforce participation. They exercisedl 
considerable discretion in their administration of the islands, andl
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implemented local regulations through their influence over 
councils. This style of self-government, or 'indirect rule'15, 
further underlined regional differences in the way in which 
Torres Strait Islanders became involved in pearl-shelling.

Torres Strait Islanders who worked for pearl-shellers were not 
only cheap to employ, but could be employed seasonally or 
occasionally, as required, and released to their communities 
where they supported themselves through subsistence activities. 
The annual fluctuations in workforce participation in Table 2 
indicate just how unreliable was the employment on wages boats 
(commercial boats).16

Also, the accumulation of debt presented a problem. On wages 
boats, crew could draw on their wages during their term of 
employment by obtaining clothing, tobacco and other commodities 
from the 'slop chest', and it was quite usual to end up in debt at 
the end of the season, until slop chest deductions were no longer 
recognized by the protector, to whom all wages were due, in 
1912.17 To indicate the scale of slop chest deductions, the ruling 
average wage for Torres Strait Islanders was £2 per month in 
1901, but after slop chest deductions their average wages credit 
was £5 per annum (the average credit for mainland Aborigines 
was £2). The commodities drawn from the slop chest were priced 
exorbitantly, but for indigenous crew the slop chest represented 
the liberty to purchase commodities without the supervision of 
the protector.

Another form of participation in the pearl-shell industry was by 
renting luggers from Thursday Island pearl-shellers. The owner 
claimed one third of the gross proceeds, and the man in charge 
was responsible for all expenses, including licences. Renting 
afforded the option to purchase, but frequently boats were 
subsequently lost through debt.18 There was also some distrust 
of these business dealings. Jacob Susau from Rotumah, who had 
lived on Darnley since 1888, lost the two boats he rented from 
Burns Philp & Company through debt in 1907. He felt that Burns 
Philp were cheating him when he sent shell through them to the
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Table 2 theTorres Strait Islander Participation in 
Pearl-Shell Industry

on wages boats on company boats number of
company boats

1900-01 336
1901-02 1 92
1902-03 306 60 1
1903-04 n.a. n.a. 6
1904-05 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1905-06 38 n.a. 1 7
1906-07 1 83 n.a. 1 8
1907-08 181 n.a. 20
1908-09 262 n.a. n.a.
1909-14 n.a. n.a. 33
1914-15 n.a. n.a. 21
1915-16 n.a. n.a. 21
1916-17 264 240 22
191 7-18 277 265 20
1918-19 298 254 26
1919-20 318 250 1 0
1920-21 1 90 1 68 n.a.
1921-22 252 240 n.a.
1922-23 237 350 20*
1923-24 242 350 28
1924-25 220 350 1 5*
1925-26 216 350 39*
1926-27 131 400 30
1927-28 n.a. 400 1 9*
1928-29 n.a. 430 1 6*
1 929-30 n.a. 450 24*
1930-31 1 1 2 480 n.a.
1931-32 232 390 2 1 *
1932-33 181 386 26
1933-34 1 98 370 26
1934-35 1 94 459 26
1935-36 1 47 316 21
1936-37 240 328 25
1937-38 n.a. n.a n.a.
1938-39 n.a. 378 26
1939-40 n.a. 300 25
1940-45 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1945-46 1 00 600 32
1946-47 1 1 0 19 vessels n.a. 40
1947-51 (ca. 1000 altogether) 33-25
1951-54 n.a. 600 n.a.
1954-57 n.a. n.a. 23-20
1957-58 n.a. 255 23
1958-59 341 295 23
1959-64 n.a. n.a. 15-16
1 971 2 * *

Source: Annual Reports of the Chief Protector, Q.P.P. 
* Boats trading to Badu 
** Source: Beckett 1977:96
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London market and received news that nothing more was coming 
to him after the initial £70 advance payment.19 Natives who 
rented luggers were exempted from the licensing requirements of 
the 1881 Pearl-Shell Act. Several South Sea Islanders who had 
married local natives, and their descendants, took advantage of 
these exemptions and rented boats from Thursday Island pearl- 
shellers, but indigenous Torres Strait Islanders did not, until 
"company boats" were introduced. These were acquired on hire 
purchase by Torres Strait Islanders under a lugger scheme, and 
intensified the workforce participation of Torres Strait 
Islanders. (See Table 2.)

3. THE LUGGER SCHEME

From 1904 to 1930 the lugger scheme was jointly operated by the 
Papuan Industries Limitied (P.I.L.) and the Department of Native 
Affairs (D.N.A.) and its predecessors. These two institutions did 
not share a common vision, and there was evidently a degree of 
competition between them from the beginning. In the annual 
reports of the Chief Protector, no reference is made to the P.I.L.'s 
involvement in the lugger scheme until 1912, whereas histories 
of the P.I.L. claim credit for the scheme for the P.I.L.20 The term 
'company boat' derives from reference to this trading company, 
but denoted both luggers rented from the P.I.L., boats purchased 
through the P.I.L., and boats purchased through D.N.A. In 1930, the 
D.N.A. took over the P.I.L. operation, and this merger has further 
blurred the distinction between the P.I.L.'s involvement in the 
lugger scheme and that of the D.N.A. Of the sources referred to in 
this study, only Beckett briefly mentions that there were two 
parallel agencies involved in the lugger scheme.21 John Bleakley, a 
former director of the D.N.A., who was stationed at Thursday 
Island from 1902 to 1907, describes the commencement of the 
lugger scheme as follows:

Revd. F.W. Walker, preaching at one of their Church Services, had 
reproached the Islanders for their apparent indolence. He pointed out 
the great wealth of marine produce at their very doors, the proceeds
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of which, if collected, would provide for the seasonal 'hungry time'. He 

was afterwards approached by a deputation of the people who explained 

that they had no money with which to buy fishing boats large enough to 
work profitably.22

Walker was one of the London Missionary Society (L.M.S.) 
missionaries who was stationed in the western missionary 
district of Papua, spanning the Gulf, Torres Strait and Fly River 
area. From 1896 to 1901 he had engaged in island trading and 
evangelizing together with his brother Charlie in New Guinea, an 
competition with Burns Philp and Co. who held a virtual trading 
monopoly in the area.23 He objected to the kind of large-scale 
commercial development which turned natives into wage labour, 
dependent on a single monopolistic employer. For example, he 
observed with dissatisfaction in 1894 that the British New 
Guinea syndicate acquired 250,000 acres at the favourable price 
of 2 Shillings per acre for plantation farming and mining. In the 
same year, he commenced to seek support for his idea to form a 
Christian trading company to engage in trading and plantation 
farming, and provide technical training. He felt that an 
alternative industrial development could protect native rights to 
land and labour by "The promotion of independent native 
enterprise and the creation of innumerable small peasant 
proprietors all along the coast"24. In 1897 Walker helped the 
Mabuiag Islanders to buy a boat, as a first step towards this 
goal 25

The roie of the churches in industrialization was a topical issue 
The churches saw some value in replacing "lost traditions 
occupations and culture with worthwhile and concrete 
activities".26 But should their involvement in industrial educatior 
go to the extent of commercial interest? Walker pointed out tha: 
similar schemes were operated by the Church Missionary Society 
in Uganda (The Uganda Company Ltd.) and by the Free Church o* 
Scotland (Scottish Missionaries Industries Ltd.). He attempted tc 
interest the L.M.S. by describing his scheme as a supplement tc 
traditional missionary methods,
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an outflanking movement on a large scale by which [...] the enemy will 
ultimately be driven from the strongholds he at present occupies and 
the triumph of Christ be secured.27

Walker clearly intended his scheme not as a complement to 
commercial imperialism but as a rival to it. He fully intended to 
disadvantage non-Christian traders by organizing alternative 
production around the mission stations. The L.M.S. feared 
considerable resistance from commercial traders, realizing that 
the scheme would compete directly with Burns Philp. The L.M.S. 
refused to take such a role, to antagonize vested commercial 
interests, fearing a consequent loss of contributions. The L.M.S. 
directors justified this stance with reference to their 
christianizing mission: if natives were started "on the road to 
money making, they would be led to greed and avarice".28 Walker 
was required to resign from the L.M.S. in order to commence his 
scheme. The company was to be conducted "in avowed alliance 
with the L.M.S." but on strictly business lines. The L.M.S. did not go 
further in its support than to wish him well, and this lack of 
support did not augur well for Walker's efforts to raise capital in 
Britain.29

After these deliberations the P.I.L. was finally incorporated in 
1904 as a limited liability company registered in Queensland, 
with a capital of £23,904 subscribed by British businessmen, 
among them Cadbury and Lever Brothers. Walker had aimed at a 
starting capital of £50,000, and in 1912 a second prospectus was 
issued entitled "The Appeal of the Backward Races to the 
Business Man", which brought the capital to £30,000.30 As a 
business investment, the P.I.L. was unattractive. The Torres 
Strait Pilot expressed a critical view:

From a business point of view it is difficult to see where the 
shareholders in the Company are going to gain any benefit, in view of 
the possibly small profits against the heavy risks; [...] The natives pay 
nothing for the numberless small expenses incidental to acquiring these 
boats; but will be charged 5 per cent, interest per annum upon the 
purchase price until it is paid off. [...] The only profits which can accrue
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to the Papuan Industries Ltd., will be in the matter of supplying 
stores.31

To prevent speculation in shares, they could not be sold without 
the company's prior approval. The maximum dividend was set at 5 
percent, but no dividend would be paid until a reserve fund of 5 
percent of paid-up capital was accumulated. In fact no dividend 
was ever paid. By 1926 the net profit amounted to a mere 
£1,680.32 It is therefore not incongruent to refer to the P.I.L. as a 
philanthropic business scheme.

The company established small coconut and rubber plantations on 
the Binaturi River and acquired 406 acres on Badu Island at £1/2 
per acre from the Queensland government to establish its 
headquarters and a trading station.33 By 1912 over 1,200 acres of 
land had been leased on the West Papuan coast and in Torres 
Strait. Profits from the plantations were slow to come, and to 
tide over the time until the plantations became productive, the 
company concentrated on trading. It restricted its operations to 
Torres Strait and two or three stations in the Western District of 
Papua. It encouraged rubber plantations with free gifts of 
seedlings in order to generate future trade, and bought copra from 
several islands. At the P.I.L. headquarters on Badu alcohol was 
banned, and the trading store was commended as "the grandest 
thing ever done for Torres Strait Natives".34 It prevented the 
Torres Strait Islanders from spending the money they had earned 
on the company boats in the Thursday Island hotels. (Torres Strait 
Islanders were not permitted to stay overnight on Thursday Island 
until after World War II.) Chief Protector Roth expected that the 
P.I.L. headquarters at Badu "will be highly beneficial both to the 
natives and to this department"35 but subsequent protectors did 
not share this view. The P.I.L. had ’a bad press' because Walker had 
already irked Burns Philp in New Guinea. It was reported that 
because missions were financed from free gifts, mission traders 
had an unfair advantage. Moreover, it was alleged that by allowing 
the Islanders to enter into debts, the missionaries were holding 
the Islanders to ransom to join the mission's religion.36 According
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to one of his sympathizers, Walker was the 'best hated man in 
New Guinea'.37

By 1906 the P.I.L. had a fleet of six ships which were rented to 
Torres Strait Islanders. In order to encourage Torres Strait 
Islanders into beche-de-mer fishing and pearl-shelling, the P.I.L. 
sold luggers to Torres Strait Islanders on hire purchase at cost 
price, charging 5 percent interest. These luggers were required to 
sell their shell to the P.I.L. and purchase their stores from the 
P.I.L., an arrangement not dissimilar to the policy pursued by 
Burns Philp. Several South Sea Islanders, who had settled in 
Torres Strait, took advantage of the scheme. Edmund Pitt, the son 
of Douglas Pitt from Jamaica, was renting two boats from 
Thursday Island pearl-shellers and one from Walker, with option 
to purchase, which was licenced in Walker's name.38 A Lifu 
Islander on Darnley Island, named Coco, also rented a boat from 
Walker which was licenced in Walker’s name because "I could not 
go into Thursday Island myself to get a iicence, because my boat 
is too small."39 The P.I.L. also provided luggers to Torres Strait 
Islanders on a kinship basis, in which case the transactions were 
conducted through the local protector. The P.I.L. advanced half the 
purchase price, or sometimes a larger proportion.

But before the P.I.L. became active, the Queensland government 
officials at Thursday Island took the initiative in 1903, and the 
first 'company boat' was the William, bought by Murray Islanders 
from Farquhar (Queensland Pearl Fishing Company), for £100 at 10 
percent interest. Douglas arranged the sale of shell at Thursday 
Island and protector Bennett advanced £30 from the Aborigines 
Protection Account which had been started in 1902 from wages 
due to lugger crew who absconded or died during their term of 
employment. The income from this lugger was £125 in the first 
year in pearl-shell and beche-de-mer, of which some £30 were 
required for fitting out, sails, and gear. Douglas and Bennett 
supported the native enterprise because the Mabuiag Islanders had 
been "treated badly by European traders on the truck system".40
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This move was so successful that within a year, as the P.I.L. 
commenced operations, Murray Islanders (from Mer and Dauar) had 
cleared three boats, the William. Barb, and Gelam. In the first two 
years, sixty Islanders had earned over £1,000. Mabuiag and Boigu 
Islands also bought boats with small advances from the
Aborigines Protection Property account. The local protector
O'Brien reported that he arranged storage and sales of shell at 
Thursday Island, supervised the purchase of food and gear, settled 
the accounts, and handed over the balance of cash and a balance 
sheet to a 'head man' in a sealed package. The seal was broken at a 
public meeting on the island, and the proceeds distributed among 
all males and females, although swimming divers received a 
greater portion, and the balance sheet was interpreted by the 
school children.41 This description gives a harmonious gloss on 
the procedure. Comments made by Torres Strait Islanders who 
left school twenty years later, cast some doubt on the capacity of 
the classes of 1905 to interpret the balance sheets:

We had no education to check the scales, we knew no arithmetic,
subtraction, addition. If we brought up 5 or 7 tons and the price was, 
say £155 per ton, we might get, ah, £5, or £6? Just pocketmoney.42

But the protector was defending his commitment in the face of 
criticism from the Southern press that the benefit of these boats 
was not apparent. O'Brien continued:

One very tangible benefit has been that the earnings of the boats have 
enabled the natives of several of the islands to avert the food famine 
which would otherwise have been consequent on the failure of the crops 
during the year. Last year was a very dry year on all of the islands of 
Torres Strait, and several applications for relief to you would have 
been necessary on behalf of some of the islands had it not been for this 
source of revenue. As it was, applications for 1 ton of flour each for 
Darnley and Badu Islands were approved by you. These applications 
would have been unnecessary if these islands had had their own boats.43

In early 1906 the price of pearl-shell plummeted and 200 Torres 
Strait Islanders were suddenly out of work because several pearl-
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shellers laid up their luggers. This gave a great boost to the 
lugger scheme as the administration sought to pick up the slack. 
By the end of the year, there were 17 company boats, of which 
five had already been cleared of debt. The participants were 
Murray (Mer and Dauan), Mabuiag, and Boigu, now joined by Yorke, 
Yam, Coconut, Darnley, Badu and Moa. Hammond, Stephens and 
Saibai were applying for boats. Some 170 Torres Strait Islanders 
were employed on company boats, which had cost between £100 
and £200 each. By 1907, the number of company boats had risen to 
twenty. The sale of produce amounted to £2,992, and the cash 
disbursed to Torres Strait Islanders, after all compulsory 
deductions, purchases of gear, stores and food, was £282. It 
became the aim of every island community to own at least one 
company boat. By 1908, Mabuiag had paid off two boats costing 
£170 each within two years; Murray and Badu had two boats each, 
Saibai owned three.

From the islanders' point of view the scheme was a great success. 
They took pride in their company boats with the characteristic 
black and red striped railings.44 The boats carried the names of 
their respective islands (Miriam. Erub. Mabuiag. Badu. Yama etc.), 
of landmarks on the islands (Gelam) or of totemic groups (Wakaid. 
ArganT On most islands, young men continued to work for wages, 
while the company boats were staffed by older and married men 
who were more reluctant to stay away for long periods. The 
scheme offered a degree of economic independence and an 
opportunity to manage their own affairs and business. The Yorke 
Island school teacher thought that

The Papuan industries Limited has been very good to them. [...] They get 

pearl-shell when they can, and, of course, they [the luggers] help them 

to get food. They catch a large amount of dugong and turtle. They get all 

kinds of marine produce when they can get it45

While the scheme was unprofitable for the P.I.L., it largely 
fulfilled Walker's aims. In 1908, giving evidence to a Royal 
Commission, Walker said that there had been no need for 
government relief since the scheme had started.46 Pearl-shelling
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on company boats became a cottage industry which was labour 
intensive and relied on the most simple technology - swimming 
diving with goggles - rather than dress diving and air pump. All 
company boats were sailing vessels, supplemented by rowing 
dinghies. The goggles were made by the swimming divers 
themselves, and some also wore rubber-soled shoes. There was no 
danger of embolism or pulmonary barotrauma, the only fear of the 
swimming divers were sharks. The benefits of the vessels were 
not confined to independent participation in pearl-shelling. The 
luggers were used for hunting expeditions to secure dugong and 
turtles and for inter-island visits.

4. PRONOUNCEMENT OF FAILURE

It was frequently observed that once the luggers were paid off, 
Torres Strait Islanders worked less hard to earn a profit with 
them. They made an extra effort to gain as much profit as 
possible in the shortest possible time to pay off their luggers to 
rid themselves of their debts, and then integrated their luggers 
into a combined cash production/subsistence economy. This use of 
the luggers was seen by the administrators as the obvious failure 
of the entire lugger scheme. By 1908, when a Royal Commission 
investigated the industry, the mood of administrators had swung 
from initial enthusiasm to gloom.

From Yorke Island, it was reported that they worked well until 
the boat was clear, "but now they humbug a lot, travelling round 
to the different islands".47 The teacher at Darnley Island 
disbursed penalties as a work incentive:

Nothing, it seems will move these people - not even fines and 
imprisonment - to look after their boats and go to work.48

The schoolteacher at Murray Island also complained of the waning 
incentive to work after the boats were cleared:
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they want to get possession of the boat just as an ornament. They like 

to see the boat at anchor in front of the village, and to be able to say 

"That is our boat". [...] I have tried to induce them to continue at the 

work, but without much success. During the first twelve months they 

did work well, and cleared the boats. At that time I had the men working 

according to a time table, so many men going out to work at each tide; 

but after they got their boats clear they began to think that they were 
their own masters.49

After an initial great effort to clear the purchase of the boats, 
Torres Strait Islanders subordinated them to maintaining or 
improving their lifestyles. On Murray Island, the effort petered 
out when there was an abundant harvest. The 'company boats' that 
were clear were placed in charge of the elders for intermittent 
beche-de-mer fishing, whiie the younger men signed on again on 
wages boats. On Saibai, pearl-shelling was done by the younger 
men who did not have gardens, whenever the water was clear, but 
the major effort was directed towards house construction with 
the proceeds. The councillors aimed at a separate house for each 
married couple.50 Mabuiag entered upon a display of wealth when 
its commercial ventures were successful. The islanders were 
building a church and gave 3,000 coconuts to the P.I.L. for carrying 
cement for the church. They also presented 7,000 coconuts to Moa 
and 4,000 to Badu. The government teacher despaired: "they give it 
away instead of selling copra" which was fetching £14 per ton.51 
Evidently, the Torres Strait Islanders were pursuing different 
aims from those of the protectors.

This incomplete acculturation into the capitalist work ethic was 
explained in terms of innate characteristics:

But here, the predominating characteristic of the aboriginal race 

asserts itself, and immediately they know the vessel is no longer in 

debt, all incentive to work is gone, the catch of the fish decreases, and 

the vessel is neglected. As instance of this, the catch of marine 
produce in 1906 was £2,756, and, in 1907 £1,587.52
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The negative assessments of the lugger scheme were at times 
tied into other issues. For example the teacher at Yam island 
reported in 1910 that the company boat was working very 
unsatisfactorily, most of the crew were spending their time 
playing marbles. He did mention that the weather had been bad, 
but blamed the councillors for this 'indolence'. He suggested that 
a new council should be appointed.53 At the heart of this 
suggestion was the fact that the Samoan missionary teachers, 
who held considerable sway over the council, were in open 
contest with the government teacher, arguing that their 
authority, deriving from God, was much greater than that deriving 
from the government.54 In 1912 the missionary teachers were 
expelled because of immorality and 'keeping a dirty house'.55 The 
negative assessment of the lugger scheme also coincided with 
significant changes in personnel with the result that the 
privileged treatment of Torres Strait islanders over mainland 
Aborigines was being eroded.

5. FRICTION BETWEEN P.f.L. AND PROTECTORS

Douglas, the driving force behind self-government of Torres 
Strait Islanders, died in 1904, and was replaced by Hugh Milman. 
In 1906 Chief Protector Roth was replaced by Richard Howard. 
Roth had been less insistent than his successors on indigenous 
workforce participation. When Thursday Island protector Bennett 
suggested in 1903 that the government should take over 
recruiting for the pearl-sheli industry, Roth opposed the proposal, 
whereas Howard immediately seized on the idea of a central 
labour depot in his first annual report as Chief Protector in 1906.

The local protectorship at Thursday Island also changed, from 
George Bennett (1897-1904), who had helped to establish the 
scheme, to Charles O'Brien (1905-1907), who was still quite 
enthusiastic about it, to John Costin (1907-1908). Costin also 
held the office of shipping master and pearl-shell inspector. He 
sought to reintegrate Torres Strait Islanders more fully into 
commercial pearl-shelling. For example, whereas the previous
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protector O'Brien had barred Japanese beche-de-mer captains 
from fetching water at Murray Island on their way down the 
Barrier Reef in order to prevent recruiting there, Costin 
permitted it again. It was well known that since the recruits 
were signed on at Cooktown and the boats worked all the way 
down, this arrangement provided the skippers with one month's 
free labour.56 Costin also relaxed the regulations governing 
native employment so that crew could 'oversign', i.e. sign on again 
for a further year without returning home first, "in order to keep 
as many natives employed in the fishing industry as possible".57 
This relaxation of rules led to an increase in desertions, and the 
requirement to return crew to their home before signing them on 
again was re-implemented in 1921.

With these changes in personnel, the paternalistic rule of the 
Queensland government was gradually implemented over Torres 
Strait Islanders, and the co-operation between the P.I.L. and the 
Queensland government became uneasy. It was at this time that 
government teachers and protectors started to voice the concern 
that the lugger scheme was a failure. Walker, for his part, felt 
that the scheme had been organized, under the supervision of the 
protectors, on a wrong basis. The proceeds were distributed by 
the island elders without recognition of merit of the individual 
divers. He thought an individual basis would be more successful 
than the 'communistic' approach, because often the swimming 
divers did not get any take-home pay at the end of a trip, the 
takings were 'impounded' towards the debts accrued in the running 
of the boats. He felt that even if it was a financial failure, the 
scheme was worth preserving as a principle because it advanced 
the business knowledge of Torres Strait Islanders: "The lugger 
scheme can become the basis of sociai improvement and 
progress".58

The P.I.L. and the D.N.A. differed substantially in their attitudes 
towards natives. The P.I.L. regarded them as fully autonomous 
entrepreneurs with property rights over the luggers which they 
bought on the time-payment system. It sought to secure the trade 
from these luggers for its Badu store by contractual relationship.
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The local protector opposed this contractual relationship. For the 
Protector, the natives were wards of the State, not the fully 
responsible legal entities of a business relationship. In the eyes 
of the Queensland government, the natives had no land rights, no 
rights to their labour, and no rights of property. When Costin was 
asked "When a boat has been paid for, to whom does it then 
belong?" he replied "It is vested in the Protector as trustee for 
the natives."59 The Torres Strait Islanders, on the other hand, 
clearly presumed property rights over their luggers. They 
understood that once the vessels had been fully repaid, these 
were their unencumbered property. The Department approached 
the question of ownership with delicacy:

The island fishing boats are the property of the tribe, and used for the 
general benefit. The mamoose is nominally in charge as representative 
of the village, and is responsible to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals 
for the proper care of the vessel and the disposal of the produce earned, 
through the Protector at Thursday Island, and the equal distribution of 
the nett proceeds. The Protector at Thursday Island takes charge of all 
such produce, sells it by public auction or tender, devoting 50 per cent 
of the money to the payment of interest and redemption, another 
smaller percentage to repairs, renewals, purchases &c., and the 
remainder is either handed to the mamoose or his agent, or expended by 
the Protector for the general benefit.60

While it was asserted that the vessels were the property of the 
islanders, these were unable to dispose of the produce in a free 
market, nor were they, as wards of the state, entitled to the 
proceeds. After they paid off their debt, the Protector continued 
to "give them as much direction as when they are in debt to the 
Department."61 He even threatened to take their boats away, and 
actually impounded one boat, because they had incurred a debt 
with Thursday Island stores. The government teacher at Mabuiag 
testified that indigenous people had become more restricted in 
their spending since Costin's arrival:

when Mr. O'Brien was here he paid half the money to them and they 
spent it themselves; but since Mr. Costin came here he has altered
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that, and he had the handling of the whole money - he pays them what 
sums he thinks proper.62

Costin, with the support of Chief Protector Howard brought 
Torres Strait Islanders fully under the 1897 Protection Act. In 
order to prevent Torres Strait Islanders from spending their 
money on alcohol at Thursday Island, Costin opened a bank account 
for each man signed on for wages boats. They needed permission 
from the protector to draw small amounts of cash, and could only 
draw on their accounts at the island stores.

Howard's policy was to encourage wage labour and to control the 
wages in order to make the administration of Aborigines self- 
sufficient. In response to Hugh Milman, the government resident 
at Thursday Island (1904-1908), who found it "both harsh and 
unnecessary" to enforce the 1897 Act in Torres Strait,63 he 
explained that

In most instances deductions varying from 20 per cent, to 50 per cent, 

only, according to intelligence, are made from the wages earned, the 

balance being paid to the boy direct and expended by him at his own 
sweet will. [...] provided the Protector is satisfied that the aboriginal 
requires the money for his own use and benefit, he is allowed to draw in 

moderation such sums as he may need, even to the whole of the account, 
if the circumstances justify it.64

Opposition to this policy was played down ("they are easily 
discontented if they think there is any cause"). This tightening of 
control also caused resentment on the mainland: residents from 
Mclvor River and Cape Bedford approached the Chief Protector in 
1907 with the message that they could look after themselves.65

Costin thought that although the vessels were used to tide Torres 
Strait Islanders over 'hungry times', their net effect was 
negative, because they incurred debts for repairs. He therefore 
resisted any extension of the system, and placed difficulties in 
the way of the P.I.L. For example, he insisted that their luggers 
observe the same licensing requirements as wages boats. Natives
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were exempt from licensing fees and from the requirement to 
sign their crew on the ships' articles. Walker claimed these 
privileges on behalf of the natives who were renting the fifteen 
P.I.L. boats, arguing that they were co-operatively run, so that 
there were no employees, and that they were working on the home 
reefs of the islanders in charge. Nevertheless, Costin satisfied 
himself that the concessions under which the P.I.L. had been 
operating, had not been recorded in writing anywhere, and 
insisted that all P.I.L. boats take out articles and sign on all their 
crew. Five P.I.L. boats were laid up as a result.

The Papuan Industries, Limited, said they were working under 
concessions, and I stopped them. [...] they explained that they were 
selling a number of their boats to the natives. They put that forward as 
a reason for not paying for licences, but I got licence fees for those 
also.66

Costin required that the produce from all luggers acquired under 
his auspices be delivered to the government store at Thursday 
island rather than to the P.I.L. store at Badu. Walker protested:

The chief point in connection with our company has been to keep the 
natives from Thursday Island, but the Government have blocked us in 
our purpose by compelling the natives to go to Thursday Island to sell 
their shell and get their supplies.67

In 1912, 11 boats sold their shell to the P.I.L. store at Badu and 
10 to the department at Thursday Island. In 1913, 26 boats dealt 
with the P.I.L. and 7 with the department, and from then on about 
half the fleet dealt with each depot. It was not untii 1921, during 
the slump which lasted until 1930, that the Queensland 
government transferred its business to the P.I.L. store at Badu.68

Costin was hostile towards the P.I.L., whom he saw as a wealthy 
company backed by "influential men with plenty of money".69 
Walker complained about the policy shift introduced by Costin:
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The heads of departments, both Commonwealth and State, told us that 
our presence would be welcomed by their Governments as a co­
operating adjunct, which could be relied upon to do justice to the 
natives and to assist them in many practical ways; but, owing to the 
views that have been taken locally, we have been absolutely blocked, 
and our company has been given to understand that it is a case of 'hands 
off'.70

The P.I.L. sought to distinguish itself from commercial pearl- 
shellers by its benevolent trading attitude. It offered prices 
slightly above the price obtained at Thursday Island, and 
submitted its records to Costin for inspection to demonstrate 
that they were dealing fairly. Costin concluded from the accounts 
that "the natives were getting the better of them."71 Because 
Walker felt it was important to project this benevolent image, he 
was particularly irked when Mabuiag Islanders complained that 
they were being exploited by the P.I.L. who made profits on their 
shell and offered low prices. He reacted by barring Mabuiag 
Islanders completely from the Badu Island store.72

Costin refused to accept the argument that the lugger scheme was 
beneficial for Torres Strait Islanders. He sought to erode the 
P.I.L.'s advantages, and to force Torres Strait Islanders back into 
wage labour. He argued that Torres Strait Islanders were better 
off working for wages. On wages boats they were earning between 
£2.5s and £2.1 Os per month plus food, whereas on their own boats 
they made about £1.5s per month. By simple calculation it was 
thought that it was "more advantageous for the natives" to be 
employed at £2 per month than to run their own luggers, on which 
they could not earn £24 per year.73

The manager of Burns Philp, Joseph Mitchell was of quite the 
same opinion: it was better for the natives to work for pearl- 
shellers, because they would earn higher wages, and because "All 
coloured men do better with a little supervision. They work 
better." He also suggested that whites should be in charge of all 
native boats. With this suggestion Mitchell sought to eliminate 
both the competition from the 'company boats' and that of the
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Japanese, at a time when the Queensland government sought to 
implement the White Australia policy in the pearl-shell industry. 
Pearl-shellers felt that with the lugger scheme, the government 
had monopolized Torres Strait Islander labour.74 It was felt that 
company boats had an unfair advantage because they did not need 
to sign on and discharge crew, and no limits on the number of 
workers were imposed. Because wages boats needed to provide 
food for the longer voyages, the pearl-shellers argued that their 
costs of production were higher. Their position was supported by 
data supplied by the Sub-Collector of Customs at Thursday 
Island.75

The industry was at this time in an environmental crisis which 
heightened competition. Pearl-shell was getting scarce, and the 
pump boats started to encroach on the shallow grounds near the 
islands, if they saw swimming divers successfully harvesting 
shell. Some skippers of pump boats used underhand measures to 
keep the competition from swimming divers at bay. They threw 
grease or dirt into the water to attract the sharks, in order to 
force swimming divers off the grounds. These, in turn, sometimes 
muddied the water to hinder the dress divers. (Sharks were of 
little concern to dress divers, because they could be scared away 
with air bubbles.)

6. THE WORKING OF THE COMPANY BOATS

One Murray Islander summed up the benefit of lugger ownership to 
Torres Strait Islanders: "The boats were our only highway". Only 
in the late 1960s were aerodromes built, flying doctor services 
introduced and sisters stationed on the islands.76 The luggers 
meant communication and transport, access to the means of 
production in an enveloping cash economy, and a vehicle for 
subsistence production. They were a symbol of prosperity. These 
considerations were absent from the protector's assessment of 
the commerical viability of the scheme. In order to remain 
productive, the vessels needed to be maintained. A season spent
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unproductively meant a season in debt, even if the purchase price 
had been cleared.

Instead of accepting the protectors' generalized pronouncements 
on the success or failure of the scheme, it is advisable to take 
account of the ways in which luggers were worked on the 
different islands. A "snapshot” at around the year 1910, when the 
scheme was considered a failure, reveals a varied, but generally 
prosperous position with some setbacks. In the first enthusiasm 
about the scheme, boats had been acquired by island communities 
which were too small to staff them on a commercial, permanent 
basis. For example the population of Adolphus Island was so small 
that it was not listed in any of the annual reports. In 1910 the 
Martha of Adolphus Island had run into debt and was auctioned by 
the department, leaving a bad debt of £60.

Mabuiag Islanders embraced the scheme and largely withdrew 
from wages boats. In 1910 the wages Mabuiag Islanders earned on 
commercial boats were £100, while the company boat had earned 
£500 for a population of around 250. Only 21 men worked on 
wages boats in 1912. The government teacher wrote: "I do not 
know what the natives would do if they had not boats."77

On Saibai the island court devised a new punishment for offences: 
forced labour on wages boats. The councillors opened a store on 
the island, and in 1912 the island experienced a drought and 
serious food shortage, which was overcome without assistance. In 
1910 the company boats earned £119 for a population of some 
250.

Moa Islanders were lucky twice with pearls. In 1912 and again in 
1915 a pearl was found realizing £255 and £425 respectively, 
more than the income from pearl-shell and beche-de-mer, which 
was £205 in 1912 for a population of some 100.

On Murray Island most young men (about 50) were working on 
wages boats, and entering pearl-shelling rather than beche-de- 
mer collecting. Murray islanders were also holding Saturday
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markets, attracting many Japanese customers from Thursday 
Island. The government teacher was unimpressed with the 
'spurious effort' on company boats and found that the men 
'required continual encouragement and supervision”.78 The Miriam 
had earned £182 in 1908, and the Komet tribe of the island bought 
another lugger in 1911. The Barb had been sold by the Protector in 
1908, and the hull of the William, which had sunk in Darnley 
harbour the previous year, was sold also. The population of Mer 
and Dauar was about 400.

On Darnley Island (population 220 in 1908) the Erub was the 
subject of inter-tribal dispute and was left abandoned for three 
months in 1910. In the following year the Home Secretary Appel 
visited and encouraged the islanders to recommission the boat, 
whereupon the government teacher "toid them to get to work” on 
it.79 They did so reluctantly and worked irregularly, and in 1912 
the teacher pressured the men into signing on again with the 
wages boats. Several South Sea Islanders resident on Darnley 
were renting beche-de-mer boats from Thursday Island pearl- 
shellers. Gradually these 'individually owned boats' were also 
entering into the protectors’ discourse, being referred to for the 
first time in 1913.

The above figures do not bespeak a financial failure. The protector 
was dissatisfied with the returns, because he compared the boats 
to those of the pearl-shellers which served only a single, 
commercial purpose. In 1916 the total earnings of Torres Strait 
Islanders from the pearl-shell industry amounted to £9,089: 
£4,730 from company boats and £4,395 from employment.80

7. TIGHTENING CONTROL AND RESISTANCE

The administration normally took credit for the success of the 
lugger scheme, but if there were problems with it, the natives 
were blamed. For example, when the boats trading to Badu 
obtained good results in 1916, "This excellent result is mainly
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due to the efforts of the Government teacher, Badu, who exercises 
a supervision over all boats trading to that place.”81

In 1912 an Island Fund was established, to which each island had 
to contribute in proportion to its earnings, "the object of the fund 
is to promote a spirit of independence among the people [...] 
without asking monetary assistance from the Government or any 
individual." In times of drought the islands could now draw on the 
island fund. (The Aboriginal Provident Fund established in 1919 as 
sickness and unemployment insurance was the extension of this 
scheme to mainland Aborigines who were not on reserves, and in 
1928 an East Coast Fund was also established.) Also a boat 
insurance fund was started to save the contributions to 
commercial insurance companies who only compensated for total 
loss of a vessel.82

The constant interference in the management of company boats 
was not welcomed by Torres Strait Islanders. In 1912 the local 
protector reported that most boats would be in credit at the end 
of the season:

This satisfactory position was not easily attained, as most of the 
natives do not worry about being in debt, and resented our efforts to 
place them on a sound footing. In course of time they realised we had no 
intention of being turned from the object in view, and resigned 
themselves to the inevitable 83

The paternalistic embrace of the government was deeply resented 
by Torres Strait Islanders, and Murray Islanders led the way in 
protests. In 1913 the local protector William Lee Bryce reported:

Every endeavour is made to persuade all able-bodied islanders to engage 
in profitable employment, and, as usual, all sorts of excuses are put 
forward for not doing so. There is no scarcity of work at a fair wage, 
but this year many are standing down, and will probably remain 
unemployed, as the boat owners are endeavouring to obtain men from 
Papua. Some allege the institution of the Island Fund is their objection, 
others openly stated they proposed waiting until wages are increased.84
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It was not simply that wages were controlled, but the protectors 
sought to resettle island groups for administrative convenience. 
For example, in 1912 Coconut and Hammond Islands still had no 
school, and therefore no government representative. Torres Strait 
Islanders were eager to gain access to formal education for their 
children, and the administration used this leverage to draw 
islanders into its ambit. The 80 Hammond Islanders wanted to go 
to Prince of Wales Island, but the protector suggested Moa, and 
the 63 Coconut Islanders wanted to go to Sue Island, but the 
protector suggested Yorke, where schools already existed. 
Schools fulfilled a dual function in the acculturation of Torres 
Strait Islanders. They entailed the allocation of a superintendent, 
and they also inculcated work habits without giving young 
islanders ’ideas above their station'. This hidden curriculum was 
made quite explicit in Annual Reports. Lee Bryce "discouraged 
higher subjects"85 and reserve education was "of purposely not 
too high a standard".86 Torres Strait islanders were kept in a 
carefully orchestrated state of 'educated ignorance' until they 
learned about the standards of the outside world during World 
War II, and demanded more than "an educational set-up that 
provides little incentive to the individual to become other than a 
manual labourer or a worker in the pearl-shell industry".87

The discontent of Torres Strait Islanders, who were 'learning to 
labour', is apparent in the Protector's 1915 report. This report 
makes reference to the 'bad influence' of South Sea Islanders in 
Torres Strait, who were exempt from the provisions of the 1897 
Act, and therefore did not come under departmental authority:

The past year was marked by a strong feeling of unrest among the 
people, which manifested itself in refusals to work when good 
employment was offering, and, in a few places, by open disregard of 
departmental authority. [...] They have a very good idea of the limits of 
our authority, and, while willing to obey all directions that can be 
supported by the Acts and Regulations, strenuously oppose attempts to 
improve their condition which are not within the four corners of 
legislation relating to aboriginals. [...] For many years officials and
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others interested in the welfare of the islanders have endeavoured to 
persuade all able-bodied men to engage in congenial employment, or 
work their own boats in a systematic manner. In a few instance these 
efforts have been successful, but, unfortunately, in most places results 
are not encouraging, particularly so in the eastern group [where nature 
provides fairly bountifully [...] as we are endeavouring to
gradually raise a strong healthy race to a higher plane, it is the duty of 
these people to take the utmost advantage of the facilities provided for 
them. [...] In some quarters this procedure would be termed 'slavery', 
but any person who possesses an intimate knowledge of the people and 
the subject will think otherwise. The islanders have not yet reached the 
state when they are competent to think and provide for themselves; 
they are really overgrown children, and can best be managed, for their 
own welfare, as a prudent parent would discipline his family.88

This paternalistic attitude was sharply perceived by Torres 
Strait Islanders:

The government leads us like little children, but in time you let little 
children go. The government should let us go.89

The apparent failure of the lugger scheme, therefore, was 
essentially the failure to permit an emerging working class the 
expression of its consciousness. The administration wanted 
Torres Strait Islanders to enter into a cash economy as wage 
labour - but not as free wage labour. In time, Torres Strait 
Islanders would clamour for access to a free labour market, and 
citizenship rights so that they could negotiate the sale of their 
labour power. The tension between cash economy and subsistence 
economy was exacerbated by the administration which encouraged 
wage labour on the one hand, and clung to a restrictive 
paternalism on the other hand. The D.N.A. was instrumental in 
creating conditions of internal colonialism in Torres Strait.

In 1914, with the commencement of World War I, the shell market 
was closed. The income of Torres Strait Islanders dropped from 
£5,373 in the previous year to £1,558. This is an indication of the 
value of the pearl-shell industry (wages boats and company boats)

117



for the Torres Strait Islanders' economy. In this crisis, the utility 
of the company boats was strongly apparent: they were used to 
gather beche-de-mer as a cash income, and to fish, to hunt turtle 
and dugong to keep up a food supply.

The prices for gear and repair materials rose to prohibitive levels 
- a yard of canvas, normally one Shilling, now cost six Shillings.90 
Under these conditions lugger maintenance became difficult. 
Torres Strait Islanders started to acquire dinghies, from which 
women and elders could collect marine produce, and tended to use 
the company boats simply as transport for produce. Because the 
upkeep of the boats was neglected, the administration took 
punitive action, reallocating boats and issuing warnings that 
returns needed to improve. At Darnley, only one man was allowed 
per dinghy, and everyone had to report to the government teacher 
how much time they had spent on the dinghy and how much they 
had caught.91

In 1912 a pearl-sheller sent a trial consignment of trochus shell 
to Japan, and trochus quickly became an alternative export to 
pearl-shell in the Australian industry. Trochus is a conical shell 
which bears no pearls, and grows in shallow depths accessible to 
swimming divers, like beche-de-mer, and was therefore well 
suited for company boats. The company boats gained access to the 
trochus market for the first time in 1915. Trochus fishing imbued 
the industry with new vigour. But Torres Strait Islanders 
continued to express their resentment of the administrative grip, 
In 1919 protector Gilson Foxton cryptically reported that "Several 
troubles of a serious nature amongst the natives, owing to the 
lack of communication, have had to be held over." In 1921 the 
Murray Islanders struck for higher rates. They were dissatisfied 
with the administrative control of their earnings.

When it is pointed out that the compulsory banking deduction averaged, 
say 50 per cent, at the most of the total wages earned, and of that 
deduction nearly 60 per cent, was returned to the owner in clothes and 
other benefits, it will be seen that the hardship alleged is somewhat 
overstated.92
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In 1922 Cornelius O'Leary replaced Foxton as local protector at 
Thursday Island. With this change, the local protector 
increasingly assumed the function of a merchant. O'Leary was 
well versed in current prices and knew the market opportunities. 
He re-organized the boats according to market potential, 
directing them to fish for trochus, beche-de-mer, blacklip, or 
gold-lip pearl-shell, as opportunity dictated:

A persistent driving power is needed behind the native; and while it is 
left to the crews to work at their own sweet will the vessels will 
never show the results which with firm handling and regular 
supervision, should be attainable.93

Reporting of the success of the luggers became more 
businesslike, and seasonal decline was more likely to be 
explained in terms of weather and market conditions, rather than 
blamed on 'native indolence'. 1924 was a record year for the 
company boats, and catches were excelled again in 1925, 1926, 
and 1927. Company boats now had agencies in Cairns and 
Cooktown. Saibai and Badu Islanders performed particularly well. 
The Wakaid made a name for itself, always in close competition 
with the Saibai: and the Wakemab produced excellent results (12 
tons of shell on an 8 ton cutter). The scheme was now operated as 
a business enterprise, and its success measured in those terms. 
The proof of success were wages comparable with master 
boats.94

The Eastern Islanders were reluctant to engage in the industry on 
this basis. In 1931 Murray Islanders laid up their two luggers 
because shell was fetching low prices. This strategy ran counter 
to the business expectations of the protector:

The Murray Island boats are dismal failures amongst those of the 
Eastern Islands. It has been found difficult to persuade these people to 
leave their home reefs, and they seize upon any pretext for returning 
from the working grounds and remaining home. For the New Year the 
Murray Island boats have been placed in charge of Jacob Gabey,
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erstwhile teacher at Yam, who has instruction to work down the 
coast.95

8. THE ISLAND INDUSTRIES BOARD

In 1922 Walker was unsuccessful in raising any further capital 
for the P.I.L., and retired due to failing health. In the meantime, 
William Hodel, a Thursday Island pearl-sheller had joined the 
staff of the P.I.L. in 1912, and supported the protector's 
objectives. The friction between the two institutions eased. The 
D.N.A. commenced to use the P.I.L.'s Badu store instead of 
requiring its luggers to come to the protector at Thursday island. 
The wife of the new manager, J.C. Harman, helped to establish 
boy scouts, rovers and girl guides at Badu, a movement which 
quickly became popular. Darnley Islanders formed a group of sea 
scouts. In 1927 the P.I.L. acquired a boatslip at Thursday Island, 
where Torres Strait islanders were trained in carpentry and 
boatbuilding. The slip produced 100 dinghies in two years, 
underselling the Japanese by £1, and breaking the Japanese 
monopoly over boatbuilding on Thursday Island.96

After Walker's departure the P.I.L. continued to operate for a 
further eight years, but in 1930 it fell victim to the depressed 
markets in rubber, coconut and pearl-shell. Its plantations in 
Madiri and Daru were sold to the Unevangelized Fields Mission, 
and the Queensland government took over its Torres Strait 
operations as the Aboriginal Industries Board. In 1939 this 
became the Island Industries Board (I.I.B.).97 The administration 
gradually increased its control over the luggers, and in 1952 
looked back on the P.I.L. phase as an "unorganized system of co­
operation".98

The local protector became the manager of the I.I.B. There was no 
longer a pretence that the company boats belonged to kinship 
groups on the islands. They were re-allocated at the discretion of 
the I.I.B. manager according to the performance of crews in order 
to maximize efficiency. In 1933, for example, the Manu was
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transferred from Poid village (Moa Island) to Mabuiag, the Mabuiaa 
was given to Boigu, the Roma transferred from Murray to Badu, 
the Naianga from Badu to Darnley, and the Erub from Darnley to 
Yam. No longer were the balance sheets interpreted by the school 
children, or the profits distributed by the island elders: wages 
were credited to the crew's passbook, and the returns were 
handled by the protector, and neither the captains nor the 
councillors ever saw the balance sheets. This caused considerable 
distrust of the protector's accounting methods.

Adai and Adiana were the Murray Island trochus boats under the State 

government. They took it off us and gave it to another island when they 

said it was in debt even though at first everybody had paid so much to 

put the money together to buy it. [...] They kept the books, you had no 
proof."

Murray Islanders continued to distance themselves from the 
company boats, while Badu emerged as the showcase of the Strait. 
The protector handed out trophies to the crew with the best catch 
each season and Badu crews continued to win them.

The policy of the Department has been to create a spirit of emulation 

amongst the crews of the various boats, and for this purpose the 
Honourable the Home Secretary has presented a handsome cup for 
competition amongst the ketches and a flag for the cutters.100

Several island stores were opened where residents could obtain 
standard lines of commodities without having to come into 
Thursday Island. The stores were a further incentive to 
participate in the cash economy because purchases could only be 
made against credit in a passbook.101 Participation in the pearl- 
shell industry had now become a firm tradition in Torres Strait, it 
provided status ranking and was the major avenue of cash income. 
Employment on pearl-shell boats was ranked higher among Torres 
Strait Islanders than swimming diving for trochus and beche-de- 
mer, so that employment on wages boats was more valued than 
participation in company boats, unless one could become the
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skipper of a boat, a leadership position which was highly valued, 
and entry was awarded on the basis of kinship position.

Most of the lads elect to follow the occupation of their fathers and 
engage as learners in the fishing fleets. A number enter as pupils for 
the teaching service and the native clergy.102

As a matter of fact, there was not much choice. The islands of 
Torres Strait were now government reserves, and movement 
between them and particularly to the mainland, was restricted. 
For inter-island visits, a permit from the government teacher 
was required, and Torres Strait Islanders were not permitted to 
stay on Thursday Island overnight, so that they were barred from 
employment in the commercial centre.103 As soon as they left 
school, the young men started to work on the company boats, or if 
they were lucky they were signed on at Thursday Island: "there 
was nothing else to do".104

A 1934 amendment of the Protection Act brought mixed 
descendants of Aborigines under the Act, so that the South Sea 
Islander descendants in Torres Strait were now also under 
departmental authority, and their business included in the reports 
to the Chief Protector. Many coloured residents of Thursday 
Island, and the descendants of South Sea Islanders expressed 
considerable opposition to this extension of powers. They had 
always considered themselves as free agents, often pitying those 
who were "under the Act" for the way in which they had to queue 
in front of the shipping master to ask permission to draw some of 
their wages.105

They tried to make us like the Aboriginal. But we were a mixed race of 
people, Irish and everything, Malay, Filipino, Portuguese, how can you 
put them under the Act?106
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9. "NATIVES ON STRIKE"10?

With the take-over of the lugger scheme by the Queensland 
government, interference in management increased. The 
protectors were now fully committed to the lugger scheme. It 
was the protectors' scheme, not the Islanders': the company boats 
were "the boats controlled by the Department for the benefit of 
the natives [...] the property of the Department".108 The protector 
made his annual rounds to each island signing up crew for the 
company boats.109 Torres Strait Islanders became increasingly 
disaffected and started to protest that wages on company boats 
were below those earned on wages boats. Many Aborigines on 
wages boats were earning higher wages than Torres Strait 
Islanders on their own company boats, while funds from the 
Torres Strait region, which was now financially self-supporting, 
were diverted towards the support of mainland reserves. The 
control of all personal incomes was particularly irksome - the 
crew only received 'credit' to draw on the island stores.110

In response to this criticism, the protector asserted that even 
though income on the wages boats was higher per capita, the 
total income from company boats exceeded that from wages, and 
that anyhow, it was the only, and therefore the best, alternative 
they had. The very argument that had been used by previous 
protectors to demonstrate the failure of the lugger scheme, while 
the P.I.L. was involved and the work was largely self-directed, 
was turned on its head when the administration was in control of 
the scheme.

Although there is a temporary revulsion by the natives to work on the

'company' boats, there is no system that meets their needs better.111

There were now between 25 and 27 company boats employing 
some 400 men, or three quarters of the total Torres Strait 
Islander labour force.112
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The revulsion referred to by the Chief Protector was not 
temporary: On New Year's Day of 1936 Torres Strait Islanders 
commenced a strike which lasted for four months.113 They refused 
to work on the company boats, and the entire fleet lay idle. Local 
protector McLean was unpopular, and O'Leary, who was now the 
department's deputy chief director and stationed on Palm Island, 
returned to Thursday Island to aid McLean in his efforts to 
persuade the men back to work. At a meeting on Murray Island, the 
men refused to listen and jumped out of the windows of the 
school house where the assembly was held. This action has come 
to be remembered as "doing an O'Leary". The Islanders challenged 
the administration to take the boats back: "Take them, we lived 
here before the boats came here It was a test of wills.114 One 
Badu Islander described to Nonie Sharp how the strike was carried 
across the strait:

Well in that time there was a cargo boat used to sail. It was a boat 
called Darton and the skipper was called M-, old M-, he was the skipper.

When he goes to Murray Island the things they decided there they sent 

as a message with him to bring up here. When he calls at some of the 
islands like Central islands, then come [sic] down to Badu, he lei us hear 

the message on the island of Badu. Then when he takes cargo to Saibai, 

Dauan and Boigu he takes the message and tells them. So that strike was 
going one week. So when Mr. McLean goes round all the islands this 

time, he goes to Murray Island first. They do it there: they jump 

through the windows. Then when he comes here we give him a surprise: 

the strike was happening here too; we give Mr. McLean a surprise. [...] 

that strike’s been coming to us by oid M-, skipper of that cargo boat.

When he sails through Torres Strait, whichever island he comes to he 

yarn there with them. Cargo boat of Aboriginal Industries Board 

carrying cargo and taking messages. [Laughter] Carrying cargo and 

loading messages ...!115

The experience of the strike differed somewhat from island to 
island. There were no regional leaders, and each island submitted 
its own set of claims. Because disaffection with the system of 
remuneration was the common theme of these demands, the press 
reported it as a strike for higher wages.116 But the Torres Strait
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Islanders were not a fully fledged proletariat, they did not yet 
accept their alienation from the means of production. They 
objected to the loss of control over their luggers, and suggested 
various strategies of addressing this grievance. Yet control of the 
lugger scheme was the one central demand which the 
administration would not yield to. Torres Strait Islanders did not 
gain control of their wages and passbooks.

A Saibai Islander described the strike:

In 1936 during the strike I was still in school with Mr. Bryant. They 
broke windows in the store. Only the bigger islands had stores: Saibai,
Badu, Mabuiag, Yorke. I saw them talk to the superintendent about not 
getting enough money, they asked him where all the money was going. I 
didn’t speak much English, I only heard what the Island men were saying 
[among themselves]. The strike lasted one or two [seasons], and they 
went out on the boats again, but still the same State Government, the 
Director of Native Affairs, were the ones we had to deal with. [...] 
People disagreed with the government. They wanted family boats and 
debunk those boats where you worked for small wages. But still the 
government weighed the shell. It looks like they cheated. They didn't let 
you know how much it weighed. They [Islanders] told each other how 
much each got when they came out of the white man's office.117

Another Saibai Islander made the same points - distrust of the 
administration's accounting and the aim to control personal 
earnings:

We sold [the shells] at Badu, Mr. Walker of I.I.B. I worked for Mr. 
Walker as carpenter there. He helped the Island people, but when the 
Department took over they ran it differently and took the money 
altogether. [...] We struck in Saibai at the same time. We argued with 
the white teacher for a fair go for our wages. It lasted for months. [...] 
Before that all the shell was counted together. After that, each counted 
their shell. [...] We still got our money into the passbook. D.A.I.A. ran 
the business at T.l.118
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Police and department staff were stationed on the islands to deal 
with the strike, and in February thirty 'leaders' were goaled at 
Badu, because the school bell - timekeeper and pacesetter on the 
island - had been removed.119 Badu was seen as the weakest point 
in the chain of resistance, because it had always been the centre 
of company boat pearling and its results were exemplary for 
Torres Strait. Two Badu councillors were the only two of some 
400 Islanders who did not support the strike. In February four 
boats were manned at Badu. In March, Stephens and Darnley 
Islanders signed on again with pearl-shellers while Murray 
Islanders continued to hold out and their company boats were 
withdrawn. In April Saibai and Boigu still withheld their labour 
from both company boats and wages boats.

O'Leary commenced to reorganize the company boats by gradually 
limiting their number, granting some concessions, and choosing 
families to whom to award boats. From now on the boats were 
referred to as the "D.N.A. fleet”, and they were awarded to 
families, not island communities. Darnley and Murray Islanders no 
longer participated in the scheme, they went into the employ of 
pearl-shellers. Badu became the exemplar of success in the 
reorganized scheme, the pride of the administration. A Badu 
Islander remembered proudly:

Badu Islanders worked hard. Murray and Darnley got lazy, they had to 

move them. We got more money than any other island. The government 

gave us a plaque. Uncle Tanu always got most trochus shells, and my 
father always came second.120

Nonie Sharp, who has examined the strike episode in depth, sees 
its greatest significance in the emergence of a regional identity: 
the strike was "the first act of the Torres Strait Islanders as one 
people".121 The strike was played down by the administration, but 
Sharp unearthed its wider significance. It was directed at the 
paternalistic rule of the Queensland government, rather than at 
wages or employment conditions on the luggers. This is obvious 
from the demands made, and from the concessions gained as a 
result of the strike. The most immediate result of the strike was
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the abolition of the 'Boo' or time whistie on all islands. Also 
captains were now supplied with a copy of the boat returns. On 
the strength of their solidarity, based on a newly emergent 
regional identity, Torres Strait Islanders gained significant 
concessions towards a larger measure of self-government. The 
councillors were charged with selecting crews and captains, and 
captains were responsible to the councillors. The island fund was 
now called island tax in recognition of the business basis of 
pearl-sheiling. Permits for inter-island visits were no longer 
required, and the first conference of all Torres Strait councillors 
was held on Yorke Island in August 1937.122 The longer term 
results of the strike were manifested in the 1939 protection 
legislation, where separate Acts dealt with the administration of 
Aborigines and of Torres Strait Islanders, formalizing what Sharp 
calls the policy of 'indirect rule' for Torres Strait. The Island 
councils were charged with the functions of local government, 
and native courts were legally recognized.

10. WORLD WAR II AND ITS EFFECTS IN TORRES STRAIT

With the approach of war in Europe in 1938, trochus became 
practically unsalable, and the price for pearl-shell was below the 
cost of production. Some 500 Islanders were engaged in the pearl- 
shell industry and its ancillary industries. The Pacific war 
brought commercial pearl-shelling to a standstill. In 1942 the 
larger vessels were taken over for defence purposes, and the 
smaller ones immobilized because of the threat of Japanese 
invasion from the north. Some 800 Torres Strait Islanders joined 
the armed forces as soldiers and sailors, mostly in the Torres 
Strait Light Infantry Battalion, and the scout movement proved 
valuable as a nucleus of civii defence. Torres Strait Islanders in 
military service were paid at two thirds the rate of white 
soldiers. All over Queensland, Aborigines were formed into work 
gangs in essential industries. Pearl-shelling was conducted on a 
small scale during the war by Torres Strait Islanders, not for 
export, but to supply the military authorities who required the 
shell for trading in New Guinea and for use in prismatic
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compasses and as uiniform buttons. In March 1942 Thursday Island 
and several indigenous communities were evacuated.123 The 
experience of war ttime made a very deep impression on Torres 
Strait Islanders. Cointact with white Australians, and some black 
Americans, 'opened their eyes' about the world outside the Strait. 
A Saibai Islander described the changes brought about by the war:

Army people came, every island had two signallers. [Normally] Only the 
big islands with stores had radios but during the war each island had 
radio and two whitce signallers. They taught islanders to operate the 
telephone, wireless,, trucks. We learned all our knowledge from the 
army, before we kmew nothing. It was proper hard strict law, no island 
people allowed on 'Thursday Island. After the war now you find us all 
over Australia, in thne railways. The army unlocked the gate. Education 
was increased. Wagees came up.124

Having fought side by side with whites, expectations were raised 
that after the war, Torres Strait Islanders would be treated as 
equals. The Protector noted these raised expectations:

Most of the isianderr ex-servicemen received their discharges during the 
year and from theiir association with Australian personnel they had 
assumed a changecd outlook on life, completely altering in many ways 
their way of living aas compared with pre-war days. They had seen how 
the European peopl-le lived, their style of buildings and dress, mode of 
living and habits. Tod meet this change the Board [I.I.B.] has had to alter 
its outlook also to scome extent. With money in quantities which they had 
never before possesssed, the Islanders abandoned their desire for cheap 
articles and were aasking for good clothes, more manufactured food as 
against their own mative products and, above all, building material in 
order to erect dwellings on the European style.125

At the end of the w/ar, the Island Industries Board purchased and 
demolished 164 arrmy buildings in order to erect European style 
houses. Many Torrres Strait Islanders were now receiving 
Commonwealth gowernment social service payments, which, 
together with the iincome from military allotments, created an 
"unprecedented prosperity".126 Under the direction of two pearl-
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shellers, Torres Strait Islanders were formed into expeditions to 
retrieve the luggers which had been left at New Guinea. Others 
that had been sunk at Thursday Island were now recovered:

With the money from the army our families bought the boats. We bought 
the S.S. DONA [that stands for] Sinking Ship Director O'Leary Native 

Affairs. [...] Dona was a family boat. We bought it from Farquhar, it was 

Sheila before. It had been sunk at T.I., we raised it with drums, it was 

covered with sand and mud.127

Post-war reconstruction was aided by a boom in the trochus 
market from pent-up demand. Because trochus is accessible by 
swimming diving, without diving gear, the conditions for the 
D.N.A. fleet were favourable, particularly since pearl-shellers had 
great difficulty in re-entering the industry because of a scarcity 
of usable luggers. In 1947 the private fleets numbered 19 vessels 
and employed 110 Torres Strait Islanders. The I.I.B. headquarters 
were transferred from Badu to Thursday Island where they are 
today. Torres Strait Islanders were stationed in labour barracks 
on Thursday Island to help rebuild Thursday Island. The I.I.B. was 
determined to take the leading role in the industry now. It 
recommissioned 40 luggers, and prepared to equip them for dress 
diving, to train Torres Strait Islanders as dress divers, and 
commenced to build a slipway on Thursday Island.128

In order to render indigenous people self-supporting, the 
protector sought to foster indigenous industries so that 
Aborigines would not be "a burden on the taxpayer".129 The 
Department was therefore strongly opposed to attempts by pearl- 
shellers to re-introduce Japanese divers. Torres Strait Islanders 
were now financially dependent on the industry. They could no 
longer fall back on subsistence activities. Torres Strait was 
"independent of Government assistance other than that provided 
to any white community".130 Torres Strait Islanders and 
Aborigines made up 90 percent of the industry's workforce, and 
many Torres Strait Islanders were divers, tenders and engineers, 
and doing very well. They now demonstrated that they were as 
good as Japanese divers. One Islander diver recorded a catch of 22
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tons in the 1951 season - the highest recorded catch by a 
Japanese diver on a comparable boat had been 13 tons.131

The Department was now fully committed to the mother-of-pearl 
enterprise. In 1949 Chief Protector O'Leary moved his office to 
Thursday Island to become manager of the I.I.B. (The Chief 
Protector's position was now referred to as the Director of the 
sub-department of Native Affairs, D.N.A.) It was no longer the 
Islander's lugger scheme, but a business conducted by the D.N.A. 
As manager of the I.I.B., the Director became preoccupied with 
business management. He was well versed in current prices and 
market prospects. He realized that it was much preferable to deal 
on a contract basis, instead of selling by auction. In 1950 he 
entered into contract with South Sea Pearling Co. (Gerdau) for the 
season's catch of up to 200 tons of pearl-shell (the previous 
year's catch had been 141 tons), and with Brown and Dureau (also 
agents for Gerdau) for up to 500 tons of trochus (the previous 
year's catch had been 180 tons). The businesslike attitude also 
extended to employees. Low yields were no longer blamed on 
indigenous indolence:

It can be accepted as an established fact that fluctuations in production 
as between one year and the other cannot be regarded as the fault of the 
diver and his crews.132

This remarkable turnaround in attitude was an expression of the 
commercial approach to the enterprise. The Department had 
invested a tremendous amount of energy into the project, and the 
administration of indigenous people in the far north was 
organized around the pearl-shell industry. The D.N.A. director 
observed that

independent pearlers can withdraw from the industry as market 

fluctuations compel such action, but the Board cannot retreat from its 

undertaking to see that the Island worker [...] is protected in the years 

to come in an industry which he has done so much to establish.133
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The transformation of a co-operative lugger scheme, capable of 
flexible production, into a mass production enterprise was now 
complete.

11. THE FINAL CRISIS

The postwar boom did not last long. One Saibai Islander described 
the brief honeymoon:

[Before the war] trochus was very scarce and hard to get. Then war 

was declared. After the war we bought family boats from D.N.A. and 

the shell prices came up to £700 to £1,000 a ton. There was plenty of 

shell. It lasted only a couple of years, then the prices dropped again 
until now.134

By 1949 the protector expressed "grave concern for the future of 
the industry". There had been a dramatic drop in prices and 
overseas markets were uncertain. One overseas buyer (probably 
Gerdau) had offered £301 per ton of pearl-shell, a rate at which it 
was impossible to make a profit, according to the protector, who 
warned that as a result the ruling wage scale was in jeopardy.135 
In the following season these problems were compounded by bad 
weather, and several luggers were laid up. It was in the midst of 
this crisis that the protector abandoned the traditional wages 
policy and permitted pearl-shellers to share the risk with 
indigenous crew:

The conditions of employment of islanders in this industry are closely 

guarded and the insistence is that these workers should be employed on 

a profit-sharing basis, to ensure they receive a reasonable return and 

that an incentive is provided for these workers in a particularly 
precarious industry.136

The timing of this shift reveals a marked sympathy with the 
problems of pearl-shellers. The Protector annually negotiated the 
wage rates for indigenous crew with the pearl-shellers' 
association at Thursday Island, and several Islanders have
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explained that this was why their wages were so low. They felt 
that in an open labour market they could gain higher wages.137 In 
1955 there was an exodus of Torres Strait Islanders to the 
mainland, particularly from the Eastern Islands. Murray Islanders 
gained a good reputation in railway construction and on the 
canefields.

In 1957 the trochus market collapsed but the blow was cushioned 
for Torres Strait Islanders because the I.I.B. had won a three-year 
agreement with Gerdau which expired in January 1960. The D.N.A. 
fleet was now the largest on Thursday Island and was able to 
absorb the Torres Strait Islanders who lost their jobs with pearl- 
shellers.

The I.I.B. started to diversify into other business activities. It 
marketed collector's shells and encouraged curio manufacture. Its 
stores supplied sewing machines, radios, refrigerators, and 
furniture. The motto was "What can be produced is bought, what 
can be consumed is sold!"138 In 1961 the I.I.B. started to sell 
ornamental shells to American, New Guinean, South African and 
Australian buyers. For the sale of trochus shell, it was now 
necessary to advertise through newspapers and overseas trade 
commissioners. By this means, the I.I.B. won a further three-year 
contract with Kuhlenkampf & Co. Pty Ltd. of Sydney in 1960. In 
1961 the first pearl-culture farms were established in Torres 
Strait, on Friday Island and Escape River, heralding a new era. The 
emphasis shifted from the pearl-shell to pearls. Japanese 
technicians once again took the skilled positions in this industry, 
and some 40 Torres Strait Islanders were engaged in unskilled 
work.139 The D.N.A. luggers started to collect live shell to sell to 
the culture farms. Because of the timely diversification of I.I.B. 
activities, the decline in the pearl-shell industry was not 
reflected in the I.I.B. figures. By 1962 over 1,000 Torres Strait 
Islanders had migrated to the mainland, and it became difficult to 
staff the luggers. Prawning, crayfishing, and turtle farming 
became the new marine activities.
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12. CONCLUSION

There were several steps in the transformation of the lugger 
scheme. It started off as the co-operative company boats which 
harvested the home reefs with simple technology, and served both 
cash production and subsistence economy. Walker's vision was to 
create an independent yeomanry of producers. The establishment 
of the P.I.L. coincided with a change in administrative personnel 
at Thursday Island with the result that a new agenda of tighter 
regulation was extended over the Islanders. The P.I.L. scheme and 
its aims were somewhat out of step with policy developments. 
Initially the control of the D.N.A. over the luggers was weak. It 
depended on the initiative of the individual government teachers, 
who on some islands assumed manpower planning functions by 
devising work schedules and rosters. The friction between the 
P.I.L. and the D.N.A., and the lack of control over the scheme led to 
a negative assessment of the entire scheme. Only four years after 
the commencement of the scheme, the local protector pronounced 
its failure, because Torres Strait Islanders displayed managerial 
shortsightedness by their failure to accumulate a capital reserve. 
Yet regional prosperity had improved so markedly that as early as 
1908 the protector was able to divert income from the island 
fund to the Aboriginal fund. Rather than make an effort to train 
Torres Strait Islanders in business management and accounting, 
the department itself gradually assumed the management of the 
luggers, content to "assimilate" Torres Strait Islanders as manual 
workers.

The department's criticism of the scheme was inspired by the 
vision of mass production as the paradigm of successful 
enterprise: it was expected that luggers should be used only for 
cash production, should be staffed ail year round, and should 
continue to operate even when the prices for pearl-shell or 
beche-de-mer declined. The success of the scheme was measured 
in terms of output, volume of production and value of cash return, 
i.e. by direct comparison to the profitability of wages boats 
which worked year-round (from February to December), exploiting 
large areas for a single resource. In this assessment, debts
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accrued for repair loomed larger than the relief of seasonal 
famine.

Pressure from the pearl-shellers coloured the assessment by the 
Queensland government. The protectors were more intent on 
controlling than emancipating Torres Strait Islanders, and 
interpreted the policy of assimilation in the interests of 
employers. The company boats competed with wages boats in the 
raising of shell, but they competed with the government at a muich 
deeper level: they were co-operatively organized and reaffirmed 
traditional kinship structures, and traditional claims to land, sea, 
and resources. They offered a basis for assimilation without 
rescinding traditional claims. Resisting such indigenous autonomy 
has been the consistent policy in Queensland until very 
recently.140

The administration of indigenous people in Queensland has been 
highly dependent on individual protectors, because legislation 
permitted considerable discretion for the executive.141 After the 
departure of Costin from Thursday Island, the department's 
assessment of the lugger scheme became less pessimistic. The 
appointment of O'Leary as local protector at Thursday Island in 
1922 represents a further step in the transformation. O'Leary 
brought a business-like attitude to the scheme and directed the 
movements of the beats. The formation of the I.I.B. in 1930
formalized this direction as a state enterprise. The I.I.B became
the management headquarters, and the protector signed up crew, 
allocated boats to islands, and handled all financial transactions 
without being accountable to Torres Strait Islanders. South Sea 
Islander descendants were brought under the Act in 1934, and 
after a strike in 1936 the boats were allocated to families rather 
than island communities. By the late 1930s, 20 percent of 
Islanders' wages were channelled into the protector's budget, and 
Torres Strait Islanders were not only self-supporting, but funds 
were diverted into the support of mainland reserves.142 After
World War II, O'Leary became director of the D.N.A., and the
department's commitment to the scheme was expressed by the
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removal of the D.N.A. office to Thursday Island and the director's 
assumption of the title of I.I.B. manager.

Gradually, the department had assumed ownership of the means of 
production. It acted as an employer of wage labour, determining 
what produce to obtain, and where, sending the boats as far as 
Mackay, and taking advantage of advanced technology. The lugger 
scheme was completely transformed, into a mass-producing, 
commercial enterprise.

The greatest impetus for the company boats took place in times 
of crisis for the industry. The scheme took off on a large scale in 
1906 when prices dropped and shell was also getting scarce. 
Immediately after the war, when pearl-shellers had difficulty in 
revitalizing the industry, the D.N.A. became the most active pearl- 
sheller, re-building boat slips and warehouses on Thursday Island. 
Diving equipment was purchased in the 1950s when the industry 
was already on the decline, never having completely recovered 
from the upheaval of war.

The pastoral and marine industries were the mainstay of 
indigenous employment in Queensland. When these two industries 
collapsed between 1960 and 1975, indigenous Queenslanders were 
thrown back onto state assistance. But with the introduction of 
federal social service payments in 1960, the incentive of the 
State government in devising new enterprises had waned. A flurry 
of projects, mostly with federal funding, was half-heartedly 
supervised by the D.A.I.A. Allan Dale analyzes the failure of such 
projects as the external imposition of ideas onto aboriginal 
communities.143 Pearl-sheiling and stock work had become, over 
three generations, traditional occupations where sons followed in 
their fathers' footsteps. They offered an occupational identity, 
and release from reserve life. Those who witnessed and 
participated in this era, are resigned: "We have gone 
backwards."144
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Chapter 4
A Matter of Convenience:

The Japanese Dominance in Pearl-Sheiling

While local indigenous labour was employed for swimming diving, 
gathering trochus and beche-de-mer, and as crew on apparatus 
boats, Japanese became the favoured ethnic group to be recruited 
into dress diving and tendering, the prestigious occupations 
within the industry. From the 1890s to World War II, thousands of 
Japanese came to Australia to participate in the industry and 
were acknowledged as the backbone of the pearl-shell industry. 
They were not only renowned as the best pearl-shell divers in the 
world, but they also invented technical modifications for diving 
equipment. They gave Thursday Island luggers their characteristic 
design, introduced the 'half dress' (a diving suit cut off at the 
waist for greater mobility), developed methods for testing the 
presence of pearl-shell on the sea floor, and constructed glass- 
bottom tubes to find beche-de-mer. Several Japanese captains 
attained almost legendary status in the industry, such as Captain 
Kono (Kono Tesaburo) and Tomi Fuji (Tomiharu Fuji). The latter 
settled at Thursday Island and his family, like the descendants of 
other Japanese captains, continues to live there. So close was the 
link between Thursday Island and Japan, that the island has a 
name in Japanese, Mokuyo-to. Over 600 graves at Thursday Island 
cemetery bear Japanese names, some with posthumous Buddhist 
names, although the Japanese recruits generally professed to 
belong to the Church of England, so that they could get buried at 
the divers' cemetery. 1 Thursday Island comprised a "Japanese 
town" with boarding houses, a public bath, stores, and a brothel. 
All of these were destroyed during Worid War II by troops, who 
used the building materials for barracks. Only the Japanese Club 
house remains on Thursday Island, inhabited by a Chinese family.

From 1893 the Japanese became the largest ethnic group in the 
pearl-shell industry, far outnumbering Europeans at Thursday 
Island. By the turn of the century, all the luggers built at
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Thursday Island were built by Japanese craftsmen, and most 
boatslips were owned by Japanese. They were not only the most 
successful ethnic group to participate in the industry, but they 
also caused the most resentment, because of their numerical 
dominance and because of the entrepreneurial competition which 
they presented to pearl-shellers. There was no state government 
department to administer this ethnic group, as there was for 
indigenous labour. Their administration was an international 
issue, for which after federation the responsibility fell to the 
federal government - a Labor government whose policy was to 
expel coloured and Asian indentees. The pearl-shellers insisted 
that Japanese were indispensible for the fishery, and by a curious 
twist of argument, their continued presence came to be accepted 
as quite within the spirit of the White Australia policy. The 
singular exemption of the pearl-shell fishery from the White 
Australia policy permitted the Japanese to further entrench their 
vested interest in the industry at the expense of locally available 
native labour. The consequences of the Japanese dominance in the 
industry will be explored in Chapter 5.

This chapter explains why the Japanese became dominant in the 
fishery. Why did pearl-shellers prefer them over other ethnic 
groups? How was their presence dealt with ideologically? What 
motivated the Japanese themselves to participate in the industry 
- despite adverse regulations, exploitative arrangements and 
squalid working conditions? To answer these questions, the 
chapter draws on interviews with former Japanese divers and 
crew.

Several authors have dealt with the Japanese participation in the 
Australian pearl-shell industry; the most voluminous account is 
by Mary Albertus Bain.2 J.P.S. Bach analyzes the contribution 
which their participation made to the decline of the industry, and 
Lorraine Philipps examines their participation as an issue in the 
White Australia policy debate. The most authoritative and well 
researched account of Japanese participation in the pearl-shell 
industry is by David Sissons. Sissons provides the historical 
detail of the increase in numbers of Japanese, the areas from
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which they came, and the legislative framework surrounding their 
participation. Apart from interviews in Japan, these sources 
provide much of the background for this chapter.

1. EARLY ARRIVALS (1876 - 1890)

For several centuries Japanese fishers sailed to China, Indonesia, 
and the Pacific Ocean - Guam, Palau, the Gilbert Islands and New 
Ireland. The Japanese ruling elite was receptive to the ideas 
promulgated by western missionaries, but as the imperialist 
aspirations of western nations were increasingly understood as a 
threat to Japanese sovereignty, Japan closed itself to the 
Western world in 1637, for two hundred years. The 'Bakufu edict' 
imposed the death penalty on Japanese attempting to leave the 
country, and all western missionaries and merchants were 
expelled.3 In 1854 Western traders were again permitted to set up 
business in Japan as a result of American military force.4 In 1866 
the Japanese government for the first time issued passports to 
authorize overseas travel for Japanese, and Japanese workers 
began to be signed on as crew by British captains. One of the first 
Japanese consulates in the British Empire was established in 
Melbourne in 1879 to protect Japanese seamen from excessive 
exploitation in the world of capitalist colonialism which they 
were newly entering.s

The first recorded Japanese diver in the Torres Strait was Nonami 
Kojiro from Shimane Prefecture arriving in 1876 at the age of 
about 25, who learned dress diving from a Malay. Several other 
former Japanese sailors also became Torres Strait pearl divers or 
crew, and performed so well that Burns Philp and Co. started 
recruiting discharged and impoverished Japanese sailors in Hong 
Kong.6 The Japanese first arrived in numbers in the 1880s when 
peari-shellers started to recruit in Japan directly. In late 1884, 
one hundred Japanese were at Thursday Island, and in 1885 the 
Honorary Consul at Melbourne went to Thursday Island to hear 
grievances. The Japanese foreign ministry had reservations about 
Japanese employment in Australia, particularly after some men
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had returned to Japan and a Tokyo newspaper gave an unfavourable 
account of the working conditions on Thursday Island. Beri-beri 
was rife because the rations provided by the pearl-shellers 
constituted an unbalanced diet and there were some casualties 
from racial conflicts. In order to curb the flow of migrants, the 
Japanese foreign ministry simply prohibited contracts which 
made provision for the employer to cover the cost of passage, so 
that it became difficult to recruit divers - the passage cost more 
than the annual Japanese wage of about 40 Yen. The number of 
Japanese at Thursday Island dropped slightly from 200 in 1886 to 
170 in 1890 and pearl-shellers again recruited from Hong Kong 
and Singapore, as they had in the 1870s7

Pearl-shellers were eager to employ Japanese as divers. It is 
possible that after having been sheltered from participation in 
the outside world for so long, those Japanese who volunteered for 
overseas contracts were among the most enterprising and 
adventurous, being reputedly more daring than Pacific Islanders, 
Filipinos or Malays. It is not that the Japanese recruits were 
somehow predisposed towards participation in the industry. An 
eyewitness in 1883 described their miserable introduction into 
the industry:

In the early stages they were in dire straits. Among them were people 
who had never been in a boat in their lives. Seventy per cent were 
seasick. When aboard, their limbs ceased to answer. If there were any 
waves at all, they collapsed in the morning and remained in this condition 
all day. It was exactly as if we were taking the sick to sea ...8

However, the Japanese on the whole performed so well that pearl- 
shellers started to favour them over other types of labour, and 
their numbers at Thursday Island continued to increase. (See 
Table 3 for the Japanese participation in diving.)

The profitability of pearl-shelling depended crucially on the work 
ethic of the divers. The remuneration system offered financial 
incentives for the diver, but not for the crew, to increase the 
catch. The divers' lay (i.e. payment per ton according to tonnage)

144



either depended on the price realized at sale, or was agreed to by 
annual negotiation. The diver was responsible for the rations, 
repair of equipment, and wages, and the pearl-sheller provided for 
the boat, equipment and boat repairs. The diver therefore shared 
the risk of loss when shell-beds were becoming depleted, weather 
conditions were unfavourable, or the prices dropped.

Until 1891 the Japanese were merely one of the ethnic groups 
employed in the industry, and the Japanese government continued 
to take a negative attitude towards emigration to Australia. In 
that year, however, a new Foreign Minister was appointed who 
encouraged emigration and later became a founder of the 
Colonists Society. Japanese merchants began taking an interest in 
the migrant labour movement and facilitated worker migration 
with group finance.9 Groups of Japanese migrant workers were 
financed by private individuals who advanced 100 to 130 Yen for 
each member. By now the shallower grounds of 10 to 20 meters 
had been depleted and pearl-shell was obtained from depths of 35 
to 40 meters. Diving had accordingly become more dangerous with 
increasing mortality rates. 10 The emigrants were required to take 
out a life insurance policy for the benefit of the creditor, and 
each member vouched for the whole group, so that peer pressure 
ensured that the advances were paid off. After repaying the 
principal, usually within one year, 40 percent of the combined 
overseas earnings of a group was due to the creditor. The 
compound interest from such an investment has been estimated to 
have been at least 27 percent and up to 106 percent. 11

As a result of this commercialization of Japanese migrant labour, 
the Japanese population at Thursday Island increased rapidly from 
less than 100 in 1892 to nearly 500 in 1893, to over 700 in 1894, 
overtaking the European population at Thursday Island.12 The 
influx led to an oversupply of labour and wage rates at Thursday 
Island dropped. In 1894 over 100 unemployed Japanese entered the 
mainland labour market. 13 They created a further niche for 
Japanese indentees in the sugar plantations.14 The collective 
organization which enabled their immigration, also formed the 
basis for business opportunities once they arrived. Japanese
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Table 3 - Japanese Participation in Diving 
at Thursday Island (1895-1940)

Year Total Japanese Others

1895 242 120 122
1896 275 139 130
1897 304 179 125
1898 331 211 120
1899 362 331 31
1900 390 234 156
1901
1902 319 239 80
1903 354 252 102
1904 357 282 75
1905 367 291 76
1906 173 157 16
1907 180 174 6
1908 174 172 2
1909 155 142 13
1910 160 150 1 0
1911 190 172 18
1912 200 171 29
1913 175 168 7
1914 158 154 4
......  (no figures available for years 1915 - 1924)
1925 183 181 2
1926 143 143 0
1927 172 171 1
1928 212 212 0
1929 214 214 0
1930 95 95 0
1931 52 52 0
1932 103 103 0
1933 94 93 1
1934 95 94 1
1935 185 162 23
1936 246 211 35
1937 256 238 27
1938 246 232 14
1939 233 226 7
1940 195 175 20

Source: Reports of the Inspector of Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer Fisheries, 
Thursday Island, Queensland Votes and Proceedings
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formed combines and became the proprietors of luggers, and 
Japanese brothels in each Australian pearling port (Darwin, 
Wyndham, Cossack, Fremantle, and Thursday Island) provided 
finance for the purchase of luggers and slipways. This meant that 
the Japanese started to stand in competition, instead of in the 
service of, the pearl-shellers. The threat of their commercial 
creativity was compounded by their sheer numerical presence at a 
time when the northern outpost was considered vulnerable to 
foreign incursions. (In 1891 cannons were installed at Green Hill 
on Thursday Island to ward off an expected Russian invasion. 15) 
Legislation to restrict their entrepreneurial freedom was not yet 
in place.

John Douglas and James Clark claimed that the whole pearl­
shelling industry was passing into Japanese hands, at a time when 
only eight of 183 luggers at Thursday Island were actually 
Japanese-owned.16 The business community at Thursday Island 
was fearful of the Japanese competition. A Japanese visitor in 
1893 observed:

The whites are beset with fears which they cannot put aside. [... ] In the 
course of my visit to the island I often heard that the more influential 
among the natives [white Australians] were discussing what would 
happen in circumstances such as the following - if we invested big sums 
and set up large agencies there; if we exported shell to London without 
going through middle-men; or if our government sent several hundreds 
more of us there. It was obvious that our latent strength was causing 
fear among the Island's principal merchants and shopkeepers.17

The pearl-shellers were keenly aware that the only hold of white 
Australians over the industry was their control of the means of 
production. The labour power was non-white, and the pearl-beds 
were situated iargely outside Australia's territorial limit (see 
Chapter 5). The commercial solidarity of Japanese was therefore 
a serious threat. From the 1890s to 1916, pearl-shellers were 
engaged in a series of arguments with federal and state 
governments. The pearl-shellers wished to permit the 
employment of Japanese on the one hand, while curtailing their
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role in the industry to that of a dependent work force on the other 
hand. The remainder of this chapter will deal with this process, 
which represents the struggle to shift from "competitive" race 
relations to institutionally secured white dominance.

2. THE RESISTANCE TO JAPANESE DOMINANCE

As it became apparent that the Japanese were entrenching their 
position in the industry by making inroads into lugger ownership, 
pearl-shellers no longer unequivocally supported their presence 
and agreed that some kind of check needed to be placed on their 
participation in the industry. Government officials at Thursday 
Island were very close to the industry and were inclined to 
support the pearl-shellers. 1a John Douglas wrote:

I am most decidedly of the opinion that all boats in this Fishery should be

owned by British Subjects and that no boats except those belonging to

British Subjects should be licenced.19

Douglas called for a "radical cure" of the Japanese problem. In a 
statement which illustrates perhaps the difference between 
dominant and competitive race relations, he argued that "The 
distinction of colour and creed should not exist for us, so long as 
we secure the rightful ascendancy of our race."2c in other words, 
so long as white dominance was assured, there was no need for 
racial hatred. Douglas suggested that coloured aliens should be 
denied permission to recruit indigenous labour. This would have 
prevented the Japanese skippers from taking control of the 
luggers. But Chief Protector Roth reminded the government 
resident that this was unlawful, as only Chinese were barred 
from obtaining recruiting licences under the 1897 Protection 
Act.21 Besides, Queensland was the only Australian colony which 
had endorsed the Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce and 
Navigation which accorded Queensland exports to Japan beneficial 
treatment, and prevented Queensland from placing such 
restrictions on Japanese.22 Despite this, as local protector of 
Aborigines issuing recruiting permits, Douglas decreed that all
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non-British applicants had to submit a written request for 
recruiting permits. Gaynor Evans writes that the manipulation of 
law, if necessary, by government officials, was part of a 
syndrome of fear among the white minority which controlled 
power and wealth at Thursday Island.23 This view sits well with 
the 'competitive type' of race relations identified by Andrew
Markus.24

On the advice of Douglas, the Queensland government began to 
voice opposition to the flow of migration from Japan and appealed 
to the Japanese government to restrict emigration to Australia. 
The flow of immigration slowed, but not enough to alter the 
population trends at Thursday Island.25 in 1897 there were 1,000 
Japanese engaged at Thursday Island, almost double the number of 
European residents. Of 231 licenced boats, 22 were owned and 46 
rented by Japanese with option to purchase, so that almost one 
third of the pearl-shell fleet was in Japanese hands.26

In response to the threat presented by Japanese commercial 
interests, the Hamilton Commission was appointed in March 1897 
"to inquire into the working of the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
industries of Queensland." The commissioners interviewed 
officials, merchants, and pearl-shellers at Thursday Island, and 
recommended restrictions on the operations of Japanese. As a 
result, the Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-mer Fishery Act was 
amended in December 1898 so that aliens could not rent boats or 
be issued boat licences.27 This amendment was the first 
legislative attempt to fix the position of Japanese in the pearl- 
shell industry, by excluding them from ownership of the means of 
production. It was precisely the kind of race ranking exercise 
which inspired iabour radicals to insist on a White Australia 
policy. William Kidston condemned the amendment as hypocritical:

It is the recognition that there are and there ought to be two races in 
Queensland - one a privileged race having all the rights and protection of 
the laws, and the other an alien serf race, not permitted to do the best 
they can for themselves - and only permitted to live here if they will 
work and make profit for someone else.28
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The reference to aliens rather than Japanese in the amendment 
was made on the insistence of the British Government which was 
an ally of Japan. Nevertheless, the amendment was openly 
directed against the Japanese, and it was the government's 
intention that Asians would be excluded from naturalization so 
that they could not circumvent these restrictions by taking on 
citizenship.29 in addition, the Queensland government considered 
the enactment of an immigration restriction act. Meanwhile any 
Japanese entering the state had to obtain special approval from 
the Queensland government, and all applications for entry of 
Japanese were rejected until October 1900.30 During this time 
other non-white groups, particularly Filipinos and Torres Strait 
Islanders, were beginning to be employed, and the number of 
Japanese on shipping articles declined from 576 to 318 between 
1898 and 1901.31 In 1900, responding to pressure from the 
Japanese government and from pearl-sheliers, the Queensland 
government began to allow replacements of Japanese to the level 
of 1898, but requests to introduce new crew members were only 
agreed to if they were made by white pearl-shellers.32 The 
governmental position therefore was the one desired by pearl- 
shellers to protect their interests. Japanese were barred from 
lugger ownership and prevented from working in any capacity 
other than on pearling luggers, while avenues for pearl-shellers 
to tap the overseas cheap labour pools were kept open.

3. AN EXCEPTION WHICH CONFIRMS THE RULE

After the federation of the Australian colonies, immigration 
became the concern of the new federal government, which placed 
immigration restriction high on its list of priorities. The federal 
government was more removed than the Queensland government 
from the interests of the pearl-shellers, and made several 
attempts to implement the substitution of foreign with white 
labour. Still, employees in the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
industry were exempted from the provisions of the Immigration 
Restriction Act of 1901 (paragraph j clause 4). The federal
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government initially accepted the 1902 population of coloured 
persons as a ceiling up to which replacements could be made and 
granted additional permits for new boat licences in order to 
permit the industry to grow, but a Senate resolution of 1905 
restricted the immigration of coloured persons to replacement of 
departing workers.33

Workers for the pearl-shell industry were only permitted into 
Australia if they were under a contract of indenture (normally 
three years). The recruits were issued with an identification 
certificate showing their fingerprint and two photographs which 
was only valid for the purpose of diving in Australia (see 
Illustration 4). The employer covered the cost of passage and 
deposited a bond with the Queensland government to safeguard 
that indentured labourers did not penetrate the mainland labour 
market, so that they were a captive workforce. This arrangement 
again served the needs of the pearl-shellers while at the same 
time heeding the pressures of the White Australia policy which 
was now high on the political agenda of Labor forces.

Former indentees described the procedures as follows: They 
registered their interest with one of their relatives in Australia, 
and waited until one of the captains recommended them to a 
pearl-sheller. "Letters of calling” (or requests for labour) were 
sent by pearl-shellers to recruiting firms in Japan such as the 
Kobe Industrial Immigration Company or Morishima immigration 
Company in Kushimoto, a large landholder. The recruits were 
assigned to "Free Pensions" in Kobe, i.e. the immigration 
companies paid their expenses in special guest houses. The firms 
arranged for medical examinations, the signing of contracts and 
the issue of identity papers. Recruits had to testify that they 
were going of their own volition. The contracts of indenture 
spelled out in great detail the requirements of each worker. It 
contained stipulations concerning the quantity and variety of food 
dealt out as rations, number of meals, meal-times, the standard 
and size of sleeping quarters, working hours, the mode of 
payment, holidays, and so on. These specifications were quite 
similar to those provided for by the 1880 Pacific islanders
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illustration 4 - A Passport of Indenture

from Hongkong for Messrs. Morey & Company

Heigljgj 
Age: -^jj 
Complex! 
Colour of

deserted by "Deana" July 1913 
Bond paid [date illegible].

Left Hand Impression of Unosuke Shimomura. Japanese, who landed at 
Thursday Island on the Kumano Maru Dec. 31 1912, ex S.S. "Kumano Maru"

Colour of Eyes: - Brown. arrested. Returned to Japan by
Build: - Sturdy. "S.S. Tango Maru" 8.11.14.
Special Marks: - 2 small scars on back of neck.

Source: Australian Archives CRS A1, 1921/22488.
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Protection Act. (South Sea Islanders who were indentured for 
work on Queensland sugar plantations were required to sign 
similar contracts.) Such contracts were meant to safeguard the 
recruits from exploitation but they were a mere formality, and 
the workers themselves accepted that the company was not bound 
by them. When they arrived at Thursday Island, the workers signed 
a different contract with the employer:

We signed two different contracts. One at Kobe which was negotiated 
between the two governments - this was just a formality, so that we 
could leave Japan. The second contract was signed when we arrived at 
Thursday Island, it was a contract between the workers and the company.
It was not a matter of cheating. Our elders had described to us what to 
expect.34

... when we arrived [at Thursday Island] we signed another contract, 
because conditions on the boat were different. [...] The Kobe contract 
was a mere formality. It had been negotiated between the Japanese and 
the Australian governments, it was just a show-piece.35

The actual treatment received by indentured workers depended
not on written agreements, which were made to satisfy
government regulations in the country of origin and in Australia, 
but on their access to social and political power. Chapter 3
already demonstrated that the most powerful political support of
indigenous people, the Department of Native Affairs, pursued its 
own goals in representing native employees vis-a-vis white 
employers. Unlike the indigenous participants in the industry, the 
Japanese were able to draw on several sources of social and 
political power. The Japanese government was highly conscious of 
its reputation in the Western world and therefore sought to 
protect its emigre nationals from exploitation, by placing 
conditions on employment agreements, and by consular 
representation in Australia. It also sent observers into the 
Western countries who independently reported on the working and 
living conditions of Japanese abroad, and on ways in which Japan 
could simulate Western production methods. Five such delegates 
toured America in 1860, and at least one was in Australia in
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1893.36 The Anglo-Japanese alliance provided further protection, 
because Japan could influence decisions made in Australia 
through its British ally. But the most effective source of power of 
the Japanese at Thursday Island was their social organisation, 
which will be explored in the latter part of this chapter.

Around the turn of the century shell beds were becoming depleted 
so that luggers had to go further afield and the work became mo'e 
difficult. In 1905 blockings and the large Clark fleet left for the 
Aru Islands in Dutch New Guinea. The departure of over 100 boats 
and some 500 men meant that the Thursday Island fleet was 
reduced almost by half.37 Clark argued that the federal 
government's restrictions on recruiting had caused a shortage of 
labour and the severe slump which the industry was suffering in 
1 906.38 This was evidently untrue, since after the departure of 
the floating stations (see Glossary), over 300 South Sea Islanders 
returned to the Southern canefields from Thursday Island, from 
where they had flocked to shelter from the provisions of the 
Immigration Restriction Act.

The resource crisis placed downward pressure on wages on 
Thursday Island. Japanese divers demanded to be issued free 
diving dresses, as had been the practice on floating stations. They 
organized a strike, to which the pearl-shellers responded with a 
lock-out. But since few other trained divers were available, the 
Japanese gained an increase in remuneration.39 164 of 165 divers 
licensed at Thursday Island in 1908 were Japanese, and an:i- 
Japanese feelings ran at a high.

The Queensland government evidently saw a need to assist the 
ailing industry, and attempted to settle the problem of coloured 
labour at the State level. A further public inquiry in 1903, 
chaired by Brisbane portmaster John Mackay (the Queensland 
"Royal Commission to inquire into the working of the Pearl-Shell 
and Beche-de-mer industries") sought to devise strategies 1o 
replace Japanese with white or indigenous labour. The list of 
arguments against Japanese employment in the industry was long. 
Not only did they hold a monopoly over diving, the fact that they
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outnumbered Europeans in Torres Strait was considered a defence 
risk. John Bleakiey, of the Department of Native Affairs, argued 
that they contributed nothing to Australian wealth because they 
sent their savings home. The Thursday Island merchants argued 
that the Japanese were the cause of the depression at Thursday 
Island because they imported their own food and bought 
provisions at their own shops, even forcing their crew to spend 
money in alien instead of European shops.

During these hearings, a division of interest between shore 
station owners and floating station owners became evident. 
Floating station owners tended to support the notion that 
Japanese were indispensable, whereas shore station owners felt 
that with sufficient financial incentive from the government, 
they could be replaced. Floating stations were more highly 
capitalized and had larger overhead costs. All provisioning and 
equipment was borne by the company, which therefore paid a 
smaller lay on the shell procured by each diver. On floating 
stations, all shell was opened on the mother schooner in the 
presence of a white supervisor, and any pearls found were 
claimed by the company, while shore station owners had no means 
of supervising the operations of their boats, or the opening of the 
pearl-shell. The skipper was in complete command of the boat, 
responsible for provisioning, recruiting, and wages. It had become 
the practice for the divers to claim any pearls found on shore 
station boats. With the extra income from pearls, estimated at 
£8,000 per annum on Thursday Island, shore station employment 
had become more remunerative for divers, with the result that 
floating stations had experienced a shortage of divers.40

Shore station owners felt the entrepreneurial dominance of their 
Japanese skippers, which left them little control over the 
luggers. Several Japanese skippers flew the Japanese flag on the 
boats which were formally owned by white pearl-sheliers, and 
were registered in Queensland. Hockings remarked that "the 
present boat owner is not the master of ceremonies he previously 
posed to be upon the ruling of what are supposed to be his 
shelling affairs."4 1
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The floating station owners, notably Clark and Hookings, defended 
the qualities of Japanese divers. Clark argued that "the best diver 
in the world for getting shell was the Japanese", and that it took 
a special gift for recognizing shell on the sea floor.42 He
referred to a "special faculty" for finding shell, similar to
Aboriginal tracking skills.43 The Japanese were a cheap labour 
force, and they were hardworking. The aim of the large companies 
was to continue employing Japanese, but restricting their number 
to that required by pearl-shellers, and their role to that of a 
dependent work force.

The hope of the shore station owners to gain some concessions 
from supporting the removal of Japanese from the industry, was 
well founded. The commission sought to encourage small,
independent, white entrepreneurs by limiting the number of boat 
licences to five for each owner. The aim of the commission of
inquiry was to place the industry on a stable, and sustainable,
footing. (See also Chapter 7 Section 7.) The Commission
recommended a complete restructuring programme for the 
industry, establishing a training school for divers, and gradually 
replacing coloured divers with whites.

John Mackay, chairing the committee, hoped to recreate the 
former state of the industry, before Japanese divers arrived, 
when white owner-operators had small stations on the islands of 
the Torres Strait. It was suggested that small owner-operators 
could combine pearl-shell farming with tropical agriculture 
turtle breeding and dugong hunting. The commissioners repeatedly 
drew the comparison of pearl-shell fishing with fishing of* 
Brittany or in the North Sea and witnesses agreed that pearl­
shelling in Torres Strait was far more agreeable. Some years
later Mackay actually suggested this career to European fishers 
and had to revise his opinion because they scorned the idea.44 The 
witnesses, who personally remembered the beginnings of the 
industry (one of them was Yankee Ned Mosby of Yorke Island) 
differed greatly in their estimates of the numbers of former 
white divers, and possibly over-estimated the number ir
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retrospect.45 Despite contrary evidence from several witnesses, 
the commissioners held fast to the notion that white divers had 
been pushed out of the industry by the massive entry of Japanese 
which had commenced in 1891, and that they would once again be 
attracted into diving if the Japanese were held back and better 
incentives offered.

The commission's recommendations and massive 355-page report 
were ignored by both state and federal governments. A complete 
restructuring was too costly, and the industry too economically 
insignificant to warrant the high degree of financial and 
regulatory state involvement which it required. Moreover, the 
division of powers between state and federal levels complicated 
the issue of reform.46 The State government administered the 
fisheries, whereas the federal government was responsible for 
immigration and customs.

The federal Labor government was strengthened by the 1910 
elections and it now attempted to rigorously implement the White 
Australia policy by firstly removing the Japanese from the pearl- 
shell industry. In 1911 instructions were issued that after July 
1913 only five Malays per lugger could be indentured, and only if 
the diver and tender were both white men. Even those pearl- 
shellers who had supported the replacement of Japanese with 
white divers, had done so with the proviso that the industry 
received state support similar to the bonuses awarded to the 
sugar industry for the introduction of white workers. The Mackay 
Commission had recommended the phasing out of Japanese labour 
within the framework of complete reform based on financial and 
scientific assistance. The Western Australian government joined 
pearl-shellers in objecting to these instructions, because it felt 
that Broome depended entirely on the pearl-shell industry for its 
existence, and pearl-shellers were arguing that without the 
Japanese, there would be no pearl-shell industry.47 in response to 
the protests from pearl-shellers, the federal government 
initiated the Bamford Royal Commission in 1912 to investigate 
"the preponderance of the Japanese".48 The introduction of
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restrictions on Japanese divers was deferred to 1915, and then to 
1918, and finally abandoned as the result of the Bamford inquiry.

Japanese nationalism had become increasingly aggressive, ard 
Japan started to offer military resistance to the imperialist 
claims of other nations. Signs of this attitude were the Sino- 
Japanese war over Korea (1894-95) and the Russo-Japanese war 
over Manchuria (1904-05), as a result of which "Japan became the 
first Asian nation to prove its superiority over a Western 
power".49 Although Britain had allied itself with Japan to resist 
Russian imperialism, Australia, Canada, and America started x> 
fear Japanese expansion and curbed Japanese immigration. In a 
ciimate of animosity towards Japanese in Australia, sectional 
interests in Queensland were using the White Australia objective 
without sharing its philosophy with the Labour movement. An 
Australian Fisheries Association, a loose collection of small 
owners, mainly of beche-de-mer luggers, was formed in 1906 :o 
combat Japanese boat ownership by dummying. (Dummying, or the 
nominal ownership by whites of boats operated by Japanese, had 
commenced when the 1898 amendment of the Pearl-Shell ard 
Beche-de-Mer Fishery Act prevented Japanese from obtaining boat 
licences. Chapter 5 will return to this issue.)

The only object that we in the north have in view is to keep the 
ownership of the boats and the diving operations in the hands of white 
men [...] The association was formed in every way to advance the 
interests of white as against coloured fishermen [...] The A.W.U. is tout' 
for a White Australia, and is opposed to the employment of any alien 
labour, whereas we do not object to the employment of aborigines, 
Papuans, or any Polynesian labour, as boats' crews.50

This interest group felt that the dominance of the Japanese in the 
industry was threatening, and it sought to replace them wi:h 
white divers. In this objective they were aligned with the 
Australian Waterside Workers Union, whose members at Thursday 
Island were some former white divers and wharf labourers wfo 
would have liked to try their luck in the industry. They were so 
certain that suitable white divers could be found that they pllaced
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an advertisement in the southern press inviting white divers to 
apply for positions at Thursday Island, while the 1913 Royal 
Commission was sitting. Unfortunately for their case, the 
response was not encouraging as not one reply was from an 
experienced diver.51 This alliance of interest criticized the 
division of responsibilities in the administration of the industry 
between federal and state authorities, and suggested that the 
industry be controlled entirely by the Commonwealth, because it 
expected that the Commonwealth government would be more 
amenable to excluding Japanese. The larger owners represented by 
the Pearl-Shellers Association, on the contrary, suggested that 
the state take control over the industry, since it was "more in 
touch"52. Both the Western Australian and Thursday Island Pearl- 
Shellers Associations made submissions to this effect.53

The pearl-shellers were sceptical of the potential of white 
divers, but nevertheless made some luggers available to the 
federal government for an experiment. The superior merit of 
white divers was tested by recruiting nine British certified deep- 
sea divers who were familiar with the Navy's staging techniques. 
Three died from divers' paralysis and the others gave up, and, 
according to James Clark, none of them had raised more sheli 
than an untrained Asian try-diver.54 This experiment was 
subsequently often referred to as the ultimate refutal of 
suggestions that white divers could carry on the industry. Some 
doubts were raised about the validity of the experiment, however, 
suggesting that the divers had been sent to work on a patch which 
was already depleted.55

The question of the disappearance of white divers from the 
industry was re-examined, and there was actually a consensus 
among all parties that they had not been "squeezed out of the 
industry" by Japanese, as the 1908 inquiry had been willing to 
accept. John Mackay himself, who had chaired the earlier 
commission, now thought that alcoholism had been the cause for 
the failure of white divers.56 James Clark said that they had left 
the industry because they tended to buy luggers and found it 
unprofitable. Even those who painted a grim picture of the 'yellow
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peril', admitted that white divers had caused their own demise by 
drinking and gambling habits:

White men do not go in sufficiently for combination. They are too jealous 
of each other. [...] It is largely the fault of the white men themselves that 
they have become as weak as they are in Thursday Island. While they were 
gradually becoming weaker the Japanese were insidiously creeping into
the industry.57

Although the general contention among officials was that the 
Japanese would thwart any attempt to introduce white divers, 
there was no evidence that the Japanese had actively resisted the 
employment of white divers in the past in Queensland's
Nevertheless, the Japanese were in fact so dominant in the 
industry, that their anticipated reaction was a major 
consideration in the experimental introduction of white divers. If
they struck, the industry would be at a standstill. Moreover, some
owners of beche-de-mer boats feared that coloured crews would 
desert unless under the charge of a Japanese skipper.59

In its final report in 1916, the Bamford Commission rejected the 
notion that white Australians could replace coloured divers. As in 
the sugar industry, the replacement of coloured with white labour 
would have meant an increase in production costs, but unlike 
sugar, mother-of-pearl was a luxury item already in danger of 
substitution by other materials, and there was no domestic
market. This meant that the increased cost could not be passed on 
to the market without endangering the industry as a whole. 
Moreover, the Bamford Commission pointed out that white divers 
were not attracted to the industry because of the harsh working 
conditions and health risks. The annual death rate of divers was 
over ten percent, while the Queensland death rate was 1.1 
percent.so it was argued that white men could not be exposed to 
these health risks:

the limit of a pearlshell diver's working life is from five to seven years, 
and then he too often retires with a legacy of paralysis, rheumatism, or
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pulmonary disease which materially shortens his life, and too often 
leaves him a mental and physical wreck.61

The federal government now accepted that pearl-shell diving was 
not a suitable occupation for whites:

Having carefully weighed the evidence [.... ] your Commissioners have
decided that diving for shell is not an occupation which our workers 
should be encouraged to undertake. The life is not a desirable one, and 
the risks are great, as proved by the abnormal death rate amongst 
divers and try divers. The work is arduous, the hours long, and the 
remuneration quite inadequate. Living space is cramped, the food wholly 
preserved of its different kinds, and the life incompatible with that a 
European worker is entitled to live.6 2

This was the argument which had long been used to plead for an 
exemption from the White Australia policy:

It seems to me that the lives of the strongest and best of our workers - 
and these only may engage in diving - may be employed with greater 
advantage and profit to the Commonwealth than in the pearling
industry.63

Two authors have considered the relevance of this decision for 
the White Australia policy. J.P.S. Bach argued in 1956 that if the 
White Australia policy was to secure a high living standard, and 
was based on a "well-developed social conscience with regard to 
the social status of the worker", then the exception granted due 
to the self-interest of influential pearl-shellers, discredited the 
entire objective. Because of their access to cheap labour, pearl- 
shellers lost "touch with the realities of normal Australian 
industrial conditions", and the creation of a coolie class 
undermined the morai authority of "White Australia".64

... the Commonwealth laid itself open to charges of insincerity when it 
allowed aliens to enter the country as workers, but refused them the 
right to share in the material rewards of their labours ... 65

161



Bach wrote at a time when the White Australia policy was being 
practically eroded by a massive influx of post-war immigrants 
from Europe, but had not been officially abandoned.

Lorraine Philipps, on the other hand, argues that the exception 
confirmed the rule. The 'moral authority' of the policy never did 
extend to non-whites. It did not aim to improve the position of 
Aborigines, for example, nor, for that matter, of women. The 
decision to exempt the industry was based on the consideration 
that diving was dangerous and harsh, and exposed divers to 'racial 
contamination' from close association with coloured crew. Once it 
was accepted that crew would never be white, it was found much 
preferable to engage alien divers if they could be kept in 
dependence on white employers. "It is thus evident that 
administrative developments with respect to the shelling 
industry strongly reflected the policy objectives of White 
Australia."66 Philipps argues that a commitment to the White 
Australia objective was the major determining factor in the 
decision.

However, it is apparent in the evidence given to the Bamford 
commission that pearl-shellers were simply threatening to leave 
Australia altogether, so determined were they to continue 
employing Japanese divers. Both Australian and overseas fleets 
could register under the Dutch flag of convenience and harvest the 
grounds from Merauke in Dutch New Guinea (or from Dutch Timor 
instead of Broome), as the large Clark fleet was already doing 
since 1905, and the large companies had threatened to take this 
course of action if they were deprived of Japanese divers. Like 
social Darwinist terminology with respect to other coloured 
workers, White Australia arguments had been successfully used 
by employers to demonstrate the unsuitability of diving for white 
Australians.

David Sissons explored the party political background of this 
policy shift. When the federal Labor government gained a 
majority, it was committed to turn coloured, especially Japanese,
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divers, out of the industry. Shortly after it appointed the Bamford 
Commission, a conservative government was elected, in May 1913. 
There were some changes in the personnel of the Committee, 
which held over its final report until the end of World War I, but 
the final report did not add anything of significance to the 
progress report of 1913. The decision to exempt the pearl-shell 
industry was made in the last weeks of a Labor cabinet.^?

The decision did not reflect party political shifts, but may have 
been influenced by international pressures, from Britain and 
Japan. During World War I Malayan and Papuan labour was often in 
short supply and the government was cautious not to offend Japan 
by discriminating against Japanese. The Treaty of Versailles 
confirmed a pre-war agreement between Britain and Japan, when 
England supported Japan's claims over the German Micronesian 
islands north of the equator (Marianas, Caroline and Marshall 
Islands), and Japan supported Britain's claim over the German 
islands of Samoa, New Guinea and Nauru south of the equator. 
Japan used the leverage of this military alliance during World 
War I to protest against Australian anti-Japanese attitudes and 
unsuccessfully sought the incorporation of the principle of racial 
equality into the peace covenant, against Australian resistance.68

The federal government was therefore faced with opposition from 
Britain and Japan, as well as with the threat from pearl-shellers 
to take the industry offshore. Moreover, the authorities began to 
realize that much of the shelling industry was carried out in 
waters outside the territorial three-mile limit, so that Australia 
had no actual jurisdiction over the pearling grounds. (This will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.) The government preferred 
to continue allowing the use of coloured labour in order to retain 
some jurisdiction over the industry, to retain the revenue from it, 
and to be seen to be supporting an Australian industry.

The only further governmental action to restrict Japanese 
dominance was to limit the number of indentured men from the 
same ethnic background to a maximum of five on the same boat. 
This restriction was implemented in 1923 after Japanese had
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taken to the streets during annual wage negotiations (see Section 
4 below). It aimed at ensuring that a whole crew could not consist 
of Japanese. The figure permitted two divers, two tenders, and a 
cook to be from the same ethnic background as a concession to the 
relationship of trust between divers and tenders, and to their 
culinary idiosyncracies.69 Nevertheless, the number of divers 
from other nationalities continued to dwindle, and from 1925 to 
1934 all but one of an average of 126 divers licenced at Thursday 
Island were Japanese, and from 1935 to 1940 Japanese made up 
some ninety percent of pearl-shell divers licenced at Thursday 
Island (see Table 3).

4. THE SOCIAL MECHANISMS OF JAPANESE SUCCESS

Federal attempts to curb the Japanese dominance were directed 
at limiting the number of entrants into the industry. However, it 
was not so much their numerical dominance, as their virtual 
monopoly of the divers’ role, which gave the Japanese industrial 
strength, and their social organisation was instrumental in 
making the period of indenture financially successful despite the 
temptation to drink and gamble, a vice shared by all ethnic groups 
in the industry.

The inexorable appropriation of the diving role by the Japanese 
was due to the practice that it was the prerogative of the head- 
diver to nominate new recruits, who were usually relatives of the 
diver. The result was that rather than placing a check on the 
dominance of Japanese, the ceilings applied to the entry of 
Japanese entrenched their appropriation of the diving role through 
nepotism. Because kinship ties were a prime criterion of 
recruitment, a Japanese boat crew formed a close-knit group 
which imposed strict behavioural norms on its members. The new 
recruits were generally assigned to the captain who had 
nominated them. Normally they worked as cooks for a year, and 
then progressed along an informal career ladder as enginemen, 
tenders and try-divers, before becoming divers. The role of diver 
itself carried certain privileges and considerable prestige, both
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while in Australia and at home, and it was the aim of every 
recruit to become a diver, so that pearl-shelling was more than a 
short-term financial attraction, it was a career path. A lugger 
captain was in total command of his crew who were like personal 
servants for him:

We were the inferiors of [Captain] Kono. He could order us to wash his 
clothes. The youngest on the ship worked for the eldest. You rowed him 
ashore and picked him up again if he wanted to go to a movie. [...]. It is a 
very lowly experience.70

A Japanese diver explained the discipline on board:

Living on a lugger was similar to military service, with strict hierarchies 
and lines of command. The captain was obeyed at all times. It is a 
Japanese tradition to live in a hierarchy.71

Divers who were in charge of boats had a high standing in the 
industry. The head-divers stayed in boarding houses called lyo 
House for those from Ehime Prefecture, and called after the 
village of origin of its residents for those from Wakayama 
Prefecture, such as Susami House, Kushimoto House, Izumo House, 
etc. The Japanese crew normally stayed on the luggers but used 
the boarding houses for recreation, and also stayed there during 
the lay-up season from December to March. New recruits were 
nominated by head-divers who normally recommended someone 
whose family was familiar, so that particular villages had long­
standing links with specific recruitment destinations.

Most pearl-shell divers at Thursday Island came from Ehime and 
Wakayama Prefectures. (See Illustration 4 for a map of recruiting 
areas.) Their villages are perched precariously on the extremely 
narrow coastline between rugged mountains and rocky shores, and 
the connecting road which threads through them is hewn into the 
rock at times through lack of space. Competition for arable land 
is fierce, and the villagers eke out an existence with a combined 
fishing/farming economy. Before World War II, Wakayama had no 
infrastructural link with Tokyo, and had therefore no access to
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Illustration 5 Recruiting Areas in Japan
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the Japanese domestic market for its produce. An inward-looking 
economy developed. Tokyo was further away in the imagination of 
these villagers than was Thursday Island.72 To the young boys, 
who at age 17 had been neither to Tokyo nor abroad the distances 
involved were merely conceptual. In some villages it was common 
for the more enterprising among them to go to Thursday Island if 
they had the chance, whereas other villages looked to America or 
Brazil to escape the narrow career opportunities and poverty at 
home.

Some senior Japanese captains and businessmen fulfilled the role 
of oyakata, or patriarchal employer, for groups of Japanese. They 
handled the money and transmitted savings of the younger crew, 
issued work clothes, and stipulated the standard of dress required 
to go to town. The young recruits had a great degree of personal 
dependence on such leaders.

I was under the care of Yamashita Haruoshi, the president of the 

Japanese Club. He was in his 40s or 50s and took care of everybody, also 

concerning the wages. He sent my money home, I never had any money.

We had no need for spending money. Even clothes were supplied by the 
eiders. [...] The only money I needed was for postage stamps. The money 
I sent home might have been 200 Yen per month, but I really can't 

remember, because I never saw the money, only the receipts. We never 
doubted Yamashita, he was like a father.73

Yamashita was a storekeeper on Thursday Island.

The first diver gave our pay directly to Yamashita, four times a year.

[...] Yamashita sent my money home. I bought ciothes with the 

pocketmoney. I needed a white shirt and pants if I wanted to go to the 

movies. Yamashita made sure we kept good appearances if we went to 

town, no shorts were allowed. We didn't need clothes to work, only if we 

wanted to go to the movies or drinking.74

A divers' club, or Doshi-kai was formed in 1917. It has come to 
be referred to as the Japanese Ciub, but it was actually a 
fraternity of divers of which Japanese crew were not properly
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speaking a part. The Doshi-kai led the annual negotiations with 
the master-pearlers in which the price of shell was agreed. The 
wages of the Japanese crew then depended on the price of shell 
as determined during these negotiations and on the tonnage 
raised.

Because of the consultative nature of wage fixing procedures, 
militant industrial action was not generally considered a fruitful 
avenue among the Japanese. Head divers felt bound by the annual 
negotiations, and crew considered it a matter of loyalty to abide 
by the conditions negotiated by the head divers.75 Nevertheless, 
there were exceptions. The reports of the Department of Harbours 
and Marine made reference to the fact that in 1919, "much time 
was lost through labour troubles"76. in February 1923, the wage 
negotiations at Thursday Island became deadlocked, and some 400 
Japanese marched to the house of Mr. Adams, the manager of 
Burns Philp. According to Thursday Island officials, they shook 
the house and threatened Adams, while police watched 
helplessly.77 It was rumoured that the Japanese contemplated the 
assassination of two pearl-shellers. The Police Magistrate found 
the local defence insufficient and asked for reinforcements from 
the Department of Defence. The wages dispute lasted until August 
and received considerable attention. H.M.A.S. Geranium 
investigated the incident and found that the Japanese had behaved 
in an orderly way and that their demonstration had not been 
directed against the townspeople. The Defence Department 
concluded that this was a purely industrial disagreement which 
should be handled by the state in order to prevent it from 
becoming an international incident. As a result, the number of 
indentured men from the same ethnic background was limited to a 
maximum of five on the same boat. In 1929 Japanese divers again 
achieved a raise from £95 lay per ton to £105 through industrial
action.78

Further reference to industrial action is made in the Report of the 
Department of Harbours and Marine for the year 1934/35 which 
states that temporal dissatisfaction of divers regarding their 
terms of agreement led to a slight delay in the commencement of
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operations, and that some employers dismissed their Japanese 
divers and laid up their luggers, and recommissioned them later in 
the season with Malay divers. This response by employers to 
industrial action broke the almost absolute monopoly which the 
Japanese had exercised over the role of diver since before World 
War I. (This trend is reflected in Table 3.) The renewed attempt to 
replace Japanese with indentured Malay divers coincided with the 
arrival of Japanese-owned fleets in Australian waters, a 
development explored in Chapter 579

The Japanese were reputed to be hardworking. The lay system 
offered financial incentives for divers to maximize the catch. The 
way in which responsibility was shared between the owner and 
the diver well-nigh indemnified pearl-shellers against loss on the 
working of the vessel, and it was the head diver who bore the risk 
of loss when conditions were unfavourable. The onus was on the 
Japanese themselves to make the endeavour profitable. Diving 
was only possible in clear water from late March to December, 
avoiding the North-West monsoon and springtides.so The only way 
to increase the catch was to attempt more and longer dives while 
conditions were favourable. The workday normally extended from 
dawn to dusk. This exertion increased the risk of bends in an 
already perilous occupation. If beche-de-mer were caught, they 
worked on through the night:

you had no time to sleep, you have to make money, see? ... By the time all 

of the fees were subtracted there was nothing left if you didn’t have a 

good tonnage.81

The Japanese would take turns to navigate at night, so that as 
little time as possible was lost in moving from one shell bed to 
the next. The work-day on diving boats started in the small hours 
of thie day:

As a cook I got up at 2 or 3 a.m., made a yeast dough, cooked rice and 

miso soup, then baked the bread. The divers were down before sunrise.S2
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It is said of one skipper that he slept on deck instead of on his 
bunk, in order not to become too lazy.83 With this kind of 
motivation, the Japanese made an attractive workforce in an 
industry which relied substantially on the performance of the 
divers to increase profits. Their primary orientation was towards 
their home and their families. While they were here, they were 
prepared to take risks and content themselves with difficult 
working conditions. A pearl-sheller said "I do not think you would 
ever get white men to put up with the life they would have to live 
on luggers".84

Generally speaking, the Japanese were a transient labour force, 
but several of them stayed for extended periods, 'oversigning' at 
the expiry of their initial three-year contract. Still, even those 
who stayed most of their working lives thought of themselves as 
temporary visitors at Thursday Island. One Japanese diver who 
spent sixteen years there between 1927 and 1946 called Thursday 
Island his second home, but he nevertheless said that "It was 
money we wanted, so we could eat."85 Another former diver 
explained:

If you were a diver and saved your money you could return to Japan 
quickly. All the young men wanted to be divers. [...] That's why there 

were many accidents among young divers, they wanted to make money 

fast. It is a Japanese trait to be greedy. We want everything quickly. The 

Chinese would bury their bone on Thursday Island and make a fortune, but 

the Japanese are not like that, they want to go home again quickly.86

Most of them were sending money home to support their families, 
and if they did not have enough money they would seek an advance 
on their wages and indebt themselves. These are the terms in 
which Japanese described their earning capacity:

If I worked as a cook for two years I could build a big house, it was big 

money for a seventeen-year-old. In Japan it would take you fifty years to 
earn that sort of money.87
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One month's pay at T.l. was as much as the mayor of Susami got. We were 

earning that at age sixteen, seventeen, making money like a high-school 

principal.88

There was no income here. You could only be a fisherman, farmer or 

carpenter, and on T.l. you earned twice as much 89

The Shionomisaki divers were first class divers. They earned more than 

T.V. stars.90

The prospect of accumulated savings and high earnings was the 
prime motivation for Japanese recruits. In 1890, ten Japanese on 
their way back to Japan won £22,500 in the Melbourne Cup 
sweepstakes.91 Their return as rich men contributed to a rush 
from Wakayama Prefecture to a land of bounty and promise. One 
pearl-sheller referred to this incident in 1913:

In the early days there was no restriction on their introduction, and 

there were several successful Japanese divers, who had obtained a few 
pearls. A great impetus was given to the inrush of Japanese to Thursday 

Island by the good fortune of a Japanese syndicate, which drew Carbine 
in a Tattersall's sweep when that horse won the Melbourne Cup. The prize 

money amounted to £22,000. A lot of that money went to Japan. Most of 

the single men who were members of the syndicate went home at once, 

and the fact that these men had plenty of money led others to come here.

[...] The win (...] had an important influence in inducing Japanese to come 

to the island. They had no conception of how the money had been obtained.

All they knew was that their friends had come home with a lot of money 

and they at once concluded that Thursday Island was a good place in which 

to make money.92

Four of these men were from Wakayama Prefecture, and a local 
historian described how they displayed their wealth by gambling 
and frivoulous spending upon their return. Only one of them 
invested wisely,

he bought whole mountains of cedar trees. He was a good man. [He did not 

gamble.] He used all his money to buy mountains in Shionomisaki, Koza,
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Shingu, and he became the biggest mountain owner, the richest man in the 

area, and sent his children to university.93

A Japanese observer gave this impression of the reaction of 
Japanese villagers to the display of wealth brought from 
Australia:

At Shionomisaki, for example, almost the whole village went en masse. It 

is said that things have reached the stage where, in estimating a man's 

worth, instead of enquiring whether he has made any money, they ask 

whether he has ever worked in Australia, and that the same question is 

asked when marriages (or the adoption of an heir into a family with no 

son) are being negotiated.94

According to one Japanese observer in 1894, it was not unusual 
for the emigrants to send home 100 Yen per annum even in their 
first year. The average annual wage in Japan was around 40 Yen at 
the time.93 In 1913 the average yearly savings of Japanese were 
estimated at £40 each.96 However, a comparison of wages at this 
time indicates that the Japanese had to work hard for their 
financial advantage over those who stayed at home.

In 1913 a Japanese fisher could expect to earn £1.1s per month 
(ca. £12.12s per annum).97 As crew on a pearling vessel, 
according to one employer, he could expect to earn between £3 
and £3.1 Os per month (i.e. £27 to £31.10s p.a. - working for 9 
months in the year).98 According to the Japanese interpreter at 
Thursday Island, wages were lower, however, at £1.10s per month 
for the first year of recruitment rising to £2 per month in the 
third year, i.e. never more than £24 per annum (if working for 12 
months), and as little as £13.10s, which is little more than the 
average income of a fisher in Japan." A diver, on the other hand, 
might expect to earn as much as £120 per annum, and a tender 
£72 - an income, incidentally, which was not sufficient to attract 
white divers^" - the equivalent Harvester wage in Brisbane was 
£123.10s per annum. 101

172



The savings which some recruits sent home were enough to fully 
support their families.102 Many substantial houses were built 
from Australian earnings in the Japanese villages from where the 
recruits came. Some returned recruits were able to purchase a 
farm or a fishing boat with their savings to improve their social 
and economic position.

But the lasting effect of immigration was education for their children.
[...] They wanted them to be teachers, doctors, and so on. Even the
nieces and nephews were sent to school. Shionomisaki is famous for its
high level of education.103

The houses built from Australian savings are monuments of the 
success of former ’emigrants'. Even today former pearl-shell 
divers enjoy the status of minor celebrities in Japan, comparable 
perhaps to our Anzac veterans. A Mokuyoto-kai (Thursday Island 
Club) was formed in Wakayama and erected a monument at 
Thursday Island in 1979 in honour of the Japanese divers who had 
died there. One family whose brother had died at Thursday Island, 
contributed two million Yen to the monument. The Japanese press 
remains receptive to news items relating to former Arafura 
Divers. A Japanese historian of the industry said that even the 
white women at Thursday Island would lift their hats if a diver 
passed them on the streets.104 This kind of statement underlines 
the image of these divers at home.

The Japanese motivation to participate in the industry was 
strong. Recruits came from impoverished areas of Japan where a 
stint in Australia not only made a big economic difference to 
their future life, but also gained them considerable prestige, 
particularly if they had managed to become a diver. These were 
incentives to work hard, and the work ethic was further enhanced 
by the strong social links which existed between divers and their 
crew. The industrial strength which their monopoly of the diving 
position afforded them, was used by the Japanese to defend their 
privileged position at Thursday Island.
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5. THE POSTWAR RESUMPTION OF PEARL-SHELLING

In December 1942 all Japanese in Australia, including those vho 
were indentured, were sent to internment camps in Hay, hew 
South Wales, and Tatura, Victoria for four years, until 1946. Tiey 
saw themselves as civilians and felt protected in the knowledge 
that they were not, properly speaking, prisoners of war. When 
they were released from Hay, the Japanese arrived back in v*ar- 
torn Japan with their Australian savings, which should have been 
the foundation for a prosperous future, but rampant inflation 
rendered their fortunes worthless:

All our savings were in the bank, and the banks simply closed. When we 
got back we came with nothing. At home they said we should have bought 
things, goods, but we brought our money with us and it was not worth 
anything.105

My savings had been confiscated by the Australian government and they 
were getting interest. I was supposed to build a house with it, but all you 
could buy with it when I got back was two tetami mats.106

After World War II, pearl-shellers sought to resume 'he
employment of Japanese divers. But the Torres Strait Islanders 
allied themselves with the Australian Legion of Ex-Servicerren
and Women to resist the re-introduction of Japanese.1 The
Director of Native Affairs argued strongly that pearl-shell divng 
ought to be reserved for Torres Strait Islanders.

The population of Thursday Island, white and coloured, and the Islanders 
of Torres Strait and aboriginals on Cape York Peninsula are in the main 
dependent on the marine industry, viz. pearlshell and trochus shell, for a 
livelihood. From this industry are the corollary undertakings of
shipwright, blacksmith, carpenter, storekeeper, &c., but without the 
pearling and trochus industry [...] Thursday Island as a town would be 
non-existent and the Islanders and aboriginals would be in a particulaly 
difficult position industrially. It is therefore natural that every effort to 
further this industry must be taken to permit the continuation of this
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outpost of Australia as a unit in the life of a nation and for its ultimate 

defence. [... ] these Island workers, [...] regard the ocean as their 

domain, the birthright of their race.108

Some local sections of the A.L.P. joined in the protest.100 To 
satisfy Australian pearl-shellers without offending anti- 
Japanese sentiments, the indenture of 106 Okinawans was 
permitted in 1958. Okinawa was an American mandated territory, 
so that it could be argued that the recruits were not actually 
Japanese people.110 Government sources described the Okinawans 
as industrious but lacking experience. During the first season 
three of them died and some were repatriated.111 Pearl-shellers 
remember this experiment as a disaster, and Torres Strait 
Islanders who were engaged in the industry saw the arrival of 
this workforce as a hilarious reversal of pre-war relations: "they 
didn’t know anything - we had to teach themV'm The Okinawans 
were repatriated before the expiry of their contracts.118 Hal 
Hookings who employed 32 of them related his experience with 
the Okinawans:

They wouldn't allow the Japs in but they allowed the Okinawans in. That 
was the downfall of the pearling. [... ] It cost a lot of money [to rig up the 

boats], and they got hardly any shell. [...] The Okinawans were dying off 

with bends, they didn't know anything about staging. They were dying like 

flies (about 12 or 14 died - not nearly enough), and all went on strike. 

They all came inshore and refused to go on the boats [...] Those who 

didn't go on strike (well) we had to lay up the boats anyway, because we 

had to feed them and they weren’t picking up any shell. (Five out of our 

six boats were laid up.) [... ] We sent them home as soon as we could but 

we didn't have the money to send them back, it just about broke us. It 

was dreadful.114

In Okinawa the offer of a diving job at Thursday Island came at an 
opportune moment in the midst of generally high levels of 
unemployment. Several foreign governments were advertising 
employment opportunities abroad. Some of the recruits were 
fishers, some had dived for trochus, and some were salvage 
diverts, but none had done pearl-shell diving. Most importantly,
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unlike the pre-war Japanese recruits, the Okinawan recruits had 
not been socialized into expectations by local Japanese recruiting 
agencies and kinship structures. They found the equipment 
outdated and felt that their contracts had not been honoured. 115 
Obviously the Okinawan recruits had not been initiated into the 
two-contract system which was the entrenched practice at 
Thursday Island:

The agreements were very good, but when we arrived in Australia things 
were different. We had been promised that the boats would be ready with 
first class gear, but no gear was set when we arrived, and we just 
stayed at T.l. for several months. Okay, we didn't know the Australian 
water. We were seamen but we didn’t know about pressure. They had 
promised a pilot for each boat to show us. It was supposed to be very 
deep pressure, thirty fathoms [54 m] or more, it was important to have 
good gear. You need two compressors in case one engine breaks down (but 
there was only one on each boat). [...] The company supplied food but it 
was all rubbish, sometimes just two tins of meat for the whole crew, and 
rice. According to the agreement we were supposed to have plenty of 
tucker and meat. But the company was greedy like that. That's why all 
the boys went on strike.-116

The 'new chums' from Okinawa also did not understand the grading 
system applied at Thursday Island, and felt deceived when much 
of the shell they raised was discarded, and the remainder graded 
according to quality and size. They found it impossible to keep 
track of the wages calculations. They were on wages of £20 per 
month plus a bonus if they raised more than 10, 15 and 20 tons, 
the bonus depending on the grade of shell.

My countrymen who went to Broome and Darwin made good money, 
because they got paid on whatever tonnage they brought in [....] At 
Darwin and Broome there was a set price per ton. [...] It was very hard.
We didn't speak English, we couldn't fight the company. We were like 
prisoners. [...] We felt cheated, but we couldn't go to court. These people 
could have told the court anything, and I think in any country the court 
has to stand up for its own people. We didn't have an ambassador, our 
government was American.117
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Only when the experiment with Okinawan divers failed, did the 
pearl-shellers resort to local labour as dress divers, and found, 
somewhat to their surprise, that "they were marvellous".118 The 
people they employed were mainly mixed descendants of Malays, 
who had been exempted from the Aboriginal Protection Act. They 
also worked on a lay system, and adopted the same disciplined 
attitude as the former Japanese skippers had. The young divers 
were as reckless as the Japanese had been in risking their lives 
to increase the catch.

6. CONCLUSION

The insistence of pearl-shellers on the re-introduction of 
Japanese after the war demonstrates that the success of 
Japanese in the role of divers came to be considered as a kind of 
innate capacity for diving. Even Okinawans, who had never 
previously been engaged in pearl-shell diving, were expected to be 
more suited than the locally available labour.

Far from being a kind of innate capacity, the success of Japanese 
as divers was due, in the first instance, to the conditions under 
which they participated in the industry. The lay system of 
payment offered an incentive to maximize the catch in order to 
increase their earnings. This system of remuneration encouraged 
a vested interest of divers in the industry, and the career 
structure offered a further incentive to work hard. The relative 
poverty at home made the money earned in Australia attractive, 
and the recruits hoped to earn enough money in a short time to 
enable them to improve their position at home upon their return. 
The building of a substantial house, the acquisition of a farm, or 
the purchase of a boat, which their savings afforded them, meant 
upward social mobility for returned divers. They were disciplined 
by their tight social organization marked by kinship recruitment, 
oy/akata figures and doshi-kai representation. Their near monopoly 
of: the diving role enabled them to confer the benefit of 
employment in Australia to the male members of their extended
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families. Their social cohesion enhanced their discipline and 
reliability, attributes which Australian employers valued highly. 
Because of their positive attributes, Australian employers found 
the Japanese essential to the industry and insisted on their 
continued entry. The reputation of the Japanese divers became a 
self-perpetuating label favouring the conditions under which they 
could manifest such attributes.

While the tight social organization of Japanese at Thursday Island 
served as a basis for their success in the pearl-shell industry, 
the strong bargaining position which it afforded caused 
resentment. When Japanese commercial creativity came to 
challenge the managerial position of white pearl-shellers, 
Australians sought to secure the industry for themselves by 
restricting the recruitment of Japanese to indentured labour. 
Pearl-shellers used racist community sentiments to argue for 
checks to be placed on Japanese activity while retaining the 
Japanese as a source of dependent and cheap labour.

Initially the Japanese government had displayed a cautious 
attitude towards Japanese recruitment into the Australian 
pearling industry, but as the Japanese were becoming successful 
in the industry this caution gave way to a supportive stance, and 
Japan objected against Australian legislation aimed at curbing 
Japanese participation. That the industry was exempted from the 
White Australia objective was an admission that it could not be 
carried out by white Australians, an admission which became 
embarrassing when Japan claimed rights for its citizens to 
pursue the industry without Australian assistance outside the 
three-mile limit, a development traced by the following chapter.
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Chapter 5 
Losing Grip:

The Japanese Challenge to an Australian Industry

Whereas the previous chapter dealt with the causes of Japanese 
dominance in the industry, this chapter explores its consequences. 
It describes two challenges to the industry, firstly the inroads 
into lugger ownership by Japanese commencing in the 1890s, and 
secondly the contestation of Australia's claim to the pearl-shell 
beds in the Great Barrier Reef Province, commencing in the 1930s. 
These challenges called into question the self-conception of the 
industry as an Australian one. State personnel wondered whether 
the industry was not more beneficial to foreign interests than to 
Australians and whether it was possible, or indeed worthwhile, to 
protect such an industry. The Japanese involvement therefore 
became an important factor in the decline of the industry.

The interplay between political and economic factors in the 
changing fortunes of the industry becomes apparent in this 
chapter. In the 1930s Japan displayed some technological 
precociousness vis-ä-vis its 'advanced' neighbours. Its fleets 
fished in the offshore waters of Dutch and British colonies, and in 
Australian, American and Canadian waters. These fishing efforts 
were consolidated under the auspices of the Japanese state into a 
technologically advanced, highly capitalized and efficient 
industrial activity which took advantage of the vagueness of 
international definitions of sovereign rights on the high seas. The 
question of extra-territorial powers of contiguous states became 
urgent. In several instances Australian territorial boundaries had 
been extended in order to bring Australian pearl-shelling 
activities under Australian jurisdiction. (This will be discussed 
in Section 2 below.) But the Japanese challenge required such 
territorial expansion to be justified on an international level, 
with the result that the debate over the industry in Australia was 
transported into the realm of national rivalry.
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The Commonwealth Government claimed jurisdiction over the 
entire continental shelf in the post-war era, so that the pearl- 
shell industry again became the fortuitous occasion for the 
gradual extension of territorial boundaries. But while the pearl- 
shell industry was the issue over which this territorial extension 
was argued, the government in fact did nothing to aid the ailing 
industry. (This will become evident in Chapter 7.)

1. DUMMYING - THE EROSION OF WHITE DOMINANCE

The 1898 amendment of the Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer 
Fisheries Act prohibited the issue of boat licences or renting of 
boats to aliens, so that it became the preserve of white pearl- 
shellers, apart from a few naturalized Asians, to own luggers. But 
the Japanese competition for boat ownership was not 
extinguished by casting it into illegality.

The legislation created the phenomenon of dummying, the nominal 
ownership of a boat on behalf of Japanese for a fixed rent or 
share in the profits. Dummying took several forms. 'Verandah 
pearlers' lent their name to a licence for a weekly payment, and 
these luggers were crewed fully by Japanese. Some Japanese 
syndicates bought luggers on hire purchase from storekeepers. 
These advanced the purchase price, sold supplies of food and 
equipment and bought shell at current prices. Clark and Burns 
Philp, as well as several smaller merchants, were known to lease 
vessels to Japanese with option to purchase. If the divers for 
whom they held the licence departed, or fell behind in their 
payments, the deposit on the hire purchase was forfeited, and 
ownership of the lugger reverted to the licencee.i This 
arrangement indemnified the nominal owners against any loss on 
the operation of the vessel.

The distinction between dummying and the modus operandus of 
the industry was very fine indeed. Representatives of the 
business community at Thursday Island alleged that " ... the whole 
system of working amounts to dummying” and strongly supported
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the exclusion of Japanese from the industry altogether.2 Reg 
blockings, a leading pearl-sheller owning floating stations, felt 
that Japanese who worked on a lay and retained the pearls found, 
thereby had an interest in the boat, so that the practice of shore 
station owners, who did not claim the pearls, contravened the 
spirit of the 1898 Act.3

Dummying was more profitable for the Japanese than employment 
under the normal agreements, and placed upward pressure on 
wages and conditions:

Shortly after the leasing of boats became illegal by special regulation, 
boats were worked under 'private agreements', the diver becoming 
responsible for the tender’s and two crew's wages - an amount about 
equal to the rent previously charged for the lease of a boat [....] . [W]hen 
one owner was not checked others followed suit under pressure from 
their divers.4

It became the practice to grant cash advances to divers in order 
to attract them. Clark advanced £10,000 in one seasons Floating 
station owners found it difficult to recruit divers, because they 
sent a white company representative with the fleet as shell 
opener who collected all the pearls, whereas shore station divers 
were allowed to claim any pearls found. Japanese working under 
such 'private agreements' tended to sign on their three shipmates, 
all of whom could dive, at a nominal rate of 1 shilling per month 
in order to evade the duties charged for divers' licences, and then 
shared the proceeds equally.s

Dummying was a difficult charge to prove. The only proof of 
ownership required for the issue of a boat licence was a 
declaration under the Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer and Merchant 
Shipping Acts. The Sub-Collector of Customs who issued the 
licences, had no authority to investigate ownership. He could 
report to the Portmaster as the relevant State authority, but both 
pearl-shellers and public servants were reluctant to raise the 
issue of dummying. Since the onus of proof was on the
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prosecution, the 1898 amendment was in fact unenforcable 
without the cooperation of the pearl-shellers themselves.

One case of dummying in Cairns was closely examined by the 1916 
Royal Commission, but no evidence which could have secured a 
conviction could be procured, and the Commissioners finally 
dropped the matter. In 1906 three boats had been built by some 
Japanese who subsequently approached several Cairns 
businessmen to act as a dummy owner in order to procure a boat 
licence. When the person who had repeatedly been named before 
the Commission as dummy owner was questioned, he contested 
that he had merely acted as a creditor in the first instance but 
when the Japanese could not meet their debt, ownership of the 
boats was transferred to him. His loan was used as a deposit, and 
the remainder of the purchase price (£500 each for two boats) 
was to be subtracted from the profits the boats were earning. The 
Japanese who had built the boats were engaged on a lay basis and 
were in charge of the two luggers. The licencee had no receipts of 
the transaction, and very little idea of the working of the lugger.7 
Although the case was an unambiguous instance of dummying, it 
only differed from the normal working of the industry, as far as 
could be ascertained, in that the sellers of the boat and the divers 
engaged on them were the same people. One witness, who applied 
a liberal definition to 'dummying', concluded that

ninety-nine percent of the boats are dummied because although the boats 

are registered in the names of white men, there are now no white men in 

the pearl-shelling industry.8

Dummying enabled the Japanese to entrench themselves in the 
management of pearl-shelling despite the 1898 amendment. They 
became more self-assured, even flying the Japanese flag as a 
matter of course on the Queensland-registered luggers. Pearl- 
shellers were increasingly willing to look upon dummying as a 
serious problem, as it was felt that the Japanese were closing 
ranks against them. According to official reports, Japanese 
steamers had started to buy shell from Japanese divers who 
worked for "verandah pearlers" and shipped it to Kobe at cheaper
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freight rates than those available to Thursday Island pearl- 
shellers.9 There had also been instances where shell was 
transferred from a number of hired luggers to that which 
performed best, so that the best lugger was quickly paid off while 
the other luggers were returned to the owners. 10

Japanese divers also used the differences between floating 
stations and shore stations to their advantage. Floating stations, 
being more highly capitalized and incurring greater running 
expenses, offered £25 per ton of shell, while shore stations, 
which off-loaded much of the risk onto divers, paid £80 per ton. 
Apparently shore station divers were buying shell from divers 
employed on floating stations for £40.11 This kind of solidarity 
between Japanese divers was in fact a response to dubious 
practices by pearl-sheilers who had started to debit divers by 
holding them responsible for the losses incurred during bad 
seasons.12 This meant that instead of receiving their lay when 
bringing in shell, their share of the revenue would be used simply 
to service this 'debt'. At the end of 1912, Farquhar's divers, for 
example, had accrued a ’debt' amounting to £2,700 and insisted 
that all such debts were written offJ3 The pearl-shellers had no 
legal claim over such accumulated 'debts' and the indentees were 
legally entitled to be discharged at the expiry of their contract.^

Ownership was the only, tenuous, link which made the industry an 
Australian one, and pearl-shellers started to fear for their 
monoDoly, with local public servants echoing their concern. The 
Bamford Royal Commission questioned the Pearl-Shell inspector 
about these fears:

- As coloured aliens only are employed in the industry, what difference 
would it make if boat licences were issued to aliens?
- The white man, I should think, would then be forced completely out of 
the industry.
- But is not the white worker out of it already?
- Certainly.
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- Then, if licences were granted indiscriminately to coloured aliens and 
white people alike, would the present white boat owners also be squeezed 

out of the industry?

- I think so, because the profits of the existing white owners would be 

still further reduced [... and ...] the Japanese would induce their fellow- 

countrymen to forsake their white employers and dive for them.1 5

The Japanese monopoly over boatbuilding at Thursday Island also 
became an issue. All of the Thursday Island boatslips employed 
Japanese for boat building, and some boatslips were owned by 
naturalized Japanese. The characteristic lugger design, by which a 
Broome lugger could be distinguished from a Thursday Island 
lugger (see Glossary), was due to Japanese improvements on the 
standard model, according to local requirements. It was held as a 
general truth that the Japanese had displaced white carpenters by 
wrorking for lower wages, but that they now "want almost as much 
as the white men".16 in fact white carpenters were earning 
1 5 Shillings a day, while Japanese shipbuilders were employed at 
5 Shillings per day.1 7

Although disunited over the strategies, pearl-shellers were 
unanimous in their goal to seek legislative assistance in 
controlling the Japanese vested interest in the industry. Faced 
with various proposals to attract white divers into the industry, 
ihiowever, the Commissioners began to wonder:

Do you think it would be worthwhile for the Commonwealth to make a 

sacrifice in order to establish an industry in which only two out of every 

ten men employed would be white men?18

lln the event, as the previous chapter demonstrated, this question 
was answered in the negative.

2.. THE QUESTION OF TERRITORIAL POWERS

T'he vested interest of the Japanese in the industry was powerful, 
aind most of the pearl-shelling grounds were actually outside the
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three-mile limit. The only hold Australia had on the industry, 
therefore, was that boat licences were reserved for British 
subjects and the fact that Thursday Island was a convenient 
pearl-shelling port. If the Japanese were alienated from 
Australian employment, it was possible that they would seek to 
establish their own pearl-shelling industry in extra-territorial 
waters, for example on the Great Barrier Reef. Queensland had 
extra-territorial powers over the sea-bed resources of Torres 
Strait and the Great Barrier Reef since 1888, but these powers 
referrred only to British subjects and British vessels. One 
witness to the 1913 Royal Commission expressed this concern:

Queenslanders were at one time under the impression that the power of 
the State extended to all waters between the mainland and the Barrier.
The Japanese showed us distinctly that they are largely extra­
territorial, and that we certainly could not keep out of them a vessel 
under a foreign flag.19

He was referring to a recent incident where a Japanese diver was 
charged with the murder of one of his coloured crew but the case 
was suspended because his defence council argued that the court 
had no jurisdiction, since the incident took place at a point three 
miles distant from any island, and therefore in extra-territorial 
waters. The matter was not referred to the Supreme Court, so 
that the question of extra-territorial waters had not been
settled.20

This line of defence was not an original argument, however, and it 
was not "the Japanese who showed us distinctly" that the pearl- 
shell grounds were largely outside the jurisdiction of the State. 
James Clark and Reginald Hockings had successfully used the 
argument in 1907 in order to circumvent a newly introduced 
income tax in Queensland.21 Earlier, Clark had attempted to use 
the same argument in Western Australia, but in order to defeat 
his submission the authorities there obtained an extension of 
extra-territorial powers in 1889 to Ashmore, 180 miles from the 
coast.
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That was the reason the limit of the Colony was extended to bring us 
under the jurisdiction of the Government.22

The waters in which the pearl-shell fishery was taking place 
were now recognized as Australasian waters by the Federal 
Council23. The same move had been made in the previous year for 
the Queensland fishery. The Federal Council at Hobart had adopted 
Queensland's Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-mer Act as the 
"Queensland Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-mer (Extra Territorial) Act 
of 1888” in which the entire Great Barrier Reef and Torres Strait 
province was described as Australasian waters, except for 
waters three miles from low water mark around any island which 
came under Queensland territorial jurisdiction under the 
Queensland Coast Islands Act of 1879.24 The Federal Council Act 
was intended to enable Queensland to collect licensing duties 
from vessels operating in these waters, and only referred to 
British ships (Section 19).23 Australia therefore had in fact no 
jurisdiction over alien ships within the extra-territorial limits 
(i.e. in the Great Barrier Reef), but its jursdiction had never been 
tested.26 Practically all of the pearl-shell raised was from 
extra-territorial waters.2?

Poaching, or the entry of unauthorized vessels into territorial 
waters, was widespread in the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer 
fishery. The Macassan fishers who had visited the north-west 
coast for centuries continued to do so despite legislation to stop 
their annual visits.23 The Clark fleet continued to harvest the 
Darwin pearl-shell beds in 1933 while it was registered in Dutch 
New Guinea, and was therefore technically also poaching.29 
Australian-registered vessels frequently entered foreign 
territorial waters. When a Wyben company boat from Thursday 
Island was arrested in New Caledonian waters, the Burns Philp 
fleet manager protested that the captain had acted in defiance of 
specific instructions.so One Japanese captain from Thursday 
Island claimed he had been blown off the Queensland coast when 
he was arrested in the Solomon Islands.31 The Morey Company boat 
Mildred went to New Caledonian waters repeatedly, 
notwithstanding that its Aboriginal crew was not permitted
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outside Australian waters.32 From interviews among former 
pearl-shell divers and crew it is apparent that poaching was a 
regular activity of the Australian-registered luggers.

In the 1930s, some twenty years after the Bamford Royal 
Commission realized how vague Australia's jurisdiction over its 
pearl-shell beds was, the fears of alien intrusion were 
substantiated. Japan had become the sole importer of Australian 
trochus shell, and Japanese firms now sought to participate in the 
primary production of the shell by sending their own vessels to 
harvest pearl-shell. The Arafura Sea had become an attractive 
destination for Japanese pearl-shell boats and by 1933 they were 
also coming down the Barrier Reef as far as Mackay and the Swain 
Reefs, to collect trochus shell, beche-de-mer and anything else 
that might be useful, outside the three-mile limit of Queensland 
waters.

3. THE CONSOLIDATION OF JAPANESE PEARL-SHELLING

The Japanese economy was highly carteilized and directed to a 
significant degree by the state. Craig Littler recapitulates that 
following the 1868 Meiji Restoration, the state became the 
initiator of industrialization. In 1880 most state-owned 
factories and mines had been sold to a handful of favoured 
families, called the zaibatsu, who controlled large conglomerates 
of companies through interlocking directorships and strategic 
marriages. During this phase of industrialization the oyakata 
system of employment emerged - in the absence of a free labour 
market, independent labour contractors recruited and supervised 
employees. The state continued to be the largest investor, 
contributing a greater share of national investment activity than 
any industrializing state in Europe or North America, until the 
1930s, when the third phase of industrialization commenced 
during which the zaibatsu came to dominate the Japanese 
economy. In 1933, Mitsui controlled 150 firms, Mitsubishi nearly
200.33
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By 1934 well-financed companies such as Mitsui and Seicho 
Maru34 used the Japanese mandated territory of Palau as a base 
for their fleets to harvest shell off the north Australian coast.3 5 
There was also much Japanese fishing in the New Guinean 
districts of Manus, New Britain, New Ireland and Kieta. These 
vessels were staffed by adventurous fishers from Formosa and 
other outlying islands of Japan.36 in 1934 Japanese raised 200 
tons of shell in the Arafura sea and on the Australian extra­
territorial pearl-shell beds, in 1936, 750 tons, and in 1938 
Japanese vessels collected 3,459 tons of shell compared with the 
Australian production of 2,543 tons.37 Australian pearl-shellers 
protested that "another five years will see the Japanese in 
possession of the whole business."38 The fleets were supported by 
research vessels making surveys of the ocean bed, and 
ichthyologists studied the growth of pearl-shell and 
experimented with pearl cultivation and the artificial 
development of shell beds in Micronesia. This was vastly 
different from the way the industry was carried on in Australia, 
where handpumps were still in operation in 1940. In other words, 
at this time Japan was already exploring the potential for 
sustainable production, and concentrated its efforts on the much 
more valuable pearls, rather than pearl-shell.

A representative of Mitsui broached the topic of Japan's 
contestation of Australia’s sovereignty over the pearl beds with 
diplomacy in 1936. The Svdnev Morning Herald reported that:

Since Australian pearling boats employed Japanese as divers, he hoped 
that both countries would co-operate in the pearling industry. Japanese 
pearling interests were only too willing to give any help to 
Australians.39

The Japanese fleets were more than covering their domestic 
mother-of-pearl demand with the trochus and pearl-shell they 
were raising. In 1936 Mitsui Company contracted their entire 
yield of pearl-shell to Otto Gerdau Company, the world's leading 
mother-of-pearl importer in the United States, so that Japan 
entered the world market as a major producer of mother-of-pearl,
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challenging Australia's leading position.40 United States imports 
of mother-of-pearl reached an all-time high of 10,000 tons in 
1 937.41 By 1938 the foreign markets for pearl-shell were 
severely glutted, and marketing was difficult in the face of the 
tense international position in Europe and Asia. Japanese fleets 
were not subject to the controls applying to Australian-owned 
vessels. They disregarded the restrictions which had been placed 
on the raising of chicken-shell (undersized shell) and did not 
contribute to Australian revenue in taxes, licences and duties. 
They sold to the United States below Australian production 
costs.42 Their entry into the field subverted the solidarity of 
Australian pearl-shellers who engaged in price cutting, selling at 
prices that scarcely covered expenses. The pearl-shellers 
clamoured for a subsidy to be able to compete with Japanese 
prices, arguing that they were at a disadvantage by paying import 
duties on material required for the operation of the fleets.43 (See 
also Chapter 8.)

The state continued to play a directing role in the Japanese 
economy. Government and semi-government organizations 
encouraged Taylorist scientific management and rationalization 
through "mass production, standardization and the elimination of 
waste”.44 The state's role in coordinating private economic actors 
was particularly evident during times of war. In 1938 the state 
presided over a reorganization and co-ordination of Japanese 
military, political, cultural and economic activities. The clamour 
for a 'southward drive', which had previously been confined to 
nationalist extremist groups, became nationally respectable, and 
the government sought to resist the 'trading encroachment by 
Western powers’.45 Immigration restrictions overseas at the time 
aggravated population pressures in Japan, and high protective 
tariffs in several western nations undermined its trade.46 At the 
advice of the government, the companies operating in the South 
Sea combined into a single company, the Nippon Shinju Kabushiki 
Kaisha, and accepted a catch limit of 30 tons per sampan.47

The amalgamation of pearling fleets constituted a significant 
strengthening of Japan's vested interest in the pearl-shell
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industry. In March 1939, in the face of severe marketing 
difficulties, Japanese representatives again suggested a co­
ordination of Japanese and Australian fishing efforts on the basis 
of the previous season's pearl-shell exports to the United States, 
proposing that Australia contribute one third and Japan two 
thirds of the total production. Although this proposal reflected 
the actual export capacity of the two countries, it was an 
anathema to the Australians.48

4. FROM COMPETITORS TO ENEMIES

Since the early years of the century Japanese luggers had been 
observed fishing for mother-of-pearl, trochus and trepang on the 
Great Barrier Reef.49 Foreign vessels were not bound by the size 
limits on shell applying to Australian vessels, and the Japanese 
had access to a much more varied market in sea-produce than the 
Australians who only exported beche-de-mer and mother-of- 
pearl. The Japanese vessels were even more vigorous resource 
raiders than the Australians. The independent entrepreneurial 
activities of Japanese in Australia met with deep distrust. They 
challenged white dominance so that justifiable fears were 
overlaid with racist denunciations:

when they go over a reef they are like a cloud of locusts, and leave

nothing behind them, not even a clam shell.50

Sightings of Japanese sampans had always been associated with 
rumours about sounding the reef and Endeavour Strait, and the 
fact that Japanese captains employed in the pearl-shell fleet 
painstakingly updated charts, which they kept to themseives, led 
to periodic reports of Japanese espionage. For example, in 1909 
the Bishop of North Queensland wrote to the Department of 
External Affairs that Japanese beche-de-mer boats were 
"systematically taking soundings of the reefs and channels in our 
waters". The Bishop offered to use Yarrabah 'boys’ as scouts along 
the coast to keep a check on the activities of Japanese.51 
External Affairs replied that it was well-known that the 
Japanese government had maps of the Torres Strait which were
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far more detailed than the Australian Admiralty charts.52 it was 
not considered useful to conduct a detailed survey of the reefs, 
because the reef was constantly changing, and the survey itself 
would take ten years to complete. At any rate, the Australian navy 
did not have officers with the requisite training.53

The Thursday Island Harbour Master also reported in 1911 that 
three naval officers were among the Japanese working in the 
fleet. But the Chief of Police, who said that he was 'on intimate 
terms with the Secretary of the Japanese Club', denied the truth 
of the statement, saying that a few of them had taken part in the 
Russo-Japanese war, and were excellent navigators. In order to 
ascertain the rumours of espionage, it was suggested to send a 
Chinese disguised as a Japanese (!) to live and work with the 
Japanese pearl-shellers.54

The appearance and yearly increase of Japanese sampans in extra­
territorial waters in the 1930s started another wave of anti- 
Japanese protest in Australia. Queenslanders considered these 
sampans to be poaching, but action could only be taken if they 
fished within territorial waters. They often entered territorial 
waters to obtain wood and water, but if they claimed to be in 
distress their request could not be refused. Concerns were raised 
about their interaction with Aborigines, particularly at Bathurst 
and Melville Islands.55 When a Japanese vessel was boarded by 
customs officials at Cape Tribulation in 1934 the crew was found 
to be armed with rifles.56 Possibly this was because in 1932 five 
Japanese on a sampan had been killed by Aborigines at Caledon
Bay.57

The Japanese poachers created considerable media attention 
because of their provocative behaviour. One sampan was reported 
to have taken 3 tons of gold ore from Possession Island as 
'ballast' despite protest from the prospector.58 Another report 
referred to a group of 14 campers being so disturbed at Cape 
Upstart by Japanese sampan crews in December 1935, that they 
felt compelled to retreat to another site.59 However, the Low 
Island lighthousekeeper objected to an item in the Courier Mail on
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13.2.1936 which reported him as saying that the Japanese had 
made a nuisance of themselves. He corrected the statement by 
saying that the Japanese who had landed conducted themselves in 
a gentlemanly fashion.66

Very few fishers ventured into the reef at that time, but there 
were some encounters with island residents. Claude and Harold 
White who were living at Percy Island (1921-65), asked the 
Department of External Affairs in 1935 how they should react to 
Japanese sampans which were calling at the island. They were 
repeatedly visited by Taiho Maru (probably Taicho Maru) with 31 
crew as well as by other boats, and wanted an open letter from 
the department to warn them off the island.61

Harold: Just before the war, we had the Japanese in with sampans. They 
were alright, but they got a bit cheeky at times. My mother had a 

cockatoo and they wanted it so badly, we had to put it away or they 

would have pinched it. We had gelignite for removing stumps etc. The 
Japs saw it and wanted it to blow fish up. We had to hide it. We 
couldn't stop them because under federal government regulations they 

were allowed to land as shipwrecked sailors for wood and water.

Claude: We were very nervous about the Japs. We had no patrol boats 
and nothing. We couldn’t have a personal war with them.

Harold: They broke the laws in ail ways. They got undersized sheil, 

they'd take anything . [...] Before that the pearling luggers had 

[indentured] Japanese ... they were fine people.62

A resident of Dunk Island complained of Japanese arrogance and 
thought they were well aware of the impotence of Commonwealth 
authorities.66 A resident of Brampton Island (1934-60) also met 
the Japanese with considerable distrust:

a Japanese 'research ship' pulled up on its way to New Caledonia. They 

came in with a sick man and anchored three miles out of port. [They 

asked us] to bring the sick man ashore. We wouldn’t bring him ashore 

unless they gave us a bond of £100 in case he went missing. They [didn’t 

pay it and] sailed away during the night.64
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It its possible that an emergency was sometimes feigned in order 
to be allowed to enter territorial waters.

With the approach of World War II, fears that the presence of 
Japanese vessels constituted a defence risk intensified. The Sub- 
Collector of Customs at Thursday Island remarked "I regard every 
Japanese in Australia as a potential spy".65 The Western 
Australian District Naval Officer raised the issue of "a recent 
manifestation of interest in the north of Western Australia by 
Japanese."66 a Japanese firm was apparently buying large 
numbers of Sir John Kirwan's book An Empty Land. Such news 
struck at the heart of Australian fears that the underpopulated 
north was an open invitation for foreign invaders. One "Japanese 
destroyer" reported in the press in April 1932 was found by 
Secret Intelligence to be merely a schooner which tendered for 
the Shizo Maru Company's pearling fleet near Bathurst Island.67

At a higher level, the Japanese activities in the Great Barrier 
Reef province were considered with much less concern. An 
Inspector of the Brisbane Investigation Branch thought that the 
Japanese presence had only commercial significance.68 The 
Director of Intelligence in the Defence Department also ascribed 
the reef surveys to economic need in response to population 
growth, rather than to territorial expansion. He considered the 
twentieth century an era of espionage, not all of which was on 
behalf of official circles, an explanation also given by Japanese
attaches.69

While Federal and State governments were deliberating on the 
responsibilities for northern patrol, the lack of such a patrol 
made Australia appear vulnerable. If the industry which sustained 
the northern settlements was left to other nations, Australia's 
north was open to economic as well as military penetration. The 
Commonwealth finally commissioned a patrol vessel to deal with 
illegal fishing in 1936.70 By 1939 the Vigilant patrolled North 
Queensland Waters, and the Northern Territory was patrolled by 
the Kuru and Larrakia. These were found ineffectual in preventing
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the unsupervised landing of Japanese boats on the coast, but 
aerial surveillance was too costly.71 One author remarked at the 
time that the Japanese sampans had become "for the Australian 
public a sort of concrete symbol of the Japanese ’menace'", so 
that the political significance which was attached to Japanese 
poaching was out of proportion to the economic importance of the 
pearl-shell industry.72

This was precisely the issue addressed by an interdepartmental 
commission on Japanese poaching. The most pressing question, 
"whether the pearling industry in Australia was of sufficient 
economic or national importance to warrant the taking of steps by 
the Commonwealth Government for its preservation", was 
answered in the affirmative:

As to the value of the pearling industry, the Committee is of the opinion 
that, although the beds within Australian territorial waters (with the 
possible exception of those adjacent to Thursday Island) have practically 
been depleted and the operations of the Japanese vessels now take place 
in waters outside the territorial limits of the Commonwealth, the 
industry is of sufficient economic and national importance to justify 
active steps for its preservation. The district surrounding Broome is 
dependent upon the pearling industry and the cessation of pearling 
operations near this area would probably result in the collapse of the 
town, leaving this portion of the Australian coast largely uninhabited. 
From a strategic point of view alone, such a state of affairs would be 
undesirable. Thursday Island and adjacent islands are economically 
dependent on the fishing industry. There is also a fleet of 22 boats based 
on Darwin, a port of great National importance. Altogether there are 142 
Australian vessels operating in and adjacent to Australian waters, 
directly employing 1,941 persons.
The indications are that the Australian industry is languishing and the 
position is jeopardised by the growing Japanese competition. Although 
recently a considerable measure of financial and other assistance has 
been given by the Commonwealth Government, it is felt that, unless 
additional steps are taken to afford it protection and some basis of 
economic security the industry will in a few years disappear, leaving the
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whole fishing field in the Northern and North Western waters of Australia 
to the Japanese.73

It was the defence value of the industry, rather than its economic 
value, which made it worthy of the attention of the federal 
government. Moreover, the illicit landing on the coast by Japanese 
sampans also raised the concern that smuggling, the importation 
of disease, intercourse with Aboriginal people, and the illegal 
landing of immigrants, may be taking place. However, the 
Commonwealth Government felt powerless to deal with the issue 
unilaterally, unless an agreement with the Japanese government 
was entered into to control the movements of Japanese on the 
Australian coast. That, however, would have been an admission of 
weakness, and the Prime Minister's department advised against 
it.7 4

The fact that Japanese bombs were dropped on the three pearling 
centres of Australia - Darwin, Broome and Torres Strait (Horn 
Island) - couid be understood as a vindication of the fears of the 
Australians. On the other hand, these centres were used as 
military installations and presented therefore a strategic target. 
During interviews conducted in 1987, one Japanese diver admitted 
that when mines were placed in Torres Strait, his uncle Horimoto 
marked the mines on his charts73 and a Japanese historian 
confirmed that pearl-shelling and fishing ships -

were requisitioned by the Japanese navy as spy ships to Palau, the 
Phillipines, New Guinea, Borneo, Java, etc. They carried cargo and 
personnel, and made charts of the foreign ports, noting where water, 
bananas, potatoes, and so on could be obtained. They were instructed to 
do so three years before the outbreak of war. I spoke to one of the 
captains myself.76

In 1942 the Japanese indentured labourers were interned as 
enemy aliens on instructions of General MacArthur, because their 
intimate knowlede of the northern coast was considered too 
valuable to be permitted to filter back to Japan.77 In April 1945 
their status was changed from that of internees to "Prisoners of
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War/merchant seamen", which meant that they ceased to be 
immigrants and could not claim protection under the Immigration 
Acts. 78

5. POST-WAR PEARL-SHELLING ON THE CONTINENTAL 
SHELF: SHARING AUSTRALA'S RESOURCES WITH JAPAN

After World War II, the political reorganization of the world 
system was accompanied by the extension of territorial claims 
over the seas. The aggressive pre-war activities of Japanese 
fleets had alienated several national governments, and during the 
peace treaty negotiations in San Francisco in 1951, the question 
of international fishing rights featured prominently. In 1945, the 
United States asserted its jurisdiction over the resources of its 
continental shelf in order to secure oil resources. This was the 
first time that the geological concept of 'continental shelf' found 
power-political application. Mexico, Argentina and Peru followed 
suit, and the United Nations' International Law Commission began 
to formulate an international fishing rights code on the basis of 
this new concept.

During the Peacy Treaty negotiations early in 1951, Australia 
proposed an agreement on fisheries with Japan which would bar 
Japanese from fishing on the continental shelf. Japan declined to 
enter into such an agreement, but offered to apply the same 
conservation measures on its fleets in Australian extra­
territorial waters, as were enshrined in Commonwealth 
legislation. No such legislation existed. In March 1952, the 
Australian government enacted a Fisheries Act and a Pear! 
Fisheries Act.79 These acts placed the control over extra­
territorial fisheries into the hands of the federal government and 
permitted Australian waters beyond territorial limits to be 
declared 'proclaimed waters' in which fishing could be restricted 
in order to conserve stocks.
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Japan attracted heavy foreign investment, particularly in the 
military and luxury industries. Pearl-shell and pearls were part 
of this luxury industry so that there was expansionary pressure 
on the industry. The Gerdau Company of New York resumed its 
business relationship with Japanese pearl-shelling companies. In 
February 1953 it was learned that the Shinjugai Sihui Company 
was making preparations to send a fleet of Japanese pearl-shell 
fishing vessels to the Arafura Sea.

Australian pearl-shellers protested that this highly efficient 
fleet would cause overproduction of mother-of-pearl on the 
world market and exhaust the shell resources within a few 
years.so In order to postpone the arrival of the fleet, Australia 
entered negotiations in April 1953 to reach the type of bilateral 
agreement that had been envisaged by the Peace Treaty on the 
issue of Japanese participation in the exploitation of swimming 
and sedentary fish. During these negotiations, the Australian 
government realized how vague the formulation in the peace 
treaty was, and Japan skilfully exploited its bargaining position. 
The United States and Canada had already negotiated agreements 
with Japan before the peace treaty had been finalized, and 
Australian negotiators began to feel that Australia had been ’left 
out in the cold'. Under Section 9 of the peace treaty, Japan was 
required to enter negotiations over fishing rights with allied 
powers, but this clause did not require Japan to conclude 
agreements! si

Pearl-shellers sought to resume the employment of Japanese 
divers. The Queensland government opposed the re-introduction of 
Japanese on the grounds that Torres Strait Islanders were 
available to continue in the role of divers. In the Northern 
Territory, too, Aborigines were being trained as divers. Of the 
state governments, only Western Australia supported the re- 
introduction of Japanese divers. Western Australian Senator 
Scott reiterated the well-worn argument of the pearl-shellers:
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I wish to make it plain, so that there can be no mistake in the future, that 

the Japanese are the only people capable of bringing shell to the 

surface.82

In spite of popular protests, a group of 35 Japanese was 
permitted to work for Streeter and Male and Morgan Companies of 
Broome in the 1952/53 season. However, the Japanese 
government declined passports to the group while Japanese 
luggers were refused entry into the Northern Australian waters.88

The Japanese negotiators were careful not to enter into an 
agreement with Australia which acknowledged any Australian 
sovereignty over its continental shelf. Australia's bargaining 
basis was that foreign vessels would be allocated areas and 
catch limits and would observe the size limits in force under the 
Pearl Fisheries Act 1952. In other words, the foreign vessels 
would operate under Australian laws on the continental shelf. 
However, Japan insisted, as it always had done, on the freedom of 
the high seas. In particular, it refused to accept an allocation of 
fishing areas, since it was obvious that Australia intended to 
allocate those pearl-shell beds which were deeper and more 
difficult to access, to the foreign vessels.

The negotiations became languid, until Japan succeeded in 
reaching an agreement on the departure of the Shinjugai Sihui 
fleet under a provisional regime, for which it accepted all the 
conditions placed by Australia on the entry of the fleet. The fleet 
left Japan on 13 May 1953 and arrived 60 kilometres north-west 
of Bathurst Island on 5 June. It had been allocated an area of 
1,440 square kilometres. On 10 August the Japanese fleet left its 
allocated area to enter areas fished by Australian luggers in 
order to fulfil its catch quota. This breach of agreement was a 
challenge to Australia's claim to control foreign pearl-shelling 
operations in its extra-territorial waters.

Negotiations broke down and an amendment to the Pearl Fisheries 
Act of 1952 was passed in September 1953 as a formal assertion 
of Australia's authority over its continental shelf.84 The crucial
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clauses introduced in this amendment explicitly applied the Pearl 
Fisheries Act to foreigners, and extended the definition of
Australian waters as waters that are above the continental shelf. 
In addition, the Governor General now proclaimed certain areas as 
restricted areas, and the Pearl Fisheries and Fisheries Acts came 
into operation on 12 October 1953. Australia now claimed 
jurisdiction over its continental shelf.

It cannot be denied that Australia dealt very fairly with Japan up to the 

time the negotiations broke down, and we now have no alternative but to 

adopt the procedure outlined in the bill before the house.85

The amendment which adopted the term 'continental shelf' into 
the legislation, was only made to the Pearl Fisheries Act, not the
Fisheries Act. The continental shelf doctrine was incorporated
into Australian law in the context of the pearl-shell dispute with
Japan. The continental shelf doctrine acknowledged the sovereign 
rights of coastai states over the natural resources of the seabed 
and subsoil of their continental shelves, as weii as the 
prescriptive rights (established by tradition) of other states, but 
made these subject to regulation by the coastal state. This meant 
that foreign vessels would be subject to legislation by the 
coastal state. So far the doctrine had only been applied to mineral 
resources. Australia applied it to sedentary fishing.86

These extraordinary attempts by the federal government to 
protect the pearl-shell industry took place not because of any 
economic significance8? attached to the industry, but with a view 
to international rivalry. The defence value of the industry was 
stressed because there was no regular patrol of the north either 
by sea or air. There was considerable public support for a strong 
stance against Japan, and the opposition parties fully supported 
the government on the issue.88

Rather than agree to operate under Australian legislation, Japan 
proposed to submit the dispute to the International Court of 
Justice and prepared to become a party to the court's statute. 
Australia's legal advisers were not confident of the outcome of
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such a litigation and counselled the government to seek a 
political solution. The continental shelf doctrine had never been 
applied to sedentary fisheries, and the pre-war activities of 
Japanese fleets in the pearl-shell beds in question weakened 
Australia's historical argument. Besides, the industry was 
languishing and did not serve well to demonstrate the use of the 
extra-territorial resources by Australians.89

Australia was very concerned to appear reasonable in 
international public opinion particularly with a view to the 
pending case before the International Court of Justice. In May 
1954 a further provisional regime was agreed upon. A fleet of 25 
luggers with a mother ship and a research vessel were assigned 
specified areas outside the 10 mile limit of the Northern 
Territory. The fleet carried 145 divers (5 per vessel) and was 
allocated a catch quota of 1,000 tons of pearl-shell. They were 
accompanied by an Australian Fisheries Inspection ship to 
ascertain that catch quotas and size limits were observed. Apart 
from the annual negotiation of assigned areas, which continued to 
be a bone of contention between the two governments, the 
Australian fisheries observers considered the provisional regime 
to work well - except that it did not conserve the pearl-shell 
stocks, which was the declared intention behind the entire 
governmental concern over the industry.so in fact, Austalia could 
only exercise such discrimination as this regime constituted 
against the Japanese, if it was for the purpose of maintaining the 
fishery.91

By 1956, after three years of Japanese fishing under the 
provisional regime, it became apparent that the pearl-sheli 
resources were not as plentiful as had been presumed. The 
Japanese fleets had been assigned the outer pearl-shell beds of 
the Northern Territory, in order to place the onus on them to 
survey new beds. However, no new beds were found and the 
Japanese had not been able to fill their quotas. Their catch was 
declining annually and it was obvious that the twelve-year rest 
which the beds had had since the war had no lasting effect on 
stocks in the face of high-technology mass extraction. In the
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allocation of areas to the Japanese fleet, political caution rather 
than an attitude of resource husbandry guided the restrictions 
imposed on the Japanese fleet:

The scale of operations of the last three years reduced stocks to such a 
degree that the rate of recovery has been considerably retarded. [...] 
Australia [...] has virtually been forced to allow pearling in areas of the 
Northern Territory Division at a higher rate than is prudent by 
conservation standards in order to appear reasonable before international 
public opinion and especially the International Court of Justice.92

Although it had been agreed in principle to submit the dispute to 
the International Court of Justice, neither party wanted to appear 
as the plaintiff who would bear the onus of proof. Once a decision 
was made by the court, it would be compulsory for both parties to 
comply with it. In view of the uncertain outcome of the litigation 
both governments saw an advantage in resolving the dispute as a 
bilateral agreement.93

Negotiations progressed slowly until the Japanese again 
displayed great diplomatic skill in forcing the issue in June 1956. 
The United Nations were planning an international conference on 
fishing rights, and it was expected that such a conference would 
lend much greater weight to the authority of coastal states over 
their continental shelves, than a legal decision would do. In June 
1956 Prime Minister Menzies saw the Japanese Ambassador 
before leaving for the United States and Japan. After his 
departure, the Ambassador approached the Department of External 
Affairs and created the impression that Menzies had 
foreshadowed a resumption of bilateral negotiations and the 
signing of an agreement on pearl-shelling while in Japan. This 
impression was created merely by asking whether the Australian 
government 'had anything definite in mind', and was no doubt 
helped along by the personal style of the Prime Minister.

Although the Australian negotiators were inclined to stall 
negotiations, the hint of an imminent resumption of negotiatons
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led to the hurried formulation of a new bargaining basis during 
the absence of the Prime Minister. His staff were at a loss to 
speculate what promises Menzies might have made to the 
ambassador, but nobody on the Australian side doubted that the 
Prime Minister had made a certain commitment. Australia ceased 
to insist on the allocation of separate fishing areas. It offered 
port facilities to Japanese vessels and required the shell raised 
by Japanese fleets to be exported from Australia in order to 
secure foreign currency earnings. This closely followed a 
proposal made by the Gerdau Company. The attractiveness of this 
proposal was that it meant that Japanese fleets acknowledged 
Australia's sovereignty over the continental shelf by obtaining 
Australian fishing licences.94

Eventually Japanese-owned fishing and pearling fleets were 
permitted into Australian waters north of 22nd degree latitude 
(i.e. north of Onslow in the west and Mackay in the east) with 
certain restrictions on area and catch, and Queensland pearl- 
shellers were also permitted to obtain divers from Okinawa. The 
federal government sought to justify this decision to the 
Australian public with reference to the War Dead Mission (the 
repatriation of dead bodies), and Japan became a trading partner 
for Australia, placing large orders for beef, and exporting 
motorcars. Japan also obtained the rights to fish for tuna in the 
Great Barrier Reef province.95

In Japan, a clear distinction between sending fleets to Australia 
and sending indentured men into the employ of Australian pearl- 
shellers did not filter through to popular consciousness. The 
celebrated role of the deep sea diver, now assisted by modern 
technology in the procurement of wealth, took centre stage in 
media reportage. The highly publicized departure of pearl-shell 
fleets in 1953 was understood as a mere continuation of a 
traditional activity.

For all the grandstanding to conserve the pearl-shell industry - 
the assumption of legal control of extra-territorial fisheries, the 
extension of jurisdiction to the continental shelf, the
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preparations to settle the pearling dispute before the 
International Court of Justice - the Commonwealth in fact did 
nothing for the industry. It did not intend to commence patrolling 
and the states were still to carry out licensing of vessels and 
divers. The assumption of federal control of the offshore fishery 
was purely nominal in order to extend the sphere of influence of 
the Australian government.

Just as the restrictions placed on Japanese whaling did not 
conserve whales, the restrictions placed on the Japanese fleet 
did not conserve the pearl-shell stocks. Their formulation was 
subject to a political process with little scientific input. They 
were based on optimistic assumptions about undiscovered beds, 
unsupported by scientific evidence. The beds had not been 
surveyed. The catch quota of 1,000-1,250 tons was imposed on 
the basis of a few pre-war takes, and on the observation that the 
beds had had a twelve- or thirteen-year spell. The areas which 
were allocated to the Japanese were chosen with a view to 
compel them to prospect for pearl-shell, rather than with the aim 
of conserving certain areas. When the shortage of shell became 
apparent, the restrictions were relaxed instead of tightened. By 
1956, the Japanese fleet was allowed in all but one sub-area of 
the Northern Territory beds, and into Western Australia. The 
post-war ideology of unlimited growth could not be challenged by 
ecological alarm bells - a shortfall in resources was interpreted 
as a challenge to exploit more vigorously.

6. CONCLUSION

The entrenchment of a Japanese vested interest in the pearl-shell 
industry, had been facilitated by sectional interests in Australia. 
First, the exclusively Australian ownership of luggers, secured by 
legislation, was undermined by the practice of boat dummying, 
with the co-operation of some pearl-shellers. Secondly, 
Australia's exclusive use of the pearl-beds was contested, using 
arguments and strategies which had been pioneered by the 
Australian pearl-shellers themselves. Moreover, the industry's
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exemption from the White Australia policy was an admission that 
Australians were unable to conduct the industry. The Japanese 
involvement seriously challenged the conception of pearl-shelling 
as an Australian industry.

The reaction of pearl-shellers to Japanese competition in the 
1930s was also ill-suited to defend the industry. Japan 
participated in the primary production of shell by sending its own 
fleets, and in the face of highly organized Japanese competition, 
Australian entrepreneurs displayed weakness and disunity. 
Instead of exercising disciplined solidarity to overcome the 
problems caused by a saturated international market, each sought 
to increase their market participation. (These issues will be 
further explored in Chapter 8.)

The challenge to Australia's sovereignty over the Great Barrier 
Reef in the 1930s revealed an inadequacy in the legislative 
protection over resources considered to be Australian. 
Previously, pearl-shellers had enjoyed the support of government 
officials echoing their arguments in Brisbane. But in this case the 
Queensland government was unable to come to the rescue of 
pearl-shellers. This issue had to be resolved in the international 
arena, by the federal government. The interest of the federal 
government in the industry was therefore crucial in determining 
thie level of support the industry would receive. The fishery was 
languishing and required considerable state assistance for 
restructuring after the war. The dominant role of Japanese in the 
industry had already raised the question of just how 'Australian' 
thie industry in fact was, and, if its benefits were accruing to 
aliiens more than to Australians, whether it was worth protecting 
by/ state intervention such as the package proposed by the Mackay 
Commission in 1908. But these considerations receded into the 
background as the issue became one of debate between two nation 
states. The Japanese government, always closely involved in the 
afffairs of its private economic actors, entered the stage as a 
dominant player. This was the decisive new development that 
dictated the stance taken by the federal government.
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In the post-war pearling dispute with Japan, the federal 
government postured strongly on behalf of the industry, but its 
interest in the industry derived from the issue of territorial 
claims, and not from the economic significance of the industry or 
a sincere effort to conserve it. Geo-political, rather than 
domestic-economic reasons provided the incentive for action. 
Next to the political significance of controlling Japanese fishing 
operations on the continental shelf, the conservation of the 
industry and its resources was a subsidiary consideration, and 
this re-ordering of priorities was sorely felt by the industry.
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Chapter 6
Resource Use, Productivity, and 

The Tragedy of the Commons

This chapter substantiates the central claims made about the 
pearl-shell industry in the Introduction: that it was modelled on 
the mass production paradigm, that it was also based on resource 
raiding, and that these two strategies set the industry on a 
collision course with the natural environment. First, the chapter 
documents how, under conditions of intensified fishing effort, 
productivity declined steadily in terms of catch per unit effort1, 
and periodically also in absolute terms. An analysis of available 
data from 1890 to 1940 shows how the resource issue surfaced 
into crisis at different periods. Secondly, the chapter examines 
the ways in which mass production strategies were applied. 
Thirdly, the dynamics of mass production in the context of 
resource use are explored as "the tragedy of the commons”.

When the mass production model is applied to the primary sector 
as 'mass extraction', it is understood (see Chapter 1 - Section 1) 
as a mode of production which aims to generate and maintain the 
largest posssibie volume of output. This is done by exploiting 
large areas for a single resource, and by intensifying the 
productive effort through organisational and technological 
means.2 Success is expressed in terms of volume and value of 
production, as in the secondary sector.

In the mother-of-pearl fishery, the productive effort was 
successively intensified by the introduction of diving apparatus, 
air compressors, and motor-powered vessels. Innovation was not 
an attempt to save labour, but a response to declining resources 
in the easily accessible locations. Incidentally, it was in the area 
of organization that the greatest advances were made, after the 
initial break-through to dress-diving. The increase in lugger size 
and crew size, concomitant with longer voyages, and the advent of 
floating stations, owed as much to a proliferation of hierarchical
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delineation and formalization of managerial control, as to mere 
technological advances. Arguably, the same is true for mass 
production in the secondary sector. Stephen Marglin argues that 
not the introduction of technology, but the work discipline and 
supervision which accompanied its introduction, led to higher 
productivity.3

Mass production is typical of the secondary sector. The secondary 
sector is not directly faced with natural resources, consequently, 
this strategy holds no blueprint for the important question of how 
to deal with limited natural resources. It neither fosters, nor is 
it incompatible with, resource husbandry. Despite a common 
commitment of state and industry to the mass production 
paradigm, resource use and resource management were therefore 
open to contestation.

Pearl-shellers took recourse to the colonial strategy of resource 
raiding. In the face of their own statements, their resource 
raiding attitude becomes undeniable, and it is here that they 
parted company with governments. Resource raiding is used here 
to refer to a production strategy which operates on a depleted 
yield basis'4 relying on territorial expansion for its continuation. 
This had been fostered in earlier industries, such as the 
sandalwood trade, from which the pearl-shell fishery had evolved, 
by the concurrent imperialist expansion of the state. If resources 
declined in one area, the industry moved on. This strategy is 
typical of the colonial frontier. The solidification of colonial 
empires rendered resource raiding problematic. Governments 
became interested in retaining the fishery within certain 
territorial confines, and this required a re-orientation of 
production strategies towards sustainable resource use.

The pearl-shellers held fast to the 'tried and tested' strategies: 
shell beds were intensively harvested until they became 
unprofitable, and luggers moved further and further afield. Fleets 
were registered under foreign flags of convenience and the area 
exploited stretched ever further into extra-territorial waters. 
Technological innovation was used to facilitate this territorial
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expansion, rather than to stabilize production levels at 
sustainable yields. Under these conditions, the industry reached 
its natural limits to growth around the turn of the century. A 
protracted resource crisis, coinciding with the great depression 
of the 1890s, sparked off a long chain of governmental attempts 
at regulatory intervention which will be reviewed in Chapter 7.

From its inception, the fishery's rate of resource exploitation 
caused concern. As early as 1870, Queensland government 
observers feared an exodus of vessels from Torres Strait to the 
north-western coast as a result of overfishing. A passage from 
the government resident's report in 1871 identifies the problems 
which were to beset the fishery throughout its history:

for some time past no new patches of pearl-shel! have been discovered.

[.... j it is not improbable that after a few months' rest places that are 

now exhausted will again pay for working, but not upon a large scale. 

Patches like those on Warrior Reef are not likeiy to be again met with, 

and already there are signs of a general exodus of the pearl fishers to the 
North West coast of Australia. The diving apparatus with which several 
of these vessels are supplied, and from which so much was expected, 

have proved comparatively useless owing to the way in which the shells 
are scattered. [...] every week renders it more certain that the fishery 

is nearly at an end as far as large vessels are concerned; although it may 

for a time continue to yield a living for a few engaging in it on a humble 
scale.5

As a gloomy prediction for the fishery's survival, these comments 
were more than a little premature. In the event, technological 
improvements, fleet reorganization, and imperialism permitted 
much further territorial expansion. (The 'large vessels' referred 
to were 10 tons.) Nevertheless, the analysis of the problem was 
succinct.

Chester's letter of 1871 raises three important points. Firstly, 
the fishery started off as a highly capitalized effort intent on 
mass production. It harvested intensively and focused on a single 
resource, unlike beachcombing where individuals confined
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themselves to a small area and gathered a variety of produce with 
a minimujm of capital outlay: the 'humble scale' referred to in the 
letter. This alternative method of exploitation was widely 
practiced along the Queensland coastline. Success was 
qualitatively expressed, as independence, sustainability, and in 
standardl-of-living type parameters.6 The crucial difference 
between these two production methods is between subsistence 
productiom and market production. Since the pearl-shell fleets 
were owmed by international and metropolitan companies, the 
choice between these two production strategies was foregone. 
Still, alternative production strategies aimed at market, rather 
than subsistence, production were available. Some of these were 
not classifiable as mass extraction as defined here, and were 
used for pearling in other parts of the world, as the next chapter 
will demonstrate (Chapter 7 - Section 10).

Secondly, technological improvements quickly became necessary 
to sustaiin that mode of production. Within three years, several 
vessels had been equipped with diving apparatus. Thirdly, if 
technologiical improvements could not rescue the mass production 
strategy, territorial expansion was resorted to: the 'exodus' of 
large fleets to newly discovered beds. These three points serve to 
underline that the mass production strategy was at stake rather 
than a steady production output. A collective choice, of the kind 
which Sabe! and Zeitlin refer to, was made in favour of one 
strategy over the other, with the (cautious) consent of the 
government representative who was aware of an alternative 
strategy «(the "humble scale").

1. PRODUCTIVITY PROFILE

For its tfirst twenty years, the industry operated fully on the 
model off colonial trading stations. The island-based shelling 
stations were organized from Sydney and staffed with South Sea 
Island and other imported labour, under the supervision of a few 
white managers. The growth strategy during this period was 
territorial expansion. Two new developments in the 1890s
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introduced a dynamic element of growth. Japanese became a 
steady supply of cheap and reliable labour. They brought wiith 
them personal ambition, and an oyaka fa-style middle- 
management. At the same time, floating stations were introduced 
to Torres Strait (see Section 3 below). These were two importaint 
organisational innovations which intensified the productive 
effort, and launched the fishery into the model of mass 
production.

The mass production strategy had two effects. The obvious ome 
was that fishing activity flourished, the number of boats, men, 
and firms engaged proliferated, and the fishing grounds were 
further expanded. The less obvious effect was a steady decrease 
in relative productivity, which meant that catch per unit effort 
declined. From 1890 to 1913, the industry was at its most 
dynamic. It was also the subject of no less than five official 
inquiries (see Chapter 7). The sub-text of industrial growth was 
resource depletion.

a) Declining Productivity to 1913 

Size of Shell
Once the Tutu Islanders revealed the location of the shell beds, it 
took approximately one year to exhaust the supply. The patcch 
which Banner began to harvest in 1868 yielded a record of 2,5*00 
pairs of shell in one week. The largest shell weighed almost 6 
kilograms. But when Chester visited eighteen months later, three 
boats brought in only 100 pairs each in one week, and it w?as 
presumed that the "patch was nearly worked out".7 More beds were 
discovered, but the yields of the early years were never to be 
repeated. By 1905 a shell of 5 kilograms was considered 
monstrous, and shells weighing less than 1 kilogram were beiing 
harvested. The remainder of the fishery’s course was the futtile 
search for a repetition of that first extraordinary harvest.

The Commissioner of Fisheries reported "considerable depletion 
of the most readily accessible fishing grounds" in 1890.8 It h;ad
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been common for some time to gather shells of 3 to 3.5 
kilograms, of which 300 to 400 pairs made a ton, but now it was 
common to collect shells of just over one kilogram, of which 600 
to 700 pairs were required to make a ton, which took one month's 
work; and even shell of 1 kilogram was collected (800 to 1200 
pairs to a ton).

Productivity
For the years prior to 1890 no statistics concerning productivity 
are available. But from 1890 to 1904 catch per unit effort 
declined sharply and steadily from an average annual take of 6 
tons per boat to 2 tons per boat, associated with a steady 
increase in the number of boats employed. The Mackay Commission 
thought that the beds could support no more than 200 vessels.

Table 4 shows an increase in total take, accompanied by a 
decrease in average take per boat. The increase in the number of 
boats was accompanied by an increase in the size of vessels and 
in the number of crew employed. The 10-ton vessels had been 
staffed with 7 crew, but the larger vessels employed 12 or more.9 
Even without adequate data to calculate catch per unit effort, 
therefore, the trend of productivity decline is evident.10

Profitability
Despite the declining catch per unit effort, profitability 
increased. Two pearl-shellers in 1897 estimated their profit at 
around 6 percent, and two in 1913 stated that they averaged 10 
percent return on investment.11 A more thorough, but still 
imperfect profit estimate, shown in Table 5, indicates a rise 
from 6.8 percent in 1907 to over 34 percent in 1911, a period of 
fairly steady export volume. For the pearl-shellers, therefore, 
resource depletion did not cause fundamental concern. Their 
battle was mainly with governments who sought to regulate their 
activities.
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Table 4 - Average take per boat (1890-1904)

boats 
engaged 
(pearl-shell 
boats only)

average take 
per boat

total take 
(in tons)

1890 92 6 tons 17 cwt 639
1895 204 4 tons 5 cwt 873
1900 341 3 tons 2 cwt 1060
1904 378 2 tons 4 cwt 777

Source: Mackay 1908:xlix; Coombs 1945:44.

Table 5 - Estimate of Profits (1907-1911)

Year Expenses

(£)

Value of
Shell Raised 
(£)

Profit

(£)

Percentage 
of Profit

1907 64,630 69,429 4,799 6.8
1908 50,918 57,960 7,042 12.1
1909 58,688 70140 11,452 16.3
1910 65,048 82,795 17,747 21.4
1911 53,655 82,140 28,485 34.7

Source: Bamford 1913:192
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b) Ressource Levels and Fishing Intensity - A Statistical 
Oveerview to 1940

Officialil reports made ample references to resource depletion. 
Howevver, this was not the industry's only problem, so that 
alternaative explanations of causation were always at hand. 
Systerrmatic inspections of the resource over time were not 
conduccted. Still, it is possible to retrospectively test, and 
supporlrt, the claim that the fishery suffered from resource 
depleticion.

VariabMes
The daata available continuously over a long range of years for 
Thursdday Island are 1) the total production of mother-of-pearl in 
tons (iiincluding trochus shell); 2) the number of men signed on 
before the shipping master, i.e. divers, swimming divers, and 
crew, ^gathering pearl-shell, beche-de-mer and trochus; and 3) the 
numbenr of pump diving vessels licenced, i.e. those vessels which 
were eengaged in dress diving for pearl-shell.

Neither r the number of men engaged in the whole fishery nor the 
numbenr of pump vessels give an accurate indication of the 
relationnship between mother-of-pearl fishing effort and mother- 
of-peanrl yield. Pump vessels were not the only producers of 
mother-r-of-pearl (there were also swimming diving vessels), and 
mother-r-of-pearl was not the only product collected by the men 
engageed (they also collected beche-de-mer). It is therefore 
imposssible to judge which of the two sets of data is a more 
reliablee indicator of the intensity of mother-of-pearl fishing 
effort. I Both indicators will be read in conjunction to shed light on 
the relationship between fishing effort and resource stocks.12

A grapphical representation of these data from 1890 to 1940 
providees a valuable overview of the state of shell stocks, and 
permitss a statement to be made about the relative impact of 
differennt types of crises. Figure 1 uses the total number of men 
engageed as an indicator of productivity, Figure 2 uses the number
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of pump diving vessels. It is useful to consider these data on a 
year-to-year basis, since increasing catch encouraged an increase 
in the number of employees and boats, and at the same time led to 
over-use, often resulting in a decreasing catch. The following 
analysis is a combined reading of five factors: the number of men 
engaged, the number of pump-diving boats licenced, the total 
annual harvests of mother-of-pearl shell, average yield per man, 
and average yield per boat.

Discussion of Figures 1 and 2
Figure 2 clearly indicates that the first resource crisis 
commenced in 1898, when a large increase in boats coincided 
with a declining yield. Until 1904 the number of boats increased 
while mother-of-pearl yield fell off. This is confirmed by 
Figure 1. From 1902 to 1903, an increase in men did not lead to a 
corresponding increase in yield, and when the number of men was 
further raised in 1904 and 1905, the totai yield declined.

Thereafter both Figures show that the number of boats and men 
was reduced sharply (when the fleets left for Aru), after which 
the fishery attained a balance, at a lowered level of fishing 
effort, and far below its former output, from 1906 to 1913.13

Figure 2 also shows that from 1893 to 1914 the decline in yield 
per boat is inversely related to the number of boats employed. 
From 1906 to 1914 the tendency was for the number of boats to 
decrease and the average yield to increase somewhat, without 
returning to pre-1900 levels. The number of men engaged and the 
average yield per man during this period were relatively steady. 
The link between fishing intensity and resource stocks appears 
more directly in periods of resource exhaustion (1890-1914) than 
during stock recovery (1922-1929, 1931-1939).

A decline in yield in 1913-14 is not matched in magnitude by the 
slight decline in the number of men, and is accompanied by an 
increase in the number of boats. The decline in relative 
productivity, both per man and per boat, signals a resource crisis.
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Thes;e> trends indicate that market conditions (World War I) were 
not tthe sole factor in operation in the 1915 crisis. In 1914-15, 
the imidustry reacted with a decline in the number of boats and 
men. (Figures for 1916 are not included in the curves because 
mothie>r-of-pearl production levels fell to almost zero - 6 tons.)

After World War I, total production gradually recovered and 
exceeded pre-war levels with a peak in 1919, but quickly fell 
back,, to below pre-war levels, in 1920-21. In 1920, the number of 
boats; increased while the number of men decreased. This suggests 
that tthe industry responded to the excellent 1919 harvest by 
turning to mother-of-pearl more intensively, but the total output 
nevertheless decreased. 1919 and 1922 were years of high output 
and peak productivity, however, each peak was immediately 
follow/eed by a decline in productivity.

Thereafter, the fishery was on an erratic upward trend, during 
which the the number of men and boats bore almost no 
relatioinship to the total production. For example, it is difficult to 
explairn the high mother-of-pearl output of 1924, when a similar 
increase in the number of men and boats in the previous year had 
resulted in a reduced tonnage. Again, in 1927 a considerable 
declines in the number of men and boats coincided with an equally 
considerable rise in mother-of-pearl production. These 
discrepancies may be due to shifts between mother-of-pearl 
fishing} and trochus and beche-de-mer collection, or natural 
conditions, neither of which can be reconstructed.14

In 19229 the total mother-of-pearl production reached an all-time 
high, wvhile the number of men and boats employed had stabilized 
at a Now plateau. The peak in average yield on both indicators 
suggests that the high mother-of-pearl production of that year 
was diue to favourable natural conditions and not to increased 
fishingj intensity.

The declining number of men and boats after this bumper crop 
suggesstts that market forces were at least partly responsible for
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the steep decline in production which followed (1930). (In fact, 
production was limited by voluntary agreement - see Chapter 8 
Section 4f.) However, average yield also declined steeply. The 
dramatic decline in average yield per boat as well as per man 
suggests that, in addition, mother-of-pearl was scarce. It had 
probably been fished out in the previous year's harvest.

From 1935 to 1940 a high level of mother-of-pearl production is 
accompanied by a steady decrease in the number of men engaged, 
and a very slight decrease in the number of pump boats. This may 
be taken as an indication that the mother-of-pearl resource was 
in a healthy state. Also, the steep rise in average yield on both 
indicators from 1932 to 1939 suggests that mother-of-pearl was 
now harvested at a sustainable level. The number of boats had 
returned to pre-1890 levels, and the number of men was far 
below any previously recorded level, save during World War I. 
(This reading is confirmed by the fact that the industry was in 
the midst of a deep marketing crisis - see Chapter 8 Section 6.)

Conclusions
The inverse relationship between fishing intensity and relative 
productivity is visually represented in Figure 2. In the first 
phase, to 1904, the gap between effort and success widens, and 
from 1932 to 1940 there is again a clear inverse trend, this time 
in the opposite direction - as fishing intensity decreases, the 
yield per boat improves.

A comparison of the different indicators suggests that the 
industry suffered three resource crises in the period to 1940, the 
first occurring from 1898 to 1905, the second in 1913/14, and 
the third in 1930-32. While the Mackay Commission responded to 
the first crisis with proposals to restructure the fishery, the 
second resource crisis solicited no appropriate response, because 
it was overlaid with the economic crisis induced by World War I. 
The third crisis, similarly occurred in association with a demand 
crisis (see Chapter 8 Section 5a).
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The graphs indicate that the industry overcame its resource 
crises by contraction. The 'healthy' state of the resource from 
1934 onwards was at the expense of the industry's magnitude.

2. RESOURCE RAIDING AS A PRODUCTION STRATEGY

Despite the obvious depletion of shell beds, pearl-shellers had a 
vision of unlimited growth: there would always be other shell 
beds, they only needed to be found. Faced with the suggestion that 
they were ruining the fishery on which they depended, the pearl- 
shellers expressed disbelief. The Mackay Commission presented 
evidence of declining returns per boat (Table 4), but for the pearl- 
shellers it stood to reason that "the more people there are on the 
ground the more shell they will get"15 because the seas seemed 
liimitless. In estimating their profits in 1904, pearl-shellers 
still operated on the expectation of 4 tons per boat, an average 
tlhat had "not been realized for any of the past three years either 
at Port Darwin or Thursday Island."16

A visiting scientist described the pearl-shellers as

content to reap all they can of the harvest they have not sown [...] 
without the slightest care or compunction for the reapers that follow 
after.1 7

The Sub-Collector of Customs warned of imminent depletion 
because the shells harvested were so small as to threaten the 
Reproductive capacity of the beds, but:

Practical pearl-shellers receive his vaticination [sic] with equanimous 
indifference; and, in the light of thirty years' experience of the 
fisheries, during twenty-six years of which period the despoiling of 
pearl-beds was unrestricted by any size-limit, they predict an eternal 
continuity of the industry, regarding the natural supply as inexhaustible, 
without taking into consideration the additional possibilities of 
cultivation.1 8
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blockings made a statement protesting against the homily of 
depletion in the Torres Strait beds:

I have no fear of this coming about to the beds of Torres Strait. Natural 
protection has done its work successfully in the past, and will do it in the 
future. [...] If the shell becomes thinned out it becomes unpayable, and 
consequently that portion is left, and the beds have an opportunity to 
recuperate.19

blocking's position that government intervention was unnecessary 
because the business became unprofitable before any patch was 
depleted was taken by several pearl-shellers.20 There may be 
some grounds for the expectation of a self-regulating mechanism, 
for an industry which operates on a low equilibrium level of
profitability.21 Table 5 indicates, however, that the level of
profitability was quite high, so that it was possible to 'whip a
dead horse'.

The government did not share the peari-shellers' vision of 
unlimited growth, because, unlike the fishery, the nation state 
had territorial boundaries. In order to retain revenue from it, the 
fishery needed to be viable within these boundaries, and therefore 
shell stocks needed to be preserved. Queensland had already 
extended its boundaries twice (1872 and 1879 - see Chapter 2 
Section 3a) to include the fisheries in its territory and had made 
an unsuccessful bid for the New Guinean coast in 1883.22
blockings, who had just returned his fleet from the Dutch Aru 
Islands, suggested that the fishery be separated into two 
divisions, one within the three-mile limit, where the government 
could limit the number of boats, stipulate the ethnic background 
of employees, and lease certain areas; the other a 'free-for-all' 
division where floating stations from any nation could harvest at 
will.23 This was precisely the kind of territorial distinction 
which the government did not wish to consider. It would have 
meant surrendering Queensland's claim over most of the pearl 
beds.
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P’eearl-shellers stated bluntly that their goal was to run at a 
pinrofit, not to preserve the fishery:

Mackay (Commissioner, head of Marine Department): Has the industry 
been carried on with any regard to its preservation?

Hodel (owner of 5 vessels): On one or two occasions the Government 
have closed areas, but in name only. They have never been 
effectively closed.

Mackay: People employing divers have had no regard to the preservation 
of the industry by their system of working?

Hodel: Absolutely none.24

Bennett (Commissioner, Sub-Collector of Customs and Pearl-Shell 
Inspector at Thursday Island): Have the grounds been worked with 
any regard to the preservation of the industry?

Clark (owner of 115 vessels): No; except during the time that Mr. Philp 
restricted the number of licences.25

Mackay: Can you tell us if they have been worked with any regard for the 
preservation of the industry, or have they been worked merely with 
a view to scoop up as much shell as possible without any 
consideration for the future of the industry?

Hayne (owner of 14 vessels): They have been worked to get as much 
shell as they could.26

Senator Bamford (Commissioner in 1913): when before that [1908] 
Commission you were asked whether your boats were worked with a 
view to securing the future of the industry, or making the greatest 
profit for the time being, and you replied that you were working 
them to get as much shell as you could. Are your boats still being 
worked on the same principle?

Hayne: Exactly.27

Thhe pearl-shellers had an extremely low time horizon, 
chharacteristic of colonial resource raiders, and not untypical for 
Qüueensland producers into the 1960s. One pearl-sheller
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commented in 1956 that "we pearlers are not interested in five 
years' hence. It is this seasons's markets that are important."28

3. THE TECHNIQUES OF MASS EXTRACTION

The intensification of productive effort was both a competitive 
response to declining resources and the growth strategy of mass 
extraction. The introduction of underwater breathing apparatus in 
1871 was the first technological breakthrough which enabled the 
industry to expand.

a) Diving Equipment

The diving apparatus referred to by Chester29 was to become the 
standard equipment on iuggers for decades, it was first supplied 
by the German firm Siebe & Gorman, and later by Heinke of London. 
It consisted of an inflatable suit of waterproof canvas and a 
copper helmet weighing 50 kilograms. To overcome the divers' 
buoyancy, a lead corselet (11 kg) and lead shoes (12 kg) were 
worn. Walking across the seabed in this outfit was strenuous 
work, made more difficult by the impossibility of bending over to 
pick up shells, which would have allowed water to enter the 
helmet. Air was supplied by a manual pump operated by two 
deckhands at a time. The lifeline was held by the tender to 
receive signals from the diver, who, by pulling and shaking the 
lifeline, signalled for more air, to be pulled up, or to pull up the 
shell basket.

The entire work-day was organized around a single diver, and a 
new hierarchy on the luggers emerged in which the diver was 
dominant on the lugger (quite unlike the swimming divers who 
were under the supervision of a non-diving skipper). In 1912 
permission was given to carry more than one diver per boat. 
Immediately several boats registered two or three divers, but
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beecause only one pump was carried, still only one diver could be 
submerged at a time.

Tttie pearl-shell fleet was divided into 'swimming diving boats', 
fo>r which 'in-charge' licences were issued, and 'pump boats' or 
'apparatus boats', for which 'diver’s licences’ were required. This 
distinction became as much one of prestige as one of production 
rmethod. The state's concern with the fishery was in the main the 
concern about the more technologically advanced, more highly 
caapilalized, more efficient, and less flexible dress diving section 
of the fishery, which relied on Japanese divers.

Deeptths of 15 fathoms (27.4m) were worked as soon as diving 
dresses were introduced, although most shell was obtained in 
shalllower waters until the turn of the century, when the 20- 
faithom line (36m) had been exhausted.

The Heinke equipment from London became the favoured diving 
gear at Thursday Island, and despite considerable research and 
advances in diving technology (powered by the European naval 
interests), the diving equipment used in the fishery remained 
resistant to change. In 1913, the mode of deep diving was 
identical to that practiced in the 1870s, while in Europe a 
prototype oxygen reserve tank, developed by Rouquayrol and 
Demayrouze, was used, referred to as "steel knapsack". 
Decompression chambers and other innovations (like the telephone 
canta-ct with the ship available to British navy divers) were not 
considered suitable in Torres Strait because of the strong tides.30

For diving in shallower waters (up to 10 or 11 fathoms - 18- 
20m)), the divers themselves experimented with the diving dress 
to facilitate movement. They abandoned the dress and dived with 
the fh'elmet and corselet only, in order to walk more easily, and it 
becainne the practice for the luggers to drift across the shell beds 
while the divers were submerged. In about 1913 it became 
comrmion for the divers themselves to drift across the beds pulled 
by tfh<e luggers.31 This posed the danger of the air pipe or lifeline 
beincg 'fouled' (caught on coral outcrops or rocks), and led to
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terrible accidents. (Divers were not covered by workers' 
compensation.) Many divers died this way either from asphyxia, 
or, if they 'threw the helmet', from drowning. For this method of 
working, a lugger would stake out its field of operation with 
buoys, and it was expected that others would not trespass; 
although if shell was scarce, the opposite reaction was often 
observed.

The only further modification of the diving dress was the final 
abandonment in 1960 of helmet and corselet diving in favour of 
the safer half-dress. This was used by the Okinawan divers and 
several Torres Strait Islanders, and improved the safety record of 
the fishery.

Most other innovations to the diving dress were unsuccessful. The 
early attempts at improvement were directed at shielding the 
diver from the water pressure at great depths to reduce the risk 
of divers' bends.32 In 1922 an early kind of hookah gear was 
tested to 48 fathoms (87m), described as a "new Japanese diving 
apparatus" which required no dress or helmet, but a mask which 
covered only the nose and eyes. It was not considered useful 
because divers were exposed to sharks and the cold water, and 
suffered boils from the high salt content of the water.33 In 1936 
the Austral Diving and Pearling Ltd. launched a new type of diving 
dress, but the inventor contracted a severe divers' paralysis 
while testing it, and it was thought that he would never fully 
recover.34 S.C.U.B.A. outfits (self-contained underwater breathing 
apparatus) were tested in the 1960s but were found unsuitable 
because the air supply was too limited for the time required to be 
spent under water. Staging alone could take several hours if 
diving to great depths.

The most important further development of diving equipment was 
the introduction of air compressors to replace the handpump. This 
allowed several divers to be down simultaneously. Among the 
lugger crews, the distinction was made between stern diver 
("head diver", "number one diver") and second diver. The first ten 
vessels at Thursday Island were so equipped in 1920. In the 1940s

234



tho:s<e were replaced by propelling engines, which meant that the 
ve.'SiS.els could now be powered by the same motor which also drove 
the diving pump. Initially there were some problems with carbon- 
moimoxide poisoning, because the air intake was installed below 
the exhaust pipe.35 After World War II, Pilford compressors from 
Sy'dney and Jenbach compressors from Austria competed with the 
Heimke gear. Motor-powered vessels displaced the sailing luggers 
whiicih had become the hallmarks of the fishery.

b) Organization of Production

Together with the introduction of dress diving, modifications 
were* also made to the vessels themselves. To gain access to the 
deepjer shell beds, larger vessels were required to make the 
longer voyages.

In 11 £881 shell beds were discovered in an area west of the chain 
of isllands between New Guinea and Cape York. These were further 
and Ifurther explored and became the most permanent haunt for the 
Queesnsland-based fleets, referred to as 'Old Ground'. Old Ground 
was more exposed to the weather than Endeavour Strait and 
Warrrior Reef. The ten-ton vessels were replaced by larger ones, 
from 15 to 18 tons, and up to 20 tons burden, and travelled 
togetther as fleets.36 The area of Old Ground harvested in 1897 
was some 2,500 square kilometres, the depths worked were 10 to 
15 ffathoms (18-27m).37 In 1875 the area referred to as Old 
Grouimd was well within Queensland's maritime boundary, but by 
1902 it extended beyond them. In the 1940s the area of Old Ground 
stretcched 96 kilometres to the west of Badu and 144 kilometres 
from north to south, covering an area of some 8,700 square 
kilormetres.38

In 16875 the pearl-shelling areas were north of the Cape within 
maritime boundaries, just south of Somerset, and along the west 
coastt of Cape York to Jardine River.39 In 1892, the areas included 
Old (Ground, Princess Charlotte Bay, Darnley Island and Friday 
Islancd Passage. Most shell was obtained from 8 fathoms (14m),
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but some divers went to 20 fathoms.40 In 1897 pearl-shell was 
found at Princess Charlotte Bay on the east side of Cape York. It 
yielded an inferior kind of shell which may have depressed the 
price fetched for Thursday Island shell.41 A cyclone in 1899 
destroyed some sixty vessels, most owned by James Clark, and 
300 lives were lost.42 After this disaster the area was abandoned 
as a popular pearling ground. When rich pearl-shell beds were 
discovered in Western Australia in the 1885/86 season, a large 
number of vessels (registered in Sydney) moved from Thursday 
Island to Western Australia. But the small sudden cyclones known 
as willy-willies presented a great risk there. A cyclone 
diminished the Western Australian fleets, and most returned to 
Torres Strait by 1890.

They brought with them a further innovation, the floating station. 
Fleets of 15 to 18 luggers were serviced by a large mother 
schooner (some schooners registered in Western Australia were 
150 tons) which acted as storeship for the shell and disbursed 
provisions, transported by small tenders. Whiie shore-station 
vessels made fishing trips lasting one month, the floating station 
vessels stayed on the shell beds for the entire season. The shell 
was opened on the mother-ship in the presence of a white 
management representative, so that the owners could secure the 
pearls. This diminished the income of divers. The responsibilities 
of the skippers were also reduced, from strategic decisions and 
recruiting, to the day-to-day supervison of crew.43

Between 1902 and 1903, the number of apparatus boats 
registered at Thursday Island increased from 175 to 200, and the 
number of floating stations from eight to nine, with schooners 
ranging from 69 tons to 132 tons. From 1904 to 1906 eleven 
floating stations operated out of Thursday Island. The luggers, 
ketches and cutters employed for the floating stations were from 
8 to 17 tons.44 Many new vessels were being built, which were 
larger, and more powerful and seaworthy than the older type. 
They were "a testimony to the altered conditions of pearling". The 
inshore beds had become unprofitable, and the new grounds were 
more distant and exposed. Swimming diving declined, and the
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floating station system was now recognized as the most practical 
and economical.45

The luggers were starting to go as far as Cairns to find shell, as 
well as poaching in New Guinean waters and the closed area 
outside Darnley.

On the whole, the area from which shell could be obtained in payable 
quantities has contracted [...] and shellers must either look further afield 
f<or fresh finds or content themselves with smailer profits.46

The floating station system underlined a division of interest 
between the small holders based on shore, and the highly 
capitalized fleets. In almost every issue, from Japanese divers, to 
shell size, to the restriction of licences, this division was 
apparent, with the former expressing a nationalistic, anti- 
monopolistic, Laborite, view, and the latter representing the 
interests of international capital, more willing to experiment, 
and tto exercise the freedom of mobility according to political or 
economic expediency. One shore station owner referred to the new 
system as

tihfe devastating (I refer to exhausting the beds) floating-station system, 
wvilth its pernicious slop-chest, which saps at the very foundations of 
frrejedom in that its effect is the payment of wages in kind at the masters' 
priices instead of in cash.47

This s-ystem was more profitable because no time was wasted in 
plying to the port for provisioning and discharging shell, and the 
fishing effort was considerably intensified. It was observed that:

So) far as the temporary profits of pearl-shellers are concerned, there is 
mo> question that the schooner system proved the most advantageous; but, 
hiawing regard to the preservation and permanence of the pearl-shell as a 
maitional asset, it cannot be gainsaid that the system was most 
prejudicial.48
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The floating stations afforded the added advantage that a white 
employee could supervise the divers and crew. One witness said 
that the floating stations "are necessary to have proper control 
over the divers and to secure the pearls."49 Greater efficiency 
was achieved by intensified managerial control. The argument 
that technological innovation in the direction of centralization of 
production served the purpose of managerial control, is already 
familiar with reference to the emergence of factories.

This intensive fishing proved self-defeating, however, and before 
it could be prohibited, due to the depletion it caused, it was 
abandoned in Torres Strait, as the floating stations moved to the 
Dutch Aru Islands in 1905.50

c) Ownership Structure

in 1905, after floating stations had operated for some 15 years 
from Thursday Island, the first major resource crisis was 
reached. Business confidence in the pearl-shell fishery was at an 
all-time low, because resource problems were compounded by the 
attempts of the government, referred to in Chapter 4, to restrict 
the recruiting of Japanese. Clark and his business associate 
Hockings moved their fleets to the Aru Islands to operate under 
the Dutch flag. It has been estimated that £80,000 worth of plant 
and perhaps £20,000 capital were thereby removed into foreign 
waters. The State's revenue from the fishery fell by almost half, 
from £19,098 in 1904 to £10,353 in 1906.51

The Aru-based floating stations leased areas from the Dutch 
government, under the condition that local fishers were to be 
granted traditional fishing rights. The liaison with the Dutch 
colonial officials was pleasant enough, because "the Dutch are a 
small nation and not looking for trouble".52 Still, within a few 
years the floating stations had depleted these resources, too, and 
decommissioned several luggers. Clark sought to register 15 of 
his 105 boats in Queensland in order to send one floating station 
into the Torres Strait beds. However, because the number of 
aliens permitted into the fishery had been restricted, it proved
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difficult to return to Thursday Island. The Clark fleet was unable 
to return, whereas Hookings, in business liaison with Clark, was 
able to register ten vessels and their foreign crew, apparently on 
the basis of personal contact with officials.53

The Mackay Commission examined the issue of ownership 
structure, and it was felt that large companies had a more 
detrimental impact on resources because they harvested more 
thoroughly. Even after Clark's departure in 1905, Queensland's 
fleets were more monopolistic than those at Broome or Darwin. In 
1906, 58 percent of boats registered in Western Australia 
belonged to owners of five boats or less, whereas in Queensland, 
only 25 percent of boats were registered by small companies, and 
none of these owned apparatus boats (equipped with diving 
pumps).54 The 110 pump boats registered at Thursday Island in 
1908 were all owned by six companies.55

The Thursday Island pearl-shell fishery was characterized by a 
small number of companies with a substantial participation, 
whose involvement lasted for most of the duration of the fishery. 
A rregular feature of interviews with former participants, was a 
brief litany of well-remembered 'great names': B.P. (Wyben), 
Hookings (Wanetta), Morey, Farquhar, Cleveland, Carpenter, 
Bowden.56 Ownership in the other two ports was more diversified, 
and no floating stations were registered at Darwin.

Jarmes Clark was the most dominant representative of the 
floating station owners. He was referred to as the 'pearl king of 
Australia', and also as the 'oyster king of Australia’.57 In 1881 he 
entered the pearl-shelling business at Thursday Island as an 
employee of Frank Jardine, and then established himself on Friday 
Islamd. In 1885 he removed his fleet to Western Australia where 
he formed a partnership with Reg Hockings. In 1889 he returned 
his fleets to Thursday Island, until he went to Aru in 1905 with 
115) luggers and took over concessions previously held by Arabian 
lessees.58 He formed the Celebes Trading Company with Dutch 
merchants, and became the Dutch Consul at Brisbane, an office 
later assumed by Reg Hockings. When the yield at Aru declined,
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and it proved difficult to re-enter the Australian fishery, he 
scaled down his pearling interests. In 1916 he was granted 
permission by the federal government to return with 34 luggers 
to Broome, though his primary interest was now oystering at 
Hervey Bay and in Brisbane. He turned some of his luggers, as well 
as some Torres Strait and South Sea Islander employees, to that 
business.59

The Commission proposed to discourage large companies by 
limiting the number of vessels to five for each owner (a reduction 
in licences per owner would be achieved gradually by disallowing 
vessel replacement). This shift to small-scale owner-operators 
had also been a key element in the reform of the sugar industry 
and was well within the spirit of Labor government policy.

The Commission may have been somewhat affronted by Clark's 
proposal to lease the entire pearl-shell area in Torres Strait from 
the Queensland government. He offered two arguments in favour of 
his suggestion: a long-term lease would provide the lessee with 
an interest in the sustainability of the resource; and a 
monopolistic pearl-sheller would be able to control supply, and 
therefore influence and stabilize the market for pearl-shell. He 
argued that small ownership was detrimental to the fishery 
because small operators were at the mercy of buyers. To counter 
any reservations against leasing marine areas, Clark argued that 
overseas governments were willing to lease shell beds, and that 
the Queensland government leased oyster beds. He estimated that 
the government earned £500 per annum from licences, and offered 
to pay £5,000 per annum for a 25-year lease. The revenue from 
licences in 1908 was £1,210, of which £862 derived from boat 
licences.60 Although Clark's figures were wrong, therefore, his 
offer was nevertheless financially attractive. The annual direct 
revenue from the fisheries was estimated at some £12,000. At 
Aru, Clark paid $6,000 for his lease.61 Clark had also been misled 
by the commonly used term 'oyster lease'. Unlike the New South 
Wales government, the Queensland government did not issue 
oyster leases, but only annually renewable licences to occupy,
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without tenure.62 The Queensland government did not yet consider 
maritime areas as something which could be owned, or leased.

In their report the Commissioners condemned the idea of 
monopoly ownership, and gave no further consideration to this 
proposal. Clark's proposal raised an important issue, which the 
government was not prepared to consider. The major objection to 
periodic closure of areas for purposes of recuperation was that it 
was too difficult to police. The most rational action under those 
circumstances was to get to the closed area first, before the 
others arrived, to benefit from what little spell the beds may 
have had, and before the area had fully recovered and was re­
opened. It was evident that there was a problem in the private use 
of common resources: pearl-shellers knew that they were 
depleting shell beds but did not care, because it did not pay to 
care, and felt they could not afford to. Unless, of course, the 
resource was also privatized.

The techniques to sustain mass extraction, then, relied more on 
organisational than on technological innovation to intensify 
production. Floating stations made highly efficient use of pump 
boats to expand the fishing grounds into extra-territorial waters. 
They also had an important 'side effect' - by introducing different 
methods of remuneration and supervision, the ever-present 
competition for labour developed into a competition between two 
entrepreneurial types, and deepened a rift between the larger, 
more capitalized companies, and smaller owners. This rift 
remained with the industry even after floating stations were 
disbanded. Innovation, territorial expansion and fleet re­
organisation were essentially responses to declining productivity.

4. THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS

We have now cast the pearl-shell industry as one which embraced 
the mass production paradigm while clinging to colonial notions 
of unlimited growth where resource use was concerned. Mass 
extraction aims at a continuous output, whereas resource raiding
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is an essentially itinerant strategy punctuated by periods of 
harvesting, depletion, and prospecting. The tension between these 
two strategies was at the expense of resource stocks, and this 
was only possible because the resource was a common, public 
resource, so that the individual users carried no private liability.

The explanation of resource use supplied here is a case-specific, 
historically grounded approach to the phenomenon which Garrett 
Hardin elevated to the status of a law, or inexorable principle, 
called "the tragedy of the commons". To illustrate the principle- at 
work, Hardin referred to the exhaustion of the English commons.63

According to Hardin, each private user of a common grazing area 
reaps the full additional benefit of adding one more head of cattle 
(+1), whereas the cost of over-use (-1) is shared by all. The 
individual cost of the additional overgrazing is therefore "only a 
fraction of -1", and always less than the individual benefit. (What 
Hardin is actually referring to, is the cost of grazing, not the cost 
of overgrazing.) Hardin argues that "every rational herdsman" 
sharing the commons must come to the conclusion "that the only 
sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his 
herd. And another; and another ,.."64 The enclosure of the commons 
is inevitable, since "Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all."65

This formula actually predicts the depletion of limited common 
resources under conditions of unregulated access (given a certain 
population density). Hardin argues that modern societies cannot 
afford such commons. The crucial characteristic of the commons 
is that access is not regulated, the commons are "open to ail". 
This notion of a commons operates in a historical vacuum. As 
John Quiggin points out, the English commons were open only to a 
defined group of commoners, and the intensity of use was 
regulated by ’stinting' according to seasons. The enclosure 
movement was therefore not the creation of access regulations 
where none existed, but the replacement of one set of property 
rights with another, under political conditions which favoured 
private property over common property.66
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The dynamics of the tragedy of the commons rest not in the 
absence of access regulations, but in the contradiction between 
common resources and their use for private gain. This is why the 
attempts of the state to insert itself with regulatory 
intervention are crowned with little success, unless the
contradiction itself is addressed.67

Privatizing has been a frequent response to the tragedy of the 
commons.68 Privatizing the commons presumably creates liability 
for the resource used. As in the manufacturing industry, which 
pays for its raw materials, the resource is no longer free of
charge, and the cost of use is not shared. The externalities are 
internalized. Leases over reefs and islands represent this
approach: the common seas are carved up into privately owned 
parcels. As a mechanism for resource management this approach 
is only effective if it does indeed create a liability for the 
resource, for example by rendering exhaustion more expensive 
than conservation.69 Short-term leases are merely a suspension 
of common property status, not a resolution of the contradiction, 
since they permit lessees to swiftly deplete resources and then 
surrender the lease.

Again, it is the moment of choice which is important. The
contradiction between private use and public resources is 
analogous to (but not identical with) that posited by Marxist 
dialectical materialism between the means of production (which 
are privately owned) and the social relations of production (where 
the production process is a social process). In both cases, too, the 
inherent contradiction might be understood as a phenomenon of 
historical dynamics, as a conflict which 'carries the seeds' of 
transition from one mode of production into another. The eventual 
resolution of both contradictions is possible by socializing the 
means of production.

A collective enterprise, such as the Papuan Industries Limited, 
must be immersed in compatible institutional conditions. Common 
property rights must be recognized, and defended, with a 
mechanism for redress, or compensation for infringements of the
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common interest. The recognition of a common interest of Torres; 
Strait Islanders was an anathema, for reasons quite unrelated to> 
the resource issue. The administration was bent on denying pre­
existing property rights, and the seas were seen as not property' 
at all.

As a solution to the tragedy of the commons, socializing operates; 
on the same principle as privatizing. It resolves the conflict by' 
internalising the externalities. John Quiggins suggests this; 
solution for solving the problem of dryland salinity.

Economists have generally taken a critical view of common property 
institutions. This is largely the result of sloppy terminology (in which 
’common property’ is equated with ’no property’), backed up by an 
uncritical acceptance of historical myths. In reality, common property 
structures involve well-developed rights of exclusion and use, and have 
outperformed private property rights structures in many agricultural 
systems.70

The experience of fisheries management suggests that the- 
tragedy of the commons is a phenomenon which occurs ini 
historically specific instances of the shift from one mode off 
production into another, where the law limps behind actual I 
developments. The mass production strategy required some self- 
regulatory mechanism of resource protection. Property rights are* 
such a mechanism, but the state was slow in recognizing their 
potential, and when it did, only private property rights were 
considered. Traditional use rights in fisheries (T.U.R.F.s) are today 
an approach to socializing the use of commonly-owned resources, 
granting special privileges for indigenous communities to 
practise traditional hunting methods.71

5. CONCLUSION

In the long run, resource raiding as a strategy to supply mass 
production was a recipe for decline. As the resource was being 
overtaxed, relative productivity declined and in turn solicited a
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self-defeating intensification of productive effort, until the 
natural limits of growth were reached, and enforced a contraction 
of the fishery.

The pearl-shellers were reluctant to embark on resource 
husbandry because cultivation leases represented a new enclosure 
movement. Sustained by the vision of unlimited growth and 
expansion, they saw no need to privatize the common resource, to 
pay for, and be individually liable for, its regeneration.

The state, on the other hand, territorial by nature, did not share 
this vision. It was in the state's interest that the fishery should 
flourish within set territorial confines. It was therefore not by 
accident that the period when the fishery was at its most vibrant, 
was aiso the time when it was most intensively subjected to 
official inquiry. The state's attempts to produce a solution for the 
fishery as a whole is the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 7
Managing the Commons 

Attempts at Husbandry and Regulation

During the period from the 1890s to the 1920s several primary/ 
industries suffered from the problems caused by productiom 
strategies which relied on territorial expansion, now that mosit 
productive areas had been taken up; and from introduced pests. Im 
order to continue its role as primary producer in the British 
Empire, Australia opted for intensified production with the help 
of scientific and technological innovation, increased capitail 
investment and improved infrastructural provisions. Agricultural! 
departments engaged research scientists and disseminated 
information and applied science prospered in Australia.1

For the pearl-shell industry, too, the state attempted to harnesss 
scientific advice in order to solve the worsening resources 
problems. The management tools used by the state to conserve 
pearl-shell stocks were closures of areas, size limits on pearl- 
shell, and even restrictions in the number of licences issued. The 
first legislative intervention which had some effect on resource 
management in the pearl-shell fishery was the 1881 Pearl-shelll 
and Beche-de-mer Fisheries Act. It provided for annual licences 
of vessels and divers as a means to obtain revenue from the 
fishery. Licensing also enabled the state to collect statistics foir 
the industry so that general productivity trends could be 
observed. Thereafter, the keynote of the state's involvement im 
pearl-shell resource management was a succession of five publicc 
inquiries into the fishery. The radical reform proposals whicth 
emanated from these inquiries demonstrate that alternative 
models for the conduct of this fishery were available. Resourcee 
management was awarded a low priority, however, so thait 
objections and barriers against its implementation were no)t 
overcome.
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1. SAVILLE-KENT AND THE ENACTMENT OF A MANAGEMENT 
PACKAGE (1890)

In 1890 the marine biologist W. Saville-Kent, as Queensland 
Commissioner of Fisheries, conducted an "Investigation into the 
beche-de-mer and pearl-shell fisheries of Northern Queensland". 
At this time, it was the pearl-shellers who expressed concern, 
and who invited government regulation. The value of pearl-shell 
exports had steadily decreased from £94,152 in 1884 to £50,332 
in 1888. Divers were bringing in shell weighing from 450 grams 
to as little as 150 grams per pair (spanning 120 to 150 mm 
across the outside diameter), of which it took over 6,000 pairs to 
make a ton. Overseas buyers were protesting that such shell was 
"practically valueless, as on attempting to strip it with 
machinery in the usual manner for trade purposes, no workable 
mother-of-pearl or nacre is left".2 In several countries, oyster 
fisheries were failing because of overfishing, and this was 
understood by fisheries managers as a warning for the pearl-shell 
industry.3 The Commissioner held a meeting with pearl-shellers 
to canvass their opinions, and was anxious to demonstrate in his 
report the extent of industry support for his recommendations:

The urgent need of a restriction being placed on the indiscriminate taking 
of small and imperfectly developed shell, so extensively practised, is 
recognised by all the leading boat owners, shelling station proprietors,
and mercantile firms engaged in the fishery. [.... ] By some of the
members present it was also advocated that certain areas of the shelling 
grounds should be closed for a more or less extensive interval, so that 
they might have time to recover from their over-exhausted condition.
[..... ] The desirability of closing certain areas of the pearl-shelling
grounds in order that they may have an opportunity of recovering from 
the exhausted condition to which they have been reduced through over 
fishing is fully recognised by several of the most prominent members of 
the shelling trade.4

it was suggested that the master of the Government vessel, who 
was a former manager of one of the larger pearling stations, 
should be appointed as inspector of the pearl-shell fisheries
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under the direct control of the Government Resident at Thursda\yy 
Island to supervise these restrictions. Saville-Kent reported thant 
pearl-shellers also complained of the insecure tenure over shore© 
stations and the heavy customs levy on rice, and that the\yy 
recommended that pearl dealing should be supervised by ;aa 
licensing system.5

Saville-Kent supported all of these suggestions. He proposed the© 
closure of Endeavour Strait for a period of three years, and the© 
imposition of a size limit on marketable shell. He suggested <aa 
minimum size of 8 inches (203mm) measured across the outside© 
of the shell, which corresponded to an inside nacre measuremennt 
of 6 inches (152mm). (Pearl-shellers had suggested 7 inches© 
without specifying which measurement should be taken.) The© 
outside measurement was suggested so that divers couid easihyy 
determine the size while submerged.

As a result of this inquiry, the Pearl-Shell Act was amended irm 
1891, incorporating ail of Saville-Kent's recommendations;,. 
Provision was made to lease reefs, banks, and foreshores. Longerr- 
term shore station leases were granted instead of the annuaiil 
licences, and pearl dealers' licences were instituted. Royalties© 
similar to those in Western Australia were also imposed at the© 
rate of £2 per ton of shell exported, a source of revenue© 
mentioned, but not recommended, by Saville-Kent. An Inspector o»f 
Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-mer Fisheries was appointed to enforce© 
the regulations of the 1881 Act and its amendments.6 A size© 
limit was imposed so that no shell smaller than 6 inches inside© 
measurement was allowed to be harvested, except for the© 
purposes of shell cultivation. (The inside measurement was eaa 
more reliable indicator of maturity.) The Act also made provisiorm 
for the closure of areas to allow them to recuperate. The firsstt 
closure was proclaimed in 1893, as a result of 25 fatal divinorj 
accidents that year at Darnley Deeps alone, where depths of up tccD 
20 fathoms (36 metres) were being worked.

Saville-Kent saw as his greatest contribution the suggestion thaitt 
the fishery be placed on a permanent footing by turning to the©
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artificial cultivation of shell, as in the oyster industry.7 Saville- 
Kent demonstrated that pearl-shell did not migrate, as some 
pearl-shellers believed, and that live shell could be successfully 
transported. He transplanted some shells to the coral reef near 
Vivien Point at Thursday Island and observed their successful 
growth for six weeks, using the technique applied in the oyster 
fishery. He expected that within three years they would reach the 
size of marketable shells. He anticipated a transformation of the 
fishery in the not too distant future, based on permanent leases 
and shore cultivation, largely dispensing with the need for deep- 
sea diving, and permitting the owners to claim the pearls found. 
The pearl-shellers were sceptical:

Little or no credence was attached by them to the possibility, suggested 
by the author, of bringing in the shell alive and cultivating it artificially.8

Nevertheless, Saville-Kent's efforts inspired James Clark to 
establish the Pilot Cultivation Company in 1892, which leased an 
area between Prince of Wales and Friday Island to conduct 
experiments in artificial cultivation. Between 100,000 and 
150,000 five- to six-inch shells were 'planted' (thrown 
overboard), of which 30,000 were successfully raised four years 
later at 6 1/2 to 7 1/2 inches. Stones were deposited in Friday 
Island passage to catch the spat (oyster spawn).

The other pearl-shellers strongly objected to the experiment, on 
the grounds that Clark's boats were permitted to raise shell 
below the 6-inch limit and would deplete the commonly used shell 
beds. Their divers poached on the Clark lease, but convictions 
couid not be procured:

The Japanese were stealing our shell at night, and when we eventually 
caught them we were told by the District Court judge who tried the case 
that pearl-oysters were wild animals and that we couid not get a 
conviction against men for stealing wild animals.9

One of the problems of the lease was that it entailed both sides 
of Friday Island passage, so that to prohibit entry onto the lease
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would have meant closing the passage to traffic. The area was 
subsequently declared a reserve.

2. DECONSTRUCTING THE MANAGEMENT PACKAGE

There may have been some substance to the concerns expressed by 
the shore station owners when they criticized the raising of 
small shell by Clark’s fleets. These were not transplanted onto 
platforms as in oyster cultivation, the method demonstrated by 
Saville-Kent, but simply dumped on the leased site. It was some 
time before a satisfactory transport method was adopted, 
something which Saville-Kent had achieved at the first effort. 
The practice resulted in a considerable mortality rate, and it is 
possible that the lease acted simpiy as a storage area for 
prematurely raised shell which was not permitted to be marketed. 
It was alleged that at a time when other boats averaged iess than 
a ton of shell per month, Clark's boat yielded aimost nine tons.10

Pearl-shellers found the size limit imposed by the 1891 
legislation unnecessarily stringent. Moreover, they argued, the 
minimum size did not serve to protect the smaller shell, because 
it referred to the inside measurement. The shells were opened on 
board of the luggers and if they were found to be too small, they 
were simply thrown overboard. Pearls were more prolific in these 
smaller shells, and ironically 5- to 6-inch shell was fetching the 
highest price at the time.

A spirit of irritation existed against the 6-inch gauge, which was 
considered to be unreasonable and unnecessarily oppressive, and 
irritation begat wilful rebellion. Shell under 6 inches across the nacre 
was recklessly raised, opened for pearls, and cast back as waste into the 
sea.11

In 1896 the size limit was reduced to 5 inches (127 mm) nacre 
measurement or 6 1/2 inches outside measurement, regardless of 
whether the shell was used for cultivation or export. The special
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privilege, designed to encourage cultivation efforts, was 
dispensed with.

The decision to relax the size restriction was made without 
recourse to scientific advice, and shortly before a further inquiry 
into the fishery was held. No reliable information was available 
regarding the life cycle, age of reproductive maturity and 
spatting periods, of pearl-shell. The decision resulted in a record 
catch the following year and an increase of 100 vessels 
thereafter, accompanied by a decline of 200 tons in the yield of 
shell.12

3. THE HAMILTON COMMISSION (1897): MATTERS ARE 
"PRACTICALLY SETTLED"

In 1897 a Departmental Commission on Pearl-Shell and Beche-de- 
mer Fisheries submitted its report (the Hamilton Report13). It 
was concerned with the preponderance of Japanese in the fishery, 
and resulted in the exclusion of aliens from boat licences. 
However, it also paid some attention to the potential for 
artificial cultivation, and to the size limit of shell.

After the recent reduction in size limit, the Commissioners found 
pearl-shellers 'less inclined to grumble' than usually. Still, a few 
minor complaints were received apart from the dominant theme 
of Japanese managerial encroachment.14 No amount of legislation 
could protect shell stocks unless it was enforceable, and the 
Commission therefore recommended the appointment of a floating 
inspector who would act like a goldwarden, and recommended 
Frank Jardine for the position, on the basis of his experience as 
inspector in the Burmese pearl fishery (see also Section 10b 
below). It was aiso recommended that some over-used areas 
should be closed, and that discoveries of new sheil beds should be 
rewarded by the State government.

It was thought that the 5-inch limit should be retained, because, 
as government resident Douglas put it, the matter had been
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"practically settled", meaning by the practical men in the 
industry, a term which conveyed considerable respect for their 
opinion.15

A cultivation experiment was being conducted in Beagle Bay by a 
Broome pearl-sheller16, and James Clark had now employed a 
Glasgow scientist, Stephen Pace on a three-year contract, with an 
annual budget of some £1,000. Clark requested scientific 
assistance from the government. There was little reliable 
knowledge about the growth and reproduction (spatting periods 
and maturity) of pearl-shell. Saville-Kent had estimated that 
pearl-shell took 3 years to grow to 8 or 9 inches, and 5 years to 
attain a weight of 5 lb or 6 lb. Several pearl-sheilers thought 
that a marketable shell was 10 to 15 years old.17 The growth 
observed on Clark’s experiment supported the statement of an 
overseas scientist, Figuier, who stipulated 8 to 10 years as the 
age of 6- to 8-inch shell.18 The Commission recommended the 
establishment of a government cultivation branch and bureau of 
special information.

The results of this inquiry in terms of resource management were 
a further closure of Darnley Deeps, because of the accident rate, 
and the exclusion of aliens from boat licences discussed in 
Chapter 4. In other words, it was deemed more important at this 
stage to make the fishery white, than to make it permanent.

4, GRAVE CONCERN

The turn of the century was a period when grave concern at the 
rate of resource exhaustion in the pearl-shell fishery was 
expressed by officials. Floating stations had arrived in Torres 
Strait. James R. Tosh, a British biologist, was appointed to the 
Queensland Marine Department in 1900. He supervised 
experiments in oyster cultivation in the southern areas of 
Queensland, when the oyster industry was at its peak at the turn 
of the century.19 He strongly supported an experimental five-year 
closure of areas. He also suggested the closure of all deep water

256



areas permanently to serve as spatting grounds from whence the 
spat would be carried to the shallower grounds by ocean currents. 
He also advocated a return to the 6-inch limit, and a reduction in 
the number of boat licences.20 These views were endorsed in the 
Annual Report of the Marine Department in 1901.21

The number of licences was frozen against strong protest from 
pearl-shellers. This restriction, imposed under the Conservative 
government of Robert Philp (1899-1903), was lifted in the first 
year of the Labor-Liberal coalition government (1903-1907). 
(This first experiment with licence limitation in Queensland sank 
into oblivion with Fisheries administrators who completely 
reinvented the wheel of limited licence fishery in the 1970s.22)

Other authorities, too, had lent their weight to the concerns 
expressed by Tosh. In 1899 the biologist Pace, the pearl-shell 
inspector at Thursday Island (George Bennett), the government 
resident at Thursday Island (John Douglas), and the head of the 
Marine Department responsible for the fishery (T. Almond), 
agreed that unless some areas were closed for at least seven 
years, and the number of licences restricted, "the industry will in 
ail probability in a few years become extinct". Endeavour Strait, 
which had been the most prolific ground, was "now destitute of 
shell".23 It was now well accepted that the fishery was suffering 
from depletion of resources. However, on the question of 
reproductive maturity of pearl-shell there was no scientific 
consensus, and therefore the question of the size limit was not 
re-examined.

Pressure on the shell resources intensified as the fishery grew. 
After the dramatic loss of fleets in the 1899 cyclone, the fleets 
exceeded their former strength within a year. The 35 apparatus 
boats lost were replaced by 49 vessels of a better design, and 
more systematic methods of working were adopted.24 Moreover, 
the beche-de-mer and tortoiseshell fisheries had taken a 
downturn, and many of these vessels were turning to pearl­
shelling by employing swimming divers. There were more boats in
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the fishery than previously, yet the quantity of shell landed had 
decreased.

From 1902 to 1913 John Mackay was the head of the Marine 
Department as Portmaster in Brisbane. He also expressed great 
concern for the permanency of the fishery, and chaired the most 
comprehensive inquiry ever conducted into the industry in 1908. 
This period was characterized by the utmost concern about the 
fishery coupled with administrative paralysis and legislative 
inaction, because the unresolved White Australia issue 
overshadowed that of conservation.

5. THE DASHWOOD INQUIRY (1902): EXTRA-TERRITORIAL 
PEARL-SHELLING

Increasingly, luggers entered extra-territorial waters to fish for 
shell. One pearl-sheller estimated that 85 to 90 percent of shell 
was obtained beyond the territorial limits.25 The area of Old 
Ground fished already extended beyond Queensland's maritime 
boundary. The Comptroller-General of Customs, Judge Dashwood, 
was asked to determine how much of the pearl-shell grounds were 
within Queensland limits, and whether there was any substance in 
the suggestion that the industry could be lost to Queensland 
altogether by the fleets registering under different flags, 
particularly at the new Dutch settlement of Merauke.26 He was to 
report how much revenue was earned from the fishery, what its 
prospects for permanence were, and whether white divers could 
be employed in it.

Dashwood found that the yield had been gradually diminishing 
during the previous five years, and that the fishery needed to be 
regulated if it were to remain a source of revenue for Queensland..

Viewing the experiences in connexion with the pearl oyster industry in 
other countries, notably Japan and Ceylon, it is clear to me that it cannot 
be considered of a permanent nature, unless carried on under proper 
restrictions and safeguards. It is unquestionable that over-fishing has
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brought about the unproductiveness of pearl-shell beds in other localities, 
and, so far as one can judge, the same result will follow in Torres 
Straits if prompt measures are not taken to prevent them being so 
depleted that their recovery may be indefinitely delayed.27

Unlike Tosh, who wanted all deep-water areas closed permanently 
as spatting grounds, Dashwood recommended closure "because of 
the risk to human life, [....] or at any rate until there are 
appliances which will enable them to be worked without the 
deplorable loss of life".28

The Darnley Deeps closure (the area between Murray, Darnley, and 
Stephens Islands) had been imposed for the safety of divers. It 
was renewed for a further ten years in 1902, and smaller areas in 
the Great North East Channel were closed for two years.29 The 
closure was renewed in 1905 against protest from shelters, and 
again in 1913. In other words, Darnley Island remained closed 
almost continuously from 1893 to 1916. However, there was no 
efficient patrol vessel, and poachers easily evaded the inspector's 
sailing vessel when it appeared on the horizon:

Occasionally the Sub-collector of Customs went out in what was the most 
distinctively-rigged boat in the Straits, and the men could recognise it 
while it was yet miles from them.30

The first reported prosecution for poaching on closed areas 
occurred in 1913, and the fine imposed was £5.31 Despite the 
almost permanent closure of Darnley Deeps, divers continued to 
harvest there illegally. By 1903 the Darnley grounds had been 
worked out to 20 fathoms, and on all grounds "the 20 fathom 
contour is being steadily approached". At this time it took about 
1,500 pairs of shell to make a ton of pearl-shell. The pearl-shell 
grounds, apart from Darnley, were now Old Ground (providing 34 
percent of the yield) the Warrior Reefs into New Guinea, Red Point 
on the north-west of Cape York, Orman Reef, and around Mabuiag, 
Moa, Badu and Mt. Adolphus Channel.32 By 1908 the depth worked 
at Darnley Deeps was from 35 to 40 fathoms (45 - 72 metres). 
The pressure at 40 fathoms was such that staging took 40 to 60
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minutes and divers could only stay for 2 to 5 minutes on the 
bottom.33 Still, the shell at these depths was so plentiful that it 
was considered worth the trouble. The closure of areas as an 
administrative tool was used to protect divers, rather than to 
allow stocks to recuperate.

6. EXPERIMENTS IN ARTIFICIAL CULTIVATION

Government officials continued to call for steps to encourage the 
artificial cultivation of pearl-shell, and for the re-introduction 
of the 6-inch size limit.34 A federal Senate resolution in 
November 1905 demanded Commonwealth government support for 
scientific cultivation, in association with steps to implement the 
White Australia policy. However, the federal government took no 
action because the fisheries were under the authority of the 
States.35 The State government did not commit itself to any 
course of action while the White Australia issue was under 
examination.

The officials insisted on the necessity for cultivation. Reference 
was made to the exhaustion of pearl-shell stocks at Mergui in 
British Burma, Tahiti and the Puamotu group of Eastern Polynesia, 
the extinction of pearl-shell at Panama, the extinction of edible 
oysters in Spencer Gulf of South Australia, and near extinction o>f 
oysters at Moreton Bay due to indiscriminate fishing.36

None of the pearl-shellers felt that Saville-Kent had contributed 
anything of practical value to the industry. He had succeeded in 
producing blister pearls (half pearls), but pearl-shellers objected 
to the production of 'fake pearls', fearing for the reputation of th<e 
fine natural pearls.37 According to Mackay "a lot o»f 
correspondence passes through the Department regarding the 
fishing, and I never heard Mr. Savilie-Kent's name quoted."3 8 
Saville-Kent was no longer in government employment, buit 
continued to experiment with the artificial cultivation of pearll- 
shell in association with Lever Brothers. At first he experimented 
in Borneo, and in 1904 he transplanted shell from Torres Strait t(o
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two Eastern Pacific atolls (referred to as Suwarrow and Penrhyn) 
where only black-edge pearl-shell occurred naturally. The Torres 
Strait variety did not occur further east than the Solomon 
Islands.39 He had considerable difficulty in securing a contract 
for the transport of shell, apparently because the Japanese divers 
refused to carry live shell.40 He did not succeed in propagating the 
shell. Had these experiments been successful, the Australian 
fishery would have faced a further challenge.

Saville-Kent returned to Torres Strait shortly before his death in 
1908, where he leased a bay area in Albany Passage at Somerset 
(near Wai Weer Island) for the Natural Pearl-Shell Cultivation 
Company, London, whose experimental station was managed by 
Bertie Jardine. Considerable knowledge of predators, reproductive 
maturity, and life cycle of the mollusc had been gathered, and the 
station conducted experiments in pearl cultivation, and some 
blister pearls were produced.

In 1908 a Japanese patent for the artificial cultivation of 
spherical pearls was registered (see Section 10 below). The 
principles of pearl production and pearl-shell cultivation were 
well understood, but their application in tropical waters 
continued to raise practical problems. The aim of pearl-shell 
cultivation was to render the perilous diving in open waters 
unnecessary. This meant that shell stocks on the leases had to be 
self-recruiting, but the strong currents carried away the spat. 
Saville-Kent and the Japanese researchers now concentrated on 
artificially cultured pearls, which opened up an entirely new 
avenue for the industry.

Clark, on the other hand, had arrived at the opinion that 
cultivation was futile:

I do not think it is necessary to cultivate at all. The world cannot use all 
the shell we can produce now without cultivation, and I am quite satisfied 
we cannot cultivate it.41
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Clark abandoned his cultivation experiments after a few years, 
and the scientific insights gained from it were not disclosed. "The 
reasonable inference is that they were unsuccessful."42 The 
company’s relationship with its research scientist ended on a 
bitter note. According to the company management, he had been 
provided with every reasonable facility, but his work had been of 
no commercial use. Pace, on the other hand, indicated that he had 
not been provided with diving equipment, so that he could not 
observe reproductive activity. Moreover, he complained that 
despite the exceptional abundance of shell in Friday Island, his 
work had been "constantly interfered with by the want of shell". 
His contract gagged him from publishing the scientific 
observations which he had made.43

In 1908 Hockings commenced experiments, in association with 
Tosh. Hockings had visited overseas pearl-shell industries, and 
thought that nothing more was known overseas than in Australia 
about peari-shell cultivation. The most authoritative source, he 
said, was The Book of Pearls44, which may indicate that the aim 
of this research, too, was pearl cultivation, rather than merely 
raising pearl-shell. After four years of experimentation, Hockings 
expressed himself as "hopeful" of success.45

Pearl-shellers expressed somewhat greater confidence in Tosh 
than in Saville-Kent. He was renowned for his experience with 
oyster cultivation, and became a Professor of Biology at the 
University of St. Andrews in Britain.46 As the Fisheries 
Department’s biologist, Tosh visited Thursday Island with a view 
to establishing a marine biology research station, and tenders had 
already been called when, ostensibly for financial reasons, the 
idea was dropped and Tosh recalled to Brisbane.47

Most pearl-shellers still doubted the possibility of success in 
cultivation. The long-winded process of research and 
experimentation exceeded the patience of practical men whereeas 
the government did not support cultivation experiments agaimst 
the resistance from pearl-shellers. The cultivation experiments 
were privately financed and conducted in secrecy. The success of
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one company in cultivating shell would have endangered the 
livelihood of the other pearl-shellers, who therefore offered 
every possible resistance, from pilfering to non-cooperation to 
lobbying against experiments. In Western Australia, the pearl- 
shell act was even amended in 1922 to prohibit pearl cultivation, 
and A.C. Gregory, a large pearl-sheller of Broome, was prevented 
from employing a Japanese pearl technician.48

7. THE MACKAY COMMISSION (1908): RESTRUCTURING 
PRIORITIES

The package of management legislation enacted in 1891 had 
largely succumbed to pressures from the industry. Seventeen 
years after its introduction, resource management was again 
given priority attention. The 1908 Mackay Royal Commission49 
was briefed to suggest sustainable management strategies for 
the fishery. It was entitled "Royal Commission into the working 
of pearlshell and beche-de-mer industries of Queensland, with 
special regard to the following objects: - the working of pearl 
oyster beds in such a manner as to avoid depletion; - the 
scientific cultivation of pearl oyster; - the possibilities of 
encouraging white divers with a view to their gradual 
substitution for aliens." It was the most exhaustive inquiry ever 
conducted into the industry. Several of the witnesses had direct 
experience of the fishery since the 1870s.

The Commission submitted a comprehensive package of 
restructuring proposals. It attempted to subordinate the White 
Australia objective to an improvement of the fishery's internal 
structure, which would ensure that white divers would be 
attracted to pearl-shelling. The Commission’s vision for the 
fishery entailed a very different production strategy based on 
small-scale (white) ownership, permanent settlement, resource 
husbandry, and the exploitation of a variety of resources: "They 
might combine pearl-shelling and beche-de-mer fishing, and 
cocoanut-growing [sic] where the opportunity offered".50
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The most urgent recommendation was to appoint a competent 
marine biologist as chief inspector of pearl-shell fisheries. In 
order to encourage the artificial cultivation of pearl-shell, 
research and teaching facilities were required. A School of Marine 
Biology, similar to the Agricultural College at Gatton and the 
Charters Towers School of Mines, was recommended. No 
cultivation leases were to be granted under existing regulations; 
but the foreshores in Torres Strait and as far as Cape Melville 
were to be reserved for long-term cultivation leases, on liberal 
terms, guarding against the creation of a monopoly.

In view of the depletion of resources, the export of beche-de-mer 
was to be prohibited for two years, or until recuperation of 
stocks was demonstrated. The number of boat licences was to be 
controlled, and licencees restricted to five vessels per owner. No 
vessel iarger than 25 tons was to be licenced so as to prohibit 
floating stations. The permanent closure of Darnley Deeps and 
deep areas near Mount Adolphus, and the periodic closure of all 
grounds except Old Ground, was considered necessary. 
Reinstatement of the 6-inch size limit was recommended. Finally, 
the rigid enforcement of regulations, and the protection of 
cultivation areas required an effective patrol.

The Mackay report solicited no action from either the federal or 
the state government. Licences had been restricted before the 
report was tabled. A bill was drafted along the lines of the 
recommendations, but not incorporating the proposals regarding 
marine biological investigation, and it was not submitted to 
parliament. The Secretary to the Treasury (which controlled the 
Fisheries Acts) speculated that it may have been withheld by 
Cabinet because of the cost involved, because other more pressing 
matters needed attention, or because the evidence of depletion of 
beds was not conclusive.51

Some of the proposals could have been implemented without 
legislation, such as stricter patrols of closed areas. Hockings 
observed:
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I find that our laws are neither better nor worse than those of any other 
country in this regard, with the exception that in some lands those 
directly interested are given more police assistance, and the people 
themselves are more amenable to the law than some of our own people 
miight be.52

But Mackay himself was not convinced that there was a danger of 
depletion. When questioned several years later, he felt that the 
deep-water areas (40 fathoms and more) could not be denuded, 
and that the north-westerly season provided an annual spell for 
the shallower beds. At any rate, by 1913 Mackay arrived at the 
conviction that the fishery could never be suitable for white men, 
and therefore felt that it was best left alone, since it was doing 
fine.53 This remarkable turnaround in attitude symbolizes the 
general position of the state towards the industry. Having chaired 
the miost comprehensive inquiry into the fishery, Mackay had a 
keen understanding of every aspect of the industry. His 
enthusiasm for reform had led him to personally try to recruit 
white (divers in Europe. He had now resigned himself to the fact 
that piearl-shellers did not welcome radical change. Meanwhile, 
the fle*et had been halved in numbers and the fishery continued to 
contracct (see Chapter 6 - Figures 1 and 2).

8. TIHE BAMFORD COMMISSION (1913): PRIORITIES 
RESTRUCTURED

A furthner exhaustive inquiry was conducted in 1913, this time by 
the fecderal government, to investigate means by which the White 
Australlia policy could be implemented in the pearl-shell fishery 
(the fitiflth official inquiry into the issue since 1897). An interim 
report was submitted in 1913 which dealt with resource 
management in the briefest manner and recommended the 
cultivattiion of pearl shell as a means towards that end. It 
propossed efficient patrolling, and to prohibit diving below 
25 fathnoms (45 metres) because of the health risk involved. The 
recomrmiendations of the Mackay Commission concerning the arrest 
of sheMI depletion were repeated "without fully endorsing them".
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The Bamford Commission54 reported to the federal government. 
Since the fishery was under State control, and the Commonwealth 
only controlled immigration and customs, these proposals were of 
little relevance. They were included, nevertheless, because the 
Commissioners advocated the cession "of the whole of the islands 
and reefs of Torres Strait" to the federal government, so that the 
industry could be wholly administered by the Commonwealth, 
particularly since most of the fishery took place in extra­
territorial waters.

With the approach of war, the inquiry was suspended. The 
European pearl-shell market was closed, and pearl-shelling came 
to a virtual standstill. An experiment with British navy divers had 
failed to demonstrate that whites could successfully dive for 
shell. When they tabled the final report in 1916, the 
Commissioners arrived at the conclusion that the fishery was 
unsuitable for white labour. As a result, any restructuring 
proposals - particularly any which would have met with 
resistance from both the State government and the pearl-shellers 
- were ignored.

9. THE ADVENT OF TROCHUS SHELLING

During World War I, while the European shell markets were 
closed, America became the most important market, while Japan 
became a buyer of lower grade shell. As a cheap alternative to 
pearl-shell, the first experimental consignment of trochus shell 
was shipped in 1912, and trochus fishing quickly became part of 
the fishery. The shell grew on the shallow reefs and could be 
obtained by swimming diving, so that its collection was more 
akin to beche-de-mer fishing than to pearl-shell diving. Vessels 
now frequently shifted from beche-de-mer to trochus collection 
and vice versa according to market opportunities and season.

By 1917 Thursday Island vessels went as far as Rockhampton to 
collect trochus, and the reefs were "much depleted", the outlook
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moot promising. Production decreased because overfishing had 
deenuded the beds. A closure of trochus reefs was not within the 
pcoowers of the fishing authorities under the pearl-shell and beche- 
d»ee-mer legislation.55

Puump diving for pearl-shell, meanwhile, had resumed in early 
19917. Only the shallow areas of Endeavour Strait were worked (6 
- £9 fathoms, or 10 - 16 metres). Old Ground had not been visited 
forr ten years, because it was too exposed to the weather and 
quite depleted. In 1919 the pump boats again went to the deeper 
aireeas at great distances. Several small owners entered the 
inddustry in the early 1920s, and some vessels were now fitted 
witth air compressors instead of hand pumps. There was some 
conncern that the earlier experience of denudation of beds would 
be? repeated, but no closures were enforced.

Ass far as pearl-shell was concerned, the fishery languished. Many 
sheellers turned to trochus fishing. In 1920 only 70 apparatus 
booats were registered, compared with 138 in 1910 and 341 in 
19000. The prices obtained for pearl-shell were as low as £120 
penr ton, when it had fetched around £192 in 1910 and up to £200 
in 1902.

In the 1930s the Australian federal and State governments took 
thee initiative in encouraging marine industries, particularly 
cocaistal fishing and trawling, as a result of which fin fishing 
beecsame an important industry in Queensland, conducted on a full- 
tirmte basis, rather than as a part-time occupation. In 1928 the 
Cormmonwealth Development and Migration Commission, C.S.I.R.O. 
ancdl state fisheries departments developed a strategy to foster 
cocaistal fishing and trawling by providing improved transport, 
distribution, and marketing facilities, and research into fish 
curriing, oyster cultivation, and the occurrence of sponges and food 
fishhies. F. W. Moorehouse, a science graduate of the University of 
Queensland, was appointed marine biologist to investigate 
oysstters, beche-de-mer, pearl-shell, trochus and sardines, and was 
atUaached as Scientific Officer to the Great Barrier Reef Research 
Expedition of the British Museum in 1929 56
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As a result of the recommendations made by Moorehouse, a 
minimum size of 2 1/2 inch (612mm) for trochus shell, measured 
across the exterior base of the shell, was enacted in 1931. This 
measure, somewhat belatedly introduced after some ten years of 
intensive trochus fishing, was the last act of resource 
management by the Queensland government before the industry 
declined. The 1936 report of the Department of Harbours and 
Marine indicated that trochus were scarce and the grounds were 
gradually being worked out. Marketing problems, rather than 
resource exhaustion, set the agenda for government intervention 
in the 1920s and 1930s. These issues will be addressed in the 
following chapter.

in the above reconstruction of the pressures for and against 
resource management, the course of the Queensland pearl-shell 
fishery may appear somehow inexorable. After all, governments 
did their best to manage the fishery without being authoritarian, 
and pearl-sheliers also tried to improve the industry without 
cutting into their profits. How else could the fishery be 
conducted? Several references to other pearl-shell fisheries have 
already been made, so that it is clear that the Australian fishery 
did not operate in isolation. To complete the above review of 
fishery management, the ways in which it differed from other 
possible types of management will now be underlined.

10. PEARL-SHELL MANAGEMENT OVERSEAS

Despite the local abundance of pearl-shell, it was a relatively 
scarce resource known to occur only in a comparatively few, 
well-defined areas. The Australian mother-of-pearl production 
competed with, and overshadowed, other centres of production. 
There was a lively fishery in the Persian Gulf, more specifically 
in the Gulf of Serendib and at Sofala. The Bay of Bengal comprised 
two fisheries, one in the Gulf of Mannar (between India and
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Ceylon) and one at the Mergui Archipelago (off the Malay Peninsula 
in British Burma). These two centres will be discussed below. 
Thiere were also small pearl-fisheries in China, Tahiti, Eastern 
Polynesia (Tuamotu, Manahiki, Suwarrow), and the Gulf of Mexico 
(Panama). Freshwater pearls were found in the mussels of the 
Mississippi River (these will be referred to in Chapter 8 - 
Section 2).

In the East Indies shell was raised in the Timor Sea (Lesser Sunda 
Islands, Ambon and Celebes) in the Dutch East Indies, at Aru 
(D<obo) in Dutch New Guinea, at Samarai, and in the Arafura Sea. 
Jaipanese and Arabian fleets came to the East Indies. Australian- 
ow/ned vessels also visited the East Indies, as well as raising 
trochus in New Caledonia and pearl-oyster and trochus at the 
Phiilllipines while it was under American control.57 The fisheries 
under Dutch control will also be discussed below.

Finally, Japan competed with Australia as a centre of pearl and 
pearl-shell! production. Gold- and silver-lip pearl-shell (Pinctada 
maxima) is not found in Japan, but Japanese fleets fished 
overseas, and oysters and abalone were harvested in Japan. The 
development of pearl culture in Japan forms the final case study 
in this section.

After the turn of the century, the entire pearl-shell and pearl 
fishery was in a resource crisis. The Fisheries at Mergui, Tahiti 
and in Eaistern Polynesia were fished out.58 Reports of depletion 
came also) from the Persian Gulf, the East Indies, China, Japan, 
and the Mississippi Valley.59 The Mannar fishery was sporadic 
and relatively insiginificant. That leaves only the Phillipines, 
Panama, aircd New Caledonia unaccounted for.

A review of all these fisheries would be too far-reaching, 
because cof the variety of political and historical contexts in 
which they/ were embedded. Still, a juxtaposition of four of these 
fisheries s>erves to point out the variety of possible management 
and production strategies for the fishery, ranging from vastly 
alternative to quite similar approaches.
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a) India/Ceylon: The Ancient Method60

The oldest known pearl-fishery was located in the Gulf of Mannar, 
between Ceylon and India. It is thought to have commenced 
several centuries B.C. and was known throughout the ancient 
world.61 The pearl fishery was located on both sides of the Gulf, 
and the market was at Tuticorin on the Indian mainland. The 
Parawa, the traditional owners, whose wealth depended on the 
fishery, guarded the beds against infringements. Parawa headmen 
inspected the banks, recruited the divers and superintended the 
fishing operations. Muslims, who are thought to have migrated 
from the Persian Gulf pearl fisheries and who were known as 
Lubbais, also settled in the area and engaged in pearl-fishing.62

There are no accounts of the regularity with which pearling was 
conducted prior to the Dutch occupation in the eariy 17th century. 
It seems unlikely that it was an annual event. Rather, it was an 
irregular mass festival and trade fair, at which the whole harvest 
was reaped. Since pearling was the production of wealth, and not 
a subsistence activity for the traditional owners of the pearl- 
beds, it was not conducted with a view to regularity. On the 
contrary, their relative scarcity was instrumental in maintaining 
the value of pearls. In 1622, at any rate, the pearl fishery had 
been dormant for several years and the Parawas were 
impoverished, taxed by military rulers and the Church. The decline 
of the Portuguese rule was a time of official corruption, and bad 
management of the pearl fishery, which was the main purpose of 
the secular Portuguese administration, may have resulted.63 In 
1658 it was reported that the inhabitants of Mannar Island had 
become impoverished because the "oysters have migrated and are 
to be found on the coast of Tuticorin."64 During the Dutch rule 
(1658-1796) seventeen pearl harvests were recorded, sometimes 
in successive years.65

The harvest which took place in 1700 was described in detail. 
Before a harvest was conducted, the pearl beds were tested by
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sending out ten or twelve vessels from each of which several 
thousand oysters were collected in different localities. If the 
yneld of pearls from this sample was promising, a public 
announcement invited far-away merchants, the deputies of rulers, 
and the public to a harvest which lasted for several months, and 
dluiring which a lively market was held. During the Dutch rule, the 
C)utch Commissioners from Colombo came to open the harvest 
w/iith a cannon salute.

Eiach fishing boat had five large diving stones, on which the divers 
stood, in order to descend, as the stones were quickly lowered 
into the water. The diver was burdened with a rope which secured 
a shell-basket or net, and also served as a lifeline by which 
00 mmunication was possible. As soon as one diver was pulled up, 
another went down. The oysters were opened after a few days, and 
the pearls graded by shaking them through a series of colanders 
with different-size holes.

The Parawa and Lubbai divers had separate boats. Complex 
negotiations and political alliances determined the privileges to 
be granted to local rulers by assigning them diving stones, and the 
rate of contribution from Parawa and Lubbai divers was fixed in 
advance. In the 1708 harvest, the ruler of Madura was allocated 
96 1/2 diving stones, and another rajah (of Ramnad) was 
aJIocated 60, mostly contributed by the Lubbais. The Lubbai 
headmen were allocated 10 stones, the Parawa headmen of Mannar 
30 stones, the Parawa headmen of Jaffna 13 stones, and those of 
the mainland 185 stones. That is, nearly 400 stones, or the 
season's work of 800 divers, was allocated in advance as tributes. 
The number of stones used was 4321 1/2. Most of the divers were 
Christian Parawa (4,760), the others were Muslim Lubbais (3,103) 
and Hindus (780). Four divers died during the harvest.

The image of 8,643 divers, let alone the supporting crew, 864 
captains, and armed escorts, descending on an area is almost 
beyond imagination. The highest number of men (not only divers) 
ever officially engaged in the Torres Strait fishery (over a far 
larger area) was 2,509. Meanwhile, it must be supposed that the
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multitudes on shore, including the families of crew, merchants, 
and onlookers, far surpassed that number.

This account is dwarfed however, by an earlier one, written in 
1685, which estimates the number of participating boats at 
between 4,000 and 5,000, with 8 or 9 divers and 10 to 12 crew 
each. The number of people thus referred to is 72,000 at the 
minimum. The pearling boats were accompanied by armed men to 
guard against Malabar pirates. This account, too, describes the 
testing of shell beds, by three boats collecting 1,000 oysters 
each. The pearl beds were at 5 to 7 fathoms (9 - 12.6 metres), 
and divers could remain submerged for the duration of "two 
credos". The proceedings lasted from four o'clock in the morning 
to four o'clock in the afternoon, announced by gunfire. The season 
went from 11th of March to 20th April. Meanwhile, for nearly tv/vo 
months, "the merchants assemble and hold a splendid fair; there 
are magnificent tents and all sorts of merchandise of the most 
valuable kind are to be had there, as vendors come from all pairts 
of the world."66

The Dutch Administration participated only indirectly, by sellimg 
the fishing rights. In the 1740s, the Dutch East India Compamy 
began to question the value of the pearl fishery (to the compamy). 
Its officers were apparently unable to buy pearls, because tfhis 
required expert knowledge. The company earned duties and sto>ne 
licences from the fishery, but feared that the extensive tracde 
fairs accompanying it undermined its trading monopoly. It is 
likely that the fishery intensified under colonial pressurre, 
because during a lean period in the 1730s, speculation arose as to 
the cause of depletion. The Dutch Governor of Ceylon argued thhat 
depletion was a natural phenomenon, but the vested interest of 
the Company necessarily dims the objective value of hhis 
assessment:

experience has shown that the banks have lain fallow for a much longer 
time than has as yet been the case on this occasion [...] Indeed there are 
many natives who pretend to give reasons for the failure of the banks, 
and who say that the multitude of persons forced there against their will
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have ruined the banks, whilst others looked to their own profit too 
much.67

The Company decided to reorganize the fishery by renting out the 
beds to a single lessee, prohibit the public festivities 
accompanying it, and to withdraw the privileges of local rulers. 
One harvest was attempted under these rules in 1746, but in the 
following three years some privileges were granted again. 
Thereafter, no harvest was held for 19 years possibly, as Hornell 
speculates, because of the political rivalry with local rulers. 
Between 1800 and 1900, twelve harvests were held, five of them 
in consecutive years. This gives a mean interval of eight years 
between harvests, both during the Dutch and the British 
administration.68

b) Burma: The British Colonial Method69

The pearl-shell fishery in the Mergui Archipelago of the Bay of 
Bengal commenced in 1891, when a Queensland pearl-sheller, Mr. 
Chill, pointed out the value of this resource to the British 
colonial government. The Mergui Archipelago was divided into five 
'blocks' or districts, and pearl-fishing rights for the blocks were 
auctioned. Frank Jardine, of Somerset, became Pearl-shell 
Commissioner and assessed the beds in 1893/94. Under his 
supervision, the leased beds were "recklessly exploited" for a 
decade. In 1900 a licensing system for diving pumps replaced the 
leases for pearl-shell, while the 'block' auctions continued for 
rights to collect trochus, beche-de-mer, arc shell (spoon shell - 
Pteria sp.) and green snail (Turbo sp.). Apart from the licence fees 
or lease, no taxation or royalty was raised.

The history of this fishery is very similar to that of Torres 
Strait. Firstly, the shallow areas were exhausted which were the 
employment of indigenous swimming divers, the Selongs. The 
return from swimming diving decreased year by year until it was 
"practically nothing" in 1906. Secondly, divers for pump boats 
were indentured Japanese and Filipinos. Most Filipinos had prior
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experience in Australian pearl-shelling, and were considered 
more reliable than the Japanese. The latter took greater risks and 
went to 30 fathoms (54 metres). There were also some Malay and 
two Chinese divers, while the Burmese were not considered 
suitable for dress diving. Thirdly, the fishery required the 
clarification of maritime boundaries between Siam (Thailand) and 
British Burma. Fourth, trochus collecting was introduced as the 
pearl-shell declined in the shallow areas. The first reference to 
trochus collection was made in 1900 (1912 in Queensland). Fifth, 
the Mergui settlement practically owed its existence to the 
pearl-shell fishery. The colonial officials concerned with the area 
echoed the concerns and opinions of the pearl-shellers. It was 
argued that the south-west monsoon, which interrupted fishing 
from April to September, was a natural closed season which 
allowed beds to recuperate and acted as "an effective barrier to 
depletion".

The fishery had reached its peak within four years of 
commencement, (340 tons of mother-of-pearl in 1894, and an 
average yield per boat of 6.5 tons), and then set course on a 
downward trend (90 tons of mother-of-pearl in 1905, and an 
average yield per boat of 1.1 tons) which pearl-shellers sought to 
compensate with increased fishing intensity (the number of boats 
continued to increase). In 1907 the fisheries administrator 
actively sought to encourage territorial expansion of the fleets, 
particularly to the Moskos Islands, as resources noticably 
declined in the Mergui area.

Periodic closures were not considered, because of the cost of 
policing involved (and further taxation would "attack the 
existence of the fisheries"). On the contrary, it was felt that the 
fishery could support 150 pump boats instead of the 76 licenced 
in 1907 (the greatest number of boats recorded had been 80 in 
1905). A much greater calamity than declining resources, it was 
argued, would be "the abandonment of the industry by a large 
number of owners". It was admitted that
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the Mergui pearl fisheries have in the past proved more remunerative 
for individuals than they are to-day, but still they bring a large measure 
of its prosperity to Mergui and no small profit to the owners.70

The' resource depletion had not made its mark on profits, because 
of lliucky pearl finds and fluctuating shell prices. The revenue 
earmted from the industry also continued to increase due to a 
proliiiteration of lease-types (e.g. sub-leasing of trochus fishing 
righttts within an area leased for trepanging, etc.), and because the 
scraumble for more fishing areas led the lessees to bid each other 
up caat the annual public auctions.

Thetrre was even less concern for the sustainability of the 
resource than in Australia. The opinions expressed by local 
officials about the pearl-shell fishery at Mergui were merely an 
expression of the interests of pearl-shellers. Pleading economic 
hanaiship, these evidently sought to avert an increase in taxation 
as 'wvell as discouraging regulatory intervention. That protective 
intervention was unnecessary, was demonstrated by the 
substantial profits which could still be made. The contradictory 
natiuire of these statements detracted little from their 
acceptance. The available figures demonstrated declining average 
prodiuctivity, but were not presented in such a way as to make 
that p’Oint.

The Mergui pearl-shell fishery lacked the countervailing interest 
of jsietttled colonists and the pressures for conservation which 
were) brought to bear on the Australian fishery in the interest of a 
Whiitce Australia. While revenue was increasing, the colonial 
government saw no necessity in expending effort or expense on 
the imdiustry. Mergui was a resource raider's paradise, and by 1908 
it was generally considered as depleted. It was later extended to 
the Nicobar and Andaman Islands.
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c) The East Indies: The Dutch Colonial Method

In the East Indies, foreign vessels, particularly Australian and 
British (from Mergui) pearl-shell vessels, poached in the Dutch- 
controlled waters, even with nets, which was highly detrimental 
to resource stocks.71 But in 1898 the Dutch presence in western 
New Guinea was formalized, a post at Merauke established, and 
the Dutch colonial authorities72 granted pearling leases to 
foreign monopolies in order to earn revenue. The colonial 
administration judiciously policed the leased and common 
maritime areas, to keep away poachers.

The first legislation to protect the Dutch interest against 
poachers was passed in 1893, which banned all foreign pearling 
except those fishing by permit. The licensing fees were in 
proportion to the number of diving suits used. The luggers did not 
need to be registered under the Dutch flag (a substantial saving 
compared to Australian-registered luggers), and were assigned 
leases outside of the three mile limit. The only proviso was that 
indigenous fisners must be allowed to exercise traditional fishing 
rights in the leased areas. Permission had to be obtained from the 
local sultan or rajah, and a compensation paid to him. In 1902 the 
legislation was sharpened. A fixed amount of $6 per vessel per 
month was charged. Refusal to pay led to confiscation of 
equipment and shell, and the fines imposed were $160, a two-year 
prison term, or seizure of the vessel. "Unsatisfactory behaviour" 
earned the pearlers a gunboat escort out of the Dutch waters (a 
treatment once administered to the Clark fleet). Warships were 
patrolling as far as Tanimbar, Ambon, and the Moluccas, and 
trespassers were confronted by warships or local trading 
vessels.73 This was at a time when the Macassan fleets from the 
Dutch colony regularly visited the North Australian coast to 
gather trepang. (Their visits were prohibited in 1906 and 
gradually diminished.)

The recruitment of indigenous labour was controlled in a similar 
manner to the Australian restrictions. If they were shipped
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overrsseas they were signed on and paid off at their home port. 
Untill 1900, when Socialists became dominant in the Dutch 
parliament, forced labour was part of Holland's colonial policy, 
and particularly at Koepang in Timor, indigenous labour was 
readiilily available.

The (experience of the Clark fleet, which went to Aru in 1905 and 
sougjhht re-entry into Queensland by 1908, suggests that under this 
regirmne, too, the fishery was operated on a depleted yield basis.

d) JJaapanese Pearl Culture: An Entrepreneurial Approach74

Sinctea the Meiji Restoration in 1867, pearl-fishing had become a 
tradhtitional female activity at Omura Bay (Nagasaki), Nanao Bay 
(IshifkKawa Prefecture) and Ago Bay (near Toba, in Mie Prefecture). 
Sonmee women supported their families with pearl-fishing while 
husbaands assumed domestic duties. In the 1880s the pearl- 
beariiring oysters became depleted, and in 1888 a self-confessed 
eccemntric merchant, Mikimoto, of the ascendant chonin class 
(mencchants), formed a village co-operative75 at Jinmyo Mura (near 
Toba)i) to experiment with pearl culture. The Chinese had for 
cent:uuries produced miniature mother-of-pearl Buddhas by 
implaanting a small embossed metal piece into oysters which was 
encloosed in nacre by the oyster. The principle of pearl growth was 
therefore well known, but pearl-culture had not succeeded. In 
1893M Mikimoto achieved the first success in cultivating semi- 
circuilclar pearls (blister pearls), and in 1896 he took out a patent 
for tthheir cultivation for ten years. In 1898 the first commercial 
crop of semi-circular pearls was harvested at Tatoku Island, 
wheree 20 female swimming divers were permanently employed. 
(In tthhe 1930s this number was still the same.) In 1905 round 
pearllsis were produced for the first time, and in 1908 the process 
was patented.76 A further breakthrough was the cultivation of 
several pearls in the same oyster, and techniques were developed 
to lenngthen the lifespan of the oyster, so that the pearl couid 
matuinre longer.
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Mikimoto used royal connections to create a European interest in 
his pearls, and was aided by scientists at universities and 
Fisheries Departments in Japan (there was a Pearl Faculty at Ise 
University). He extensively used trade fairs and world expositions 
to market his product, and established jewellery factories in 
Japan and retail shops overseas. Initially, there was considerable 
resistance in the European market against 'artificial pearls'. In 
order to maintain a high profile for this new product, Mikimoto 
destroyed low grade pearls, once in a spectacular demonstration 
outside the Chamber of Commerce, where he demonstratively 
burned $25,000 worth of inferior pearls in 1933. To guard against 
natural disaster, particularly octopus infestations and the Red 
Tide (a periodic algal growth explosion), pearl culture farms were 
set up also at Omura (Kyushu), Nanao (Ishikawa), Tanabe 
(Wakayama) and Okinawa in the 1930s. In the 1940s a 
pharmaceutical company was added to the pearl empire which 
sold crushed seed pearls as calcium phosphate for medicinal 
purposes. Mikimoto is the biggest 'success story' in the history of 
pearling. The company's display rooms in the Gin'za, Tokyo's 
central shopping district, are among the spectacles for the 
tourist in Tokyo.

e) Comparative Analysis

A review of overseas fisheries brings the Australian approach 
into some perspective. Two of the fisheries reviewed above were 
concerned with pearls. The ancient method was based on jealously 
guarded traditional ownership. At Mannar the stocks were 
permitted to build up to abundant levels, often over more than a 
decade, and then the rich harvest was reaped with a tremendous 
intensity of fishing effort which exhausted the beds. The fishery 
had a central place in the community's political life. Pearls were 
the major source of wealth and power, and their relative scarcity, 
augmented by overfishing, enhanced their value. Moreover, the 
opulent display of wealth which accompanied the fishery, and the 
rarity of the event, added to its reputation. Overfishing was an 
instrument of market management. It differed from resource
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raidiirng in that it did not rely on territorial expansion and was not 
guidieed by a philosophy of unlimited growth.

In JJsapan, pearl fishing was not embedded in traditional political 
structures as at Mannar. It was an individualized, female activity, 
concdiiicted as a regular source of income. The absence of political 
integration, and the expectation of continuity, provided the 
frarmnework for an entrepreneurial intitiative to render the 
harweest predictable by resource husbandry. With this shift, the
fishenry became an industry, but not one that was based on mass 
extraction. Productivity was increased by maximizing the 
resojiurce potential. Technological innovation was not used for
terriitrtorial expansion, but to intensify the productivity of the
alreeaady available shell (cultivating several pearls per oyster and 
lengthening their life span). Industrial growth was achieved by 
forwraard integration. Shops and manufacture were added to the
comjppany before production plant was increased, and this was done 
not ibby increasing the size of the existing plant, but by adding new 
farmiss in various locations as an insurance against natural 
disasters. At the basis of this growth strategy was the concept of 
a lirmnited resource.

Therree is a great contrast between the ancient method at Mannar, 
and tthe entrepreneurial approach in Japan. But they had three key 
elermnents in common, which distinguished them from the 
Australian production strategy. The first element was the concept 
of reesource ownership. In Japan, the resource was subject to 
privatite property regulations by means of permanent leases. At 
Manmnar, the resource was collectively owned, and user rights 
were 5 subject to complex political negotiation between the 
Parawwas, the Lubbais, and their respective patrons.

The < second element was the concept of scarcity, which might be 
understood as an effect of ownership. The Japanese production 
strateegy was based on the expectation of a continuous, steady 
outp>uut, so that resource scarcity had to be overcome. Husbandry 
techinniques were developed to guard against scarcity and became 
the «ccentral philosophy of production. In the case of Mannar, on the
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other hand, periods of scarcity and abundance were culturally 
constructed, by means of intensive harvest and closure. By this 
means, scarcity was integrated into the culture, and was part of 
the production process.

The third distinguishing element was the concept of luxury. In the 
Japanese case, quality control and controlled level of output 
maintained the status of luxury for the pearls produced. Also, a 
considerable effort at image management was made, by using 
royal connections and through display of wealth. At Mannar, too, 
an international reputation was enhanced by the presence of 
royals and the display of wealth, while the long periods of 
scarcity maintained the status of luxury for the pearls.

The other two fisheries reviewed are more similiar to the 
Australian fishery, in that they were concerned with pearl-shell, 
and they were both colonial enterprises, i.e. not conducted by 
native residents except on a small scale. In stark contrast to the 
ancient method, where the fishery was inextricably linked to the 
political structure, state and industry must be considered as 
separate actors in the colonial fisheries. The colonial state 
earned revenue from the industry through leases and licences. No 
income tax, export duties, or registration fees were raised. In 
other words, the state assumed territorial, rather than 
managerial, functions. It sold property rights (as leases) and 
granted rights of entry (as licences). It did not intervene with a 
view to sustainability, either in the form of resource management 
or marketing aid. Pearl-shell was a raw material for export in a 
typical colonial centre-periphery network.

In the East Indies, the Dutch administration protected property 
rights, by patrolling leased areas and by making allowances for 
indigenous fishing. This regulatory activity was merely the 
enforcement of territorial claims, an approach which might be 
characterized as defensive laissez-faire. The British 
administration in Burma appointed expert administrators who 
actively encouraged expansion. Whether by design or by chance, 
the pearl-shellers were British subjects, and territorial
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expsaarsion of the industry was not against the interests of the 
stateea - the flag had long followed the trade in this part of the 
worMcd This approach might be characterized as dynamic laissez- 
fai rcea.

For :he fishery, this colonial framework meant that resource 
raidjiing was still possible, unfettered by territorial boundaries. 
The) pearl-shell centres (Aru, Kupang, Mergui) were a port, not a 
pernmnanent home for the pearl-shellers. The fact that both of 
thessee fisheries were conducted on the basis of leased areas, and 
thatt resource depletion resulted in both cases, suggests that 
privatizing the commons is not a sufficient condition for 
sustteanable resource use.

Desppoite the strong parallels between these two colonial and the 
Australian fisheries, there are also significant differences. The 
Australian governments made some comparatively interventionist 
overtures. The significant difference which may explain the 
interventionist stance of the Australian governments, is that 
between conquered colonies, exploited as a source of wealth, and 
settlked colonies, where the government represented a local 
electorate. Where settlers engaged in production for export, they 
weree) both colonized and colonizers. That they were colonizers is 
aburnndantly clear from the dispossession of indigenous people, and 
fronm i the way in which they referred to Britain as ’home'. The 
ethojss of the colonists permeated their culture. However, they 
weree* also colonized in the sense that they were the dependent 
prodiuucers in the colonial trading network. In that function, they 
had ! residential interests with a view to greater permanency than 
unsettled resource raiders. Their elected governments had a 
legitti:imate role to play in resource management. For the 
Queensland pearl-shellers, and even more so for the 
busiinnesspeopie of Thursday Island, for example, it was important 
that shell was found in the Torres Strait area, rather than in 
somuee other British dependency. A whole community of merchants, 
workers, and, not least, government officials, anchored the pearl- 
shellliling interest to this particular area. The Australian state 
therefore had not only a pecuniary interest in the industry, as the
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colonial governments did, but also a certain mandate to attempt 
to render the industry sustainable.

11. CONCLUSION

On the face of it, there were ample attempts, both from 
governments and pearl-shellers, to institute some form of 
resource management. On closer inspection, however, these 
appear ineffectual and half-hearted. For example, the Clark 
experiments in pearl-shell cultivation were not directed at 
investigations which could have helped such a development. For 
several years, the cultivation lease was only used as a fattening 
ground for shell. Later a scientist was employed for three years 
to experiment with propagation of shell. A very short time indeed 
to observe, experiment, and develop techniques.

The government's attempts to manage pearl-sheil resources with 
size restrictions, closures, and restrictions on licences, fail into 
the period from 1891 to 1908, roughly the period during which the 
industry suffered its first intensive resource crisis. Bold 
legislation, drafted along the suggestions of the scientist 
Saville-Kent, was introduced in 1891, and it was apparently 
thought that the regulations had the support of the industry. 
However, the industry was divided between large companies, 
mostly floating station owners, and smaller pearl-shellers, 
mostly shore station operators, and a conflict of interest within 
the industry flared up over shell culture experiments. Moreover, 
the size limit recommended by Saville-Kent was not secured by 
sound scientific knowledge. The life-cycle of the pearl-shell 
oyster was still unknown, so that the minimum size to protect 
reproductive capacity was largely a matter for conjecture and 
argument. The 1891 management package was gradually 
deconstructed, and henceforward the legislators took care to test 
pearl-shellers' opinions before passing new laws.

Pearl-shellers did not unanimously accept the need for resource 
management, so that periodic and permanent closures were not
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effective because they were not sufficiently policed. Although it 
was accepted that certain shell-beds were exhausted, the 
industry insisted that territorial expansion, rather than resource 
mamaagement, was the solution to productivity crises. The 
industry's response to its first major resource crisis was the 
departure of half the Thursday Island fleet in 1905. Essentially, 
the (ccrisis was solved by contraction, and the industry's structural 
problleems remained unaddressed.

Shortltly afterwards, the Mackay Royal Commission, recognizing 
the rresource problem, submitted comprehensive restructuring 
proposals. However, at this time governmental concern over the 
numtbDer of foreign workers in the fishery was dominant. The 
resoiuurce issue was submerged beneath the concern over 'coloured 
aliemss". This also became evident in the brief of the next major 
inquiirry into the fishery, in 1913. A shift of the industry towards 
cultiwc'aition (which in the event, did not occur until the 1960s, 
arisirmg out of another crisis) could have solved both the resource 
problkeim and the labour issue. But in its attempt to solve the 
tragecdly of the commons, the government also pursued its own set 
of pioDllitical goals - the establishment of a 'yeomanry' of small 
peanl--!sheilers and the implementation of the White Australia 
policy/.. This agenda parenthesized the resource issue.

Resoiujrce management was further impeded by the division 
between State and federal responsibilities. The State government 
admiirmistered the fisheries through the 1881 Pearl-shell and 
Bechiee-'-de-mer Fishery Act. It issued licences and leases, imposed 
closuirrces, size limits, and other regulations (such as regarding the 
natiormality of eligible licencees), registered and inspected 
vessels, controlled the employment of indigenous labour, and 
undertook some policing of the grounds. The federal government 
controlled immigration, and therefore also had a role in the 
supply' of labour, and it had the sovereignty over extra-territorial 
areas;. Since federation, Queensland patrolling officers could only 
exerciisse their authority within the three-mile limit. The federal 
gove rrmment, on the other hand, refused to patrol the extra-
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territorial fisheries, because fisheries were "a matter for the 
states".

The comparison with overseas pearl-shell fisheries shows quite 
clearly that alternative production strategies were available. In 
the contrast with the other case studies presented, the concept of 
settlement colony explains both why the state had a certain 
interest in managing resources with a view to permanency, and 
why there was so much resistance to these attempts, since 
resource raiding was the tried and tested means for conducting a 
collection industry in the colonies.

In the 1930s the fishery contracted, and resource use ceased to 
be its dominant problem. From now on, the government's 
involvement in the fishery was mainly in the area of marketing 
and financial assistance. In the 1950s the government's concern 
for the industry shifted to debate in the international arena as we 
have seen in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 8
The Last Thing on Their Minds: Marketing

The foregoing chapters linked the pearl-shell fishery to several 
dominant themes of Australian history. The quest for pearl-shiell 
played a significant role in the development of the far north amd 
the formation of northern state boundaries. The treatment of 
Aboriginal populations, the administration in the Torres Strjait, 
and Australia's relations with Japan were all affected by tthis 
fishery. The end-product of this industry, which had such frar- 
reaching ramifications was buttons - a somewhat mundaine 
destination for the precious shell. Some pearl-shellers weere 
apparently unaware of the market for which they produced. The 
manager of Burns Phiip’s Wyben fleet had always thought tfhat 
pearl-shell was used "For inlaid work on revolver handles, kmife 
handles, umbrella handles, and so on", and expressed surprise 
when he was informed by the Royal Commissioners in 1908, tthat 
90 percent of pearl-shell was used for buttons.1

This chapter examines the final link in the chain of the pe<arl- 
sheli industry's weaknesses. The industry produced entirely for an 
overseas market, over which it had no influence and about whiich 
pearl-shellers had only spurious information. Moreover, as; a 
luxury item, pearl-shell was more sensitive to econormic 
downturns than staple exports, although the degree of tthat 
sensitivity was frequently overstressed. The exporting 
procedures were handled by a few overseas buyers who advanced 
money to pearl-shellers, and these 'middlemen' exerted 
considerable control over the market, both on the supply and on 
the demand side.

In the face of an oligopolistic market, the most serious weakmess 
of the pearl-shellers was their disunity. The industry vwas 
characterized by a competitive individualism. Pearl-shelllers 
tended to distrust leadership and reject authority. This attitiude 
made it difficult for larger companies or governments, or, ind<eed 
industry associations, to take a lead in organizing or coordinating 
the fishery. Only under extreme pressure was a short-lhved
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solidarity ever achieved, and the actual market strength of 
Australian producers - the world's largest source of pearl-shell - 
never manifested itself as market power - the ability to control 
marketing and stabilize prices. From the 1920s to the 1940s 
marketing was the most serious problem of the industry. This 
chapter deals with the four aspects of the fishery's marketing 
problems, relating to the product, the market, the power 
imbalances in distribution, and most importantly, relating to the 
producers themselves, who obstructed attempts to address these 
problems.

The pearl-shellers generally understood themselves as primary 
producers without any role in marketing or production. Australia's 
colonial position as dependent producer for the needs of Britain's 
industrialization was deeply ingrained in the imagination of 
producers. Pearl-shellers displayed a negative attitude towards 
suggestions at domestic manufacture. It was far more convenient 
to leave those things to the people who 'knew best' - and who 
were inavariably overseas. State officials were reluctant to 
impose solutions on an un-cooperative industry, which generally 
resisted regulatory intervention and state-led innovation. State 
support was therefore restricted to monetary assistance to prop 
up an ailing industry, rather than aimed at the active 
restructuring and facilitation of a market which several public 
inquiries had proposed. As a result, the marketing weakness of 
the industry was not properly addressed.

The previous chapters have already indicated that World War II 
represents a watershed in the industry. The federal government of 
the post-war era was committed to establishing a broader 
manufacturing base, and, drawing on the powers acquired during 
the war from the State governments, took a leading role in post­
war reconstruction and national economic management. It 
assumed responsibility for the management of the extra­
territorial fishery which became largely the domain of Japanese 
fleets. The domestic pearl-shell industry was economically 
devastated after the war, and gradually emerged with a 
transformed ownership structure based on a large number of
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inexperienced pearl-shellers. Their fishing activities were 
confined to shallow waters, and concentrated on trochus shell. 
There was a brief renaissance of activity; even a button factory 
was set up in Cairns. For a short moment, it seemed as if the 
fishery could become a truly Australian industry. However, 
technological innovation overtook the industry. The combined 
effect of the development of plastics for buttons, and pearl 
culture farming, displaced the rough, laborious, and perilous 
pearl-shell industry. The new industry, pearl culture, w’as again 
not an Australian-controlled industry.

1. REVIEW OF MARKETING TO THE TURN OF THE CENTURY

Chapter 2 demonstrated that the earliest pearl-shell stations in 
Torres Strait were financed by large companies, mostly based in 
Sydney. These companies acted as exporters of shell, with the 
pearl-sheilers as dependent producers. Firms iike Burns Phiip, 
Paddon, and Godeffroy acted as financiers for the share-trading 
captains, and exported the shell via Sydney. As a lasting) result of 
these early arrangements, the Torres Strait shell continued to be 
referred to as 'Sydney shell' on the London market. In tthe 1870s 
there was a keen market for pearl-shell, and good she?ll fetched 
from £320 to £400 a ton.2 By the 1890s Torres Strait production 
had stabilized around the one thousand-ton mark, aind prices 
averaged at £125 per ton.

As more pearl-shellers entered the industry in th*e 1890s, 
overseas buyers were able to assume a more influerntial role. 
Small owners were unable to withhold shell from the miarket and 
depended on the price offered by the buyers. They were also less 
able than large companies to curb production if there was an 
oversupply. All Australian shell was sold in London, and from 
there distributed to manufacturers, mainly on the Contiinent. The 
industry was now at the zenith of shell production, an<d entered 
the first of the three resource crises traced in Chapter 6. Pearl- 
shellers started to think about alternative markets, in order to 
compensate with better prices for declining productivity.3
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Australians were already the major producers of mother-of-pearl. 
In 1906, for example, 99 percent of shell imported by London 
canme from Australia and Aru (19 percent from Thursday Island, 
43 J percent from Western Australia and 37 percent from Clark and 
Hoockings at Aru).4 From 1903, small amounts of shell were sold in 
othher markets, and the United States emerged as a second major 
maarket. The Hong Kong and Japanese buyers purchased the lower 
graades of shell, while the better shell went to the United States 
anod London. There was almost no processing of pearl-shell in 
Aujstralia.5 Australian textile producers, including some large 
firnms in Brisbane, imported shell buttons, mostly from Japan.

2. BUTTON MANUFACUTURE OVERSEAS

Thoe processing of pearl-shell involved several separate processes 
anod produced much wastage. Most of the left-over shell was 
disscarded, and uses for scraps developed only gradually.6 The 
entitire production process was mechanized, using specially 
dessigned machinery driven by steam or electricity, or 2-3 
honrsepower engines. Some smaller workshops used 'pedal power'.

A 1917 account of the production in Iowa and Illinois, the centre 
of the American pearl-button industry, illuminates the processes 
invvolved. The first step in button production, and also the most 
labbour-intensive, was cutting (sawing) the blanks. This was done 
onhly by men, who occupied the best-paid position in pearl-button 
maanufacture, at about US$8-10 per week. This process mainly 
toook place in small sheds which were outbuildings of private 
honmes or workshops. Only a few large factories reserved their 
grcound floor for cutting blanks and conducted the finishing 
proocesses on the upper level.7

Thne sawing produced a fine dust, and some cutters protected their 
noose and mouth with cloth. In a few large factories, air 
venntilation systems were installed to exhaust the dust. The 
povwder was "almost pure carbonate of lime"8, suitable for 
fertilising clay soils or polishing metal, but there was no ready
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market for it. The cutting of blanks produced the greatest 
wastage of shell. In the case of the Mississippi shell, the wastage 
was estimated to be as high as 90 percent, for higher grade shell 
it was estimated at around 50 percent. The small shell fragments 
were used in road construction by local councils, and most 
manufacturers were glad to be rid of the waste, some even paid to 
have it taken away. One innovative manufacturer treated the shell 
scraps further to produce uniform fragments with rounded edges, 
which were sold as poultry feed additive.9

The finishing of blanks was done in manufactories. First the blank 
was 'dressed', which meant grinding the back of the blank on an 
emery wheel to make an even surface. In the American industry, 
this was done by boys at US$4.50-7 a week. The grinding machines 
were the most expensive single piece of equipment used in the 
process. The further processes were done by 'girls' (which may 
include women), earning from US$3.75 to US$6 per week. The 
blanks were 'faced' to shape the front of the button, giving it its 
central depression. Then two or four holes were drilled before the 
buttons were polished with the action of a chemical fluid in 
wooden tumblers. Next, the buttons were washed and dried, sorted 
and graded, and then sewed on cards and packed in boxes.10

Birmingham was the British centre of pearl-button production, 
and there, too, the large factories employed mainly women and 
girls as cheap labour.11 But blanks were cut by putting out work, 
using the cheapest available iabour, as in Germany:

in lots of villages in Germany women who have small machines, which 
cost only a pound or two, cut out the buttons in their own homes and send 
them on to the manufacturer. Under that system they work very 
cheaply.12

Japanese and American manufacturers entered into shell-button 
production with cheaper types of shell after the turn of the
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centurryy. A lively industry developed rapidly in the Mississippi 
area aaround the fresh-water mussel, after a tariff barrier for 
buttomss of 25 percent ad valorem was imposed in 1890. A German 
immig^rrant with prior experience of pearl-shell manufacture in 
Hambiujrg, J.F. Boepple, pioneered a factory in Muscatine on the 
Mississippi in 1891. By 1898, 11 factories and 38 saw works 
(wheree? blanks were cut) in Iowa and Illinois employed 1,434 
peoplee.t. Button production became one of the major industrial 
activities of that area, supporting the mussel fishery which 
employed several hundred people, and many machine shops 
specialized entirely on making and repairing the machines used in 
buttoni production and diving.

Tfhnere was naturally some difficulty at first in putting on the market 
biutittons made from our native fresh water shells, but the demand was 
raapDidly developed, as the quality and price of the buttons became known, 
arncd at present Mississippi River Buttons are sold in every State and 
Territory and in Canada. It is reported that orders have recently (1899) 
cconme from England.13

A sirrnililarly spectacular success was experienced in the Japanese 
pearl-tbuutton manufacture. Japan quickly became the sole buyer of 
Austraal.iian trochus shell, after the first commercial shipment of 
trochujss in 1912, and supplied most of the Australian shell-button 
demarnnd. The European and British mother-of-pearl button 
producers felt the pinch of this competition from cheaper 
materials.14 That such an enterprise was not set up around the 
Australian shell production was a serious omission. The 
Australian shell fishery remained wholly dependent on exporting 
raw sshell, despite increasing difficulties with overseas 
marketing.

3. MARKETING PROBLEMS

Price instability was a major obstacle to the industry's 
prosperity, to which pearl-shellers invariably referred when 
faced \with the proposition to employ white divers. In 1896/97
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pearl-shell prices dropped to a low £70 per ton, while in 1912 tne 
average price at Thursday Island was as high as £200. A docker's 
strike in London had caused a shortage of shell with the result 
that some shell sold in London for £530 per ton.15 But even 
without such externalities, prices varied greatly not only from 
season to season, but from one bi-monthly auction to the next 
during seasons, and between different grades of shell. The 
average price of shell used for year-to-year comparisons glosses 
over such variations.

Generally, Australian shell fetched higher prices than that from 
other producing countries, and Torres Strait shell was considered 
to be of higher quality than other Australian shell, in 1908 
Torres Strait shell was graded into four classes, from Very Best 
Shell to Poor Quality, but by 1913 the grading system had changed 
to six classes from AA to E.16 Broome and Darwin shell formed 
their own class each, with some variations in the quality of 
Darwin shell.

There were also seasonal variations in quality, so that producers 
found it difficult to secure advance contracts.17 The shell was 
auctioned in London because pearl-shellers were unable to deliver 
shell "as per sample". This meant that they were never quite 
certain of their returns.

These variations in quality also posed a problem for buyers. 
According to a report about the American market for pearl shell, 
prepared by the Australian Trade Commissioner to the U.S.A., 
"buyers at Australian fishing grounds work on different ideas as 
to the significance of the nominal grades".18 In other words, 
grading was unreliable and inconsistent. The absence of a 
nationally uniform and reliable grading system impeded rational 
planning.

A further marketing difficulty was that demand was fairly 
inelastic.19 This was evident in the production trends of the 
different pearl-shell centres in Australia, which tended to 
cushion each others' variations. For example, from 1900 to 1906,
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Torress Strait exports were on a downward trend, which was 
compeensated by increased exports from Broome, Darwin and Aru.20 
The ccentres of production, even within Australia, competed with 
each ( other to satisfy an inelastic demand.

Pearl-l-shellers offered three explanations for their marketing 
difficulties, all of which were credible in terms of market theory. 
What was not questioned, however, was the attitude of pearl- 
shelleers, which was the greatest obstacle to a remedy.

a) Exxplanation I: A Luxury Commodity

It waas widely understood that pearl-shell catered for a luxury 
markeet, so that it was vulnerable to economic downturns. 
Howeuver, while it was true that some pearl-shell buttons were at 
the uppper end of the market, much of it was used for standard 
produuction. Buttons were also made from other types of shell 
(abaloone and mussel) and from leather, horn, semi-precious stone, 
glass, , metal, wood and casein. According to a market report in 
1917,, there was a large, regular demand for D and E grade shell 
for lovtw priced staple buttons. AA and A grade, and some B grade 
sheli, was used for fancy buttons. These grades were presumably 
somewwhat sensitive to fashion. B and C grade shell was bought by 
novelHty21 manufacturers, and the demand was limited and 
seasoonai. Demand for novelties and high grade buttons was 
vulnerable to economic downturns.22

Pearl-l-shellers emphasized the fashion dependence of their 
industitry, and offered this as an explanation of the drastic price 
fluctuations from which it suffered. The Comptroller-General of 
Custooms expressed this view after a cursory investigation into 
the inndustry:

AAs to the value (of pearl-shell), it is not so far as I can ascertain 
regulated by the supply. It depends wholly and solely upon the fickleness 
obf fashion, and is liable to very extreme fluctuations.23
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Herbert Bowden, a pearl-sheller at Thursday Island recalled that 
when a fashion in ladies winter jackets with huge buttons was 
launched in New York, it created a keen demand for Aru shell, 
whereas the introduction of many small buttons running along 
ladies sleeves, raised the market for high-grade pearl-shell from 
all centres.24

It is difficult to believe, however, that the bulk of pearl-shell 
was affected by such short-lived fashion trends. If between 80 
and 90 percent of Australian pearl-shell was used for buttons, 
most of the production must have been in standard lignes (button 
sizes), which were used for shirts and blouses, up-market 
manchester and lingerie. The instance referred to by Bowden, 
where a particular fashion had a specific effect on Aru shell, is 
much more likely to have resulted from a three-year contract 
with Clark’s Aru fleet.25 In truth, Australian pearl-sheilers took 
little interest in the processing and uses of pearl-shell.

b) Explanation II: Insignificance of Output

That all pearl-shell was exported unprocessed to London, was 
understood by pearl-sheilers as an unalterable fact. Some were 
convinced of the insignificance of their industry in terms of the 
world market. One pearl-sheller argued in 1913 that "our output 
is so small, we could not secure the attendance of buyers at local 
sales."26 In that year about one fourth of the world's production 
came from Thursday Island.

Pearls themselves, on the other hand, attracted overseas buyers 
to Thursday Island to such an extent that it had been found 
necessary to introduce pearl-dealers licences with residential 
restrictions. At Thursday Island, pearls were considered a by­
product of the industry, "diver's perks". Only in times of 
recession did the pearl-sheilers look for ways to claim the pearls 
found, but generally they had no role in marketing the pearls. 
Hockings wanted it understood that he was a pearl-sheller, not a 
pearler.27 If buyers came to Thursday Island for the side-product
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of the incdustry, the fear that overseas buyers might ignore this 
centre (off production was surely unfounded.

Dependienoce on the market "at Home" was the last thing to worry 
Australiern producers - on the contrary, it was reassuring. 
Enjoyimg favoured supplier status in the British Commonwealth, 
Australia serviced the needs of British industry and commerce, 
without y/et suffering the effects of the unbalanced economic 
structure typical of dependent colonies.28 Pearl-shellers were 
content tco confine their involvement to primary production, and 
reluctamt tto involve themselves beyond that role.

c) Explarnation III: Oligopoly

The most frequent, and also the most convincing, explanation of 
marketiingg difficulties was that pearl-shellers faced an
oligopolistic buying environment. The Bamford Commission was
informed tin 1913 that a few buyers controlled the market and
price off sshell, and interrogated several witnesses, who all agreed 
that they were not operating in a free competitive market, 
without toeing able to point to any specific instances. It was
understcoocd that the market was manipulated by ’a ring of buyers' 
who se*curred long-term contracts in order to speculate.29

It was otoserved that in periods of high shell production, they 
curbed theeir purchases to depress prices. It was also alleged that 
they maniipulated demand by withholding certain grades of shell 
from the imarket until their prices dropped. This created, on the 
one hand,, a demand for those grades of shell which were less 
favoured toy manufacturers, and led, on the other hand, to price- 
cutting armong producers. Alternatively, the buyers might enter 
long-term contracts for shell and then cease buying from other 
sources,, cheating a shortage which forced prices up, so that they 
profited frrom the fixed price of the shell under contract. Buyers 
passed oni inflated prices to the manufacturers, but not depressed 
prices. Thie curious result of these manipulations was that while 
shell piricess were strongly fluctuating in the producing countries,
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they were fairly stable in the manufacturing countries. One 
disgruntled observer wrote from America: "Prices have been the 
same to manufacturers, whether the shell cost £90 over the scale 
or £250".30 The image which emerges from these descriptions is 
one of small competitive producers and small competitive 
manufacturers at either end of the production chain, linked by 
oligopolistic buyers who determined prices.

These descriptions are entirely valid. But the power of the 
middlemen did not depend on mutual agreement and sinister 
manipulation. The financial dependence of producers on the buyers 
ensured that the latter assumed a powerful position. Not only the 
producers were dependent on buyers to arrange sales and grant! 
cash advances for rigging up luggers for the next season, but so> 
were some 5,000 manufacturers in America and Europe. Most off 
these had neither the capital nor the storage facilities to buy' 
shell in large quantities, and bought fortnightly or even weekly.31 
Where cutting blanks was done by putting out work, the buyer- 
leased the necessary machinery to the workers.32 The dealers; 
sold shell on credit, so that they acted as financiers both for the* 
producers and for the manufacturers, a roie which banks would! 
not take, because pearl-shelling was not considered am 
acceptable risk. The better they controlled the market, therefore,, 
the better the buyers could bear such a risk.

There can be little doubt that buyers dominated the market. But itt 
is useful to remember also that the portrayal of the sinister- 
machinations of oligopolistic buyers served to vindicate various; 
attempts of the large pearl-shelling companies to gain control off 
the industry's output, in a political climate where Labor ini 
government strongly condemned monopolistic control.

4. STRATEGIES OF COPING WITH MARKETING DIFFICULTIES

Each of the above explanations places the emphasis in a slightly/ 
different way, and a number of strategies were attempted to deal I 
with marketing issues.
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a) Sheltering with the Giants?

The larger companies made several attempts to stablilize prices 
by acting as agents for smaller producers. Burns Philp in 
particular saw a need to regulate overseas markets for pearl- 
shell and sandalwood33, but the efforts of the manager of Wyben 
Company (B.P.) in this direction met with little success:

A few years ago the Torres Straits' pearl-fishers combined with those 
of Western Australia, and we held our shell in London in order to obtain a 
price which we considered would cover the cost of production. After 
holding the shell for a considerable time, and incurring a good deal of 
expense for storage and so forth, we had to sell, and came to the 
conclusion that we should have done better had we sold in the first 
instance. The speculators were too strong for us.34

Mitchell pointed to the buyers' oligopolistic control of the market 
as an explanation for the failure of this producers' cartel in 
1905. However, the short-lived attempt at combination was 
considerably weakened by the competition between Burns Philp 
and Clark. The latter had a stronger involvement in Broome and 
Darwin than Burns Philp, and wished to be put in charge of the 
marketing of the combined pearl-shell output in London.35 
Moreover, the cartel was formed at a time when pearl-shell 
stocks were so depleted that half the Thursday Island fleet had 
left for Aru, that is, under highly inauspicious circumstances.

Shortly after Mitchell's statement, Burns Philp made a renewed 
attempt to counter the buyers' strength with restrictive trade 
practices. A 'Pearlsheil Convention' was formed in 1913 with the 
aim of holding a reserve price for the shell. The three-year 
agreement gave Burns Philp control of two thirds of the world 
production of shell sold in London, marketing all of the Aru shell, 
the output of all save one Thursday Island pearl-shellers, and 65 
percent of the Broome shell, as well as some shell from Tahiti. 
(Both Clark and Burns Philp claimed to have instigated this 
cartel.)36 But with the outbreak of World War I the London market
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closed, and the Convention was suspended, never to be renewed. 
Burns Philp was caught with £250,000 wortth of pearl-shell 
stocks stockpiled in London, on which advances of £90,000 had 
already been paid. Storage and insurance costs were mounting 
until in 1915 three quarters of the stock was sold in New York.37 
Again, the explanation given by Burns Philp for the failure to sell 
the shell before the commencement of war, was "the antagonism 
of the large Dealers".38 Pearl-shell prices at the time were 
already very keen, after a season of exceptionally high prices.39 
Buyers may have had good cause to desist a pearl-shellers' cartel 
which aimed to drive prices even higher. Pearl-shellers, for their 
part, had equally good cause to combine, since, as Chapter 6 
suggested, 1913 was again a time of resource crisis at Thursday 
Island.

Such spurious efforts, undertaken under the stress of crisis, and 
resulting in failure, only confirmed the smaller owners in their 
distrust of the large companies. How well founded that distrust 
in fact was, is revealed by a glimpse from inside Burns Philp. In 
1909, Burns Philp attempted to combine the large pearl-shellers 
at Thursday Island as well as overseas buyers in a single 
company. James Burns expected that the company would consist 
of "half a dozen of the big shell men & we can come in with them 
& wipe out the smaller fry".40

The 'smaller fry' continued to feel that they were at the mercy of 
the large companies, scheming to keep them in a state of 
financial dependence:

"We were infants, businesswise, dealing with multi-million dollar 
corporations: the old boys, city boys, Wall Street boys. - And we here 
in Australia: "she’ll be right", just as long as we were making a quid.
[...] Only in the aftermath when you're lying down do you see what's 
been happening."41

The pearl-shellers' marketing position was weakened not only by 
the division between small owners and large companies, but also 
by the competition between the Australian centres of production.
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The following extract demonstrates how deeply ingrained were 
the rivalries between different producing centres. At the very 
moment w'hen he called for solidarity, James Clark, who was 
working from Aru, expressed resentment of the other centres:

We are not united out here, or were not until lately; and, therefore, they 

at Home have got shell for anything they liked to give us. Three or four 

years ago, however, we made a contract with the buyers in London for 

our own shell at £170 a ton for three years, and they forced the shell up 

and made a profit of £42,000 a year - we did the work and they made the 

profit. In consequence of having our shell in hand, they could force the 

market up, and Thursday Island and Western Austalia have been having a 

good time for tire last three years at our expense, sharing, as they did, 
in the increased prices.42

Models of cooperative marketing to offer an alternative to the 
hegemony of single firms were not yet available, so that the 
efforts of pearl-shellers to strengthen their position vis-ä-vis 
buyers were embedded in a discourse of competition and 
suspicion. Like Burns Philp, Clark insisted on the necessity of 
opposing the 'ring of buyers' with a 'ring of pearl-shellers':

That is what we should do - we should pool the shell. We have always been 

told that we could not get more than a certain price; but that is nonsense, 

in the face of the fact that at Home the price was forced up to nearly

£500 a ton [.... ] about this time last year. These men have shown us that

the shell is worth a good deal more than we were led to believe it was.

The contract ran out last May [....] and [....] the buyers [...] slumped the 
shell by [....] £130 a ton; and they came in January and promised us 

another fall of £30, or £160 a ton. We were not out to take a licking like 

that sitting down, although these people, of course are financially 
strong.43

As a countervailing strategy, Clark proposed to take out a 
monopoly over the Queensland shell production (see Chapter 6). 
Such posturing couid surely not instill the confidence of small 
owners in this company's leadership.
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b) Producer Solidarity - The Torres Strait Pearl- 
Shellers' Association

To stand up to a controlled market required above all producer 
unity. The producers needed to monitor and co-ordinate the 
quantity of production, the rate of export, the quality of grading, 
and they needed a co-operative marketing mechanism to negotiate 
prices, store shell, secure contracts, and maintain a reserve 
price. In essence, they needed to construct different institutional 
arrangements. Their competitive individualism - expressed as 
rivalry between different centres of production (Broome, Darwin, 
Thursday Island, and Aru), and different types of producers 
(swimming diving and deep diving operations, floating stations 
and shore stations, verandah pearlers and full-time pearlers, 
large companies and small owners) - prevented the emergence of 
lasting defensive institutions.

Unlike the other two Australian pearl-shelling centres, Thursday 
Island did have a Pearl-Sheilers' Association. The purpose of this 
Association was to deal with employees. The Torres Strait Pearl- 
Shellers’ Association led the annual round of wage negotiations 
with the Japanese divers’ representatives (the Doshi-kai) and 
with the Protector of Aborigines as the representative of 
indigenous employees. Beyond that, it was unable to act as a 
mouthpiece for the interests of pearl-shellers, because on a 
whole range of management issues (ownership restrictions, 
employment of white divers, closure of areas) the interests of 
large companies were contrary to the interests of small owners, 
and the concessions to change each was willing to make, differed 
widely. Even questions like the cultivation of shell, and domestic 
button manufacture, were divisive. Their common interest, a 
desire for higher prices, was not sufficient to unite pearl- 
shellers.

The Torres Strait Pearl-Sheilers' Association was a voluntary 
association with no means to enforce any policies across the 
industry. It frequently released statements of concern through the
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local newspaper, the Torres Strait Pilot, which were sometimes 
picked up in the southern press. It also endorsed the overseas 
visit of some members to collect information about marketing. 
But such activities were marginal. The association was more 
concerned with day-to-day activities, and intent on sailing well- 
charted waters. One of its former secretaries expressed this 
attitude when asked why the association had not explored new 
marketing strategies, particularly new uses of pearl-shell to 
reduce the fashion dependence of pearl-shell: "I don't think that 
was a mistake. It [the industry] has been going for 100 years."44 
Clearly, the association did not see its role in planning, 
management, research and advice, or in industry leadership. It did, 
however, manage to form yet another short-lived attempt to pool 
the shell, in 1925, when Burns Philp and Dalgety's were appointed 
as sole agents for the combined output of the Association's 
members. Burns Philp and Dalgety's advanced £120 per ton at 6 
percent interest, and charged 2.5 percent commission on gross 
sales. However, the pearl-shell market had now shifted to New 
York, whereas Burns Philp dealt through its London office where 
sales were poor. The two-year contract was not renewed. Burns 
Philp's London manager complained that

The Association display a desire to 'run with the hare and hunt with the 
hounds'. They desire to sell their Shell to the dealers, and at the same 
time to the manufacturers 45

This comment suggests that the pearl-shellers were not united 
behind the Association’s decision to sell through Burns Philp. 
After this experience, most Thursday Island pearl-shellers 
entrusted the Gerdau Company of New York with their shell, and 
Burns Philp gradually withdrew from marketing pearl-shell.46

c) Domestic Button Manufacture - A Role for 
Government?

The first official reference to a marketing problem was the 
remark about price fluctuations made by N.E. Lockyer, the 
Comptroller-General of Customs, in 1904.47 Lockyer considered
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manufacturing pearl-shell buttons in Australia, but concluded 
that it was not possible to nurture a domestic manufacturing 
industry with high tariff walls, as had been done in the case of 
sugar mills. Moreover, he was advised that "it was utterly 
impossible to secure the Australian shell. The market is so 
controlled that we cannot buy pearl-shell here."48 Lockyer's 
investigation of the pearl-shell industry had been an afterthought 
during a visit to Thursday Island which was primarily concerned 
with customs matters. He spent little time on the issue, 
gathering, and accepting, opinions from a few key figures in the 
industry and its administration.

The 1908 Mackay Commission again interrogated some pearl- 
shellers about the issue of processing shell in Australia. But even 
with the suggestion of government assistance, most pearl- 
sheliers did not consider the establishment of a button 
manufacture in Australia feasible. Very few had taken an interest 
in the issue of marketing and manufacture, but most gave a 
negative assessment of the potential for domestic manufacturing.

The most persistent objection made was the small size of the 
domestic market. This was a rather invalid objection, since there 
was nothing to prevent a domestic factory from exporting 
buttons, at a considerable saving of freight costs over the export 
of unprocessed shell. A further objection was the changing 
fashion which affected the demand for buttons. This difficulty 
could have been overcome by restricting operations to the cutting 
of blanks for export, leaving the finishing processes to overseas 
manufactures. The third objection referred to the high wage rates 
in Australia. This objection was made by the very men wno 
employed indigenous and indentured labour far below the 
Australian standards of remuneration.

Herbert Bowden had investigated the issue of button manufacture 
at some depth, and advised against an attempt to produce in 
Australia. He argued that the full range of shell types was rot 
available here, so that it would be difficult to keep up wth 
changing fashions. The success of the Japanese and American
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production described above, based entirely on a single type of 
shell irm each case, invalidates his objection. Bowden himself was 
in the pprocess of buying a failed button factory in Noumea, which 
employ/eed time-expired convicts. He intended to supply Sydney 
and Melbourne producers of cheap clothing. Perhaps a government- 
assistecd factory in Australia would have interfered with his 
plans.

As a reesult of the negative response by pearl-shellers, the Mackay 
Commiisssion did not take up the issue of marketing in its report, 
althoughh 21 percent of that year's output had been withheld from 
sales, sso that a marketing problem was already apparent.49 The 
same wwas true for the 1913 Bamford Commission. There was a 
widespread belief that due to the powerful influence of buyers an 
Austrailician factory would be unable to secure shell.50

After WVVorld War I, the Commonwealth Department of Repatriation 
investigated the possibility of manufacturing pearl-buttons in 
Austraililia in order to generate employment for returned 
soldiers.51 Because of the considerable wastage involved in the 
cutting; of button blanks, it was estimated that freight costs 
could boe halved by cutting blanks prior to shipping.52 Moreover, 
cutting, blanks would have tended to standardize the quality of 
exporttss. Most importantly, cutting blanks would create 
employment and produce value added - the price difference 
betweenn buttons and raw shell was enormous. It was estimated 
that a ton of buttons was worth £1,232, the raw shell perhaps 
£200. SShipping and handling the shell roughly doubled its cost.53

Both tithe Department of Industries and the Department of 
Repatriation were convinced that some manufacturing industry 
could ssuccessfully be built around the pearl-shelling activities in 
Australia.54 In response to overseas inquiries, one Canadian 
manufaacturing family even offered to immigrate, bringing ail 
necessaary equipment, and supervising production as manager. The 
offer waas relayed to James Clark and apparently ignored.55
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At the end of World War I, after two exhaustive inquiries into the 
pearl-shell industry, the issue of domestic manufacture had not 
been addressed in a systematic way. For example, while it was 
true that many pearl-shellers were so indebted to buyers, through 
advances, that they were not at liberty to sell to others, this was 
partly because they could not obtain advances from banks or 
anywhere else. If an Australian factory had been set up with state 
assistance, it would have been possible to offer similar advances 
in order to secure contracts. It was true that the domestic market 
was too small to encourage manufacture in Australia by means of 
an import duty on pearl-shell products, as it had been done in the 
sugar industry.56 On the other hand, the possibility of exporting 
pearl-shell, either as a finished or semi-processed product, was 
ignored. The assumption that a domestic factory would only 
produce import-substituting commodities, and not compete on tne 
overseas markets, was firmly grounded in the industrial policy 
orientation of the time.

d) The American Ascendancy

From around 1904, most Australian shell was processed in 
America, but was still sold through the London market. The first 
direct consignment of shell to New York took place in 1903, and 
this became a constant, if insignificant, supply route in 1906.57 
Herbert Bowden had been to the United States, and it is qurte 
possible that the American interest in Australian shell had been 
augmented by his visit.

When I was in America, I could have sold all the best shell we produce. 
They do not want the low grade shell; they have not time to deal with it, 
because their own sweet-water mussel shell meets all their 
requirements.58

London lost its formal dominance in pearl-shell buying as a result 
of World War I. The London market halved its intake of Australien 
shell in 1914, and practically closed in 1917. Thereafter 
American importers dealt with the producing countries directy
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instead of buying through London.59 Australia consequently 
became the major supplier to the American market, and the United 
States market became the world's dominant shell market.

Still, the relative strength of Australia as a supplier of shell did 
not translate into market power. The quantity and price of shell 
exports were unpredictable. After a careful analysis of the 
available import and export data on shell, the Coombs 
Commission60 arrived at the conclusion that the time series from 
1919 to 1939 showed no overall time trend whatsoever. That is, 
export markets for shell were not gradually expanding or 
contracting, but simply fluctuating.

There were, however, strong correlations between the Australian 
production and American imports. The Coombs Commission found 
that the production of shell buttons in the U.S.A. did not depend on 
supply levels but on American economic conditions. The volume 
of supply did not affect shell prices, rather, the average price for 
Australian shell closely followed the wholesale price index for 
textiles in the U.S.A.61 Australian producers were therefore 
extremely dependent on the American shell market.62

It is \well-known in pearl-shelling circles that the New York 
market was strongly dominated by a single firm, the Gerdau 
Compamy. Gerdau had a decisive role in the institutional 
arrangements in the Australian industry. Many former pearl- 
shellens still remember Alan Gerdau, who professed to have a 
special relationship with Thursday Island, which he frequently 
visited..63 Several of them were financially dependent on him, and 
resented that dependence. Gerdau had an interest in stabilizing 
the lev'el of production and controlling the price of pearl-shell.

The company exerted considerable influence on Australian 
govermment policy regarding the industry.64 Like Burns Philp 
before, Gerdau pursued a policy of bringing as much of the world's 
pearl-slhelling output as possible under its umbrella. The company 
continued to dominate the shell market into the 1960s.65 For 
examplle, in 1954, Gerdau handled 90 percent of the Australian,
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and all of the Japanese production of shell.66 While frequent 
reference is made to Gerdau in departmental records and by 
former pearl-shellers, Kuhlenkampf of Hamburg and Friedlein in 
London are not widely known as shell buyers.67 Gerdau occupied a 
similarly influential position in the marketing of coffee (from 
Brazil), sugar (from Cuba), and pepper in the United States. (All of 
these imports were colonial raw materials produced with cheap 
labour.) The company's pearl-shell interests constituted only 
some 10 percent of its business, but Alan Gerdau assured 
Thursday Island pearl-shellers that he would continue to market 
their shell "even if it costs me thousands".68 With the shift of the 
pearl-shell market from Britain to the United States, marketing 
started to be recognized as one of the industry's problems.

e) Institutionalized Marketing - Federal Intervention

Worid War I provided the framework for an unprecedented level of 
government intervention in the private sector. The federal 
government fixed prices for several essential commodities, and 
applied controls on the marketing of a range of primary produce, 
while the Queensland government set up a chain of State 
enterprises.69 During the Great Depression, the federal 
government commenced to use its external affairs power to 
regulate several export industries by establishing overseas 
marketing boards.70

In the peari-shell industry, too, governmental concern shifted 
from labour issues to marketing problems. In the late 1920s the 
Great Depression in Europe made its mark on the industry. As 
luxury items, pearls and at least some grades of pearl-shell were 
highly susceptible to economic downturns. Australia contributed 
around 85 percent of the world production of pearl-shell (2,250 
tons) with an export value of £500,000 per annum.71 In 1927 the 
price for pearl-shell dropped to £130 per ton, and below 
production costs.72 Pearl-shellers appealed to the Commonwealth 
Government for help.
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Marketing, i.e. the dominance of monopolistic overseas buyers, 
was now seen as the foremost weakness in the industry. Federal 
Parliament was informed that:

those engaged in the production of pearl shell in Australia have for many 
years been suffering severely at the hands of Continental and American 
purchasers [....] they have been handicapped by the adverse influence 
exerted in the Continental and American markets.73

The Commonwealth established an overseas marketing board in 
order to stabilize prices. The Board was comprised of a 
government representative, and two elected representatives of 
the Western Australian and Queensland/Northern Territory 
industry respectively. In the election of industry representatives 
each vessel represented one vote, so that in effect the franchise 
was awarded according to wealth. Several Labor members 
protested against this arrangement, but acquiesced because it 
reduced the danger of aliens being elected. At any rate, similar 
legislation already existed for other export produce.74 The Board 
acted as the exporting agent for the pearl-shellers. Other 
exporters now required licences from the Board which could be 
made subject to conditions imposed by the Board.75 As soon as 
prices recovered, however, pearl-shellers resented this 
arrangement, and the marketing board was disbanded before the 
crisis was truly over.76

f) Voluntary Output Restrictions - The Buyers Organize 
Producers

During the Great Depression the problem of slackening demand 
was amplified by increasing shell production. In mid-1929 rich 
shell banks had been discovered in Western Australia (some sixty 
kilometres south-west of Wallace Islands), and the year's harvest 
brought a record national output of nearly 1,500 tons. In January 
1930 overseas buyers urged Thursday Island shellers to curb 
their output. Large stocks were being withheld from an already



flooded market. The pearl-shellers agreed to limit their catch tto> 
850 tons.

The market continued to be very unstable. In 1931 mother-o)tf-• 
pearl prices varied from £63 to £115 per ton. The Torres Straiit c 
Pearl-Shellers’ Association announced a further reduction, to 3550 > 
tons, and similar output restrictions were agreed upon in Broomne 
and Darwin. Thirty boats (out of 109) were laid up at Thursdaay' 
Island and several hundred indentured employees werre 
repatriated. For the 1932 season the output limit was raised 
slightly to 460 tons (shared by 91 boats) by agreement with thi<e 
overseas buyers; and in 1934 and 1935 the production limit wais 
750 tons (between 93 boats). There were still large shell stocks 
at Thursday Island. The prices were around £105 - £115 per ton.

The pearl-shell inspector now expressed concern that the outpiut 
restriction agreements gave Gerdau a virtual monopoly over thi«e 
shell produced.77 This observation was astute, but poorly timecd, 
considering the severity of the crisis. As a matter of fact, thi*e 
voluntary restrictions were not adhered to. For once it would haw«e 
been beneficial for Australian producers to rally behind thi*e 
strength of the buyers. The crisis was not the result of markcet 
manipulations, and a controlled supply was essential iiin 
maintaining prices.

5. RETURN TO COMPETITIVE INDIVIDUALISM AT THE END OIF 
AN ERA

By 1936 the crisis was considered to be over. There were mo 
further shell stocks at Thursday Island, prices had increased, amd 
the output restrictions were discarded. But the return tco 
competitive individualism was premature. A further threat for 
the pearl-shell industry was already emerging, with the entry of 
Japanese fishing boats into Australian waters in 1934. For thie 
next few years the industry's troubles were blamed on thie 
energetic fishing efforts of the Japanese. In 1938, the Inspector 
of Pearl-shell and Beche-de-Mer Fisheries reported that thie

312



foreign-owned boats were swamping overseas pearl-shell 
markets.78

a) Overproduction and Shrinking Markets

While it was true that the market was flooded, it was misleading 
to portray the Japanese as the sole culprits. The Japanese output 
- much of it from Australian extra-territorial waters - was on a 
meteoric rise from 8 tons in 1932 to 3,840 tons in 1937 
(overshadowing Australian production), but meanwhile the total 
Australian production also continued to rise from 1,419 tons in 
1932 to a peak of 2,854 in 1937.79 The Dutch East Indies 
production curve followed a similar pattern with its peak in 
1936. The combined output from Australia, Japan and the Dutch 
East Indies rose from some 2,000 tons in 1932, to 7,653 tons in 
1 937.80 The rising production figures are indicative of the knee- 
jerk reaction of producers to poor marketing conditions: increased 
output and price cutting. Without an institutional safety net, 
which a marketing board and reserve price scheme could have 
provided, pearl-shellers were exposed to the full force of the 
demand crisis induced by competition.

The trochus market had been less affected by the Great 
Depression. Trochus buttons were far cheaper than mother-of- 
pearl buttons, and were not considered a luxury item. During the 
mother-of-pearl crisis, some 88 pearl-shell luggers had been 
fitted out to fish for trochus, and to collect beche-de-mer, for 
which demand was also good. By 1936, trochus had become scarce 
because the grounds had been "gradually worked out". As trochus 
output declined and prices rose, trochus priced itself out of the 
market, and a large stockpile accumulated at Thursday Island. In 
1938 the trochus market was described as "practically dead", as 
Japan, the almost exclusive buyer of Australian trochus, prepared 
for war.

In 1938, at the eve of World War II, the pearl-shell Inspector 
reported that the outlook for the industry had never before been
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so bleak. Buyers had not renewed their contracts, so that several 
pearl-shellers, who were dependent on advance credits from 
buyers, had no means to recommission their luggers. Beche-de- 
mer was now practically unsaleable, so that all three industries 
were simultaneously affected by the marketing crisis, which was 
"beyond the powers of solution by the local pearl-shell 
association or the administration".81

b) Government Assistance

The Thursday Island police magistrate and the pearl-shell 
inspector (O'Leary, who was also the troubleshooting Protector of 
Aborigines after the 1936 Torres Strait Islander strike) 
conducted an investigation on behalf of the Queensland and 
Commonwealth governments. Again, marketing was recognized as 
the most pressing problem in the industry. It was found that there 
was "little uniformity among pearlshellers" who engaged in price 
cutting to sell their shell. Despite the Queensland Labor 
government's distrust of monopolies, the investigators 
recommended collaboration with foreign producers to stabilize 
the market. They recommended monetary grants to boat owners 
because ruling prices scarcely covered the costs of production 82

State and Commonwealth governments started to assist the 
industry with grants and loans. The first distress grant of 
£10,000, shared equally by the federal and W.A. governments, was 
awarded to the Broome industry after a cyclone in 1935. It was 
argued that Broome suffered especially from the Japanese 
competition. In 1938/39 the Commonwealth Bank advanced 
£64,000, jointly guaranteed by the federal and State 
governments, and the W.A. government also provided seasonal 
advances of £8,000 in order to recommission luggers and pay 
crews. In Western Australia, over 26 boats were advanced up to 
£300 each. The state governments were reluctant to intervene 
with massive regulation, and the federal government's attempt to 
impose a marketing board had failed. The only role for government 
now was to prop up the industry with monetary assistance. But
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withh the onset of war the marketing problems intensified to such 
a djegree that this assistance failed to rescue the industry.

In '1940 Japan entirely ceased buying Australian trochus, and the 
Eurropean factories ceased buying mother-of-pearl. All Australian 
motther-of-pearl went to American manufacturers while the low- 
gracde shell (some 318 tons) was sold on other Asian markets. In 
194H trochus exports from Thursday Island dropped to 50 tons, 
andi 300 tons were stockpiled at Thursday Island. Only 65 boats 
remiained in the industry in Queensland.83

Iromicallly, in the midst of this crisis, which pearl-shellers 
claiimed eroded their profits, one of them resorted to 
teclhnoliogical innovation to improve production. In 1940, ten 
ves;selis were "fitted with propelling engines instead of obsolete 
cormpreissor engines".84 Shortly afterwards, the luggers were 
confiscated by the Navy.

c) The Renaissance of Trochus Fishing

After World War II, the pearl-shell industry was transformed: The 
Japane?se divers were no longer available, and Torres Strait 
Islamderrs gradually replaced them, with the lugger scheme taking 
up a prrominent position in the pearl-shell industry. Just after the 
war, t;hee shortage of luggers and materials severely handicapped 
the p<e?arl-shell industry. (Chapter 3 described the role of the 
Isla nd I Industries Board in the revitalisation of the industry.) Not 
untiil 119949 was it considered to have "considerably rehabilitated", 
using irmproved equipment, and increasing its average catch per 
ooat.8i5i Beche-de-mer fishing was not resumed, but there was a 
massiwee shift to the less dangerous, and less capital intensive, 
trochu:s> fishery, which did not require complex equipment and 
deep driving experience. A number of the old established companies 
withdreaw from pearling. Carpenter, Cleveland, Farquhar, 
Henne.'sssey, Sinclair, Wyben (B.P.), and Hodels were no longer 
operatiinng. Arthur Suilivan’s Morey Company was bought by Bowden 
which now became the largest company, managed by Jack
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Dunwoodie.86 Of the new names which appeared in the industry, 
the best-known were Shipway and Jones, Northern Waters 
Pearling Company (Lucas and Greene), Active Pearling Company 
(Arnold Duffield), Waitoa Pearling Company (Lance Fulward), 
Aucher Pearling Company (Jack Zafer), Ken Grayson, and Johnny 
Witts. Many returned soldiers and fishers drifted in and out of the 
trochus fishery, employing a variety of vessels, from submarine 
chasers to vehicular ferries - almost anything that could float 
could be used to collect trochus. Trochus was found on the reefs 
rather than in the Torres Strait, so that the fishery became 
decentralized. Some 200 trochus boats operated out of Mackay, 
Townsville, and Cairns, as well as from Thursday Island.

Fishing, too, became a dominant industry, undergoing 
metamorphosis from a part-time, local activity to a full-time, 
regionally integrated, source of employment. As a result, the 
Great Barrier Reef province became the resource base for a 
broader range of commercial enterprise. In order to establish a 
viable fin-fishing industry, the Queensland government had 
established regional fish-marketing boards in the 1930s. These 
guaranteed a fair price for the catch, and granted advances for the 
fitting out of vessels. They offered refrigerated storage and 
processed the fish, experimenting in smoking, curing and filleting. 
On-board filleting, pioneered by 'Snowy' Whittaker, was 
facilitated by these favourable institutional conditions. The Fish 
Boards launched advertising campaigns, using nutritional 
information posters and recipe cards. One very successful 
campaign popularized mackerel, which was not considered a 
desirable food-fish outside of coastal Queensland.87 In 1952 the 
C.S.I.R.O. established a Fisheries Division in order to support the 
industry with research and surveys.88

After World War II, there was a growing awareness of the 
importance of marketing. The market for raw materials started to 
shrink as industrialization in Europe became less materials­
intensive.89 Australia also began to establish an import- 
substituting manufacturing base in order to reduce dependence on 
the export of raw materials. This period of growth and
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constructiion, aided by more centralist state/federal relations, 
had a Icastimg impact on Australian ideology. It fostered an 
optimism whicch lasted into the 1980s, when it came under siege 
from emwirommental and economic pressures on governments, 
producers;, anid consumers to ’’think globally".90

d) The INortthern Australia Development Commission

At the emd oDf the war, all the familiar issues in the pearl-shell 
fishery wvere again canvassed: whether Japanese should be
allowed tco rea-enter the industry, whether Torres Strait Islanders 
could be trairned as divers (considering their 'intelligence beyond 
the capaicity of mainland natives'), whether the fishery could 
employ w/hitess (such as returned servicemen), whether domestic 
button mianuffacture should be engaged in, and whether the
resource couuId be protected.91 At the Premiers' Conference in 
January 11946$ the Queensland Premier requested an inquiry into 
the prospiects; for the pearl-shell industry. The Northern Australia 
Developmtent (Commission was set up under the leadership of the 
Director otf Poostwar Reconstruction, Dr. H.C. Coombs. At this time, 
_abor heild oof'fice both in Queensland (1932-1957) and at the 
'ederal level (1941-1949).

The Coombs < Commission described the pearl-shell fishery as "one 
}f the imosfct important single units of Australian marine 
ndustries" wvith great dollar-winning value.92 Dollar-winning 
neant Amerrican dollars - particularly desirable since the
Bretton-Woodsls agreement had turned the U.S. aollar into the 
currency of irimternational exchange. The Commission recognized 
he problems faced by the industry, but also recognized great 
DOtential. The) overriding argument in favour of aiding the industry 
vas that Broonnne and Thursday Island depended on these fisheries. 
There was muuich pent-up demand for shell after the war, and the 
shell-beds haadl recuperated. The Commissioners feared that this 
advantageous > position would quickly be eroded if the industry 
eturned to its pre-war patterns of competitive resource
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exploitation. Again, a comprehensive package of proposals waas 
developed to re-structure the industry.

The result of this investigation was, at best, a general 
acknowledgement of the importance of the industry, and a 
commitment in principle of the federal government to assist iit. 
The approach at restructuring the industry which eventuallly 
followed the inquiry, was piecemeal rather than vigorous, and too 
slow to have an impact. By 1949 the impetus of post-war demamd 
had been spent93, and none of the Commission's recommendatioms 
had been put into effect.

Concerning labour problems, the Commission recommended 
training arrangements both for the new peari-shellers, who wer re 
mainly ex-servicemen with little or no fishing experience, and for 
Torres Strait Islanders. The question of the re-introduction of 
indentured labourers was left open, but the Commission thougfht 
that the potential of white and indigenous workers should b>e 
tested first. In order to improve living conditions for crew, thie 
introduction of standards for the size and design of luggers, amd 
standard equipment including radio-telecommunication sets, wais 
recommended, and a return to floating stations was proposed iin 
order to access the more remote fishing grounds.

In 1952, after a public meeting at Thursday Island, the Queensland 
government granted £1,500 towards establishing a training 
school for native divers.94 The federal government was requested 
to match that sum and to supply a diving tutor. A diving tutor
could not be procured, however, and the board charged witth
establishing the training school disbanded. In 1957 a former nav'y 
diver was employed to train pearl-shell divers, but the training 
scheme now had little priority. In the following year th<e
indentured Okinawans arrived.

To prevent resource exhaustion, biological studies and ree>f 
surveys were recommended in order to determine the carrying 
capacity of the reefs. The federal government was to assume 
responsibility for extra-territorial fisheries, where most of the
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fishing was now taking place. This assumption of responsibility 
took effect with the Pearl Fisheries Act 1952 in the course of the 
pearl-shell dispute with Japan (see Chapter 5). Shortly 
afterwards the C.S.I.R.O. commenced experiments in pearl-shell 
and pearl cultivation at Thursday Island, and the Queensland 
Department of Primary Industries co-ordinated a survey of shell 
beds.95 In order to rehabilitate the industry, it was urged that the 
Navy disclose the location of requisitioned luggers, and that loans 
or seasonal advances be made by Commonwealth and State 
governments for some years. Several luggers were retrieved from 
the New Guinean coast by Torres Strait Islanders, but monetary 
assistance from the Federal Government was not easily 
obtained.96

In order to control marketing, the Commission endorsed the 
Queensland Premier's suggestion of an Australian Pearl-Shell 
Pool as a marketing and consultative organisation consisting of 
state and federal officers and industry representatives. An 
economic survey of market prospects, and the consideration of 
new uses of by-products of the industry, such as trochus meat, 
clam and other shells was also recommended. It was not 
recommended to set up a button factory in Australia, because of 
the small impact that such an industry would have on the 
quantities of shell sold, instead, it was proposed to cut blanks for 
export, under the auspices of the Island Industries Board. This 
was the second time that such a proposal was submitted by 
federal government agencies in the course of postwar 
reconstruction. Again, no moves were made to diversify the 
industry from raw material export to the export of semi- 
processed commodities. Instead, the private sector repeated an 
earlier initiative in setting up a button factory which produced 
finished buttons, for the domestic market only.

e) Experiments in Domestic Button Production

Burns Phiip had initiated the first experiment in 1931, when the 
federal government established a protective tariff barrier for
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pearl-shell buttons.97 The tariff was withdrawn in the following 
year, and casein buttons, an early type of plastic which did not 
withstand boiling, became the major activity of Pearlbutton 
Manufacturing Co. Ltd. The quantities of shell produced were 
minute, some 40 tons in 8 months.98 In 1938, the shell stock was 
valued at £20, whereas the casein stock was valued at £2,893.99 
A new wages award rendered the business unprofitable, and 
Pearlbutton Manufacturing merged with G. Herring & Co., 
producers of ribbons, binding and fashion accessories, to become 
Herring (Australia) Pty. Ltd. This new company continued to 
produce mother-of-pearl buttons, but discontinued this line "after 
a few years", because of the competition from cheaper Japanese 
imports.100

Herring was a dynamic company which diversified and contracted 
according to opportunities, by means of subsidiaries and holding 
companies. During World War II it supplied the whole wartime 
requirements of the allied armies in dials used for prismatic 
compasses.101 Its range of buttons, marketed as Beutron, were 
mostly casein-based until the late 1950s, when new 
developments in synthetics production were explored. The 
company acquired Australasian and far eastern rights in several 
synthetic pearl-shell substitutes. It also extended the market for 
its plastics for other uses. One of its products was Liquid 
Envelope, used for mothballing battleships and aircraft, and with 
a range of civilian applications. Herring extended into New 
Zealand (1948), Hongkong (1954) and Japan (1959). Their major 
competitor in Australia was General Plastics which produced 
Beaucaire buttons.102

General Plastics set up another pearl-shell button factory in 
Cairns in 1952, in association with five local businessmen with 
an interest in pearl-shelling. General Plastics wanted to offer a 
full range of buttons including pearl-shell. The company traded as 
Pearl-Shell Industries Pty. Ltd. The local businessmen understood 
the factory as a pilot plant, apparently unaware of the previous 
efforts of Burns Philp and Herring. The company was capitalized 
at about £10,000, "a fairly substantial investment".103 The Gerdau
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Company of New York arranged for the importation of machinery. 
The factory employed 15 people and was set up in one part of a 
shed which also housed a pineapple factory at Smith's Creek 
wharf. The factory produced to the specifications of General 
Plastics, who provided the market. It only used mother-of-pearl, 
not trochus shell, to produce up-market buttons, such as for 
tuxedos, or the well-known Country Life brand sports-shirts. Most 
of the shell used was the best Broome shell. Contrary to the 
concerns expressed previously, the manufacturers experienced no 
difficulty in obtaining shell.104

The operating budget was based on publications from the 
Continent, but because of the lack of expertise, greater losses 
were incurred in the recovery of blanks from the raw shell. 
Compared with the recovery figures from the Continent, there 
was a 40 percent shortfall in recovery. Also, the blanks were 
split manually to achieve a uniform thickness, and in this 
process, too, losses were greater than expected. (Splitting blanks 
is not considered economical any longer.105) One of the owners 
said in retrospect that "a minor contributing factor to our failure 
was that the bulk of our machinery was second-hand, from 
Central Europe."106 After two years, the investors withdrew from 
the project and the factory went into liquidation. Another 
entrepreneur bought the plant and continued to operate for a 
further two years. His failure is ascribed to the difficulties posed 
by the obsolete machinery.107

The failure of both factories must be ascribed to the problems of 
an infant industry struggling against the competiton from cheaper 
imports, without tariff protection. It was not warranted to 
protect an industry which operated on such a small scale that it 
neither satisfied the domestic demand for pearl-shell buttons, 
nor created much employment, nor offered a significant outlet for 
the Australian shell, which should have been its raison d'etre. As 
the pearl-shellers had predicted, but for different reasons, the 
production of pearl-shell buttons was not viable in Australia. The 
suggestion of the Coombs Commission, a mid-way solution 
between reliance on the export of unprocessed shell, and the local
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manufacture of buttons for a domestic market, was ignored. Yet 
the cutting of blanks for export has carried the trochus industry 
of several small island nations into the 1990s.108

f) Synthetic Buttons Displace Mother-of-Pearl

Throughout the 1950s, shell-prices were very high. In 1953, 
pearl-shell fetched £570 per ton, in 1954 pearl-shell was still at 
£499, and trochus had risen to £190 per ton. Trochus prices 
continued to rise until in 1958 they reached £260 per ton, 
compared to £392 for pearl-shell.109 Trochus in fact priced itself 
out of its market niche.

Moreover, production was unsteady as the shell became again 
depleted: "one man scarcely got one tin of trochus per day, it 
wasn't economical."110 It was impossible to achieve a steady, low 
production of perhaps 2,500 tons.111 The fears of the Coombs 
Commission were fully realized.

In this climate of unsteady supply and high prices, those who 
were concerned with the marketing of shell, particularly Gerdau 
and the large button manufacturers invested in the development 
of synthetic substitutes for pearl-shell. Casein buttons became 
brittle with repeated boiling, whereas natural shell buttons 
retained their lustre and withstood wear and tear. One of the new 
products developed in the 1950s was Tecpearl, made by Rochester 
Button Company in the United States, one of the world’s largest 
producers of buttons. Another polyester pearl patent was sold to 
Herring Australia by a Dr. Vogt of Cologne in 1957. A perspex 
material (methyl methacrylate), developed by Elhardt & Company 
in Germany was used for handles on brushes, umbrellas, and 
shaving brushes, as well as for buttons. With these new products, 
the Australian button manufacturers pushed into new markets. 
Herring subsidiaries supplied the United Kingdom and Australia, 
Hong Kong and New Zealand. Herring eventually took over 
Beaucaire, and merged with Butterick and Vogue Patterns as 
Beutron Plastics in 1969.
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In 1956 Gerdau demonstrated the resilience of these new 
materials at Thursday Island: "we boiled it for six hours and it 
still looked like shell."112 Pearl-shell had lost its competitive 
edge over synthetics.

g) "The Bottom Dropped Out of the Market"

The trochus fishery was affected first by the introduction of the 
new synthetics. A number of trochus operators and divers shifted 
to pearl-shelling before leaving the industry altogether.

Every boat went into trochus from 1952 to 1956. But everything flopped 

when plastics came out in 1956. The pearl-shell industry survived 
because of certain fancy buttons sold in Hamburg, and then because pearl 
culture started in the 1960s.113

The irreversible deterioration of the pearl-shell market, 
particularly the market for trochus, was experienced as a sudden 
collapse after the introduction of synthetic substitutes. The 
cataclysmic nature of this deterioration is captured in the 
remarkable similarity in the choice of words which former divers 
used to describe it: "the bottom dropped out of the market", "the 
bottom fell out", "the market fell out". The explanation for the 
decline of the industry given at the time was obviously one which 
hinged on marketing, rather than resource problems.

However, there are a few hints that marketing was not the only 
factor in the decline. Keith Bradford had already shifted his 
operations to New Guinea in 1953: "The industry collapsed 
completely, one man scarcely got one tin of trochus per day, it 
wasn't economical. The boats went back to pearling." 'Blue' 
Bedford, on the other hand, continued trochus fishing until 1958, 
when he, too, turned to pearl-sheiling, but withdrew after a 
while. The I.I.B. boats continued trochus fishing for several years 
with poor results. In 1968, when 31 boats brought in 1 ton of 
trochus shell, this part of the industry was pronounced dead.114
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Pearl-shell was also affected by the introduction of plastic
buttons. In response to the competition from plastic buttons, 
American importers combined with pearl-shellers and the 
federal, Queensland and Western Australian governments in 1959 
to launch an extensive sales promotion campaign overseas to
emphasize the prestige value of genuine mother of pearl shell
dress accessories and novelties.115 (A similar campaign was 
undertaken to promote MPure New Wool”.) But the demand for 
mother-of-pearl continued to decline. In 1961 the American 
importers, the virtual lifeline of the Australian producers,
drastically curbed their purchases.116 That year the Japanese 
fleets made their last excursion to the Arafura Sea.117 Shipway 
and Jones laid up their boats because shell was unsaleable. Some 
pearl-shellers continued to operate, exporting to Asian and 
European markets, but operating costs were too high to return a 
profit in the face of the downward pressure on prices induced by 
the competition from plastics. The largest company, Bowden, 
went bankrupt in I960.118 Hockings sent his Okinawan labourers 
home and wound up the family business established in 1898. He 
went into the employ of a newly established pearl culture farm.

6. CONCLUSION

The marketing problem of the pearl-shell industry might be 
characterized as the lack of forward integration between 
production and marketing/consumption. This is a familiar pattern 
in colonial systems of the international division of labour 
between specialized mass producers on the periphery, and 
consumption, distribution and processing in the centre. Very little 
attempt was made to break out of this pattern of dependence 
despite the fact that it became noticeable just after the turn of 
the century that the interests of those who dealt with the 
marketing and processing of the shell were not congruent with 
the interests of the producers.

The most obvious point of discord was the price of shell. A 
consistently high price would have been advantageous for the
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producers, and a consistently low price would have been 
advantageous for the manufacturers. The buyers, on the other 
hand, mediating between the two, were able to use drastic price 
fluctuations to bind both producers and manufacturers, by giving 
seasonal advances. This arrangement helped to cement 
centralized, oligopolistic distribution systems, making it both 
difficult, and less urgent, for producers to widen their markets.

The structure of the marketing channels, too, was therefore a 
point of latent discord. Buyers sought to control as much as 
possible of the shell output, whereas an open, geographically 
diverse, market would have been more beneficial for the 
producers in the long term. For example, there was a market for 
pearl-shell in the Middle East where mother-of-pearl was used 
for inlay work and rosary beads, to which Australian producers 
had no direct access. Instead, button manufacture remained the 
single driving force behind demand schedules.

This narrow range of end-uses was a further touchstone in the 
division of interests between producers and distributors. The 
distributors were not marketing pearl-shell, they were marketing 
button material. This distinction became starkly obvious in the 
1950s, when the very firms who had been buying and marketing 
pearl-shell, were those who helped to develop synthetic 
materials to replace it.

Why, then, did this colonial division of labour persist? It 
persisted, firstly, because the division of interest was not 
recognized. Pearl-shellers had little insight into marketing, so 
that the degree to which price fluctuations were caused by 
fashion trends, or by oligopolistic manipulation, was uncertain.

Secondly, it was entrenched by institutional conditions. The 
financial dependence of producers on the buyers was both a cause 
and an effect of the weakness of defensive institutional 
arrangements, such as government-led marketing or strong 
industry associations capable of leadership, financial support, 
and marketing muscle. Buyers presented themselves both as a
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gatekeeper to that market, and as a defence against financial! 
uncertainty. They already occupied the niche which the fedeirall 
government sought to fill with a marketing board, or which coiuldi 
have been filled by an industry association.

Thirdly, this financial dependence, in an atmosphere of inelastic; 
demand, explains much of that competitive individualism whiichi 
characterized the industry. Producers were competing with eatchi 
other for the share of a relatively fixed market. This meant thatt 
producers, and centres of production, were in real, and felt,, 
competition with each other, and buyers were therefore more? 
successful in regulating the output of the industry thiam 
governments or the industry itself.

The entire industry was based on colonial models of production.. 
Previous chapters have discussed how the use of cheap indigenous; 
and indentured labour, and resource raiding practices alls© 
persisted beyond the colonial era. Orientation to the market ini 
Britain and later the United States was another manifestation off 
that colonial model.

From the Great Depression to World War II, marketing was tthe 
foremost problem of the industry. The demand crisis w/as 
exacerbated by the pearl-shellers who reacted to it by 
intensifying their fishing effort, and was compounded by tthe 
resulting resource crisis from 1930 to 1932 (see Chapter 6)- 
This period of overproduction, with a concomitant fall in pric<es„ 
was followed after the war by a period of volatile outpiut, 
Manufacturers and buyers became more committed to tthe 
development of synthetic substitutes than to maintaining pearl- 
shell in the market. With that shift of commitment, the industry 
lost not only its traditional market niche, but also its stole 
marketing stalwart.
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Chapter 9 
Postscript: 

Beyond the 1960s

The colllapse of the mother-of-pearl market launched the Torres 
Strait retgaon into a new era. In 1960 several pearl culture 
licences were issued at Thursday Island.1 The restructuring, 
which w'a;s so long overdue, now took place under duress, at great 
economic cost to the pearl-shellers. The industry underwent 
contraction, and pearls, rather than pearl-shell became its 
product. What emerged was an industry which had resource 
husbandry as its focus, and which could control its output. But it 
was not an Australian industry.

The pioneering work in pearl culture of Japanese companies now 
paid dividends for Japanese investors. Pearl-culture relied on 
Japanese know-how, employed Japanese technicians, and was 
mostly financed by overseas capital. In 1962 there were 40 
Okinawans employed in the pearl-culture farms at Thursday 
Island.2 The Australian mother-of-pearl produced bigger pearls 
than Japanese oysters, and was an attractive investment for 
Japanese and other overseas companies.

Several pearl-shellers helped to establish pearl-culture farms in 
junior partnership with overseas investors. Denis George, with 
ten years' experience iin experimental cultivation on Packe Island, 
was recruited by Mikiimoto.3 Hockings became manager of the 
Goode Island farm of /Australasian Pearlers, a Melbourne company 
with Japanese participation. Shipway and Jones ceased pearl­
shelling in 1960 and became partners with Gerdau in the South 
Sea Pearling Company.. Jack Zafer partnered a Japanese company 
in the Aucher Pearling Company, and Duffield became part of the 
Cape York Pearlingi Company, with British and Iranian 
participation (Boris Nioirman and the sister of the Shah of Iran 
were among the partmers).4 Gerdau participated in at least three 
culture farm venturers;, Pearls Pty. Ltd., South Sea Pearling 
Company, and the Nipip<o Pearl Company in Western Australia.5
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The cultivation areas were still not self-recruiting (nor are they 
today), and live shell had to be obtained from open waters. But 
because emphasis had shifted from the shell to the pearls, not as 
many molluscs were required as for pearl-shelling. By 1964, 
twelve pearl-culture stations operated out of Thursday Island, 
and expansion was limited by the scarcity of live pearl-shell. The 
demand for live shell was the only support of the pearl-shell 
luggers, most of which were owned by the I.I.B. In 1968, 431 tons 
of pearl-shell, mostly live shell, were procured, and sold at an 
average of $1,493 per ton.6

Another disaster struck the industry after the oil tanker Oceanic 
Grandeur. carrying 58,000 tons of oil (some 58 million litres), 
struck an uncharted reef in March 1970. An exact assessment of 
the oil spilt could not be made, but it was estimated that some 1 
million litres were spilled in two separate leakages, the larger 
one occuring during rescue operations. This was the "first major 
oil spillage in Queensland"7, and a timely warning about the 
hazards of oil drilling on the reef, which was the subject of wide 
public controversy at the time, but on the whole, the spill was 
considered to be minor. For example Craig McGregor wrote for 
overseas readers "Fortunately a catastrophe could be prevented: 
another tanker was able to take over a large part of the freight, 
and a calm sea enabled the dispersal of the oil blanket before it 
could cause much damage."8

Locally, the accident was viewed differently. The oil spill was 
treated with Gamlen, a detergent which breaks the surface 
tension of the water to allow the oil - and the detergent - to sink 
to the bottom. Soon afterwards, the pearl-culture farms suffered 
huge oyster mortalities from a rare disease. Only two culture 
farms survived the epidemic.9 Sales from pearls tumbled from 
$260,000 in 1969 to $37,000 in 1973 and Australian employment 
fell from 160 in 1970 to less than 60 in 1971.10 The pearl 
farmers sought compensation for the losses which they sustained, 
but a causal link between the accident and the epidemic which 
killed the pearl-shell could not be established. The epidemic had
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been due to stress, but it was argued that such stress could have 
been caused by overcrowding the shell, for example during 
transport. Gamlen was a highly efficient detergent, used in ports, 
and not suited for open natural conditions. It was afterwards 
taken off the market. Ironically, it had been because of the pearl 
culture farms that dispersal of the oil slick was deemed 
necessary.11 This accident and the compensation claims of pearl 
culture farmers caused a deep rift between administrators and 
the industry. It is remembered with considerable bitterness by 
those who were involved.

Many Torres Strait Islanders turned their trochus diving 
experience to crayfish diving, which was becoming a lucrative 
industry. A dinghy could collect 100 kilograms of crayfish tails 
worth $1,500.12 With the emergence of this new industry, pearl 
farmers were finding it increasingly difficult to recruit Torres 
Strait Islanders for the procurement of live shell, and these 
positions are now mostly taken up by Papua New Guineans. In 
1985 only two boats and forty men were engaged in bringing in 
live shell. The pearl industry now at Thursday Island is 
insignificant both in economic terms and in terms of regional 
prosperity, although there are indications that it may gain in 
value. In 1985 it produced $1 million worth of pearls, whereas the 
Western Australian pearl culture farms produced a value of $40 
million.13 In 1990 the value was $5 million and $60 million 
respectively. There are now five pearl culture farms in Torres 
Strait and a pearl-shell hatchery at Escape River (near Turtle 
Head Island) where pearl-shell is reared from spat, which is still 
not possible in the strong tides of Torres Strait.14

In the 1970s a renewed commercial interest in natural products 
carried over from the leading fashion houses of Europe to the 
manufacturers of clothing in Taiwan. Trochus buttons were again 
sought after ffor the up-market ranges. One Queensland exporter 
was able to obtain some trochus shell from itinerant trochus 
gatherers in 11972 for $450 per ton15, which he sold for $600 per 
ton. A formeir pearl-sheller returned to full-time trochus fishing 
in Queensland in 1978. Employing ten divers, the Cairns region
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was fished out in one year.16 By 1980, three boats worked in 
trochus south of Mackay. Two of these harvested in excess of 300 
tonnes17 for two years. The trochus stocks had replenished 
themselves, and sixteen men easily gathered two tonnes of shell 
per day.18 The world production of trochus was estimated at 
between 3,000 and 5,000 tonnes annually, and demand exceeded 
supply, particularly after New Caledonia introduced stringent 
controls on its trochus fishery in 1983 due to depletion. Prices 
were very high, and increasing sharply, from $1,200 in December 
1982, to $1,795 in July 1985.19 By 1986, trochus was sold at 
$3.50 to $4.00 per kilogram, or $4,000 per tonne.

Several of the former divers were keen to return to the industry. 
But it became increasingly difficult to resume trochus fishing. 
The entire barrier reef had been declared a marine park (with 
World Heritage Listing in 1981), and the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Authority (G.B.R.M.P.A.) had been established as a federal 
management agency for the reef in 1976. its goal is "to provide 
for the protection, wise use, understanding and enjoyment of the 
Great Barrier Reef in perpetuity".20 By 1983 all major sections of 
the marine park had been declared and zoning plans were in effect 
for all sections in August 1988. G.B.R.M.P.A.'s publicity material 
emphasizes sustainable resource use practices with the slogan 
"Ours to use wisely".

The Torres Strait Treaty with Papua New Guinea, ratified in 
February 1985, declared the Torres Strait a protected zone and 
guaranteed traditional fishing rights. It is administered by the 
Torres Strait Protected Zone Joint Authority (P.Z.J.A.) consisting 
of the Primary Industries ministers of the Commonwealth and 
Queensland governments. It consults with Commonwealth, 
Queensland, and Papua New Guinean fisheries officials and 
scientists through a management committee, and with industry 
representatives (Queensland Commerical Fishermen’s 
Organization, Q.C.F.O.), and Torres Strait Islanders (Island Co­
ordinating Council) through an industry and Islanders consultative 
committee. Its tasks are both fisheries management and 
conservation, particularly of dugong and turtles.21
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At the State level, the Fisheries Service had been transferred 
frorm the Department of Harbours and Marine to the Department of 
Prirmary Industries, in order to draw on the management 
experience of primary industries. The Queensland Fish 
Mainagement Authority (Q.F.M.A.) was established in 1982 as a 
quaasi-autonomous non-government organization with industry 
representation. It is the licensing authority for all fisheries 
(ex<cept pearls, oyster, coral and shell-grit), issuing fishing 
licences, boat licences, and marketing licences. The 
adrministration of fisheries is now divided between the Q.F.M.A. 
andi the D.P.I. The Fisheries Act of 1976 introduced master 
pearler's licences, corresponding to master fisherman's licences, 
issued by the1 Fisheries Branch of the Queensland Department of 
Primary Industries.

The managing authorities had developed a far stronger 
commitment to sustainable yield practices than to fostering 
infa.nt industries.

When I carme back and wanted to re-start trochusing, I had only obstacles 
put in my rcoad by the government and authorities. If you want to go into 
trochus novw, today - you can't. You have to go to the Department of 
Primary Industries Fisheries Service, to the Q.F.M.A., to the Torres 
Strait Joint 'Venture [sic] Authority, and to G.B.R.M.P.A. Because none of 
them know' anything about it whatsoever, the answer is invariably 
"No".22

Keith Bradford! spent a considerable amount of time and energy in 
obtaining the necessary permits and licences. His account of the 
requirements is a vivid testimony to the bewilderment of 
applicants whio sought to re-enter the trochus fishery in the 
1980s. He asssumed that the master's ticket which he required 
was a master fisherman's licence from the Q.F.M.A. He had found 
out that in orrder to obtain it he had to first pay his fees as a 
master fisherrman to the Queensland Commercial Fishermen's 
Organization, <and that the number of master fisherman's licences 
was frozen to prevent overfishing in the prawn fishery.23
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Despite the factual discrepancies of Bradford's account, the gist 
of his statement was quite true. Trochus licences were restricted 
to a few experimental permits. To complicate the issue, 
trochusing was now administered as a completely distinct fishery 
from beche-de-mer collecting, because the latter is a food- 
producing activity. If he wanted to collect beche-de-mer, he did 
require a master fisherman's licence from the Q.F.M.A. In that case 
he also required a Prescribed Goods Order, and a 'registered 
establishment number' for his curing facility (a vessel or 
workshop) from the Commonwealth Department of Primary 
Industry, under the Export Control Act (No.47 of 1982), and needed 
to satisfy a range of criteria established by that department 
controlling the processing of foods for export.24

The divisions of responsibility between state and federal 
departments also caused confusion. Prior to 1981, applicants had 
to obtain licences from both State and Commonwealth 
departments if they wanted to fish inshore as well as out on the 
distant reefs. The Commonwealth had responsibility for certain 
extra-territorial fisheries (such as the tuna fishery, in which 
Japanese participated to a large degree), whereas the States 
administered fisheries within territorial waters, as well as 
those outside of them which were not administered by the 
Commonwealth. The responsibilities for offshore fisheries 
(conducted outside of territorial waters) were re-defined in a 
1981 amendment to the Fisheries Act 1976. It was a mirror 
legislation to that passed by the Commonwealth and ail other 
States. It now depends on the specific fishery to be pursued as to 
which department must be approached.25

Several Torres Strait Islanders are keen to return to the industry 
as owner operators, but find it difficult to wend their way around 
these complex management regulations. Does one raise a loan 
first, or obtain the master's ticket first? Does one apply for the 
fishing licence before obtaining the boat, or after? In order to 
compete for the limited number of beche-de-mer fishing licences, 
the applicant has to supply the identification of the vessel, and
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demonstrate effective marketing arrangements.26 But in order to 
obtain orders from importers, one needs to supply samples - one 
must have been fishing already 27

Whereas the commercial fishers have well-developed structures, 
such as the Q.C.F.O., to inform themselves of administrative 
innovations, there is no comparable information dissemination 
network for those wishing to enter, or re-enter the trochus and 
beche-de-mer fisheries. Most of these applicants, moreover, are 
in isolated locations, literally "a thousand miles away" from 
Brisbane.28 There are no guidelines through the maze of licensing 
and regulating authorities, and applicants generally find that they 
face a bureaucratic nightmare.

Torres Strait Islanders see owner-operated trochus fishing as a 
viable alternative to the large-scale fishing which characterizes 
the prawning industry. There is some itinerant trochus fishing 
from dinghies, and the Darnley Island community proposed to re­
establish a trochus enterprise with Aboriginal Development 
Commission aid. They see the revival of trochusing as a promising 
future prospect for their people.

No-one should depend on handouts. I want to train people, my 
experience is going down the drain. [....] We extend our fishing rights 
200 miles out but who will work it? All the experience goes down the 
drain.29

Some Torres Strait Islanders, who live in mainland towns and are 
therefore not linked into the representative structures of Torres 
Strait communities, have spent literally years negotiating with 
funding institutions and lobbying for an entry into the industry. 
Meanwhile, the older men are dying, or feel they are getting too 
old:

These days are gone now. Wilkie Nuwaki and me are left, but the 
others are too old. The young ones don't know which trochus shells are 
good or bad. A multi-million dollar industry lies under the water but 
nobody knows how to do it.30
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The G.B.R.M.P.A. commissioned a feasibility study of the trochus 
industry which estimated that an annual yield of 500 tonnes was 
sustainable. This would mean a fairly lively industry without the 
excessive fishing which had resulted in depletion in the past 
(production peaks had been 1,027 tons in 1927, and 1,382 tons in 
1953). The study proposed a lower size limit of at least 80mm, 
and an upper size limit of 125mm across the base of the shell, to 
ensure that shells reached maturity before being harvested. It 
was also suggested to limit the number of divers to 50 (based on 
an aggregate annual yield of 10 tonnes of shell per diver).31 A 
feasibility study of beche-de-mer found that "the abundance of 
commercial species of beche-de-mer on the Reef was 
considerably lower than on reef areas in other parts of the world 
which support commercial fisheries."32 This survey resulted in 
the allocation of parcels of 3,600 square miles (one grid square 
on the navigation charts). The Department of Primary Industries 
issues several experimental beche-de-mer permits subject to 
annual review. Area allocation as a management tool was also 
adopted for the small number of trochus licences. These 
restrictions were felt to be a death-knell to the industry:

Any applicant is limited to a 60 by 60 mile square within which there 

are already declared marine parks, you are limited to 50 tonnes, 

which you won't get in that limited area, so they successfully wiped 

out pearling, trochus and beche-de-mer. [...] At the moment trochus 

and pearl-shell is in world demand. The prices have never been higher.

I get telex after telex begging for the stuff, but it's impossible to get 
because of the restrictions.33

When he first went trochus fishing (1946 to 1949), Bradford 
fished only around 50 tons per year. But he argues that it was 
because his operation was too small, that he had to leave the 
industry, and that it is not economical today to operate on such a 
small scale.

You can't just get any boat and go out and get some trochus. You need 

a boat with a carrying capacity to make a container load which is 16
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tonnes. It needs to accommodate 12 men with room for on-board 
processing. You are looking at a boat of roughly a quarter of a million 
dollars. To outlay capital and get a crew organized to fish 50 tonnes 
of shell is ludicrous.34

Bradford operates on an estimate of $1,500 per ton, i.e. $75,000 
for 50 tonnes. (Although prices were considerably higher at the 
time of interviewing.) He pays his divers $5,000 per season, so 
that the wages share is perhaps $60,000. He argues that unless he 
can expect to fish at least 200 to 300 tonnes a season (a turnover 
of $300,000 to $450,000), it is not viable to go trochus fishing, 
and not worthwhile applying for a licence.

When the first experimental licences were issued, Torres Strait 
Islanders were offered preference for fishing in the Torres Strait 
itself, but declined, since the commercial collection of beche-de- 
mer is conducted mainly along the Great Barrier Reef. In 1990 the 
area allocations were replaced with a quota allocation of 25 or 
50 tonnes per licence, with the total catch limited to 150 tonnes 
in Torres Strait and 375 tonnes on the east coast. This means that 
a maximum of 21 licences can be granted, and the total catch 
limit has been raised to 525 tonnes. Torres Strait Islanders were 
offered first option on a number of licences, but initially argued 
that they should not need to compete with commercial trochus 
fishers for the limited number of licences, since traditional 
fishing rights are now anchored in legislation.

For Torres Strait Islanders, who have participated in the fishery 
since the 1860s, pearl-shell, beche-de-mer and trochus fishing 
has become part of their tradition. (It was this notion of tradition 
which was used in the pearl-shell dispute with Japan to claim 
prescriptive rights in the pearl-shell fishery on the continental 
shelf.) However, the notion of tradition which legitimates special 
rights for traditional users (T.U.R.F.s), refers to non-commercial, 
subsistence activities of indigenous cultural relevance. Tradition, 
when referring to indigenous people, therefore refers also to a 
mode of production. This contestation of the term 'tradition' led 
to a show-down in March 1991, when two floating stations
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illegally fished for trochus in a protected area, and incurred th»e 
"largest fine ever imposed for breaching a marine park zone".35

Torres Strait Islanders no longer have a subsistence economy/ tco 
fall back on. For several decades, theirs has been a 'transfer 
economy' relying on government assistance.36 To becomie 
independent of social service transfers, it would seem that t:he>y 
need to establish economically viable industries to compete iin a 
cash economy. However, this does not mean that they need tco 
imitate and recreate the production strategies of the past.

On the strength of the experience of the past, G.B.R.M.P.A. dioejs 
not consider collection industries to be viable in the long term 
except on an occasional basis.37 Warwick Nash, the mairime 
biologist who has been concerned with the biology and 
management of trochus, proposed that hatchery rearing of trochujs 
may be possible to replenish suitable reef locations with juvenilie 
trochus.38 However, under current restrictions the industry'^ 
expected value is $2 million annually.39 The management 
committee advising the P.Z.J.A. considered whether it was not 
better economic sense to let the industry decline than to revive 
it.40

None of the management authorities involved is willing t:o 
tolerate a return to the old resource raiding practices. In a 
rejoinder to Bradford, the former director of the Queensland 
Fisheries Service commented that considering the marginal 
economic significance of the industry, and unanswered questioms 
about the level at which yield was sustainable,

all authorities felt that if we can't get enough information and resolve 

the other control problems, everyone will be better off not exploiting 

these resources until we have the knowledge and control mechanisms 

to properly manage them. [...] Because we all know what has happened 

in the past, the answer is invariably 'No' until we are sure that the 
controls can be adequately addressed.41
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Government authorities are no longer committed to this industry. 
With sustainable resource management philosophies firmly 
institutionalized, the industry, which relied on resource raiding 
for its viability, is treated with suspicion, and large-scale 
fishing practices are not allowed to be reintroduced. Again, the 
state plays a leading role in defining the choice of production 
strategies, as the literature dicussed in the Introduction 
maintains. In this instance, the role of the state is highly visible 
and in conflict with the entrepreneurial will. We will now trace 
this turnaround in attitude.
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Chapter 10 
Conclusion: 

Explaining Decline

1. THREE STRUCTURAL WEAKNESSES: A REVIEW

The problems of the pearl-shell industry - its three structuraal 
weaknesses - were not all equally prominent throughout thee 
century of pearl-shelling reviewed in this study. Problems withh 
the nature of the workforce, the resource use strategies, ancd 
marketing surfaced with greater or lesser urgency at different 
periods, and none of these was satisfactorily resolved. The 188Gss 
and early 1890s were, no doubt, the heyday of pearl-shelling. Thee 
fishery was expanding and vibrant, and gained its place in thee 
national consciousness as a valuable economic activity. Thee 
Torres Strait, which had been at the margin of the South Pacific;, 
became part of Australia so that the fishery could be supervised;!, 
and legislation to administer the fishery was introduced.1 Tco 
contain the worst excesses of labour abuse, rules governing thee 
employment of Pacific Islanders and Aborigines were imposed.!. 
These, on the whole, accommodated the needs of the industry.

The first crisis in the fishery was reached around the turn of thee 
century, due to overfishing and resource exhaustion. This crises 
transformed the state's involvement, from labour regulation ancd 
revenue raising, to attempts at reforming industrial strategies. M 
string of public inquiries sought to introduce artificial! 
cultivation of shell, the replacement of indentured with white ancd 
local labour, and the breakdown of oligopolies. The resource crises 
was eventually overcome not by state intervention, but b^y 
contraction of the industry as the fleet was halved.

The new agenda of state involvement itself heightened a further 
problem - the Japanese dominance. Not only were the Japanese
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encroaching on the managerial prerogatives of white pearl- 
shellers, the possibility of immigration restrictions loomed over 
the industry for almost twenty years, causing considerable 
investment uncertainty. The three largest companies associated 
with the fishery withdrew or scaled down their involvement 
during this period.2

When the question of Japanese indentees was finally settled in 
favour of the pearl-shellers at the end of World War I, marketing 
started to assume greater proportions as a central problem. The 
international shell marked had shifted to New York, and the 
established marketing channels became obsolete. During the 
1920s shell-collection was conducted at the limits of the 
resource capacity. The resource pressure was eased by the slump 
in demand during the Great Depression. The industry entered the 
World War II period in a disorganized condition, suffering from 
overproduction and Japanese competition.

After World War II, the labour problem bounced back into focus. 
With the mass withdrawal of the Japanese, there was no trained 
workforce of divers. Moreover, the recruitment patterns of the 
past caused a reluctance to employ local, indigenous labour as 
divers, since the employment utilities of different ethnic groups 
had become proverbial, and were understood as racial attributes. 
The resource problem, still unresolved, continued to hinder a 
steady, reliable output, and marketing, still modelled on the old 
principle of raw materials exported through oligopolistic 
channels, was the final stumbling block for the fishery.

Why the fishery survived as long as it did, now appears more 
surprising than that it collapsed. What had sustained it? There 
were the seasonal advances from the buyers to tide pearl- 
shellers from one year to the next. Some luggers were used for 
sixty years, so that after the initial investment, running expenses 
could be kept low.3 The Japanese had been an efficient workforce, 
working with outdated equipment. These factors certainly aided 
the industry. Still, the financial survival of the industry was due 
above all to its continued access to cheap labour. Employment was
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seasonal (from March to December) and not secured by the normiahl 
industrial legislation (award wages, workers' compensation). Thee 
industry, in other words, was sheltered by the state.

2. PRODUCTION STRATEGIES AND THE ROLE OF THE STATE

The industry's exclusion from the provisions of the Whiitee 
Australia policy was a momentous concession. Without it, thee 
industry would have taken on quite different forms, possibly mot)t 
based on mass extraction. We have also seen how the state helpedd 
to construct conditions of internal colonialism in Torres Strait.t. 
Islanders were pressured into wage labour on luggers. Theirir 
movements were restricted, and lugger work became a conditionn 
of access to the consumer goods available from island stores. Tihee 
islanders were also encouraged to continue tending their gardenss 
(agriculture was introduced to islands where it had not been aa 
traditional activity), so that they could fall back on subsistence 
activities during the lay-up season. D.N.A. officers mediated 
contact between employers and employees, they negotiated onn 
behalf of the islanders, and issued recruiting permits. The statee 
of internal colonialism guaranteed the industry's access to cheap.), 
dependent labour.

Initially, the P.I.L. scheme subverted the agenda of dependence.). 
The co-operative luggers became means of subsistence productionn 
which allowed pearl-shelling to be integrated into traditionaal 
kinship structures and trade relations. They afforded access too 
western commodities without turning islanders into wage labour/. 
This scheme was gradually appropriated by the D.N.A. ancd 
transformed into a state enterprise, imitating the productionn 
strategies of commercial peari-shellers. The transformation ot)f 
the lugger scheme is not only significant in its effects on Torress 
Strait Islanders themselves, it also constituted the suppressions, 
by the state, of an alternative production style for the industry/. 
In a world "that might have turned out differently", the luggenr 
scheme could have lured the cheap indigenous workforce awayy 
from the pearl-shellers (as these often claimed it did) ancd
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provided the material independence and the legal arguments to 
secure priority rights in traditional fishing zones. A network of 
co-operative enterprises, exploiting a commonly owned property 
could have emerged, resolving the paradox of depletion referred to 
as the 'tragedy of the commons'. It is doubtful that the pearl- 
shellers at Thursday Island could have subsisted under such 
circumstances.

In the event, the state resisted the emancipation of indigenous 
people, both out of a deep-seated, paternalistic racism which was 
guided by social Darwinist principles, and because it represented 
a settler colony. The colonial design was to draw native peoples 
into capitalist relations under white patronage. Colonial states 
defended economic power constellations which ensured white 
dominance.

Settler colonies had their own internal contradictions, the 
effects of which have lingered beyond the formal colonial era. 
Inspired by the colonial vision of unlimited markets and resources 
on the one hand, they also had a certain interest in permanency. 
This interest was expressed by the commissions of inquiry which 
sought to produce a solution for the industry as a whole. The state 
tried to stem the inexorable 'tragedy of the commons' by 
regulating access with licence restrictions, size limits, and 
shell-bed closures. I have suggested that this approach is by 
nature piecemeal since it does not address the contradiction 
between common resources and their use for private gain.

The idea of artificial cultivation on permanent leases went into 
the direction of addressing that dilemma. The state made a 
sustained attempt to foster cultivation as an alternative 
production strategy, which could have sustained both the resource 
and the mass production paradigm for the industry. However, the 
long-winded process of research and development necessary to 
adapt known cultivation techniques to tropical conditions, far 
exceeded the time horizon of pearl-shellers.
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Pearl-shellers competed with each other for labour, for shell, and 
for access to an oligopolistic market with inelastic demand. Their 
competitive individualism hindered the emergence of collective 
institutions which could pool resources for experimentation and 
innovation, and thereby aid a long-term planning orientation. The 
competitive, individualistic industry resisted long-term vision 
and change. After World War II, all the old problems resurfaced, 
with all the old arguments. The centre-periphery relationship of 
marketing, the employment of indentured aliens and cheap 
indigenous labour, and the resource raiding attitude became 
colonial hangovers.

Whether the state should continue to shelter the industry now 
became the subject of intense debate, particularly with regard to 
the re-introduction of Japanese divers. The weaknesses of the 
industry were well recognized. Rather than forcing the industry 
into new strategies, a limited number of Japanese were allowed 
to be re-introduced so that the industry could re-establish itself 
on the familiar patterns, and lay claim to the resources on the 
continental shelf. Within a decade, the postwar bonanza had run 
its course.

The state reacted to a variety of pressures both from domestic 
and foreign sources, and from within the state apparatus and the 
industry without. It was sensitive to demands from the industry 
but also pursued its own goals (territorial expansion, the White 
Australia policy). Moreover, national rivalries had a deep impact 
on the industry. Distinct phases in the industry's history are 
marked by the establishment of the northern outpost, World War I, 
World War II, and the pearl-shell dispute with Japan. World War II 
transformed the conditions of the industry so radically that it has 
been necessary in this study to devote a separate section to the 
post-war era for each theme. The state played a significant, 
though passive role in the industry, and its supportive stance 
helped to sustain the production strategies practised by the 
industry.
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3. DECONSTRUCTING ’THE STATE'

Just as there were differences of opinion and interest within the 
industry, so the state also was not a monolithic entity with a 
uniform policy output. A range of State and federal agencies were 
involved in the administration of the pearl-shell fisheries, with 
often conflicting views and intentions. Within these agencies, 
individual officers strongly influenced the decision-making 
process.

During the first, island-station phase of the fishery (to 1885), 
the government officers stationed at the outpost were stout 
advocates of the fishery. Many of them directly participated in it, 
and ail of them were dependent for their position on the perceived 
importance of that outpost and on the prosperity of the fishery 
which was its economic mainstay. As a result, the advice 
received by governments closely mirrored the demands of the 
pearl-shellers. During this period, the sphere of influence of 
Queensland officials was extended over the fishery by means of 
the northward extension of Queensland's territory and the 1881 
Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer Fisheries Act. The pearl-shellers, 
for their part, gained reductions in licensing fees and several 
exemptions from labour regulations.

The goverment resident's annual reports to the Home Secretary, 
and the annual reports of the Chief Protector were substantially 
concerned with the fishery and continued to keep the fishery in 
focus for the Queensland administration. Douglas and Roth were 
forceful figures with considerable discretion in the local 
implementation of policy. They pointed out problems with the 
fishery and suggested acceptable solutions. Douglas kept Torres 
Strait Islanders outside the ambit of the Aboriginal Protection 
Act and took it upon himself to impose labour regulations. He 
represented pearl-shellers' views regarding size limits, 
cultivation, and a range of other matters. With the abolition of 
the position of government resident in 19124, the industry lost 
one of its direct regular lines of communication with Brisbane.
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Changes in personnel within the Department of Native Affairs 
(D.N.A. and its successors5), had a noticeable impact on its 
relationship with the industry. The first Chief Protector of 
Aborigines, Roth, imposed somewhat stricter labour legislation 
for the industry but generally endorsed lugger work, while Howard 
strongly encouraged it. Under Howard's direction the industry was 
granted easy access to Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal 
labour, while subsequent directors and protectors gradually drew 
the focus of Torres Strait Islander pearl-shelling away from 
wages boats, favouring employment on company boats. The voice 
of this department had shored up much interest in the industry', 
although it did not unequivocally support the industry. After 
World War II, the interests of the department were in open 
conflict with the wishes of the pearl-sheliers who wanted to re­
introduce Japanese indentees.

With the appointment of the first inspector of pearl-shell and 
beche-de-mer fisheries in 1891, another state government agency 
assumed some responsibility for the fishery. For the sake 0)f 
convenience, it will be referred to as the Queensland Fisheries 
Service (Q.F.S.6), although like the D.N.A. it underwent a series of 
transformations in structure and name. The position of pearll- 
shell inspector was usually assumed by the local protector of 
Aborigines. This arrangement strengthened the authority of 
protectors and distanced the Q.F.S. from the affairs of the 
industry. Thursday Island became a training ground for careers irn 
the D.N.A. All Chief Protectors after Roth and Howard had servecd 
as local protectors at Thursday Island.7

The influence of the Q.F.S. on the fishery, too, depended orn 
individual officers within it. These were the marine biologists 
who took a special interest in pearl-shell cultivation, W. Saville- 
Kent (1890), James Tosh (1900), and Frank Moorehouse (1928)), 
and portmaster John Mackay, who chaired the 1908 commission oif 
inquiry. These people had a strong commitment to the fishery, b-uit 
were critical of its resource use strategies. It was from heree 
that radical reform proposals emanated which met with
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Opposition from the pearl-shellers. These reforms included size 
restrictions, closure of shelling areas, and cultivation 
experiments.

After these early efforts, the Q.F.S. exerted little influence over 
the pearl-shell fishery. The position of pearl-shell and beche-de- 
mer inspector became a parochial, and somewhat quaint position 
within the Q.F.S. Among the uncharacteristic tasks of a fisheries 
inspector were the protection of labour and of two species of tree 
(coconut palm and beauty leaf Callophyllum inophyllum which 
grows on beaches). In fact, Q.F.S. personnel had "very little idea of 
what was going on at Thursday Island".8 Fishing in Queensland was 
a small-scale, mostly part-time activity. Until the 
commencement of intensive prawning in the 1960s, fisheries and 
their administration were not a serious political or economic 
issue in Queensland. The Q.F.S. was a weak department, suffering 
from frequent reorganization. For a few years it was even part of 
the D.N.A. (then D.A.I.A.). The department which held most promise 
to render the pearl-shell fishery sustainable, sank back into a 
passive role in its administration.

Customs, which became a federal responsibility after 1900, also 
had a direct interest in the fishery. It collected export revenue 
and customs on imports of gear and food-stuffs (particularly rice 
for the Japanese workforce). The extension of pearl-shelling into 
extra-territorial waters, and the possibility of losing customs 
revenue if the fleets registered under foreign flags of 
convenience, caused some concern for the new department. It 
headed two inquiries into the pearl-shell fishery (by Dashwood in 
1902 and by Lockyer in 1904). These reports lent their weight to 
the opinions expressed in other departments. Thereafter, this 
department, too, confined itself to routine administration.

After the flurry of activity generated by the industry's first 
resource crisis, only the D.N.A. retained a lively interest in the 
industry at the State level. A renewed wave of government 
interest commenced in the 1930s with the arrival of Japanese 
fleets and market saturation. The shift from resource problems to
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marketing issues increasingly brought the fishery into the ambiit 
of the federal government.

The Commonwealth commissioned three voluminous reports of th<e 
fishery. The first of these, the report of the Bamford Commissioin 
(1913-1916), was to herald radical changes, but concluded witfh 
the exemption of the industry from the White Australlia policy/. 
The Northern Australia Development Commission (Coombjs 
Commission, 1946), reaffirmed a general commitment to th«e 
industry. The industry's economic contribution had alwayis been 0)f 
regional importance. After Worid War II its significance hacd 
diminished, but it still had a central part in regional economies». 
The fishery had some economic, and much geo-political value), 
having contributed significantly to the development o>f the fair 
north of Australia and to the northward extension of Queenslandes 
boundaries. The Coombs report helped to shore up federal support 
for the industry despite that fact that the industry did not offe>r 
employment to white Australians, did not supply a domestic 
market, and its benefits for indigenous people were doubtful!. 
Against the advice of the Queensland government, which wajs 
counselled by the D.N.A., the federal government permitted the 
limited re-introduction of Japanese workers. Rather than force 
restructuring, therefore, the government complied with industry 
pressures. External Affairs had to justify the Australian claim to 
the pearl-shell beds, and the Commerce Department was in close 
consultation with Gerdau who was regarded as the only 
stabilizing influence over the pearl-shell market. The pivotal 
agencies within the Commonwealth government were therefore 
not reacting to pearl-shellers themselves, but to pressures and 
advice from overseas interest in the industry. The Commerce 
Department commissioned a study by John Bach to counter the 
Japanese argument that they, rather than Australians, had 
commenced the pearl-shelling industry in Australia (still a 
popular myth in Japan, only false if it is taken literally in an 
argument about historical precedent). Bach wrote an extensive 
history of the pearl-shelling industry in which he condemned its 
production strategies and lent some justification to the Japanese 
interest in the offshore pearl-shell fishery.
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4. A LACUNA OF INTEREST

The Australian pearl-shell fishery was weak, the large companies 
had departed from it, and thorough change had always been 
paralyzed by divisions among pearl-shellers. The D.N.A., one of the 
last of the Queensland departments to have an active interest in 
the industry, had its own luggers and disagreed with pearl- 
shellers about the resumption of pre-war strategies. The 
Japanese no longer sought employment in the Australian industry 
but sent their own luggers, challenging Australia's claim over the 
pearl-shell beds. The federal government responded to overseas 
interests and pressures rather than domestic industrial ones. 
Radical restructuring could not be expected under those 
circumstances.

Once the industry had collapsed under the weight of its own 
structural weaknesses, there were no longer any influential 
counter-pressures to inhibit a gradual re-orientation in fisheries 
management principles towards sustainable practices. Even 
Gerdau, who also contracted the Japanese shell, and had started 
to finance research into boilable plastics as an alternative 
material, had ceased to have a compelling interest in supporting 
the Australian industry. By the time the trochus fishery was 
revived on a small scale, new management structures and 
philosophies were already entrenched. The arguments which had 
previously solicited government support - economic contribution 
and defence value - no longer had application.

Current management principles are vindicated with reference to 
the demonstrated failure of mass production strategies for 
collection fisheries. However, the lessons of the fishery had been 
evident long ago and by themselves were not sufficient to bring 
about reform. New institutional structures enabled a replacement 
of the mass production paradigm with the philosophy of 
sustainable yield management. A different set of political 
pressures has made indigenous collective claims over traditional
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fishing zones possible. Fisheries managers are now forcing the 
re-emerging industry to shed its colonial baggage and the visions 
of a "multi-million dollar industry" under the sea. Pearl-shelling, 
trochus gathering and beche-de-mer collecting are now defined as 
'collection fisheries', that is activities not amenable to mass 
production, and with no necessary prospect of continuity.

This shift in outlook was not caused simply by a 'scientific 
discovery' of resource exhaustion. As the Introduction argued, 
changes in attitude and a reordering of economic priorities are 
essential for the successful implementation of solutions. Without 
a substantial change in the socio-economic circumstances of the 
industry and in larger political pressures and values, the one 
hundred-year survival of the industry might have been viewed as a 
success.

Government agencies are increasingly sensitive to traditional use 
rights and under some public pressure to make allowances for 
cultural practices. It appears now that in order to generate 
official support for a trochus fishery, Torres Strait Islanders 
will need to distance themselves from exploitation strategies 
based on depleted yield. A new niche for commercial creativity 
may well exist in embracing a cultural identity which defines 
itself through cooperative ownership, mixed subsistence and caslh 
production, and a conserver ethic drawing on husbandry- 
experiments, that is, an approach inspired by flexible 
specialization rather than mass extraction.
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Notes and Sources:

In 1872 all islands within 60 miles of the coast were annexed to Queensland 
by letters patent. The 1879 Queensland Coast Islands Act extended the 
boundary to encompass nearly the whole of the Torres Strait. The 1881 
Pearl-Shell and Beche-de-Mer Fisheries Act enabled Queensland to supervise 
the industry.
Aplin, Brown and Crawshay had sold their assetts to Fred Morey by 1908. 
James Clark shifted his interests to edible oyster farming in 1917. Burns 
Philp considered leaving the industry in 1908, and separated the main firm 
from pearl-shelling with the establishment of Wyben in 1913. In 1925 the 
company made its last attempt to form a producers' cartel, and thereafter 
withdrew from pearl-shell marketing. In 1955 only two boats were 
registered for Wyben.
Living conditions on the luggers were poor, there were no sanitary facilities, 
and only the most primitive bunks for the divers and tenders, while the 
sleeping quarters of the crew were invaded by shell as the lugger was 
loaded. The annual overhaul commenced with a complete submersion of the 
lugger in order to rid it of cockroaches.
In 1912 the Torres Divisional Board was established, and a local government 
elected on Thursday Island. In 1952 the city council was dissolved (due to 
financial troubles, Government Gazette 14.6.1952) and an administrator 
appointed. It was only due to the recommendations of the Electoral and 
Administrative Review Committee that Thursday Island citizens regained 
their local franchise, and a shire council was elected in 1991, again with 
three out of six councilors representing pearling interests.
Until 1905 the Chief Protector reported to the Secretary for Public Works, 
thereafter to the Home Secretary. In 1922 the sub-department of Native 
Affairs was created within the department of Health and Home Affairs. The 
D.N.A. was later called the Department of Aborigines and Torres Strait 
Islanders Affairs (1965-1971), Department of Aborigines and Torres Strait 
Islanders Advancement (1971-1984), Department of Community Services 
and Ethnic Affairs (1984-1989), and now Department of Family Services and 
Aboriginal and Islander Affairs (1990).
The earliest fisheries legislation in Queensland was passed in 1874 (Oyster 
Act), followed soon after by a Fisheries Act (1877) and a Pearl-Shell and 
Beche-de-Mer Fishery Act (1881). The administration of fisheries fell to the 
Department of Harbours and Marine until 1968, when it became part of the 
Department of Primary Industries.
The position of Chief Protector became the Director of D.N.A. John Bleakley 
was local protector at Thursday Island from 1902 to 1907, and became 
director from 1913 to 1942; Cornelius O'Leary was local protector from 
1922 to 1930, and returned to Thursday Island in 1937 and 1949, he was 
director from 1943 to 1963; Pat Killoran was stationed at Thursday Island 
from 1947 to 1964, and became director from 1964 to 1986.
Haysom, pers.comm.
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Appendix - A Note About Oral History and Other Sources

The origins and agenda of this study owe much to interviews with 
former participants in the industry. The dominant themes of these 
interviews were the declining resources of the reef during the 
working experience of informants, the cataclysmic collapse of 
the pearl-shell industry, and the pride with which those who were 
able to say so, stated "I was a diver”. These issues raised the 
question of why the industry, which was so important for the 
self-conception of its participants, suddenly declined. An agenda 
of inquiry into the use of resources was thus set. Moreover, 
several interviewees expressed their desire to re-enter the 
industry, so that an historical evaluation of the fishery and its 
failure seemed appropriate.

The scope of the inquiry owes more to the legislative framework 
surrounding the industry. The pearl-shell, trochus and beche-de- 
mer fisheries were administered as a single industry, and this is 
how they are treated here, despite significant differences drawn 
by former participants. Also, this industry was administered at a 
state level, whereas many participants traversed the territorial 
boundaries of the state.

My interpretation of public documents has been influenced by the 
perspective gained from former participants. Such an admission 
may be seen as fuel to the debate which raged around oral history 
in the 1970s and 1980s, when labour historians, and many of 
those concerned with women's history or the history of non­
literate societies, offered oral history as radical historiography, 
as an instrument against oppression and exclusion, whereas 
others guarded against the subjective nature of oral history, 
referring particularly to the selective nature of memory.1

The problem of subjectivity is more apparent in, but by no means 
unique to, oral history. To take up, for example, the selective 
nature of living memory, which is indisputable, those familiar 
with archival research must have a keen appreciation of the 
serendipity involved in retrieving information from archives. One
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might chance across the most detailed documentation concerning, 
say, the Papuan Industries Limited from 1905 to 1907, but 'with 
all due effort, be unable to obtain anything referring to this 
institution at any date before, or afterwards. Departmental 
information undergoes several processes of selection betw/een 
desk, file, storage, archive, indexation and retrieval. VA/ith 
considerable diligence, it is often possible to reconstruct the 
principles of selection used at various points, but what the result 
really amounts to is a selective nature of archival sourcces. 
Published sources undergo a comparable process of selection, 
guided by different principles.

The verbal statement, say, of a former administrator can ini no 
way be of less prima facie value than the hurriedly researched 
written account of a journalist. There can be no general principle 
according written sources more objective value than oral ornes. 
Oral testimony and written records are to be treated with the 
same confidence, discretion, and scepticism.

The distinction between written and oral sources is, in any but 
the most pragmatic sense, an artificial one. With regard to the 
problem of access, when oral sources are recorded they are as 
accessible to other researchers as many written sources. A quaint 
publication of a local historical society in the far north, a book 
held in the special collection of some library, and a departmental 
memorandum found in an archive, are as difficult to access for 
subsequent researchers as tape-recorded interviews deposited in 
a public institution - and both may be governed by access 
restrictions. The class of information which may be completely 
inaccessible to other researchers - diaries, minutes, or 
photographs held by individual informants, and the personal 
communications or correspondence with office holders - do not 
fit the distinction between verbal and written sources.

This much is agreed upon by all protagonists in the oral history 
debate, and there is no need for any "further verbals" on my part.2 
My use of oral history is neither controversial nor novel.3 Much of 
the information used here belongs to a 'grey area' between
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written and oral sources. To this ’grey area' belong the 
testimonials of witnesses called in several public inquiries. The 
transcribed proceedings of these inquiries have been drawn upon 
as life-like glimpses into the lived experience of the industry.

Another substantial part of the data comes from the annual 
reports of two departments. I have the curious distinction of 
having read every annual report over seventy-five years of the 
Department of Native Affairs (and its successors) and the 
Department of Harbours and Marine. (The changing tenor of these 
reports is in itself worthy of elucidation.)

I had two excellent guides to archival documentation. One was by 
Mary Albertus Bain, a Dominican nun who had access to several 
private collections in Western Australia in the Battye Library in 
Perth, renowned for its oral history archives. This account of the 
pearl-shell industry was written from the perspective of the 
Broome fishery. The other was a history of the industry by J.P.S. 
Bach of the then Newcastle University College of the N.S.W. 
University of Technology. Bach's account was initially a 
confidential report for the Commonwealth Department of 
Commerce and Agriculture, and was based exclusively on archival 
and departmental sources and news clippings. He had unrestricted 
access to departmental files and enjoyed a close working 
relationship with the relevant sections in the Commonwealth 
Government.4 Wherever prudent, I have relied on such secondary 
sources so as not to duplicate the efforts of previous researchers. 
I have also availed myself of the on-line search function at the 
Australian Archives in Canberra, which had not been available to 
previous researchers in this field.

In terms of primary sources, my most significant contribution to 
the recorded stock of knowledge about the industry are the 
recorded interviews with former participants. The study draws on 
oral history in a variety of ways. Like written sources, oral 
history helped to define the problem, as well as fleshing out a 
skeleton of events with details. It complements written sources 
as well as acting as a counterpoise to them. In Chapters 2 and 3,
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the perspective of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders tends to 
compete with departmental interpretations. This reflects more on 
the practice of race relations than on oral history as a tech nique. 
In Chapters 4 and 5, oral and written sources complement each 
other, contributing different kinds of knowledge. The Chapters 
dealing with marketing and resource management (Chapters; 6 to 
8), are largely based on written sources with the occasional 
glimpse into the experience of participants. Chapter 9, describing 
the position of the industry since the 1960s, emanates from 
interviews and draws on written sources for support. In other 
words, oral history has no fixed or privileged status in this study, 
defined somehow by the technique itself.

The particular insights which oral history contributes are the 
indigenous explanation of absconding from luggers, the social 
cohesion among the Japanese workforce, cemented by the 
recruiting practices ("letters of calling") and oyakata-style 
leadership, the roie of the Torres Strait Pearl-Sheiiers! 
Association, and the degree of financial dependence on overseas 
shell buyers. In general terms, oral history supplies an 
understanding of the human dimension of the industry - the 
motivations, limitations, and self-conception of actors. These are 
largely inaccessible through written records.

Archival, governmental, published and oral sources (as well as the 
'grey areas' in between these) and concepts from a range of 
disciplines have been used to construct this account of the pearl- 
shell fishery. The reliability of these sources was judged not by 
generic criteria but by their particular qualities and mode of 
production; and the principle of selection was to explain, and not 
merely describe, the development and decline of the pearl-shell 
fishery.
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