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INTRODUCTIONΥ v¦99b{[!b5Ω{ t!/LCL/ L{[!b5{ LABOUR TRADE  
The Queensland Government published annual statistics on South Sea Islander immigration and 
emigration, which have never before been brought together in one publication. These statistics 
enable tracking of arrival and departure numbers Queensland-wide by males, females, and children, 
or by years, individual ships, ports, wrecks, Captains (also called Masters), and Government Agents. 
The Mackay list below is part of a larger project begun by Sydney-based Australian South Sea 
Islanders (Port Jackson) Ltd (ASSI PJ) to make all these statistics more readily accessible. I have also 
completed a more limited set of statistics for Townsville. I hope that the statistical details available 
in this document also will encourage the newly-formed Queensland United South Sea Islander 
Council Inc. (QUASSIC) in their quest to retrieve their history and confirm their place as a 
contemporary Australian ethnic community. The document is a tribute and guide to the Mackay 
district South Sea Islander community, and in many ways it completes research I began in the 1970s. 

 

Summary Starting Points 
 

The Wider Pacific Context 
The Queensland labour trade (also people trade, a term coined by historian Dorothy Shineberg) was 

part of a much larger movement of indentured labour in the Pacific between the 1840s and the 

1940s. It should not be viewed in isolation. 

 

Slavery 
Ψ{ƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƭƛǇǇŜǊȅ but emotive word that means different things to different people. Usage of the 

word is changing and contemporary examples are ƴƻǿ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩΦ In the 

nineteenth century British slavery was a type of unfree labour, a legal status which had existed for 

hundreds of years and related to the ownership of humans. British slavery was abolished between 

the 1800s and the 1830s, although slavery continued in other European colonial territories until 

much later in the nineteenth century. Indenture was a quite separate type of unfree labour and 

initially was used to contract European labourers. 

 

Indenture 
Pacific Islander labour in Queensland was bound first by the terms of the Masters and Servants Act 

and then specific Acts of parliament relating to their indenture under contracts. Indenture is a 

waged legal contract between two parties in relation to a specific period of employment. Indenture 

always favoured the employer. After the abolition of slavery, indenture became the major legal 

mechanism to control non-European workers before trade unions were formed to negotiate working 

conditions. It was illegal for Queensland indentured labourers to strike, although individual Islanders 

did strike on a small scale and occasionally in larger numbers; for instance at Mossman in 1906. 

Indenture was abolished between the 1900s and 1940s: 1900 in Hawai`i; 1906 in Queensland; 1920 

in Fiji; 1945 in Papua New Guinea, and a few years later in Solomon Islands. Regardless of the legal 

differences, the Pacific labour trade, including the recruitment process in the islands, the voyages, 

and life in Queensland and New South Wales, involved deeply structured inequalities of power 



Clive Moore 

2 
 

which produced what have been described as relations of coercion. The cultural circumstances 

always made the movement of Pacific labour unequal and exploitive. 

Blackbirding  
The Pacific labour trade to Queensland ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨbƭŀŎƪōƛǊŘƛƴƎΩΣ a word of uncertain origins. 

It denotes coercion of Pacific Islanders through deception and kidnapping as unpaid or poorly paid 

workers away from their island homes. However the word was and still is used for the entire period 

the labour trade operated, even when enlistment was voluntary. While a wonderfully descriptive 

word, its meaning is too imprecise to be used in any formal way. Today, blackbirding is often used as 

an alternative word for slavery, which is incorrect. 

 

Kanaka 
ΨYŀƴŀƪŀΩΣ ŀ Iŀǿŀƛȫƛŀƴ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƳŀƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ rural connotations, was used in colonial 

Queensland and New South Wales as was ΨSouth Sea IslanderΩ (SSI). In French New Caledonia the 

word became Kanak; and in recent decades Kanak has come into common use in Australia. Most 

Australian descendants prefer to be known as Australian South Sea Islanders, although 

Kanaka/Kanak is used as slang among themselves. The word Kanaka originally had a derogatory 

meaning and is no longer in general use, although, strangely, Kanak, seems to be acceptable. 

 

Queensland Laws and Regulations 
Acts of the Queensland, British and Australian parliaments intended to control the labour trade were 

passed between 1868 and 1906. These were supplemented by regulations. Onwards from 1871 all 

Queensland and Fiji recruiting ships carried Government Agents. The laws were administered by 

local Magistrates, Inspectors of Pacific Islanders, and Government Agents on the ships. 

 

Assessing the Level of Understanding 
Particularly in the 1860s and early 1870s, kidnapping and other illegalities occurred. Large scale 

kidnapping took place again in the first half of the 1880s in the island off eastern New Guinea. 

Overall, illegality probably involved about five percent of the indenture agreements (about 3,000). 

Although there were some irregularities in the 1890s, largely the 1890s and 1900s were a period of 

willing enlistment when the majority of the labour recruits came from Solomon Islands. 

 

The level of understanding by the original Pacific Islander labourers of the legal process of indenture 

is open to question. Most were illiterate when they first arrived in Queensland and could not have 

had any clear understanding. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that over the forty years of the 

Queensland labour trade the majority of participants knew from personal experience or from 

relatives what was involved and made a conscious decision to participate. This issue raises complex 

questions, and explanations require equally complex answers. 

 

Assessing Motivations 
In the islands the older and high-ranking men controlled the lives of the younger men. On many 

islands young men needed wealth to present to the families of their future brides. Elders and leaders 

provided this but the young men were obligated to them. They had to join war parties and trading 

expeditions, and complete more mundane tasks such as gardening, hunting, fishing and house-

building. The older and high-ranking men exploited the younger men, and free will often meant the 

will of elders. Participation in the labour trade provided a new way of social advancement on terms 

more advantageous to young men, reshaping power relations. 
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Passage Masters 
hƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊǎτleading bigmen who 

had usually been to the colonies themselves. They were well-rewarded for their roles in organising 

the supply of labourers. The recruiting process could not have continued so efficiently without their 

collaboration. 

 

Voyages 
Between 1863 and early 1904 there were more than 790 labour recruiting voyages from Queensland 

to around 85 islands and island groups. The vessels were mainly wooden schooners, barquentines 

and brigantines of quite small tonnage. 

 

Numbers of Indenture Contracts 
There were 62,500 Queensland indenture contracts between 1863 and 1904, but only about 50,000 

individuals were involved. Ninety-four percent were males and six percent were females. Women 

should only have been recruited if accompanied by their husbands, which did not always occur. The 

minimum enlistment age was 16 years, although oral history suggests that some recruits were 

younger than this. Most of the labourers were between their late teens and about 35 years old. 

 

Beach Bonuses and Wages 
Wages of between £6 and £31 a yeŀǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀƛŘΣ Ǉƭǳǎ ΨōŜŀŎƘ ōƻƴǳǎŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ млκ- to £2 

ǇƻǳƴŘǎΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ όƻŦǘŜƴ ƻƭŘ-ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘ ƳǳǎƪŜǘǎύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘǎ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ their 

ΨōŜŀŎƘ ōƻƴǳǎΩ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ƛƴ ŎŀǎƘΦ There is no doubt that wages were paid in Queensland: 

there is evidence of bank accounts, and ample other documentation. This does not mean that there 

was not also some fraud involved or that a wage of £6 a year was in any way sufficient. 

 

Mortality 
Government statistics suggest that mortality rates on voyages were low, while the mortality rates 

while in Queensland were unacceptably high, at around twenty-five percent. Statistics are available 

in the text. 

 

Ending the Queensland Labour Trade 
In 1885 the Queensland Government announced the closure of the labour trade from the end of 

1890. This halt lasted until April 1892 when the labour trade continued again. In 1901 there were 

10,000 Pacific Islanders in Queensland and a few hundred in northern New South Wales. As part of 

the White Australia Policy the Commonwealth Government legislated to taper off numbers and 

stopped recruiting after the end of 1903 (which trailed over until early 1904). At the end of 1904, 

7,879 remained in Australia. The 1906 Royal Commission calculated that 4,000 to 4,500 were due to 

be repatriated, but in 1907 427 transferred to work in Fiji, which left 3,500 to be deported, the 

majority to Solomon Islands. 

 

New South Wales Involvement 
Sydney was an early Pacific port and numerous Pacific Islanders lived there from quite early years. 

There is no evidence of direct labour recruiting into New South Wales, except for two voyages 

involving 122 labourers in 1847, and into Torres Strait in the 1860ς70s. Because Torres Strait came 
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under NSW jurisdiction until the mid-1870s, Islander maritime workers there entered via Sydney. 

The early Islander community in northern NSW seems to have migrated south from Queensland, 

mainly in the 1809s and 1900s. Once living in NSW, Queensland legislation and regulations did not 

apply to them, although the 1901 Commonwealth legislation and its 1906 revision did apply. 

 

Australian South Sea Islanders 
1,654 ex-indentured  Islanders were allowed to remain in Australia and about another 1,000 

managed illegally to avoid the mass deportation. Islander children born in Australia were not subject 

to deportation, although some did return to the islands with their parents or other relatives. Most of 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ {ƻǳǘƘ {Ŝŀ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ-expired labourers (who had worked 

on multiple contracts) and had been in Australia more than 20 years in 1901, and Ψticket-holdersΩ 

(labourers in Queensland since before September 1879). 

 

* * * * * * * * * *  

 

Islands, Voyages and Colonies 
!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ labour trade, little has been published on 
the actual voyages to and from Queensland. This essay and the accompanying tables are an attempt 
to rectify this. The available government statistics and documents, diaries, Islander oral testimony 
from the islands off New Guinea in an 1885 Royal Commission, and other primary and secondary 
publications, including Islander oral testimony collected onwards from the 1960s, are listed in 
Hardwork (2019)Σ aƻƻǊŜΩǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ōƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ Between 1863 and 1904 there were more than 790 
voyages between Queensland (Tables One, Five, and Six) and 85 islands and island groups in the 
southwest Pacific, involving more than 62,000 indentured labour contracts. Mackay was central to 
430 of the total voyagesτmore than half (Tables Two, Three, Four, and Six). The South Sea Islanders 
(as they were known) came mainly from islands now included in Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, Papua 
New Guinea, Kiribati, Tuvalu, and New Caledonia (Table One). 
 
Only about six percent of the total number of recruits were female (Graph Seven, Graph Eight). All 
labourers were young, usually in their late teens to mid-thirties. Some made only one trip, stayed for 
three years, then returned home, while others came to Queensland on more than one occasion, 
then returned permanently to their home islands. They also recruited to other colonies such as Fiji (a 
British colony), New Caledonia (a French colony), and Samoa (a German colony). Based on the 
numbers we know came to Queensland on more than one occasion, the total number of individual 
Islander indentured labourers was probably less than 50,000. 
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Graph 1: Indentured labour in Queensland, 1848ς1904. 

                                              
                                                  Source: Moore, 1992. 

 
Having read many of the surviving diaries from the ships I can only conclude that for the Islanders 
their experiences on the voyage must often have been unpleasant, frightening and sometimes 
horrific. There were at least 15 wrecks and a few groundings, and ships wedged of reefs, with some 
loss of life, although in most cases the passengers and crews were saved. The worst case was that of 
the Sybil which disappeared in 1902 on its way back to Queensland after having left Guadalcanal 
Island. The ship had previously struck a reef and was in a leaky condition. About forty passengers 
and the crew were lost. 
 
Travelling on small vessels across the Coral and Solomon seas at all times of the year, including the 
cyclone season, could never be considered to be pleasure cruises. The conditions below deck were 
always basic, and discipline was harsh, for crews and passengers alike. The labourers were exposed 
to other recruits from the further reaches of their own island and surrounding islands, who may 
have been their enemies; and others from a thousand kilometres away whose languages they could 
not understand. The Islanders were steeped in their own cultures, suspicious of strangers, unused to 
the type of food provided, and often had no idea of their destinations nor the amount of time they 
would be on the ships or in Queensland. Their level of geographic knowledge was limited and 
certainly never included Australia. Life below decks was unpleasant. Even the most seasoned 
travellers would have found it a frightening and unsettling experience. Some were kidnapped, while 
others were cajoled into enlisting by recruiters, ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊǎ. Some of their 
own leaders were in cahoots with the labour recruiters and were well-rewarded for their roles as 
middle-men. Yet, there is also no doubt that tens of thousands chose to enlist for work in the 
colonies. We cannot now untangle their motivations, but the majority made a conscious decision to 
leave their islands to spend three of more years in Queensland. 
 
Historians, politicians, the media, and Pacific Islanders themselves, have long debated the labour or 
people trade. Several historians (me included) and anthropologists have noted that it is demeaning 
to the intelligence of Pacific peoples to presume that they presented themselves to be kidnapped 
from the same beaches, generation after generation, for forty or more years. Others, particularly 
descendants of the indentured labourers, have stressed that it was total exploitation and that all 
labour recruits were either kidnapped or lured by beguiling recruiters, which runs against the 
historical evidence. There was never one set pattern. Motivations and circumstances varied over the 
decadesτ1860s, 1870s or 1880s etc.τand on each island and island group (Table One). On some 
islands in the south sandalwood groves had been cut and exported for decades (Shineberg, 1967), 
Christian missions had been established, and there were also trading stations. The largest number by 
far from any island came from Malaita in Solomon Islands which provided 9,186 indenture contracts, 
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14.5 percent of the overall total Queensland number. Six thousand Malaitan recruits left their island 
for Queensland in the 1890s and 1900s, and more went to Fiji, New Caledonia and Samoa. My 1970s 
research concluded that deliberate decisions to enlist were made by around 80 percent of Malaitan 
labourers. Their reasons were manifold, but most related to existing exchange networks, political 
and social pressures, and to predictable stages in traditional male life-cycles. Although cases of 
physical kidnapping had more or less ended by the mid-1880s, Ψcultural kidnappingΩ continued. By 
this I mean that Europeans with a more global outlook, and as part of the colonial outreach of 
ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ aŜƭŀƴŜǎƛŀΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale societies and their desires for European 
and Asian manufactured goodsΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀŘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΩΦ 
 
This is not a justification of the labour trade. It is however acknowledgement that the only valid 
standard to judge the behaviour of nineteenth century Pacific Islanders stems from what can be 
understood of how they perceived the enticements offered. Some academic interpretations 
(Saunders 1975 and 1982 are classic examples, as is Graves 1993) use only documentary sources and 
base their interpretations on theories relating to race and capitalism. These researchers had no on-
the-ground experience in the Pacific Islands, which I believe is essential to any interpretation. Peter 
/ƻǊǊƛǎΩ Port, Passage and Plantation (1973) and my Kanaka (1985, particularly 47-100) are examples 
of 1960s and 1970s multi-layered involvement with documentary sources, oral testimony in 
Queensland, and field work in Solomon Islands and Fiji. We were able to talk to a small number of 
the original recruits and found their motivations to be quite diverse. There are cases of men and 
youths leaving their islands because they had committed crimes and were escaping punishment, 
because of famine, or for the sheer adventure of leaving their small-scale societies. They also 
followed the examples of their fathers and uncles who preceded them in the labour trade. 
 
Sometimes it was a calculated decision to spend three years away and return with a trade box 
stuffed with items not available at home. (Even the meager basic wage of £18 over three years could 
achieve this.) Usually these goods were distributed to family members, which was a customary way 
to behave, but it also meant that they found themselves several rungs up social ladders than their 
brothers and nephews who had stayed at home. Having been away as a labourer, a man was likely to 
ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǿƛŦŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŀǎ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ ŦƻǊ ΨōǊƛŘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΩ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 
the necessary shell money and other valuables. Women usually enlisted with their partner, although 
there are examples of run-aways escaping unhappy marriages. Labour recruiting became a new rite 
of passage, particularly for young males. The attraction of returning with ΨǘǊŀŘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ was the key 
factor. If these goods were unavailable on an island, or hard to access from trading stations on 
surrounding islands, the more likely that young men and women would choose to sign-on. This was 
certainly a Malaitan motivation. Today, it is difficult to realise the changes that iron and steel tool 
and guns brought to societies which made their tools and weapons from stone, wood, plants, and 
shells. Agriculture, fishing, building and fighting were transformed by the new tools. 
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Graph 2: Indentured labour in the Pacific, 1852ς1941. 

              
                              Source: Moore, 1992. 

 

Around one million Pacific Islanders and a further half a million Asians were involved in the Pacific 
labour trade before the Second World War. Since then more than double that number have in 
various ways been involved in the ebb and flow of internal and external labour migration. (See 
Munro, 1990, for the best statistical analysis.) The 62,000 indentured contracts for Pacific Islanders 
working in Queensland between 1863 and 1908 are only a small proportion of the total movement 
of labour. For a variety of reasons there were always humanitarian, ethical and political voices which 
decried the four decades of the Queensland labour trade. The method of obtaining labour was 
always one reason. Another reason was the death rate. 
 
 

Mortality Rates 
The Queensland Government kept statistics on Islander mortality on the labour trade vessels and in 
the colony. For example, between 1873 and 1894, 252 (242 men and 10 women) died on recruiting 
voyages to and from Queensland, out of a total embarked of 45,916 (42,660 men and 3,256 
women), which is a death rate of 0.54 percent. The worst years were 1876 (52 deaths during a 
measles epidemic), and 1883 (30 deaths) and 1884 (34 deaths), when the New Guinea islands 
recruits arrived. Overall, compared with European immigrant vessels these death rates were not 
excessive. (Although the time spent onboard for European immigrants was longer and the age 
ranges were larger). The labour trade voyage mortality levels were much lower than the mortality 
rate for Islanders while in Queensland, which was astoundingly highτaround 25 percent of 
indenture agreements. Statistics between 1870 and 1906 show 14,918 Islander deaths in 
Queensland, mostly from young fit adult males in their first three years in the colony/state. (Refer to 
Shlomowitz, 1987, 1989.) This high death rate was because new labourers from the Pacific Islands 
often lacked immunity to common diseases from Europe and Asia. wŀƭǇƘ {ƘƭƻƳƻǿƛǘȊΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 
suggests that once the Islanders had survived three years in Australia their mortality rate was similar 
to that of other colonists. The death rates worried the Queensland Government enough to try and 
close down the labour trade in 1885. 
 
Constantly bringing new labour recruits to Queensland had disastrous consequences, which were 
quite recognisable by the mid-1870s (Graph Three), which should have been enough evidence to 
close down the labour trade much earlier. The spike in 1875 relates to a measles epidemic in 
Queensland and the islands. The highest death rate was between 1883 and 1885, primarily among 
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labour recruits from the New Guinea islands. Large numbers of the New Guinea islands recruits had 
been kidnapped and suffered high death rates in Queensland. All survivors were returned home at 
Queensland Government expense, 405 of them on SS Victoria in 1885 (Jamison, 1990; Wawn, 
1973/1893, 359ς99; Romilly, 1893, 218ς47). The lower figures in the late 1880s, 1890s and 1900s 
are an indication of the number the labourers who had already completed a contract in Queensland 
or another colony, or were long term residents of Queensland. Their levels of immunity were higher. 
And, as a slight amelioration, over the forty years we also need to consider normal mortality (at a 
lower age than today) which is included within the statistics, although there is no indication of any 
dramatic change in the 1890s and 1900s, other than declining deaths generally. The death rates on 
labour trade vessels in the 1890ς1900 was never more than five in a year and zero in three of the 
years. 
 

Graph 3: Mortality rates of Pacific Islanders as compared to those of the entire colony of Queensland 
and those of Europeans, 1868ς1906. 

 
Source: Banivanua-Marr, 2007, 51. 

 

 

Economic and Political Considerations 
There were also accompanying economic and political decisions which shaped the labour trade. 

Recruiting cost rose constantly. On 1 May 1886, a Mackay Mercury editorial commented that in 

recent years costs to obtain each recruit had increased from £12.10.0 to £35. Obtaining labourers 

from the islands became increasingly expensive. As well, onwards from the mid-1880s the 

Queensland Government engineered a shift from a sugar industry based on plantations to one based 

on co-operatively-owned central mills, with a new emphasis on small farms run by European 

families, and on European immigration into the colony. In 1884 Premier Griffith negated an earlier 

Act to make sure that Indian labourers could not be imported as a substitute for Pacific Islands 

labourers. 

 

The mid-1880s was the climax of the plantation system and of labour recruiting. In 1885 the 

Queensland Government passed legislation to close the labour trade at the end of 1890, then, beset 

by economic depression, allowed it to resume in April 1892 and struggle on throughout the rest of 

the decade, with lower numbers involved (Table Six, Graph Five). The federation of the Australian 

colonies was negotiated during the 1890s. The final decision on the labour trade was taken out of 
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vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ in 1901 when the new Commonwealth Government introduced what became 

known as the ΨWhite Australia PolicyΩ, part of which was legislation to cease importing Pacific 

labourers and to repatriate as many as possible of the 10,000 Islanders then living in Queensland 

and northern New South Wales. This occurred because of the wide-spread electoral support for 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ΨŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳŀƴΩΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ economically Pacific Islanders 

were no longer a cheap form of labour, and reforms during the mid-1880s to mid-1890s had 

restructured the sugar industry. 

 

Limits were put on the number of Islanders who could be recruited between 1901 and 1903, and 

existing and new contracts were not renewed. The actual repatriation process took place between 

1906 and 1908. Finally, an Islander community of around 2,000 remained in Australia. About half 

had been given permission to stay, while the others had evaded the authorities, often with the 

assistance of European farmers. They were mainly single older men, although enough marriages had 

occurred, particularly with First Nation Australians, to ensure that the community continued. 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ {ƻǳǘƘ {Ŝŀ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎΦ 

 

 

Legislation and Regulations 
Britain and Queensland adopted a policy of supervision rather than prohibition of the labour trade. 

As much as possible the two governments tried to ensure legality through specific Acts of 

parliament, Select Committees and Royal Commissions, and extra regulations. These are listed in 

Moore, 2019, 50ς5, and Moore, 1985, 344ς45. 

The first legislation governing Pacific Islander migration to Queensland was the Polynesian Labourers 

Act in 1868 (31 Vic No 47). (The term Polynesian was used as a general geographic descriptor for 

what we would now divide into Polynesia and Melanesia.) After 4 March 1868, Islanders could only 

be brought to Queensland on voyages licenced under the terms of the Act. Although the Act was 

well-drafted, the problems were that there was no minimum age specified for labourers, there was 

no government supervision of activities on the ships, and very little supervision once the labourers 

were in Queensland on isolated pastoral properties, in the maritime industry, and in agriculture. 

What sounded fine on paper was largely unenforceable. 

The Master of each ship had to post a £500 bond against kidnapping, in the form of two sureties. 

(This was roughly $67Σллл ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΦύ Employers took out a licence to import a specified 

number of labourers, which related to the tonnage of the vessel, and deposited a £10 bond with the 

government for each labourer, to cover the cost of his or her return passage. (This was about $1,300 

ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΦύ The labourers could not be taken from Queensland, except to be returned to 

their islands, and they were not to be supplied with alcohol. Wherever possible, the recruiters were 

asked to get consuls, missionaries or other Europeans living on the islands to sign declarations 

vouching that the Islanders understood their contracts and had volunteered to enlist. In practice this 

seldom occurred.  

Labour recruiting was a moving frontier through the islands, south to north (Map One), and often 

preceded any permanent European presence. Other clauses in the Act controlled conditions on 

voyages and provided for further supervision of the labourers during their stay in Queensland, 

including scales for food rations, clothing and accommodation, and a minimum wage set at £6 a year 

over a three-year contractΣ Ǉƭǳǎ ǘƘŜ ΨōŜŀŎƘ ōƻƴǳǎΩ. This basic wage remained the same for forty 

years, and, as all other costs increased, it has always seemed to me to be one of the travesties of the 

labour trade that the basic wage stayed so low. (£6 in 1868 is the equivalent of $800 today.) 
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All labour ships had to report on arrival at any Queensland port and as the administrative system 

became established all new recruits were examined by the local Police Magistrate or Inspector of 

Pacific Islanders when they arrived, and they were paid by them, at the beginning annually, then 

every six months. There was also a fine of £20 per passenger for any breach of the Act by employers. 

After they completed their contracts, labourers could either return home or re-engage, usually at an 

increasingly high wage, although seldom at the same wage level as European employees in similar 

occupations. Roughly, a first indenture Islander earned about one-quarter or one-fifth of the wage 

for a European labourer. When calculating the cost of recruiting Islander labourers, employers 

included wages, the passage to and from the islands, government fees, food and accommodation. 

They also realised that early in contracts ΨƴŜǿ ŎƘǳƳΩ Islanders were not used to the labour needs of 

Queensland, which made them less efficient employees. 

The most important new legislation after the 1868 Act were the British Pacific Islanders Protection 

Act 1872 and its 1875 revision, and the 1880 Polynesian Labourers Act (44 Vic No 17). Earlier in the 

1860s attempts to seize British vessels suspected of kidnapping were made under the Slave Trade 

Acts, or under 1820s legislation which extended the jurisdiction of Supreme Courts of New South 

Wales and Van 5ƛŜƳŜƴΩǎ [ŀƴŘ ό¢ŀǎƳŀƴƛŀύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ŀƴŘ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ. 

Despite the efforts of the Royal Navy Australia Station, all cases failed to gain convictions 

(Mortensen 2000; Palmer 1971/1873). The 1872 Act included an extra £500 bond against 

malpractice, and enabled the evidence of Islanders or other witnesses from outside British territory 

to be used to obtain a conviction. 

Figure 1: A sketch of a British Navy inspection of a recruiting vessel in the late 1860s. 

 
Source: Illustrated Australian News (Melbourne), 16 June 1869. 

 

Another important change, forced on Queensland and Fiji by the British Colonial Office, was the 

introduction of Government Agents on all recruiting vessels. Between 1871 and 1908, all 

Queensland labour trade ships (including those in 1904ς08 simply involved in the repatriation of 

labourers) carried Government Agents. The Agents were responsible for the supervision of the 

recruiting and return of labourers, and for Islander welfare while on the vessels. In the 1870s they 

ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀƛŘ ϻмл ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŦǊŜŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΦ While some of 

the early Government Agents were of dubious quality, overall they were effective. Some were 
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themselves qualified as shipsΩ Masters and were punctilious in performing their duties. They had the 

power to order recruiting to cease and to order a ship to return to port. If the Government Agent 

died or was incapacitated the ship always had to return to port. 

Figure 2: A studio portrait of Government Agent Douglas Rannie (centre) and a labour ǎƘƛǇΩǎ crew.  

                
                Source: Rannie, 1912, 238. 

Rannie served as a Government Agent on 17 Queensland ships between 1884 and 

1893 and then became Assistant Inspector of Pacific Islanders at Mackay (1893ς95). 

 

 

Vessels and the Flow of Labour 
Unlike ships in the British India labour trade, Queensland labour trade vessels were not purpose-

built and were usually converted cargo ships. The Queensland labour trade was a private commercial 

enterprise with the ships owned by individuals, partnerships, and companies. Like any business, the 

labour trade ships operated at a profit, which could be substantial. The value of the smallest ships in 

the early years of the labour trade was around £1,000, which could be recouped over a couple of 

voyages if all went well. However, voyages could also make a loss, as is clear from some of the 

Mackay shipping statistics (Table Two, Graph Six) when they sailed well below capacity. Later, profits 

were lower because of the extra cost of larger ships, supplies of labour in the islands were less 

concentrated, and hiring re-recruiting labourers cost more. By the 1890s and 1900s labour recruiting 

profits were much more marginal. 

There are some surprises in the statistics. There were entire years when there were no voyages in or 

out of Mackay: 1891, 1892, 1895 and 1900. The gap in 1891ς92 was because of the Queensland 

GovernmentΩǎ reaction to the findings of the 1885 Royal Commission into labour recruiting in the 

islands off east New Guinea, and the revelations relating to the appalling conditions in the Kanaka 

Hospitals. In 1885 Premier GriffithΩǎ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƳŜƴŘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Pacific Islanders Act 

1880, which closed down labour recruiting after the end of 1890. Then, with the colony struck by 

wide-spread drought and economic depression, in April 1892 Griffith was forced to reopen the 

labour trade again. The years 1895 and 1900, when the labour trade continued to other ports but 

not to Mackay, are more difficult to explain. The reason would seem to be that the number of time-

expired and ticket-holder labourers in the Mackay district was regarded as a sufficient supply of 
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labour for the restructured sugar industry based on government-financed small-farmer controlled 

central mills. European immigration was also fulfilling labour needs. 

 

Accusations of Slavery 
The most contentious feature of the debate is the constant allegations that the Pacific labour trade 

was a form of slaveryτa new system of slavery using another name, indenture. This is believed by 

most of the Australian descendants. 

 

In ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǳǎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩΦ Lƴ the nineteenth century slavery and indenture were two quite separate types of unfree 

labour. While accusations continued to be made that nineteenth century indentured labour was a 

new form of slavery (which had been abolished in the British world between the 1800s and the 

1830s), indentured Pacific labourers were not slaves. The termǎ ΨslaveryΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƘŀǘǘŜƭ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ denotes 

ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƻǿƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘΦ Ψ/ƘŀǘǘŜƭ ǎƭŀǾŜǎΩ are 

individuals treated as property, to be bought and sold. They did not receive wages. There is no 

doubt that the legal status of Ψchattel slavesΩ was quite different from that of indentured labourers in 

Queensland. 

 

Nevertheless, the Melanesian labour trade was clearly not always a positive and legal process. We 

need to ask if the indenture system created economic, social and political structures which involved 

dynamics similar to that of slavery? The answer is complex. Indentured labourers were paid wages, 

albeit low, but the labour system and the work available to and the level of payments of indentured 

labourers altered over time. The plantation era in Queensland (which is sometimes equated with 

southern USA) was relatively short-livedτforty years with its peak in the 1870s and 1880s. 

vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ nineteenth century sugar industry was never composed only of plantations with an 

indentured Pacific Islander work force. By the 1880s and 1890s the Queensland Government had 

ensured that farmer-controlled central mills flourished. At the end of the century and into the 1900s 

plantations had declined and the sugar industry was dominated by co-operatively-owned mills. More 

Islanders were working for farmers than on plantations. Major economic dynamics had altered 

although racial attitudes remained much the same. 

 

Today, the terms ΨǎƭŀǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŀƭ and legal judgements quite free of the 

nineteenth century meaning. In 2018 the Australian Government passed a Modern Slavery Act, 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψmodern ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩ ŜȄƛǎǘsτforms of human exploitation which have new 

meanings quite different from that in the nineteenth century. Alongside this resurgence there has 

been constant pressure from the media, which blithely ignores the differences and elides the several 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ΨǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΩΦ When it comes to the histƻǊȅ ƻŦ Ψ.ƭŀŎƪōƛǊŘƛƴƎΩ (an imprecise colloquial term 

for the nineteenth century Pacific labour trade), newspapers, radio, television, and the new digital 

media find ǘƘŜ ΨƪƛŘƴŀǇǇŜŘ ǎƭŀǾŜΩ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƳƻǊŜ news-worthy than tales of ΨǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ. Media 

coverage over recent decades contains ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ōƛŀǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƪƛŘƴŀǇǇŜŘ ǎƭŀǾŜΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ, 

usually based on the 1860s, which has had an effect on current interpretations. For recent media 

references see McKinnon 2019; Kwai 2020; Smith 2020; and Jokivanta and Pepper 2000. 
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Sold on Slave Blocks? 
Another seemingly supportive allegation for the slavery interpretation is that when the new 

labourers arrived they were sold to future owners/employers from slave blocks down at the 

wharves. In her novel Wacvie (19, 21ς22) Faith Bandler described her father as sold as a slave when 

he arrived at Mackay, and I found similar accusations (Moore, 1985, 154ς55) in historical sources. 

What was happening was legitimate, but the process seems to have been subject to abuse, 

particularly during the first twenty years of the labour trade. Transfers of indenture contracts did 

take place, most often when the labourers first arrived or when a plantation was sold. Financial 

outlays to obtain new labourers were large, and the process could take four or five months by the 

time a ship left and returned to portΦ 9ƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ 

certain number of labour recruits, but by the time they arrived in port financial circumstances might 

have changed and a lesser number were required. Plantations sometimes went broke and were left 

with no capacity to take on new labourers, or even to keep existing labourers. Transfers were used 

ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƻ ŀŘƧǳǎǘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΦ ¦ƴŘƻǳōǘŜŘƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

disregard of the effect on the employees. Brothers and cousins could have been split up and the 

process must have been traumatic. Indentured labourers could also be hired out on a short term 

basis. However, this was not the same as selling slaves. 

 

Feedback in Oral History 
A circular feedback loop from popular literature, the media, and Islander memory over the last fifty 

years has provided Australian descendants with a conviction that they are all descended from 

kidnapped slaves. Even in the 1970s the better read Islanders had copies of popular texts on the 

labour ǘǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ōƻƻƪǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ /ƻǊǊƛǎΩǎ Port, Passage and Plantation (1973) and 

/ƻǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǊŜƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ²Φ¢Φ ²ŀǿƴΩǎ муфо ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘ people trade. Interestingly, 

the Islander oral testimony collected in the 1970s does not carry the same level of preoccupation 

with slavery as it does today (Moore,1985, 337ς43, Moore 2015; Sullivan and Sullivan, 2020). Some 

of the more outrageous contemporary allegations by Islanders are believed by the media, and when 

challenged are justified as privileged knowledgeτlegitimate subjective narratives derived from oral 

historians within the community (Fallon 2016; Davis 2000; Miller 2010). 

 

Indenture Agreements 
Pacific Islander labourers in Queensland were bound by the terms of the Masters and Servants Act 

and specific Acts of parliament relating to the indenture contracts for Pacific Islanders. Indenture 

was a waged legal contract between two parties in relation to a period of employment. Indenture 

always favoured the employer (for instance, no strikes were allowed) and although indenture 

agreements were also used to control European workers, after the abolition of slavery, indenture 

became the major legal mechanism to bind non-European workers before trade unions were formed 

to negotiate working conditions. Islanders usually could not join trade unions, although there is 

evidence from NSW that some did. Indenture was finally abolished between the 1900s and 1940s: 

мфлл ƛƴ IŀǿŀƛȫƛΤ мфлс ƛƴ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΤ мфнл ƛƴ CƛƧƛΤ мфпр ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ tŀǇǳŀ ŀƴŘ bŜǿ DǳƛƴŜŀΣ ŀƴd a 

few years later in the British Solomon Islands Protectorate. 

 

Inequalities of Power 
Bonded unfree labour (indenture) was quite distinct from slavery, but social institutions and beliefs 

of the time meant that there were some apparent similarities. Regardless of the legal differences 

and interpretations, the labour trade, including the recruitment process in the islands, the voyages, 

and life in Queensland and New South Wales, involved deeply structured inequalities of power 
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which produced what have been described as relations of coercion. A ground-breaking 1970s study 

of the Queensland labour trade (Saunders, 1975) compared the Queensland indentured labour 

system with American slavery, concluding that the two were different systems of unfree labour, 

both containing complex relationships of status and authority, although there were some social 

similarities between Queensland indenture and American slavery. Nevertheless, unlike slaves in the 

United States of America, Pacific Islanders in Queensland could legally be part of contracts and could 

marry, while at the same time they were excluded from being British subjects, and before 1876 were 

not considered to be competent witnesses in Court. The undeniable illegalities in the recruitment 

process challenge the concept that indenture was always by legal means. The aŜƭŀƴŜǎƛŀƴǎΩ dark 

skins and cultural differences meant that racism also played a strong part in determining attitudes. 

Racist beliefs were and are powerful mechanisms of social control. The introduction of the White 

Australia Policy, including an Act to deport Pacific Islanders and stop further immigration, is absolute 

proof of this. 

 

Estimating the extent of illegality involved in the labour trade is even more difficult than calculating 

the number of individual labour recruits. Saunders suggested that around five percent (3,000) of 

vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ indentured Pacific Islanders were kidnapped. Her estimate is probably accurate, as is 

her conclusion that the mid-1880s was the cut-off date between an early increasingly legal period 

and the later predominantly legal period of the labour trade. Where we differ is that Saunders added 

another large percentage where the recruiting circumstances are dubious in terms of the provisions 

in the various Acts. My research suggests she exaggerated the level of overall illegality. There were a 

few anomalies in the 1890s, but largely it became a well-controlled process and recruiting was by 

negotiation not force. Saunders cited examples from as early as the 1870s where it was clear that 

negotiation was the only successful method to obtain labour. While it has become fashionable to 

Ǉƭŀȅ Řƻǿƴ ΨŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ όƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜύΣ ƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ why the majority 

enlisted. 

 

Re-recruiting, Time-expired and Ticket-holder Islanders 
In recent decades new research has enabled us to know much more about the different types of 

ƭŀōƻǳǊΥ ΨƴŜǿ ŎƘǳƳǎΩ όŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎύΣ ǊŜ-recruiting labourers, labourers in Queensland 

who re-ƛƴŘŜƴǘǳǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƛƳŜ-ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƛŎƪŜǘ ƘƻƭŘŜǊΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ǿŀǎ 

never one homogeneous group. 

 

Based on the Queensland and Mackay statistics, the decline in immigration and emigration after a 

peak in the mid-1880s is obvious. This was because of the large number of Islanders who chose to 

remain in Queensland for long periods, or ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǘƛƳŜ-ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎ or 

ΨǘƛŎƪŜǘ-holdersΩ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾƻȅŀƎƛƴƎ. Throughout the 

1880s and 1890s Ψtime-ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘΩ labourers formed one third to one half of the total number in 

Queensland. They were between 31 and 34 percent (1888ς92); between 57 and 67 percent (1893ς

99); between 42 and 46 percent (1900ς01); and between 31 and 39 percent (1902ς04). As well, in 

1884 the government placed limits on the occupations available to the Islanders, confining them to 

tropical agriculture on the coastτeffectively to field labour in the sugar industry. However, a 

significant number of the members of the Legislative Assembly objected to what they saw as unjust 

and unBritish limits on individuals who had completed their indenture contracts and were in effect 

residents in the colony. The solution was to allow complete freedom of employment for all Islanders 

who had lived in Queensland for five continuous years before 1 September 1884. Known as Ψticket-

ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ, they were issued with special exemption documents: there were 835 in Queensland in 
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1884, 716 in 1892, 704 in 1901, and 691 in 1906. Expressed as a proportion of the overall Islander 

population, between 1885 and 1906 the Ψticket-holdersΩ constituted seven to eleven percent of the 

overall Islander population. Together, the Ψtime-expiredΩ and Ψticket-holderΩ Islanders were a 

significant proportion of the overall Islander population available for agricultural labourτhence the 

decline in new immigration. ¢ƘŜ ΨǘƛŎƪŜǘ-ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀstoral and marine 

industries, and owned farms and boarding houses. ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŀƭƛŜƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ 

as British subjects, although their Australian-born children became British subjects and later 

Australian citizens. 

In the 1890s and мфллǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŜŀǇŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ΨǘƛƳŜ-ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƛŎƪŜǘ-ƘƻƭŘŜǊΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 

in the colony/state, and pay them higher wages (up to £22 and even £30 a year). This is clear from 

the 1895ς1906 employment register from the Burdekin (see the Bibliography, under James Cook 

University). They were acclimatised to Queensland conditions and more productive workers than 

ΨƴŜǿ ŎƘǳƳΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ {ƻǳǘƘ {Ŝŀ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǘƛƳŜ-ŜȄǇƛǊŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƛŎƪŜǘ-ƘƻƭŘŜǊΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊers, with the probable exception of large number of 

Solomon Islanders at Mackay, most of whom would not have fitted into the twenty plus years in 

Queensland specifications. 

 

The Pattern of Voyages 
In the early years recruiters targeted coastal Islanders, but these were less available in later years. 

Ships anchored at passages, firing off dynamite charges at dusk to let inland descent groups know 

that a ship had arrived. Crews circled their ships around big islands like Guadalcanal and Malaita, or 

Tanna and Santo, spending a few days at every major passage, sometimes back-tracking to the best 

areas. hƴŎŜ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘΣ ǎƘƛǇǎΩ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ 

to the same passages year after year, where they had been well-received in the past, and where 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴǘ ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩΦ 

 

As early as the 1860s and 1870s, a number of Islander indentured labourers enlisted for Queensland 

more than once. By the 1890s a high proportion of the Islanders travelling to Queensland were ΨƻƭŘ 

ƘŀƴŘǎΩΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΣ CƛƧƛΣ 

Samoa, and New Caledonia. The statistics become firm onwards from 1892 after vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

Governor Norman paid a visit to a labour vessel, the Para. He gave instructions that henceforth the 

all governors were to receive full reports on voyages, including details of the numbers who were re-

enlisting after having worked previously beyond their own island. These statistics were included in 

the published annual reports on Pacific Island migration. Over the remaining decade of the labour 

trade, of the 15,000 new arrivals on indenture agreements, each year on average between 22.5 

percent and 35.5 percent were re-recruiting. For instance, of the 1,037 new arrivals in Queensland in 

1903, 369 (35.5%) had worked as labourers previously: 312 in Queensland, 24 in New Caledonia, 20 

in Fiji, four in Samoa, two on Sandwich (Efate) Island, one on Epi Island, five in the Florida (Ngela) 

Group, and one at Roviana Lagoon, New Georgia. ΨhƭŘ ƘŀƴŘǎΩ who returnedτalready accustomed to 

conditions in Queenslandτwere much in demand by employers. In return they regularly 

commanded higher wages, double that of a person enlisting for the first time. It is unrealistic to 

suggest that this group were kidnapped or forced to travel to Queensland. 
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Map 2: Four recruiting voyages around Malaita, 1881, 1888, 1893, 1895. 
 
 

                

               Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

 

 

Allocation of Space 
Over the decades there were revisions to the 1868 Act, particularly in 1880. The below-deck fittings 

were meagre and basic, usually no more than shared wooden bunks. Although always cramped, the 

average space allocated per passenger was little different from steerage (the most basic passenger 

accommodation) on contemporary British vessels carrying European migrants to the Australian 

ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎΦ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛŎŜƴŎed to carry one adult for every 12 square feet 

allotted for their use. The minimum height between decks was set at six feet six inches (1.9 metres). 

There could be two levels of bunks and the bottom bunk had to be six inches off the floor of the 

hold. If the between-decks height was above the minimum required, between 1868 and 1880 extra 

passengers were allowed at the ratio of one for every 144 cubic feet of space. In addition, each 

vessel needed to have five square feet of railed exercise space for each passenger, on the upper 

deck or poop. In the 1880 Act the space necessary to carry extra passengers was halved, to one for 

every 78 cubic feet of below-deck space. 

 

The essential differences between comparative passenger comfort on various British vessels carrying 

migrant passengers in the nineteenth century were the size of the ships, the length of the voyages 

and that most Europeans would have had possessions with them, including bedding. A round-trip 

recruiting voyage in the Melanesian labour trade was usually for four to five months, although some 

exceeded this. Any recruit or returning Islander was likely to have spent no more than half the 

voyage time on the vessel. Not all voyages carried the full number of passengers, although it was 

possible that there would be up to 130 recruits and returns living below decks at any one time. The 
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ships were wooden, rigged as schooners, barquentines, and brigantines, averaging 120 to 150 tons 

gross weight, with some as small at 73 tons, a few up to 240 tons, and even a steam ship of 380 tons. 

British vessels carrying European migrants to Australia and ships in the Indian labour trade to the 

West Indies, Mauritius and Fiji were much larger, in excess of 1,000 tons gross weight, and often as 

large as 3,000 tons. 

 

And finally, for those of you who have wondered (I did for years) where the toilets were, they could 

be found at the head (front) of the ship, all the way forward on either side of the bowsprit, the 

integral part of the hull to which the figurehead was fastened. Ledges extended out over the edge of 

the ship and were sluiced with buckets of water. Islandersτwho in the beginning usually had no 

knowledge of Englishτwere encouraged (somehow) to use ΨThe HeadΩ. They were also provided 

with sanitary buckets below decks, which were emptied each morning. When the weather was 

rough, the Islanders were confined below decks. The stench from defecation and vomit must have 

been dreadful, and the chance of diseases spreading must have been high. The only way to cleanse 

the holds would have been to use water hoses attached to hand pumps on deck, which flushed 

water into the bilge, the part of the ship under the deck in the bottom of the hold. Bilge water 

became foul and noxious, but could be syphoned out with a pump. 

 

Another aspect of space onboard is the separation of male and female labour recruits into different 

sections of the hold by non-sound-proof bulkheads. The various Pacific taboos regarding 

mensuration and birth had to be dealt with in quite confined quarters. 

 

The average ship carried a Captain or Master, a Mate/recruiter, about five European crew, four 

Islander crew, the Government Agent, and the indentured labourers. Feeding this number of people 

ŜŀŎƘ Řŀȅ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎΦ CƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƎŀƭƭŜȅ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

islands was always to collect root vegetables for food. However, once these ran out on the voyage 

back to Queensland the options were mainly rice and salted meat, both quite alien to Pacific Islander 

diets. It was essential that the labour recruits be allowed up on deck as much as possible, for health 

and exercise, to eat and to socialise. If the Islanders had been brought onboard forcible this would 

inevitably have led to trouble. However, I suspect they were only allowed on deck in small groups as 

it would hardly be feasibly to have over 100 passengers on deck at one time. The voyages diaries yet 

to be examined and analysed may hold the key to understanding this process. 

 

For most of the round-trip there was a mixture of returns and newly indentured labourers. We know 

nothing of the level of communication between these two groups, or between the labourers and the 

shipsΩ crews, which included Pacific Islanders. Even though the functioning of these lengthy sea 

voyages was an essential part of the whole labour trade, there has been no historical study so far of 

the quite considerable body of evidence. Although all of the evidence comes from European and 

often quite partial sources, the lack of evidence of tension or violence on all but a few early voyages 

indicates that they were reasonably harmonious. There were horror voyages in the 1860s, but many 

of these related to recruiting to Fiji not Queensland (see Mortensen 2000). Over 40 years research I 

have located more than 100 published and unpublished diaries and investigations into voyages 

(Moore, 2019, 57ς68 ). Three published diaries from voyages are included in the bibliography below 

(Giles, 1968; Melvin, 1977; Wawn, 1893/1973). This gathering process has been haphazard; there 

may still be other accounts extant. However, this is a large sample and there is no longer any excuse 

for not undertaking a major study. I leave this as a challenge for some future researcher. 
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The Ships in the Labour Trade 
There are many photographs of Queensland labour trade ships. Some of the early vessels were quite 

small, but as the decades progressed larger ships were used, some of them steam ships. The 

tonnage statistics (if known) can be found in Table Two below the name of each ship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The Amy Robsart 
(labour trade ship, 72 tons) 
and Hannah Newton, Pioneer 
River, Mackay, 1868. 

Source: Henry L. Roth. The 

Discovery and Settlement of Port 

Mackay. Halifax, England: F. King 

& Sons Ltd, 1908, 124. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: The Mystery (82 tons), 
Pioneer River, Mackay, 1870s. 

 
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Figure 5: The May (287 tons), Bundaberg, 1890s. 

       
     Source: State Library of Queensland, JOL 2246. 

 

Figure 6: Sketch of the Para (252 tons) in the 1890s with one of its recruiting boats onshore and 
another covering at a distance, 1890s.        

Source: State Library of Queensland, JOL 65329. 
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Figure 7: The Madeline (114 tons) was stranded at the northern end of Malo Island, on the passage 
between Malo and Santo islands, 18 February 1886. Its recruits were brought to Queensland on the 
Hector (199 tons). 

 

Source: Douglas Rannie, My Adventures among South Sea Cannibals. London: Seeley, Service and Co. 
Ltd, 1912. 

 

 

  

  

 

 Figure 8: The barquentine Sydney 
Belle(175 tons), Bundaberg, 1900s.                  

                 Source:  State Library of Queensland JOL. 

 

 

 

                  

 

 

Figure 9: The barquentine Sydney Belle   
(175 tons), Bundaberg, 1900s.                  

Source:  State Library of Queensland JOL. 
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CƛƎǳǊŜ млΥ [ŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘǿƻ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ōƻŀǘǎΣ ƻƴŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǊŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
other further out to cover any attack.  

This depiction is by William Wawn, a well-known Queensland labour trade captain between 1875 

and 1891. 

 
Source: Wawn, 1893/1973, frontispiece. 

 

 

Life Onboard 
There are no photographs and very few illustrations of below-deck conditions on labour trade ships 

(see Figures 1, 11, 12). Onwards from 1868 all recruits were to be Issued with clothes when onboard, 

although these sketches do not indicate clothes. It is possible either that clothes were not issued 

until ships were close to port, or that artistic license has been used. Initially, the Islanders wore very 

little, and even body ornaments were often removed before they entered the whale boats on the 

shore. This seems to have been because many of these were sacred in some way and had to be left 

behind. 

 

Figures 11ς12: Below-deck conditions of Queensland labour trade ships leaving the islands. 

  
Sources: Picturesque Atlas of Australia (1886); and Wawn, 1893/1973, 4. 
































































