The Forgotten Pearlers

Cape York Aboriginals in the
Torres Strait Pearl-Shell Industry

Front Cover
A statue commemorating Aboriginal women’s contribution to the Broome pearling industry
sits proudly on the foreshore of Roebuck Bay, Western Australia. To this day,
acknowledgement of the involvement of Aboriginals from Cape York in the Torres Strait
pearling industry is not told, recognised nor properly understood.
In the early days of the pearl shell industry Aboriginal women were captured and sold,
through a trade called Blackbirding, and forced into diving. The pearlers had no compunction
about kidnapping local Aborigines throughout Cape York and Western Australia and forcing
them into virtual slavery as divers.
The front cover is a statue is of a pregnant Aboriginal woman desperately rising out of a wave
with a pearl shell in her hand. She appears to be bursting out of the water, offering a pearl
shell but a closer look reveals a less romantic story, as she is pregnant and is gasping for air.
She pays homage to the resilience and suffering of the forgotten women of pearling in
Broome – both early divers and those who supported the industry from land.
It acknowledges the horrendous early 19th century practice of “blackbirding” – the forcible
kidnapping of Aboriginal men and women to pearl luggers, where they dived for pearl shells
in deep water, often without breathing apparatus. Unsurprisingly, many of them drowned.

The Forgotten Pearlers
Aboriginal people of Cape York and Far North Queensland are the forgotten people of the
pearling industry in Queensland and the Torres Strait. There is a continued assumption that
pearling in Queensland is the domain of the Torres Strait and that of Torres Strait Islanders.
Pearling in the commercial sense commenced in 1868 when Captain William Banner set up a
Beche-de-Mer station on Warrior Island in the Torres Strait. He and his South Sea Islander
crew were the first to commercially harvest pearl shell, and in doing so started an industry
that changed the face, culture and traditions of the Torres Strait and Far North Queensland.
It is well known that other cultures involved include Japanese, Malay, Filipino, South Sea
Islander, Chinese, Greek and European. Cape York Aboriginals were also a significant cultural
group that quite often goes un-noticed.
A snapshot:
In 1884 about half of the 500 men and boys employed in the beche-de-mer fishery
on Murray, Darnley and York Islands were mainland Aborigines, many of them had
been kidnapped.
Professional recruiters earned up to 4 pounds a head, and Aborigines were often
marooned on distant islands to perish or forced to sign on again.
From 1902 to 1916, more than 500 mainland Aborigines officially participated in the
beche-de-mer, trochus and pearling industry signed on at Cooktown and Thursday
Island.
Women and even children as young as 6 were set to work. Teenagers were preferred
because they were more manageable and in some instances a minor slave trade
developed.
In 1897 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 and alcohol to the elders of the camp. Most of these
commodities were addictive so that further demand was practically guaranteed.
Once blackbirded, women and men were boarded and deposited on some island,
whilst the ship returned to Thursday Island with only a few males to be properly
signed on, upon which they would return to gather the recruits and take them further
into the Great Barrier Reef.
By 1900 all Aborigines on the east coast of Cape York were familiar with the industry
and recruiting gradually moved further down the west coast of the Cape.
During two weeks while the Northern Protector was visiting Mapoon, 11 boats had
called on the Mission for recruiting. All earnings of the recruits were channelled into
the upkeep of the mission.
In 1901, Reverend Hey at Mapoon prohibited recruiting from the mission. He
observed that two-thirds of the young boys who had spent a season on the luggers
died within six months of their return from consumption.
Missionaries at Mapoon and Weipa raised opposition to recruiting and the Northern
Protector prohibited recruiting in the area between the two missions. Recruiters and
employers complained and in response the Protector permitted recruiting in Albatross
bay (Weipa).
Aboriginal populations were diminished in number through consumption and other
introduced diseases. The solution was for the Northern Protector to open further
areas of the Cape for recruiting as “others had become more and more worked out”.

On the east coast of Cape York the government facilitated recruiting as much as
possible in order to regulate it. Boat owners could apply at Thursday Island and
recruits would be made available by superintendents at the reserves and missions.
Many times this was simply by the local policemen. 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”.
Whilst there were four missions already established, much of the recruiting took place
at Aboriginal bush camps off the reserves.
Richard Howard, Chief Protector of Aborigines presented an annual report in 1906
suggesting “recruitment depots” could be set up to regulate Aboriginal recruitment
and put an end to recruiting at Aboriginal camps which was conducted “in the most
undesirable, pernicious and demoralising manner.”
Lloyd Bay (Lockhart River) was considered an ideal site halfway between Cooktown
and Thursday Island. In 1924, The Church of England jumped in and Lockhart River
Mission was finally opened.
In 1915 the Chief Protector permitted recruitment between the Archer and Mitchell
Rivers (including Aurukun, Pompuraaw and Kowanyama) because the demand for
Aboriginal labour from the pearling industry was so great. These new recruiting areas
presented the problems of earlier experiences including desertions. More than half of
the Kendall River (Aurukun) recruits absconded and were recaptured several times.
Five drowned trying to swim from Entrance Island to the mainland.
In 1916, forty-two (42) Aborigines from Kendall River (Aurukun) were engaged for
the first time. Many more came after that.
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.
If the 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: “But we didn’t get paid for it. We worked for the whole
mission. The money went towards McIvor, Cape Bedford and the school.” Fred
Deeral commenting in 1986.
Aborigines and Japanese skippers had an unusual relationship. Whilst the Japanese
used prohibited items such as alcohol to trade for recruits, they respected the
Aboriginal knowledge of the sea, the weather and bush foods.
The recruitment practices of Japanese skippers (themselves employees for the lugger
owners) was questionable. They distributed alcohol and other commodities to camp
elders and made extended visits, involving sexual relationships with local women.
The Pearling Disaster in Cape Melville in 1899 is a little known piece of history of
pearling industry of Far North Queensland and an event during which more than 100
Aboriginals from Barrow Point were killed. Many died during the initial storm surge,
others drowning try to assist the survivors.
54 luggers, 5 schooners and many other vessels were wrecked. Approximately 300
"coloured" crew, 11 white crew were also killed. The acknowledgement of the white
crew is with a memorial at Cape Melville and another on Thursday Island mentioning
each of the white crew by name but only acknowledging the death of "295 coloured
men". There is no mention of the 100 Aboriginal people from Barrow Point who died
from the flood or trying to help the survivors.

