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PLENTY MORE LITTLE BROWN MAN!

PEARLSHELLING AND WHITE AUSTRALIA IN
QUEENSLAND 1901-18.

LORRAINE PHILIPPS

Wearer of pearls in your necklace, comfort yourself if you can.
These are the risks of the pearling—these are the ways of Japan;
‘Plenty more Japanee diver, plenty more little brown man!’

A.B. Paterson, The Pear! Diver

STUDY OF THE origins and development of the White Australia policy has
been a recurring theme of Australian historical research. Little remains to be
learnt of the developments in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies that culminated in the passage of legislation to restrict the immigration
of Chinese and other Asiatic races, and for the deportation of one of.the
country’s largest immigrant, coloured populations —the Kanakas. Neverthe-
less, there have been few attempts to analyse the implications of the adoption
and legislative enforcement of the principles of White Australia in one
industry which, at the turn of the century, contained the largest concentration
of Asian immigrants in Australia, namely the pearlshelling industry.

At the same time as the Queensland sugar industry was being alternatively
compelled or encouraged to adapt itselt to white l[abour, arrangements were
made to permit the continued employment of coloured labour on the
shelling fleets. Under paragraph (j) of Clause 4, the shelling industry was
exempted from the main provisions of the Immigration Restriction Act of
1901. In the years immediately following, a permit system was introduced
whereby the shellers were granted continued access to the Asian labour
market. The pearlshelling industry thus came to enjoy the unique privilege
of becoming Australia’s sole exception to the policy of excluding indentured
coloured labour.

Existing explanations of these developments are not entirely satisfactory.
In general, they tend to illustrate briefly some aspects of the industry’s weak
economic position that militated against the employment of well-paid
European labour. These factors no doubt help to explain the failure of the
many attempts to effect a transition to white labour, but they are not suf-
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ficient to account for the indistry’s continued ability to employ cheap,
coloured labour at a time when all other industries were being denied this
concession. Attempts have been made to account for this situation in terms
of the superior lobbying ability of the shellers,' and as the result of diplomatic
pressures exerted by Japan on behalf of her overseas nationals in the
industry, leading to the granting of special concessions for this particular
group of coloured immigrants,” but neither of these arguments is well
substantiated.

Moreover, some writers appear to have completely misinterpreted the
special arrangements made for the shelling industry. They seem to assume
implicitly or explicitly (in the same way as did many Labor politicians of
the period) that any departure from a programme of total exclusion of
coloured aliens necessarily entailed a departure from the aims of White
Australia. It is for this reason that Dr Beckett argues that ‘the Torres Strait
pearlers . . . along with their colleagues in Western Australia and Port
Darwin, remained exempt from the provisions of the White Australia
policy’." A close examination of the reasons for the permit system and the
way in which it was established reveals, to the contrary, that these arrange-
ments were fully in accord with that policy’s objectives.

This essay offers a reinterpretation of the shelling industry’s experience
during the years in which White Australia became a dominant consideration
in national affairs, with particular reference to the Queensland branch of the
industry. A brief examination of the origins of the industry’s dependence
on cheap, coloured labour forms the background to the analysis of its
subsequent experience in attempting to come to terms with repeated
demands for the industry’s conversion to European labour. These demands
were connected with a competitive struggle within the industry in the late
1890s, in which the dominant capitalist interests were able to exploit success-
fully the prevalent anti-alien feeling of the country to win protection from
the competition of an alien capitalist cla~<. The failure of the many attempts
by Labor politicians to extend the ambit of this campaign so as to exclude
coloured labour as well, will be examined in the light of the industry’s many
Structural weaknesses that necessitated continued access to a low-wage
labour force. Economic considerations are also central to an understanding
Qf the industry’s subsequent exemption from the provisions of the Immigra-
tion Restriction Act and to the institution of the permit system, but it is
!mportant to note that the policy objectives of White Australia strongly
mﬂuenc'ed administrative developments with respect to this industry. The
€conomic, technical and political obstacles to the reconstruction of the
Queepsland pearlshelling industry, that was attempted in 1908, are then
€xamined; while the final part of the essay deals with the last major attempt
to convert the industry to white labour, in 1911-16.

1868-1900

Queepsland pearlshell was first exploited commercially in 1868 on the
Warrior Islands in the Torres Strait. Within weeks of the initial venture,
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shore stations, financed by Sydney firms and employing local native labour,
dotted the islands of the Torres Strait in search of the valuable gold-lipped
shell that had hitherto been in world-wide shortage. In the ensuing decades,
favourable conditions of demand and supply encouraged rapid expansion,
and Queensland pearlshelling quickly assumed importance both within the
local economy and the international market—Queensland supplied approxi-
mately 20 per cent of total world supplies of shell.? By the 1890s, however,
years of unchecked development, coupled with the sudden collapse of the
European market for shell, upon which Queensland shellers were almost
completely dependent, exposed many structural weaknesses within the
industry. By that time neither geographic expansion nor technological
improvement could solve the problem of declining yields. As a luxury
commodity, subject to fashion whims and with numerous cheap substitutes,
shell was subject to considerable market manipulation of prices that local
shellers could do little to control, given the need to remain competitive
with other cheap labour sources. Wage costs thus became the principal con-
straint on profits and it came to be felt that the industry’s survival depended
on continued access to a low-wage labour force.

Although instability in production and prices later assumed an important
bearing on the industry’s dependence on cheap coloured labour, this was not
the case initially. The practice of obtaining local natives— principally Torres
Strait and Pacific Islanders—to do the work of diving largely reflected the
fact that they represented the only available labour force with the necessary
skills for swimming-diving operations. With the advent of dress-diving in
1874, these Islanders were quickly relegated to subordinate positions as crew
members of boats manned by white, South Sea or Norfolk Island divers.
Despite high earnings, few of the newcomers remained long in the difficult
and dangerous work of diving and from the 1880s onwards, shellers in-
creasingly turned towards the fishing populations of Asia for the recruitment
of divers and tenders. The Filipinos, Manillamen and Malays were not only
more capable and reliable than their predecessors but were willing to work
for lower wages than were paid to whites, and in consequence the few
remaining white divers, and later the Norfolk and Pacific Islanders, were
supplanted by Asiatics.

During the 1890s keen competition associated with the industry’s economic
crisis prompted further wage reductions, and the Malay divers were in turn
rapidly displaced by poorly paid Japanese indentured workers. Indeed, by
1897 the Japanese already held a position of numerical dominance in
shelling, and their number at Thursday Island, for the first time, far out-
stripped that of the resident white population.’ Furthermore, with the aid
of the shore-station owners, the Japanese had acquired an interest (by rent
and ownership) in approximately one-third of the total Queensland shelling
fleet in the five years since their arrival.®

Given the industry’s unstable economic position, a section of the larger
companies (the floating-station owners, who each operated a fleet of luggers
serviced by a schooner at sea) felt that this competition could not be tolerated
and quickly took the initiative in demanding discriminatory legislation
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against the Japanese. Following a Royal Commission in 1897, in which the
fleet owners exercised a decisive influence, Queensland enacted legislation
which both prohibited boat-renting and restricted the issue of all further
boat licences issued under the Pearlshell Act to British subjects.” The
floating-station owners thus succeeded not only in eliminating the threat of
Japanese ownership but also in dealing a serious blow to their shore-station
competitors. More importantly, they had skilfully manipulated the oppor-
tunity afforded by the Royal Commission to present a strong case for the
industry’s continued access to cheap Asian labour, which could soon provide
the basis for the industry’s exemption from the provisions of the proposed
Immigration Restriction Act. However, if the more orthodox exponents of
the White Australia policy were sometimes embarrassed by the shellers’
success in confining the principle of protection to the propertied class, the
latter clearly understimated the determination with which Labor politicians,
both state and federal, would fight to ensure the exclusion of all coloured
peoples. What had seemed a complete victory for the floating-station
owners in 1899 thus proved to be merely the first episode in a bitter twenty-
year struggle to bring the pearlshelling industry completely within the ambit
of White Australia.

1901-05

_It ha.s been said that the desire to deal effectively with the threat of Asian
Immigration was the most important single influence upon the achievement
qf Federation in 1901. As all parties and all classes were agreed that the
time had come for concerted action on the principle of White Australia,
tl}e'new Federal Parliament lost no time in introducing legislation to pro-
hibit further Asian immigration. This is not the place for a detailed analysis
of th_e origins and development of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 .
Suffice it to say that diplomatic pressures exerted by the British government
and, to some extent, Japan, coupled with the knowledge of Queensland’s
unfOrtl}nate experiences in attempting to pursue an independent immigration
pollc_y m.the late 1890s," culminated in the Commonwealth’s acceptance of
a legl§la11ve model that would ensure the desired restriction without provok-
Ing d!pl_omatic repercussions. Hence under Section 3 of the Immigration
_Resmctlon Act, any person who failed to pass a dictation test of fifty words
n a European language could be declared a prohibited immigrant.” Qne
'Tllgl'}t expect that the passage of this Act would have doomed the pearl-
Shellu_lg industry to extinction. On the contrary, the very industry that
contained t_h_e largest concentration of Asian immigrants soon achieved a
Unique position in Australian affairs by becoming the sole exception to the
policy of excluding indentured coloured labour.

The pearlshelling industry received very little attention during the Immi-
8ration debates despite its obvious commitment to the employment of
oloured labour. Indeed, most of the details had already been worked out
when Pa_r]iamem was first asked to consider exempting the industry from
the provisions of the Bill. Speaking on behalf of the shelling interests in
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Western Australia, Mahon presented a strong case for the industry’s con-
tinued access to the Asian labour market. He argued that it could not
provide attractive returns for either the white divers themselves or those who
offered them employment. There could be no real question of Asian com-
petition with whites once it was recognised that the industry could not be
carried on at all without coloured labour. Nor was there much danger of
‘racial contamination’. By the nature of their work the coloured men en-
gaged in the industry spent very little time on shore, while regulations com-
pelling the repatriation of indentured labour meant that few, if any, would
become permanent residents of Australia. More importantly, as operations
were largely conducted outside the three mile limit, it was feared that a new
base would be established in Dutch colonial territory, beyond Australian
control, and the benefits of revenue and export income would be lost to the
Commonwealth forever.'

Arrangements had already been made to allow for the temporary exemp-
tion from the Bill’s provisions of the master and crew of any vessel during
its stay in port." Although this was originally intended to meet the needs of
foreign rather than domestic shipping, the shellers soon became aware of
the loophole, and this left only the diver’s position in doubt. Mahon sug-
gested that the difficulty could be overcome if this clause were altered so as
to include any ‘other persons engaged in the vessel’’? but in doing so he
opened up a contentious debate between those who were prepared to make
some concessions and those who demanded rigid enforcement of the Bill’s
provisions. Opposition members immediately attacked the amendment on
the grounds that it would create a dangerous leakage ‘through which a
stream will ultimately pour’, whilst providing sugar-growers with an unfor-
tunate precedent for the maintenance of kanaka labour. As there seemed
no way to placate these fears, Mahon eventually decided to withdraw the
amendment in the hope that those responsible for the Act’s administration
would not willingly destroy the industry by a too literal interpretation of its
provisions. "

Shellers were less than satisfied with this uncertain arrangement and lost
no time in informing Parliament of their plans to place their vessels under
foreign flag and to work outside the three mile limit if they were not granted
full and permanent exemption." In the following months Prime Minister
Barton received numerous deputations representing shelling interests at
Thursday Island and Port Darwin—some declaring their intention to estab-
lish a new base of operations in the Dutch port of Merauke in New Guinea
and others insisting that this was merely a threat which could never be
carried out. Unable to ascertain the truth of these conflicting allegations
and anxious to prevent the fishery from falling into the hands of a foreign
power, Barton decided in January 1902 that for three months, short exemp-
tions should be granted to divers during their vessels’ stay in port, pending
the outcome of a special inquiry which could ascertain the true facts of
the stituation."*

News of his action provoked sharp criticism in the House of Representa-
tives, particularly from Labor quarters. While some objected to the incon-
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sistencies that had arisen between the treatment of the shelling and sugar
industries, both of which professed a need for coloured labour, Labor
members decried the undermining of an Act, which had received universal
support, for the advantage of a ‘few monopolists who happen to control
the pearl fishing industry’.'* Bamford argued that not only was Merauke a
bluff but white labour was both available in sufficient quantities and capable
of profitable employment in shelling. He even went so far as to suggest
that at one time the industry had been almost solely conducted by white
labour, which was patently untrue. Watson urged that the country would be
well rid of the unpatriotic shellers, and his supporters added that an industry
which could not be carried on without the ‘infernal system of “‘truck’” ’ and
serious less of life should be afforded no special treatment.'” Barton
remained unmoved.

In April 1902, Judge Dashwood was appointed to investigate conditions
in the shelling industry at Thursday Island and Port Darwin, particularly
with a view to ascertaining the practicability of conducting the industry with
white labour and the suitability of Merauke as an alternative base of
qperations. Though conducted in some haste, Dashwood’s inquiry was a
lm."le more impartial than the previous Commission, with labour spokesmen
being given their first opportunity to present their position officially. Evi-
denFe was also taken from a number of local employers not connected with
the industry, but the fleet owners continued to exercise a dominant influence.

Th.e old hostility between the floating stations and the shore owners
rerpamed, but news of the inquiry had prompted attempts to achieve a
uniform stand on the question of coloured labour to which all parties
would pledge themselves before the Commission. According to F. Hodel
manager of one of the largest remaining shore stations and a firm devoteé
of White Australia, a meeting of the major floating-station interests had
bee.n held at the offices of Burns, Philp & Co. a few days before Dashwood’s
arr{val,_at which they agreed to give their support for the employment of
white dlyers if the shore owners and labour spokesmen would recommend
the cqntmued employment of coloured crews. A deptuation was appointed
to wait upon Messrs Hodel and Gummow, representing the shore interests
and R._ Cohen and C. Ashford, representing the Labor Party. However a;
'regu]at.lons restricting the number of licensed boats to those currently engayged
n the industry had been passed in the previous year,' Hodel suggested that
1t was useless to recommend white divers until licences for new boats were
again thrown open to the public. As the floating-station representatives
Woul_d not agree to permit new competition, the conference eventually
terminated without any understanding having been reached.'” In the absence
of a compromise all parties were left free to lobby as they desired, and the
fleet OWIErs now seemed determined to use their numbers to press for total
€xemption from the Immigration Restriction Act.

Th_e Queensland shelling industry had undergone little change since the
Hamilton Royal Commission of 1897. If the question of foreign ownership
l'lo'longer remained contentious, the industry was still heavily dependent on
Asian labour. Of the 255 divers employed in 1902 there were 190 Japanese
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and only one European. All but 42 of the 1773 men employed as crew were
coloured.”’ Shell prices had made some improvement in recent years (see
Table 1), but due to a surplus of labour the benefits had not been passed on
to the employees in the form of wages.”” Despite some efforts to prevent
depletion of the beds, the average catch per boat had declined markedly and
divers were being driven further and further afield in their search for shell.
It was estimated that approximately five-sixths of the shell was currently
obtained outside the three mile limit.* In addition, the enthusiastic hopes of
the previous decade for a re-establishment of the industry on the basis of
cultivation of shell by white lessees were now nowhere to be found; James
Clark had long since abandoned his early experiments in this field.

With these facts in mind, Dashwood attempted to gauge the probable
results for the industry of an enforced conversion to white labour. Like
Barton, he received highly conflicting reports. Of the nineteen witnesses
examined at Thursday Island, nine men (including all eight floating-station
representatives) suggested that the industry could not be carried on without
coloured divers and crew. Only a matter of days after they had given Hodel
private assurances that they were willing to support white divers, the fleet
owners insisted that there was not sufficient profit in the industry to employ
European labour. In order to attract white divers they would be compelled
to grant wage increases of £5 to £15 per ton, as well as making costly im-
provements to the scale of rations and the accommodation supplied on the
boats, which would leave no margin for profit. They pointed to the industry’s
history of failure with white labour as evidence of its unsuitability and added
that the hard work and the oppressive climate made the life extremely
unattractive to whites, whilst their employment under such conditions
created disciplinary problems that were not experienced with coloured
workers.” A further five witnesses accepted these arguments in relation to
crews but felt that the industry could well afford to pay white divers and
tenders, even at substantially higher rates.”

Hodel led the opposition stand with a call for complete conversion to
white labour. He presented the Commission with a detailed plan under
which a gradual conversion to white labour could be effected without serious
dislocation to the industry. Under Hodel’s scheme both divers and tenders
would require licences, which would in future be restricted to Europeans.
Restrictions forbidding the issue of further boat licences would be imme-
diately withdrawn so as to give white-divers some opportunity of obtaining
their own boats. A bonus of £10 per ton on shell raised by vessels carrying
white divers and tenders would be made available in the first three years
of the scheme; thereafter it would be granted only to vessels entirely manned
by white labour.? This scheme already had the support of Cohen, the local
secretary of the Waterside Workers Union, and a number of local merchants
and labourers, many of whom believed that the shellers would have no
difficulty in o"taining sufficient white labour from the south.”

Hodel’s plan was supported by figures which purported to show the
feasibility of employing white labour, He estimated that the monthly run-
ning cost of a boat with white tender (£6), four white crew at £5 each (£20),
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provisions (£5), dresses and upkeep etc. (£5), would be £36 per month, or
£432 per year. To this he added £40 for depreciation, taking the total
expenses to £472, With a caich of four tons of shell, valued at £165 per ton,
and £50 worth of pearls, receipts per boat would total £710, leaving a
surplus of £238 from which to pay divers’ wages and extract profits.™ But if
these figures are adjusted in line with the actual value of pearlshell in 1902
of £139 per ton, receipts per boat would only amount to £606. If we then
deduct running costs, as stated above, and diver’s wages at £30 per ton
(which was quoted by many as the minimum wage acceptable to whites) the
profit margin would be very small indeed.

In the absence of any satisfactory information as regards actual profits,®
Dashwood concluded that the industry probably ‘could afford to employ
white divers at a remuneration up to £30 a ton—if the present price of
shell continues’™ but that it was not practicable to employ white crews. Not
only were the conditions of employment such as to make the life extremely
unattractive to whites, but the associated costs would be prohibitive:?'

With a substantial advance on the current rate of wages, an improved scale
of provisions and better accommodation, it is possible, notwithstanding the
nature of the life, men might be obtained to undertake the work; but, with
such an increase in the working expenses, 1 am satisfied, after a very careful
consideration of the figures, that the trade could not be profitably carried on.

Dashwood was much more definite on the question of Merauke. Al-
though the floating-station owners were ‘quite satisfied as to its suitability
and practicability as a base for the shelling industry . . . [to which they
would go] to prevent ruin, which the proposed Immigration Restriction Act
would effect’,** Dashwood could see ittle prospect indeed of the removal of
any part of the pearlshelling trade from Thursday Island to that Settlement’."
Me_rauke was without fresh water, communications or modern banking
facilities. It possessed a bar harbour that could only be entered at certain
states of the tide; Dashwood himself experienced a twenty-four hour delay
before his steam launch could safely enter the port. In addition, the settle-
ment was 140 miles distant from the centre of the pearling grounds and the
pearling luggers would have to beat up that whole distance against a strong
Sf)uth-east wind. In view of these difficulties he felt it would be more expen-
Sive to work from Merauke with the cheapest of coloured labour than to
remain at Thursday Island under existing arrangements. *

At the same time as Dashwood was making his inquiries, M. Warton,
Fhe Resident Magistrate at Broome, was conducting a similar investigation
Into .the shelling trade in the north-west of Australia. It is not necessary to
detail the whole of Warton’s findings but, as they were equally significant
from the point of view of future Commonwealth action, a few points are
Wort}) noting. Warion concluded that ‘the general effect of regulations
making the use of white labour only compulsory would be to make it im-
possible for the British vessels to carry on the trade at a profit at all’.™ His
€stimates showed that the cost of production in ordinary seasons and for
average takes would be greater than the value of the article produced. For
example, Warton estimated that to raise four tons of pearlshell, valued at
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£150 per ton (the current average), would cost £127 per ton using coloured
labour and £191 per ton using white labour.* Warton also felt that great
difficulty would be experienced in getting a sufficient number of suitable
whites to work the trade, particularly as the Immigration Restriction Act
prevented the importation of persons—even British or European—under
arrangement (such as indenture) for manual labour. This meant that it was
not possible to augment the local labour supply with British and Scandinavian
seamen as was sometimes suggested. Finally, in addition to the climatic and
physical objections to employing white labour, Warton felt that the industry
was almost certain to fall into the hands of foreigners if the restrictive
regulations were enforced, as the British vessels to which they would alone
apply would be severely handicapped."’

As both Commissioners were agreed that the shelling industry could not
possibly be continued on the basis of white labour alone, steps were im-
mediately taken to introduce a more permanent arrangement for the im-
portation of alien divers and crew. Late in 1902 a new system was introduced
under which Asians with approved passports were granted admission for
short terms under certain strict conditions. They could not enter the
Commonwealth except for the purpose of being signed on; they could not
engage in shore work not connected with the luggers and they were to be
repatriated, at their employer’s expense, as soon as their contracts expired.
Responsibility for compliance with these regulations rested with the shellers,
who were required to enter a bond of £100 for each man imported.™ Three
years later the Senate approved a resolution for the cessation of the importa-
tion of coloured labour for the shelling industry, ‘except to replace existing
crews, but so as not to increase the number of Asiatics now employed’,”
The Department of External Affairs adopted this principle as a general
guide for issuing permits and this system has remained the basis of Asian
employment in the shelling industry until this day.

Clearly, the special treatment granted to the shelling industry under the
Immigration Restriction Act owed much to economic considerations.
Detailed investigations had shown that a complete conversion to white
labour was not economically viable. Evidence which purported to show the
feasibility of employing white divers and tenders was based exclusively on
the inflated shell prices of the early twentieth century—prices which proved
to be an unreliable guide to future returns. As a luxury commodity subject
to changing fashions, shell continued to fluctuate dramatically in value. Ex-
perience had shown that even the highest rates of remuneration that could be
offered were not sufficient to attract an appropriate supply of white labour.
In addition, neither state nor federal governments were prepared to commit
themselves to an expensive bonus system to assist a transition to white
labour, given the industry’s limited revenue earnings and the unknown but
potentially high cost of such a scheme.™ Finally, despite Dashwood’s assur-
ances, fears remained that the imposition of restrictive labour regulations
would lead to the establishment of a foreign base of operations and the
consequent loss of a valuable domestic industry.*'

These considerations remained the basis of the shelling industry’s continued
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exemption from the provisions of the Immigration Restriction Act, but it is
important to note that once it was recognised that the industry could not
afford to employ white crews, arguments of a more racist character were
often used to supplement the economic objections to employing white labour.
This is particularly evident in the report presented by N. Lockyer to the
Minister for External Affairs in August 1904. Lockyer’s investigations into
the shelling trade at Thursday Island reiterated exactly the earlier findings
of Judge Dashwood on the question of the industry’s ability to employ
European labour. But though he believed that shellers could well afford to
engage white divers and tenders, Lockyer concluded that ‘the labour in
connexion with the pearling industry, whether that of diver, tender or crew,
is not suitable for white men’* (emphasis added).

This decision was based on two considerations. Firstly, the nature of the
occupation was such as to cause grave injury to health and risk to life. The
more serious results of diving, even in shallow water, included interference
with circulation, general strain, rheumatism, deafness and troubles with
urinary organs. Medical officers stated that ‘the average life of usefulness
of a diver may safely be taken as eight years’.* In all, 56 divers had died
from accidents resulting from their calling between 1898 and 1903, an
average of nearly 3 per cent of the number of divers employed.” Lockyer
had no desire to subject white men to such dangers. In addition, he expressed
concern over the ‘constant and inevitable association’ of white divers and
tenders with the alien crews if only a partial transition to white labour was
effected. Lockyer felt that the cramped conditions on the luggers would make
it almost impossible for the white men to lead a separate existence, ‘and if
this feature is not an insurmountable hindrance, it is certainly a source of
discomfit’.* Hence he concluded that no amount of remuneration would
l?e ‘sufficient to recompense a white man for the risk he may incur to his
l{fe, the injury to his health and the monotonous and unsatisfactory condi-
tions under which he will have to live’.*

It is thus evident that administrative -'evelopments with respect to the
shelling industry strongly reflected the policy objectives of White Australia.
T.he question of alien competition with white labour in shelling activities
did pot really exist once it was recognised that the industry could not be
car_ned on at all without coloured labour. The permit system, under which
Asians obtained entry to work in shelling, had been designed in such a way
as to confine their employment to this industry alone; under no circumstances
were they to compete with whites for work in other sections of the economy.
T_he same System, with its stringent conditions of repatriation and segrega-
tion, ensured the least possible danger of ‘racial contamination’. It further
permitted the settlement and development of the northern parts of the
continent by coloured workers, under white supervision, and the supposed
creation of a barrier against potential aggressors. Finally, these arrange-
ments reflected the feeling that, in the case of shelling, the most effective
way to protect the living standards of Australian workers was to permit the
continued employment of coloured aliens in this difficult and dangerous
occupation. It remained to convince those who equated a programme of
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total alien exclusion with a successful White Australia policy that the overall
aims of that policy were not endangered by the employment of coloured
labour on the shelling fleets.

1906-10

The achievements of the Queensland shellers during the previous decade
were quite remarkable. In an atmosphere of intense anti-coloured feeling,
they'succeeded in the 1890s in gaining protection from the competition of
an alien capitalist class whilst, at the same time, securing unrestricted access
to cheap Asian labour. With the passing of the Immigration Restriction Act
in 1901 it seemed certain that the industry would be forced to abandon its
current labour practices, but within a few years the shellers not only con-
vinced the Commonwealth that a transition to white labour could not be
effected but won approval for the continued introduction of indentured
coloured labour. This was a concession of which no other Australian
industry could boast. Initial satisfaction with this solution to the industry’s
problems soon turned to dismay, however, as the shellers realised that
whilst the employment of cheap, coloured labour had made it possible to
continue shelling profitably in the short term, in the long term it tended to
obscure deep-seated structural problems within the industry, which by 1908
could no longer be ignored.

In that year, alarm over the serious diminution in the take of shell and
in the price obtainable for the diminished output prompted many of those
engaged in the fishery to appeal again to the government for assistance. A
number of factors had contributed to this development. The high price
demanded for pearlshell in the early part of the century had encouraged
the use of numerous cheap substitutes, with the result that shell prices
dropped considerably.”” Although, in 1905, an association of Queensland,
West Australian and Aru Island shellers had been formed in London, in an
effort to secure a regional reserve price, it proved unable to advance returns
much beyond the cost of production.* During the same period the price of
pearls fell to such an extent that they were almost unsaleable. In addition,
despite some improvement in both the total take of shell and the average
catch per boat in 1907, the bulk of evidence seemed to indicate that the
fishing grounds had been seriously depleted in recent years. There were
many causes. Shellers had shown a general disregard of the possibility of the
beds becoming exhausted, since the prevailing belief was that the supply of
pearishell was inexhaustible. The introduction of floating stations had
permitted more thorough and systematic working of the beds but there had
been no attempt to enforce the periodic closure of the fishing grounds, with
the object of maintaining a steady supply of shell. Furthermore, apart from
a brief interfude in the early 1890s, the number of vessels engaged in the
industry had tended to be excessive, Finally, the reduction in the size limit
of exportable shell from six to five inches in 1896 was regarded by many as a
retrograde step, as the weight of scientific evidence seemed to indicate that
the smaller shell had not yet reached maturity.* Clearly some immediate
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action was needed to place the industry on a more permanent and profitable
basis.
TABLE I Totat AND AVERAGE TAKE OF SHELL PER BOAT EMPLOYLD

Total Av, take Av, value

Year No. of boats take per boat perton Total value

Tons Tons cwt qrs £ s d £
1890 92 632 6 17 1 102 0 0 64 666
1891 126 769 6 2 0 102 0 0 78 841
1892 190 931 4 I8 0 97 0 0 92 598
1893 210 1214 5 15 2 87 0 0O 106 564
1894 203 1190 5 17 1 7% 0 0 94 350
1895 204 873 4 5 3 80 0 0 71708
1896 207 1089 s 4 3 87 0 0 94 836
1897 223 1223 5 14 2 103 0 0 126 042
1898 307 1061 3 10 0 103 0 0 109 401
1899 319 1200 3 15 1 109 0 0 130 105
1900 341 1060 3 ! 110 10 0 125 294
1901 331 867 2 15 3 119 0 0 105 403
1902 276 910 3 5 3 139 0 0 —
1903 311 908 3 0 1 179 0 0 —
1904 353 777 2 4 0 138 10 0 107 434
1905 348 527 1 10 0 118 10 0 62 386
1906 125 444 3 110 1o 0 0 47 061
1907 135 567 4 4 0 122 9 0 70513
1908 129 414 3 4 1 140 0 0 57 960
1909 135 501 3 141 140 0 0 70 140
1910 141 571 4 1 0 145 0 0 82 795
1911 136 444 3 S 18 0 0

DL 136 b 82410

A_/ate: The_ average take for 1905 is of no value, as 109 boats left for the Aru Islands at
different times during the year. Column 4 is also slightly misleading as the average value per
ton pas been taken as the declared value to the Customs at the time of shipment, although in
reality the shell often realised considerably more in the London market.

Source: R.C. 1908, pp. XLIX, 274; Evidence, R.C. 1913-16, p. 192,

. Early in 1908 the Sub-Collector of Customs at Thursday Island was
Instructed not to issue any further licences under the Pearlshell Act after
31 May,* 'but the State government seemed reluctant to go any further.
However, it responded to a suggestion by Douglas, the member for Cook,
for a fu_ll investigation into the industry, with a view to subsequent action. "'
Acco_rdmgly a Royal Commission, chaired by Captain John Mackay, was
appointed in May 1908 to inquire into the workings of the industry;
HF- Douglas a-nd' G. Bennett assisted Mackay. Although the principal tasks
guct;le Commission were to f_ind the best means of working the industry in
a way as to avo'ld.erletlon and make it permanent and regular, and to
Te-examine the possibility of scientific cultivation of the pearl-shell, it was
a{w asked to report on the possibility of ‘encouraging white divers with a
View to their gradual substitution for Aliens in that capacity’.>
A T::ere Wel:‘c a numbfer of reasons for this re-opening of the long debate
on the question of the industry’s ability to employ European labour. Firstly,
gltlmsm of the industry’s dependence on indentured, coloured labour con-
Nued to be heard from those who believed that the practice violated the
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principle of White Australia. Secondly, the discovery that the Japanese
alone (791 persons) outnumbered Europeans (656 persons) in the Prince of
Wales group in 1907 was noted with alarm at a time when Australian
publicists were writing of the undefended and unpopulated north as the
Achilles heel of the continent. In the words of the Commissioners: ‘Steps
should be taken to reduce this vast preponderence of aliens, and to have
this outpost guarded by a hardy population of loyal and patriotic
Australians’.™

In addition to these defence considerations it was considered desirable,
for economic reasons, to conserve the industry for Australians. The
Commissioners observed the air of general depression in European retail
stores at Thursday Island, caused, it was said, by the Asiatic employees’
tendency to import their own national foods and to send or take their
earnings to their own countries upon repatriation.™ At the same time,
shellers expressed concern over the current Japanese monopoly in diving
(164 of the 165 divers’ licences were held by Japanese in 1908), particularly
given their recent experience of Japanese strike action to obtain improved
pay and conditions.” Finally, as the Commission was charged with the
task of devising a comprehensive scheme for the reconstruction of the
industry, it was hoped that this could provide a new basis for European
employment in shelling, and render obsolete many of the old objections to
white labour. The Commissioners’ task was thus to develop a scheme which
‘will render the prosecution of the industry more attractive and congenial
to our own race and to Europeans generally, and will conserve for them an
avenue of productive enterprise which is now largely despoiled by Japanese
and other alien races’.™

The report they eventually tabled in August 1908 was based on the most
detailed and thorough investigation of the Queensland sheiling industry ever
conducted. In all, 282 pages of evidence were taken from 78 witnesses in
twelve different centres, stretching from Brisbane to Darnley Island.
Although the great majority of the witnesses examined were directly
interested in one or both of the pearlshell and béche-de-mer industries,
evidence was also taken from a number of local merchants, government
officials, Japanese spokesmen, missionaries and journalists. Despite the
exhaustive nature of the evidence collected, it is not necessary to analyse it
in any great detail. Not only did it contain little that had not already been
amply considered in previous inquiries but it brought no response at all
from the State or Federal Parliaments.

It need only be noted that by this time almost all those connected with the
industry were agreed on the need for some form of state assistance to place
the industry on a more secure footing, even though: there was substantial
disagreement as to the detail. Suggestions ranged from the payment of a
bonus of £100 per ton on shell raised by white labour to the straight-out
purchase of the entire shelling fleet by the government and the subsequent
resale of the boats to small, white entrepreneurs.’’ At the same time, if the
owners were now generally willing to admit the ‘desirability’ of employing
white labour, the great majority still believed that no amount of assistance
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could alter the in'dustry’s dependence on cheap, coloured labour. With over
forty years experience in the industry, Frank Jardine declared that ‘there is
as much chance of the pearl-shell industry being worked by white labour
as there is of the Queensland Parliament being run by a black man’

In order to understand the failure of this fourth attempt to effect a transi-
tion to white labour, it is necessary to examine the Commissioners’ three-
part programme of reconstruction. As the main cause of the industry’s
depression seemed to lie in the unchecked depletion of the beds, the Com-
missioners recommended immediate remedial action to ensure a stable and
permanent supply of shell. To prevent further depletion of the beds, it was
suggested that there should be no increase in the number of vessels licensed
for shelling unless investigation could show that the supply of pearlshell had
been augmented. But to avoid creating a monopoly in favour of existing
owners, and to encourage men of small means into the industry, it was
recorr}mended that no individual or company be allowed to obtain a bene-
ficial interest in more than five boats, or obtain more than five licences. " The
number of divers’ licences could exceed the number of boat licenées to
meet cases of sickness and accident, but by no more than 25 per cent, :l“he
rc-mt{oduction of the floating-station system was to be rendered impossible
b.y_r§tusing to license any vessel over 25 tons.* Deep-water areas in the
vicinity of Darnley and Mount Adolphus Islands, which were considered
1mportar.11'areas of spat dissemination, were to be permanently closed and
all remaining beds were to be periodically rested. Any such closures were
to be rigidly enforced by patrolling officers with full powers to deal with
poachers gnd trespassers. Finally, to increase the number of oysters of a
reproducfxye age, the six-inch size limit was to be restored. "
of perhel the. Common esepresent, depeton of the natural supply

arishell, the Cc programme to encourage
the scientific cultivation of the pearl oyster. Experiments begun in February
1908 had offered some hope that cultivation in shallow waters would
o o?er?se tll;le (-isyls]t_em of the future, B}xt as t.he expense, and the uncertainty of
Experirr‘len? ; itherto deterred private individuals from engaging in the
gl of' ltthwas suggested that the government immediately secure the
iy oaf o t(i)fri(;?g]hlyl competent marine biologist, who could research
ik ‘eChndogyaa tCl; tlsv;:;or;. Sftu;i/lent‘s cou!d then receive 1r_15trL_1ct10_n in
B tions o o o tﬁ 91“ arine Blology, under his direction.
i ! ¢ lorres Strait and along the east coast as
outh as Cape Melville could be reserved for th ' ivati
by o o s t ery e purpose of cultivation
B fecrd, o .pgn 0 selection under lease, on liberal terms
B e also' an or pego s of not less th_ar} twenty-one years. Statutory
i 64 Ommelq ed_ to r'emoﬁ\zle existing difficulties in relation to
il n{l on cultivation sites. .
BF the re'intro?ltl zlieose ts;/o ﬁTOgrgmmc:s would provide a satisfaqtory basis
i n of white divers in the Torres Strait. The f:r_st would
B pefrp}gnent supply of shell that would.enabﬁl]e white divers
Bbtaiie i e sufficient to make reaspnable earnings.”™ Those who
It own boats, under the new licence regulations, could expect
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to make at least £200 per annum, exclusive of what they might realise on
pearls. In addition, cultivation in shallow water would eliminate much of the
tedium and many of the financial and physical risks of shelling, and promote
the settlement and development of the islands by white men working from

the shore.® _
In the light of these possibilities the Commissioners proposed that the

present restriction on the number of divers’ licences be removed so far as to
permit of licences being granted to white men, but that no further licences
be issued to alien divers. Over a period of five years a sufficient number of
new recruits should pass through a newly established Training School for
White Divers to meet all the industry’s labour requirements. In the event of
a shortage of Australian recruits, efforts could be made to attract British,
Scandinavian and New Zealand seamen. While it was hoped that these
measures would facilitate the introduction of white divers and tenders, the
Commissioners recognised that the current rate of crew wages of £1 to £2 a
month was unlikely to be increased, or to attract sufficient white labour to
man the boats. Hence they could see no reason why the Papuans and Torres
Strait Islanders, who had already demonstrated their ‘special aptitudes in the
handling of the vessels” and who possessed ‘certain natural rights of employ-
ment’ in the fisheries, should not be ‘continued in these capacities’.”*

It is perhaps not surprising that no action was taken to enforce these
recommendations. Although a Bill on these lines was prepared by the
Queensland Treasury department, it was never submitted to parliament.
William Fowles, Secretary to the Treasury, cited the cost and the belief
that it was ‘not possible to carry out some of the recommendations’ as the
main reasons for not proceeding with the Bill." Given the industry’s limited
contribution to government revenue, it was considered unwise to pour state
funds into research and training programmes that offered no certainty of
success, or to lay out sums for the purchase of a patrolling fleet to enforce
the closure of fishing grounds in areas where the state’s jurisdiction was
open to considerable dispute. Nor had the Commissioners been able to
suggest any practical course to encourage new entrants into the industry,
once the limit on the number of boat licences was enforced. Existing owners
of more than five boats could not be expected to part with their property so
easily, especially since experience had shown that the smaller operations
were the most uneconomic.” Furthermore, whilst the rejection of these
recommendations to prevent the depletion, and encourage the cultivation,
of pearlshell, seriously undermined the basis for a reintroduction of white
divers, Mackay later discovered that there was no basis for the belief that a
sufficient supply of white divers could be obtained from the fishing popula-
tion of northern Europe.”

[ found that the suggestion for these men to come out to the Torres Strait to
get pearlshell was treated with scorn, because the men there were earning
much better money under far more comfortable conditions.

Quite apart from these problems, a final stumbling block to the recon-
struction of the Queensland shelling industry lay in the division of state/
federal powers. As the Commonwealth controlled the importation of
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1abour,. whi.le the State Government held all powers with respect to licences
regulations in regard to fishing grounds and other matters of a local character’
there was some difficulty in co-ordinating legislation affecting the industry’
At least one sheller suggested that a further reason for the Queensland
government’s reluctance to reform the shelling industry lay in the growing
uncertai{lty O_VCr’ the possibility of the federal government assuming full
control in this area. Indeed, in 1913 it was recommended to the federal
Labor government that the Queensland government cede to the Common-

wealth the whole of thejslands and reefs of the Torres Strait, under Section
111 of the Constitution.”

By the adoption of this course the industry would at once be removed from
the Queensland government control, and the Commonwealth Parliament
wou_ld. beco_me responsible to Australia for the initiation, and the subsequent
gdmmlstratlon, of the policy calculated to place an important Australian
industry entirely in the hands of our own people. l

The Commonwealth in fact resumed responsibility for the future direction
of the Queensland shelling industry. Despite overwhelming evidence to the
effx?ct t_hat t}{e employment of cheap, coloured labour was essential to
maintain the industry in its present economic structure—a structure which
could not be_altered without considerable financial and technical assistance
:—~the incoming federal Labor government of 1910 lost no time in taking
some definite steps . . . to give the benefit of labour in that industry to
people of our own race’.”' It remains only to analyse its failure to do so.

1911-18

In April 1910, Queensland shellers had no special reason to fear that the new
Ctummon“_/ealth Labor government would be any more willing, or able, to
divest the mdust.ry of its coloured labour force than were its predeceSS(’)rs.
gom-c years ea_rlle’r, the Lal?or Party had responded favourably to Senator

taniforth Smith’s suggestion that ‘our “White Australia’ policy is not
endapgered by the employment of coloured crews on the pearling fleets;
E[r;r)l\;ild_ecti the' 7fxcts anq 'regulations' in existence are firmly and strictly
a"anmesnt:red " by offxglally declarmg'its iqten(ion not to alter existing
achiefed ;{ltltls. In addition, numerous investigations into the industry had
i fl tehmore than to demonstrate the many practical problems in
- ga 5111901 1am attempt. Queensland shellers were thus shocked to learn,
s furthrg ,_of the Mlplster for-External .Affairs’ decision not to issue
T excertpf:rmlts for the mtroc}uchon of Asian labour after 31 December
Shell:: = pt in cases where the diver and tender of a boat were European.”™
Decembg_r(l);elsted bltterl)_r, but succeeded only .in obtaining an extension to
R 3i)and again to December 1914, m.order that the government
! ¢ benefit of a further report on Fhe industry.” On the occasion
g thal‘:l[lllalry some of the most [.1reless critics of coloured labour were to
i e achievement Of' the aims of White Australia did not necessarily

Pefld on tt}c blanket exclusion of all coloured aliens.
It is not difficult to explain the Labor Party’s change of attitude towards
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the shelling industry. As Professor Yarwood has noted, the Parliamentary
Labor Party had always represented Australian political opinion on the
question of White Australia ‘in its most emphatic and uncompromising
form’. When out of office, ‘they probed administrative deficiencies and
drew attention to loopholes in the law through which a number of Asians
had gained admission’.” For ten years, sections of the party had constantly
questioned the sincerity and efficiency of the administration that permitted
the continued exemption of coloured labour for the shelling tleets.” By
1910, they had managed to convince the party’s leaders that as long as
permits for coloured labour continued to be granted, it would not be
possible for white men to gain control of the industry. It is also probable
that the recent boom in the shelling industry encouraged those who sought
a transition to white labour to believe that it was now quite possible to
implement their plans.

Between 1908 and 1911, European demand for shell improved to such an
extent that the average price of shell rose from £140 per ton to £185 per ton.
Although most shellers stated that their profit rate in recent years was
approximately 10 per cent,” official estimates showed that the percentage
of profit in the total value of shell raised at Thursday Island rose from
12.1 per cent in 1908 to 34.7 per cent in 1911, Due to the tight labour
market,” most employees received some benefit from these improvements.
Divers currently received a standard ‘lay’ of £85 per ton, with additional
bonuses for larger takes and clean shell.™ Tenders averaged £48 per annum
and crew wages varied from 30 shillings to 50 shillings a month, depending
on the man’s country of origin."

TABLE II: VALUE PROFIT AND EXPENSES OF SHELL PRODUCTION

Total value Percentage
Year of shell Total expenses Profit of profit
£ £ £ £
1907 69429 64 630 4799 6.8
1908 57 960 50918 7042 12.1
1909 70 140 58 688 11452 16.3
1910 82 795 65048 17747 21.4
1911 82 140 53655 28 485 4.7

Source: Evidence, R.C. [913-16,p. 192,

Nevertheless, the many recent investigations into the industry and the
longstanding threat of legislative change had given rise to a great deal of
uncertainty and unrest on the part of the shellers, which affected the indus-
try adversely. A small group of shellers had taken plant worth approximately
£80 000 and probably a further capital of £20 000, away from Thursday
Island in 1905 to engage in fishing in foreign waters.*”” In 1907, business
confidence was at its lowest ebb for over a decade and was only just begin-
ning to recover when news reached Thursday Island of the government’s
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plans to alter drastically the permit system. In the circumstances, shellers
were not only reluctant to inject new capital into the industry, but many
abandoned their usual practice of giving extended orders for shelling equip-
ment, in the belief that adverse legislation would soon bring the industry
to a halt and leave them with large stocks of unsaleable equipment.™

In view of these difficulties, the Torres Strait Pearl-Shellers’ Association
appealed to the Commonwealth in November 1910, and again in February
1911, for a more moderate approach to the whole labour question. They
stressed the disruptive impact of ‘immediate substantial changes’ and sug-
gested an alternative scheme whereby the Commonwealth would provide a
bonus of £25 per ton to white divers as well as assistance with the establish-
ment of a training school for white divers and the recruitment of European
labour. When these proposals, and subsequent appeals to the state govern-
ment for assistance to avert ‘the downfall of this port’, were ignored,™ the
shellers could do little more than await the opportunity of a fifth Royal
Commission to repeat their former arguments.

They did not wait long. In April 1912, Prime Minister Andrew Fisher
appointed a six-man Commission to investigate conditions in the shelling
industry throughout the Commonwealth, particularly with a view to
ascertaining the best means to encourage the employment of white labour on
the boats. F.W. Bamford, one of the most outspoken critics of the industry’s
use of indentured, coloured labour, was given the task of Chairman. Initial
hopes for a speedy solution to the industry’s problems were, however, soon
destroyed by the frequent changes of government and the outbreak of world
war. As the recommendations of the Progress Report presented in October
1913 were subsequently reversed in the Final Report of July 1916, it will be
useful to analyse them separately.

The initial results of this investigation were perhaps not unexpected. Of
the 48 witnesses examined by 1913, most of whom were Queenslanders,
only 4 favoured the unconditional reintroduction of white labour; 10 witnesses
felt lha}t it could be achieved with some form of state assistance; 19 witnesses
Wwere either opposed to the idea in principle or felt that it was totally imprac-
tical, and the remaining 15 witnesses expressed no opinion on the subject.
Few of their arguments had not been heard before.

Altl‘:oug_h Cohen, the local secretary of the Waterside Workers Union,
enthusiastically asserted that ‘white divers and tenders are both able and
?Omp?tenl. and are easily procurable for the industry . . . we number a good
C?mdl‘fer_s and tenders amongst our members’,** close questioning by the
'actualljlussmn'firs revealed that he knew of only two 'white. men yvho were
'weresjd(?'vall able to replace the several hundred alien divers, if permits
B ot c::jl y sl.opped. Furt.herrpore, a number of recent appeals for trained
: I, widely advertised in the southern states and in New Zealand,
4G NOt resulted in a single new recruit for the industry. Shellers recognised

‘hat part of the problem lay in the ready availability of ‘more attractive and

€ongenial work on land for any of our people who may be seeking employ-

j;ﬁm’-.“ Indeed in 1910, the Government Resident at Thursday Island,
‘Mr Milman, concluded that ‘owing to the hardships of life on board these
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small boats . . . no white men worth their salt will be procurable to work on
these frail and most uncomfortable vessels’."’

Recent experience with white labour tended to confirm this belief. One
sheller who had employed 3 different white divers in 1911 found that, at the
end of their terms, their combined take was only slightly above the indivi-
dual takes of some of his Japanese divers. As this sheller was forced to
write off bad debts totalling £332 in respect of the three white divers, he
was extremely reluctant to continue his experiments with European labour.™

In addition to the problems of the general non-availability of trained
white labour and the unsatisfactory performance that was typical of the
industry’s few white recruits, shellers continued to stress the economic
obstacles to the introduction of European labour. Under no circumstances
could the industry afford to employ white crews at the suggested rate of £7
10s a month—the rate of wages paid to seamen on the coastal steamers.”
Nor could shellers guarantee that the high rate of wages currently paid to
divers would be maintained in future years, given their inability to control
price fluctuations. As Joseph Mitchell, the local manager of Burns, Philp &
Co., put it:*

... the cost of production, on the average, would exceed the earning power.
It would not be right, in forming an estimate, to have regard only to the
return in respect of one or two years. High prices might prevail for a year or
two, but speculators in London manipulate the market and secure, at their
pleasure, high prices or low prices.

At the same time, government authorities still had no power to prevent the
loss of the greater part of the trade to foreign vessels working outside the
three mile limit, if the restrictive regulations were enforced.

While the government should have already been aware of most of these
problems, it had not yet heard a great deal about the issue which eventually
became the most decisive factor in the whole debate, i.e. the extraordinary
human cost involved in shelling. As steady depletion of the shell forced
divers into deeper and deeper water to maintain their output, the risks and
the death-toll mounted.”" Between 1906 and 1911, diving accidents in the
Torres Strait claimed 72 lives.” To put this into perspective, whilst the
general death rate in Queensland remained at approximately 1 per cent per
annum,” the death-rate amongst Torres Strait divers rose from nearly 3 per
cent in 1903 to a little over 11 per-cent in 1911.* One company that engaged
exclusively in deep water diving lost 7 of its 26 divers in 1911, or approxi-
mately 27 per cent.” Divers’ paralysis continued to be the major cause of
death, but the recently-introduced practice of suspending the diver in tow
lines while the boat drifted with the tide, instead of the diver searching on
foot for the increasingly scarce deposits of shell, led to a sharp increase in
the number of accidents resulting from fouled lines and broken air-pipes.
It is also worth noting that a further 50 divers (and an unknown number of
crew members) died from beri-beri in the six-year period 1906-11." As boat
provisions rarely contained the fresh fruit and vegetables essential to combat
this vitamin deficiency disease, these deaths were also, in a sense, work-related.
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These figures only touch the surface of the divers’ problems. G. Bennett,
a member of the 1908 Royal Commission, later wrote that:*’
. . . the limit of a pearlshell divers’ working life is from five to seven years,
and then he too often retires with a legacy of paralysis, rheumatism, or pul-
monary disease which materially shortens his life, and too often leaves him a
mental and physical wreck.

Nor could divers expect to obtain any financial compensation for their in-
juries. Although shellers were generally careful to insure themselves against
the loss of their boats, not one of their employees was covered under the
Queensland Workmens’ Compensation Act or the Commonwealth Seamen’s
Compensation Act.”

In a nation instilled with the importance of White Australia ‘as a necessary
condition of a high standard of living for the working classes . . . but (where)
the promise and the material well-being were reserved for white men’,”
there could only be one response to this situation. To use the words of a
local Customs official: '™

I should not like to see white men entering an industry in connexion with
which the death-rate is so frightfully high . . . Such a high death-rate as that

to which I have referred as relating to coloured divers would be cruel in the
case of white men.

Shellers could not stress too strongly their belief that it was ‘inadvisable to
send white men to the depths that a Japanese will go’.'”' Reginald Hockings

stated:'%

The high rate of mortality is one of the reasons why I am not in favour of
forcing white divers into the industry . . . but if it be the will of the people that
more whites shall enter this industry, let it be determined that they should
engage in work other than diving; let them become boat-owners, men in
charge, tenders or managers.

Lest any doubts remain as to whether these men were motivated by human-

itarian rather than racist considerations, it is worth quoting a final excerpt
from the evidence:'”

Senator Givens: If the life is so awfully bad, and the hardships so great, would

it be any more Christian to subject the coloured races to it than to subject the

white race?

John Mackay: To the natives I speak of, the sea is their playground,

Givens: But diving . . . does not suggest much of a playground?

Mackay: . , . the Japanese is a fatalist, and does not care.
_ The determination of the original team of Commissioners to abolish the
Importation of indentured, coloured labour initially blinded them to the
Significance of these remarks. Indeed, the recommendations of the Progress
Report suggest that the Commissioners not only ignored the greater part of
the evidence they had collected, but that they had learnt nothing from the
§helving of Mackay’s earlier report. Despite the obvious difficulty, if not
Impossibility, of implementing Mackay’s ‘programme of reconstruction’
(difficulties which Bamford had been well informed about), Bamford’s
first set of recommendations repeated verbatim the first part of Mackay’s
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programme, dealing with the preservation of the beds, and largely reiterated
parts two and three, dealing with cultivation and the introduction of
European labour. Recognising that the Commonwealth did not have the
power to implement most of these proposals, he added only a recommenda-
tion for the cession of the Torres Strait to the Commonwealth (referred to
earlier)—a proposal which no-one outside the Commission seriously
entertained.'™

The real reasons for the non-implementation of these recommendations
do not bear repeating. This scheme to encourage a transition to white labour
was already sufficiently bankrupt to invite rejection before Parliament was
suddenly thrown headlong into preparations for war. The collapse of the
European market for shell at the outbreak of the war, and the consequent
complete disorganisation of the Australian shelling industry, did however
result in a decision to suspend the investigation until the termination of
hostilities. In the meantime, the Government extended the time during
which permits for the introduction of Asian labour might be issued, making
the issue permissible up to 30 June 1918, after which date permits for
Asian labour were only to be granted to shellers who employed European
divers and tenders.

This determination created much alarm amongst those engaged in the
industry, and representations were made to the Minister for External Affairs
to the effect that the shellers were so deeply interested in the question of
indentured labour, that general relief would be felt if it were at once decided
whether or not the Government intended to adhere to its decision in regard
to the issue of permits. In the light of this demand, and as the industry had
regained some of its former buoyancy by April 1916, the Commission was
instructed to resume its inquiries and furnish a Final Report, as originally
designed. Three months later, the new team of Commissioners tabled the
report which finally closed this long and contentious debate. '

Since presenting the Progress Report, the opinion of the Commissioners
had undergone a change of considerable importance, particularly in regard
to the labour question. Having carefully weighed the evidence and noted
the conditions under which the industry was conducted, they decided that
‘diving for shell is not an occupation which our workers should be en-
couraged to undertake’.'™ This decision was based on a number of con-
siderations.

A recent experiment, in which nine white divers and three white tenders
were brought to Western Australia under twelve-month agreements, had
proved a dismal failure. Although these men were all competent divers,
having been recruited from the British Admiralty, they were not successful
in obtaining shell. The result of this small experiment with white labour was
that one diver died from paralysis, another was badly paralysed and the
contracts of the remaining divers were broken by mutual consent. In the
circumstances, the Commissioners were at last inclined to accept the shellers’
claims that white divers ‘were not possessed of some special faculty which
enabled the Asiatic diver to discover shell on the ocean bottom’.'”

By 1916, the Commission had also come to recognise the constraints
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imposed by the industry’s dependence on an overseas market. In a situation
where shell prices could not be controlled locally and where there was a very
real danger of competition from cheap substitutes, it was essential to
minimize production costs, and hence the labour costs which were the
principal component. Any increase in the rate of wages, with a view to
attracting white labour, would thus be potentially fatal to the industry,
Only by subsidizing the industry by means of a bonus could the wages and
conditions be raised sufficiently high to permit the employment of Europeans,
but despite the success that had attended the granting of a bonus or bounty
for white-grown sugar, the Commission could not support a similar
arrangement for the shelling industry."™ Indeed it could see no analogy
between the conditions under which the two industries were prosecuted.
Unlike the case of sugar, which was a basic commodity, the demand for
pearlshell fluctuated in accordance with the caprice of fashion in a luxury
market that was largely controlled by a handful of speculators, with the
result that shell prices often bore no relation to the cost of production. At
the same time, the non-existence of a local market for shell meant that it
was not possible to finance the cost of a bounty out of revenue collected
from excise duties imposed on locally-consumed shell, as had been done in
the case of sugar. Furthermore, labour conditions in the two industries were
enFirely different. The men engaged in the Queensland sugar industry
enjoyed social conditions that were quite impossible to reproduce in the
shelling industry. The living conditions of the sugar workers were controlled
by A_ct of Parliament; their pay was fixed by a Wages Board and their
working conditions defended by a powerful union. It must also be recognised
that, 'unlike the shelling industry, European labour was always available and
offering for work in the cane-fields, although for a time it had not been
acceptable because of its high cost as compared with South Sea Islanders. '™
3 A recent paper by A.A. Graves suggests that the changeover from planta-
tions to farm-based central milling that began in the mid-1890s, and the
consequent displacement of the Kanaka labour force by a white population
was the direct result of an economic reconstruction that ‘was forced on the’
Queenslanq sugar industry by its inability to cope with rising costs in the
face of falling sugar prices’.!™ The conditions forced on the planters by the
lhl'ianal(a labour Acts raised the cost of indentured Kanaka labour by more
sy:tl;:io bper cent between 1883 and 1889,"" with the result that the plantation
industry egglrlrilg r;uojtch Iess. proﬁ_table than t?efore. In the case of shelling, the
e M) survive without contm}xed access to c'heap, cologred
OVET, quite apart from economic and technological constraints
ﬁeensland. sh?lle_rs' did not have the political weight, nor their industr§
o ueicrggotgnf ezfggﬁi?ﬁ’et& (ciisls'x:?nc(i) r:hte}:] hitg)h .levet[ of financial assistgnce
i e y ¢ basis of small-scale operations
thi??n?l ;ii:;t.i;hi!egg:er?x&em was‘leiit wifhl on.ly two options_in regard to
Bt 1 cal;ld i uoh'b? plrjactlca application of _!he White Australia
E ' prohibit the entry of_coloured.ahens alt'og.ether, or it
continue to control and regulate the introduction of a limited supply
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of coloured labour, through the mechanism of the permit system, in a
manner consistent with the aims of White Australia. The first choice would
almost certainly have resulted in the destruction of a local industry which,
if not large, at least generated a modest revenue and export income.

The second arrangement, and the one that was adopted by Parliament,
had much more to recommend it. It entailed no disruption to the utilization
of valuable Australian resources, whilst it facilitated the existence of an
industry that maintained a European population in centres where no other
industry was likely to develop.'? Controls built into the permit system
denied Asians the right to compete with whites for work outside the shelling
industry, and hence removed the threat of economic competition that might
result in the deterioration of the pay and working conditions of Australians.
The same system, with its stringent conditions of segregation and repatria-
tion, ensured the least possible danger of ‘racial contamination’. Experience
had also shown that the presence of large numbers of coloured people in the
shelling districts had not had ‘a degrading effect on the white section of
the community’."" There had been no upsurge in the consumption of liquor
and opiates, or in the level of theft, vice and lawlessness.'"” Finally, the
adoption of this course was consistent with the belief that, in the case of the
shelling industry, the most effective way to protect the living standards of
Australian workers was to permit the continued employment of coloured
aliens in this unhealthy and unrewarding occupation. To use the Commis-
sioners’ words:'"*

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 . . . and the life incompatible with that a European
is entitled to live.

Australia was thus satisfactorily assured that the economic, social, racial
and military aims of the ‘White Australia policy will be neither weakened
nor imperilled by allowing the pearlshelling industry to continue as at
present conducted’.'”’ Apart from the years 1942-52, when hostilities
resulted in the exclusion of Japanese divers, there has been no significant
alteration to the permit system that was developed in 1905 to allow the con-
trolled introduction, employment and repatriation of a stable and permanent
supply of Asian labour for the shelling fleets.

i12

Conclusion

In all, there were six separate attempts to effect a transition to white
labour in the Queensland shelling industry between 1897 and 1916. That
none of these attempts was successful must be attributed primarily to the
industry’s unsound economic position. Chronic overproduction coupled
with technological constraints served only to reinforce the industry’s
tendency towards periodic crisis as prices fluctuated dramatically in accor-
dance with fashion whims and the availability of cheap substitutes in an
overseas luxury market. Keen competition made it essential to restrict new
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entrants to the industry, particularly small European boat-owners, while
white labour was further discouraged by the need to reduce wage costs to
a minimum in this labour-intensive industry. These problems were com-
pounded by the state and federal governments’ refusal to provide the
financial and technical assistance required to place the industry on a more
secure footing. Continued access to cheap, coloured labour was thus essen-
tial to the industry’s survival but this solution to the industry’s problems
did not become acceptable until Parliament had received the strongest
assurances that it would entail no threat to the achievement of the aims of
the White Australia policy. The exclusionist approach so prevalent in other
industries proved unacceptable and unnecessary in the case of the pearl-
shelling industry.
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