11. Melanesian Societyn the Valley

Plate11.1: St MaGhyral ef England Selwyn Mission church, Pioneer, Mackayga. 1900s.The land

was donated by William Coakley, the Jamaican farmekvho had lived in the valley since 1862.uke

Logomier, thelay preacher, is seated in the middle of the front row ima light-coloured coat.The building

is reminiscent of a Malaitan menés or ceremoni al hous
Source: State Library of Queensland

To most Europeaoolonists plantation society meant the lives of the plantirsr
managersoverseerdabourersand their familiesYet, there was another much larger
plantation worl@ that of the labour for@e which consisted of Europeans, Melanesians,
Asians, and the Aboriginal people of the valley. The first generation of Islander immigrants
were mostly young men aged betwd&and35, along with a small number of womerhey
alsohelped creatplantation socigt Men,women,and children drawn from more than 80
different islands and groups of islaratsoss the Solomon and Coral sease together and
eventually formed a nepanMelanesan societyAlmost all of theoriginal planterfamilies
hadleft the districtby the early years of the twentieth century. The Islandersreavained
andare well integrated into the local community. How they became one @efpigtralian
South Sea Islandéisis the subject of this chaptand of chapters 9 and 12

The Islanders were largely circular immigrants, each for a few.y@alg a minority
stayed on in the colony. For over 40 years they came frany differentislands angpoke
more languages and dialects than any other immigrant group that entered Australia. They
were agriculturalist and marine people; some were mountain people who seldom came down
to the coastsf their home islandsThey practed ancestral and totemic worship. They all
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hadcultural similarities, but certainly not in langud@gantil Pijin English becam#heir
lingua franca& and each island groumad theirown cosmologicakimilarities, although even
on one large island (Malaita, for instance) one area could have an emphasis on hereditary
chieftainshipwhilearot her was mor e egalitarian and mor e
leadership depended more on an ability to persuade and lead by example. There were
specialists in war, magic and medicine, leadership, and religion. Gengrladisitance was
patrilineal, although on some islands land was passed on matrilineally, without women taking
direct leadership roles

Thoselslandes who stayed in the colonfor only a limited number of yeads
typically one threeyear contracgtfollowed bysome shorter contraétswere able to maintain
parts of their traditional cultures in Australia. Tlbager stayershanged much more,
altenng theirworldviewsto become colonistadaping their beliefs and customs. The first
generation of these immigrants retained substantial aspects of their customary religious life,
buildingéme n 6 s A@lamddosa éinsited extent managed to establish ancestral shrines and
continue worship and spiritual practicegadership styles also continyedbeit modified
Gradually, the large regional cultural differences that marked the diversity of their origins
from aroundmanydifferentislands and island groups became blurred. The Islander
community retained substantial aspects of tRarific cultures, united through their shared
working and otheliving experienceskinship, customsPijin English, literacy, Christianity
and foodsThe largely male communitgisobegan to include families. The presence of the
few women o6normalisedbé the nineteedayh centur
Islander families, now all between three and six generations in Australia.

A Queenslandgtyle of Islander houses developed, usowglly availablebuilding
materials. They grew their owslandfoodsd including root vegetables like tag,gyams,and
sweet potated as well axonsumedemployerprovidedfoods of European origirA parn
Melanesian community developed, whighile accommodating itself to colonial socigty
also developed eounterculturef survivalthatinvolved an amalgamation of aspects of
multipleMe | anesi an societies, and anftewedkdy ¢t o
typical of colonial and plantation societies elsewhere. They had their own methods of
achieving social equilibrium which often left other colonists in fear of their retribution.
Although they lacked formal power, the Islanders had a variety of methods of dealing with
antagonisms within and outside their immediate communities.

Accommodation

Housing and the way they developed village communities were a basic freatooéation of
partMelanesian societyWhen they first arrived, the Islanders livexdinly on sugarcane
plantations. Lateitheywerejust aslikely to be foundont h e d ismall flarms Thé s
Government regulations specified minimum accommodation standamddantationsheir
employers had to build barracks, which telanderspreferred not to usdhey were hot,

with wooden wallsfew windows andoftenunlined galvanised iron roofflate 11.2)
Barracks were alien structuréchese building$orced goups from all islands to mingle,
regardless of languageulturaldifferencesand animosities, which often caused problems.
While the barracks were the safest ptatoekeep their boxes of trade gootidander
preference was to build their own accommodatidlowing for differences in materials
available these were usually based on the style of houses they had built on their home
islands.With no sago palnfrondsto use for roof and wall materials, they used blady grass
(Cogon grass, dmperata cylindricg, which grew prolifically in the region. There was some
bamboo availableand there wabark-sheeting, as well as in later decattesadvantage of
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access t@it-sawn woodand galvanisedon-sheetingPacific Islandersvereadept at
building, and access to axes and saws speeded up the process.

Plate 11.2: Barracks built for the Islanders on The Cedars plantation, 1870s.
Source: State Library of Queensland

Plate 11.3: This photograph is from Mackay. Islanders on the plantations preferred to build their own
leaf houses ando live with kin from their own island. Often there were centralfireplaceswithin the
houses, the smoke escaping through thieatched roof. Other kitchen fireplaceswere built nearby, and
river stones were heated and used in underground ovendote the woman seated in the centre of the
photograph, and theother houses on the hill in the background

Source: State Library of Queensland
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Plate 11.4: A typical Islander house at Mackay,ca. 189Q This home had a spacious overhang, creating a
verandah. The thatched roof is made from blady grass, which is alscsed on the walls held in place by
batons. The smaller building may be the kitchen.

Source: State Library of Queensth

Plate 11.5: An Islander house on a Mackay district plantationBatons are in use tasecurethe blady grass
walls, and the sitting and sleeping platform outside is typical o& style still used inthe islands.
Source: State Library of Queensland
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Plate 11.6: As the years progressedhe permanent settlers built increasingly complex houses like this one
with its two levels,containing aspects of a European dwellingNote the welldressed womarsitting in the
middle of the verandah and the two girls on the right.The photograph is from Mackay in the 1890s.
SourceClive Moore Collection

Plate 11.7: Islandersand Europeansnext to Islander houses aain Islander cane farm atMackay in 1909
after the 06deThephdtograph mayde fipre BinctsHatton Gorge to where Islanders fled
to escape deportationThe wall to the right is made fromwood slabs andbark strips.

Source: State Library of Queensland
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Plate 11.8: During the first half of the twentieth century the same style of houses was used as in the

nineteenth century, usually based of designs from their islands of origin. This photograph shows Christy

Fatnowna (b. 1927), Cliff Querro (an orphan who lived with he Fatnownas) and Henry Viti in the 1930s

at Eul bertie, the Fatnowna home on Christensends farmn
Source: Clive Moore Collection

Observing Gender Divisions and Bilding a Pan-Melanesian Community
Another essential aspect of pitelanesian society wake presence of womé Islander,
Aboriginal, and occasionallguropead who made a difference to thargely male Islander
communitiesGraphsl1.1i 2 show that the migration @small number ofslanderwomen
was constant onwards from the 1870s, peaking in thel88@s, yearduring which labour
recruiting extended to the islands biéw Guinea(Themajority ofthe New Guinea
labourergdiedfrom diseases awere sent homgSix percent of the labourers were female.
Many of the men remained single during theire in Queensland, then returnedtheir
islands where they had wives waitingr were able to marry soon after arrival, given the
upward social mobility created llye trade goods they broudidme and the allure of
foreign knowledge. A minority among the indentured Islanders staygd@ueensland
having arrived with wives, or formed relationshipisem in the colonyMost of the men
stayed remained singieto old age

Whil e of course not al/l of Mackayds Mel an
number(14.7 percenQueenslandvide) did, the largest group from one islailan 11.1is
of typical gender divisions in Malaitan houses, gardemsl canoe#\s in most parts of
Melanesiathereweretaboos relating tanenstruatiorand childbirthwhich requirel women
and girlsto live separately at these times. Other isldrats differenicustomsalthoughwith
manysimilarities.These islangrigin customs, andivisions of houses into male and female
sectionswere continued in Australidlhey believed that tmnore these customs wddlbring
downthe wrath of ancestral spirits and could cause deaths, requiring compensation payments
to restore equilibrium.
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