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11. Melanesian Society in the Valley 
 

 

 
Plate 11.1:  St Maryôs Church of England Selwyn Mission church, Pioneer, Mackay, ca. 1900s. The land 

was donated by William Coakley, the Jamaican farmer who had lived in the valley since 1862. Luke 

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

is reminiscent of a Malaitan menôs or ceremonial house. 

Source: State Library of Queensland.  

   

 

To most European colonists, plantation society meant the lives of the planters, their 

managers, overseers, labourers, and their families. Yet, there was another much larger 

plantation worldðthat of the labour forceðwhich consisted of Europeans, Melanesians, 

Asians, and the Aboriginal people of the valley. The first generation of Islander immigrants 

were mostly young men aged between 16 and 35, along with a small number of women. They 

also helped create plantation society. Men, women, and children drawn from more than 80 

different islands and groups of islands across the Solomon and Coral seas came together and 

eventually formed a new pan-Melanesian society. Almost all of the original planter families 

had left the district by the early years of the twentieth century. The Islanders have remained 

and are well integrated into the local community. How they became one peopleðAustralian 

South Sea Islandersðis the subject of this chapter and of chapters 9 and 12.  

The Islanders were largely circular immigrants, each for a few years. Only a minority 

stayed on in the colony. For over 40 years they came from many different islands and spoke 

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 coasts of their home islands. They practised ancestral and totemic worship. They all 
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had cultural similarities, but certainly not in languageðuntil Pijin English became their 

lingua francaðand each island group had their own cosmological similarities, although even 

on one large island (Malaita, for instance) one area could have an emphasis on hereditary 

chieftainship, while another was more egalitarian and more like the óBigmanô model where 

leadership depended more on an ability to persuade and lead by example. There were 

specialists in war, magic and medicine, leadership, and religion. Generally, inheritance was 

patrilineal, although on some islands land was passed on matrilineally, without women taking 

direct leadership roles.  

Those Islanders who stayed in the colony for only a limited number of yearsð

typically one three-year contract, followed by some shorter contractsðwere able to maintain 

parts of their traditional cultures in Australia. The longer stayers changed much more, 

altering their worldviews to become colonists, adapting their beliefs and customs. The first 

generation of these immigrants retained substantial aspects of their customary religious life, 

building ómenôs housesô, and to a limited extent managed to establish ancestral shrines and 

continue worship and spiritual practices. Leadership styles also continued, albeit modified. 

Gradually, the large regional cultural differences that marked the diversity of their origins 

from around many different islands and island groups became blurred. The Islander 

community retained substantial aspects of their Pacific cultures, united through their shared 

working and other living experiences, kinship, customs, Pijin English, literacy, Christianity, 

and foods. The largely male community also began to include families. The presence of the 

few women ónormalisedô the nineteenth century community and created the present-day 

Islander families, now all between three and six generations in Australia.  

A Queensland style of Islander houses developed, using locally available building 

materials. They grew their own island foodsðincluding root vegetables like taros, yams, and 

sweet potatoesðas well as consumed employer-provided foods of European origin. A pan-

Melanesian community developed, which, while accommodating itself to colonial society, 

also developed a counterculture of survival that involved an amalgamation of aspects of 

multiple Melanesian societies, and an ability to use effectively the óweapons of the weakô, 

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 part of the creation of 

pan-Melanesian society. When they first arrived, the Islanders lived mainly on sugarcane 

plantations. Later, they were just as likely to be found on the districtôs small farms. The 

Government regulations specified minimum accommodation standards. On plantations their 

employers had to build barracks, which the Islanders preferred not to use. They were hot, 

with wooden walls, few windows, and often unlined galvanised iron roofs (Plate 11.2). 

Barracks were alien structures. These buildings forced groups from all islands to mingle, 

regardless of language, cultural differences, and animosities, which often caused problems. 

While the barracks were the safest places to keep their boxes of trade goods, Islander 

preference was to build their own accommodation. Allowing for differences in materials 

available, these were usually based on the style of houses they had built on their home 

islands. With no sago palm fronds to use for roof and wall materials, they used blady grass 

(Cogon grass, or Imperata cylindrica), which grew prolifically in the region. There was some 

bamboo available, and there was bark-sheeting, as well as in later decades the advantage of 
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access to pit-sawn wood and galvanised iron-sheeting. Pacific Islanders were adept 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 and to live with kin  from their own island. Often there were central fireplaces within the 

houses, the smoke escaping through the thatched roof. Other kitchen fireplaces were built nearby, and 

river stones were heated and used in underground ovens. Note the woman seated in the centre of the 

photograph, and the other 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. 1890. This home had a spacious overhang, creating a 

verandah. The thatched roof is made from blady grass, which is also used on the walls, held in place by 

batons. The smaller building may be the kitchen. 

Source: State Library of Queensland.  

 

 
Plate 11.5:  An Islander house on a Mackay district plantation. Batons are in use to secure the blady grass 

walls, and the sitting and sleeping platform outside is typical of a style still used in the islands. 

Source: State Library of Queensland.  
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Plate 11.6:  As the years progressed, the permanent settlers built increasingly complex houses like this one 

with its two levels, containing aspects of a European dwelling. Note the well-dressed woman sitting in the 

middle of the verandah and the two girls on the right. The photograph is from Mackay in the 1890s. 

Source: Clive Moore Collection.  

 

 
Plate 11.7:  Islanders and Europeans next to Islander houses at an Islander cane farm at Mackay in 1909 

after the ódeportationô years. The photograph may be from Finch Hatton Gorge to where Islanders fled 

to escape deportation. The wall to the right is made from wood slabs and bark  strips. 

Source: State Library of Queensland.  

 

 



 The River: Mackay in the Nineteenth Century  

394 

 

 
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 the Fatnownas) and Henry Viti in the 1930s 

at Eulbertie, the Fatnowna home on Christensenôs farm on the road to Eimeo and Blackôs Beach. 
Source: Clive Moore Collection.  

 

 

Observing Gender Divisions and Building a Pan-Melanesian Community 

Another essential aspect of pan-Melanesian society was the presence of womenðIslander, 

Aboriginal, and occasionally Europeanðwho made a difference to the largely male Islander 

communities. Graphs 11.1ï2 show that the migration of a small number of Islander women 

was constant onwards from the 1870s, peaking in the mid-1880s, years during which labour 

recruiting extended to the islands off New Guinea. (The majority of the New Guinea 

labourers died from diseases or were sent home.) Six percent of the labourers were female. 

Many of the men remained single during their time in Queensland, then returned to their 

islands, where they had wives waiting, or were able to marry soon after arrival, given the 

upward social mobility created by the trade goods they brought home, and the allure of 

foreign knowledge. A minority among the indentured Islanders stayed on in Queensland, 

having arrived with wives, or formed relationships when in the colony. Most of the men 

stayed remained single into old age.  

While of course not all of Mackayôs Melanesians came from Malaita, a significant 

number (14.7 percent Queensland-wide) did, the largest group from one island. Plan 11.1 is 

of typical gender divisions in Malaitan houses, gardens, and canoes. As in most parts of 

Melanesia, there were taboos relating to menstruation and childbirth which required women 

and girls to live separately at these times. Other islands had different customs, although with 

many similarities. These island-origin customs, and divisions of houses into male and female 

sections, were continued in Australia. They believed that to ignore these customs would bring 

down the wrath of ancestral spirits and could cause deaths, requiring compensation payments 

to restore equilibrium.  

 

 


