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‘A disguised and unquestionable 
form of slavery’: Aboriginal labour 
on the nineteenth-century pearling 
fleet in north-west Australia

MALCOLM ALLBROOK

Thirty-five years after the British took possession of the west coast of Australia in 
1829, the colonisation of north-west Australia, 1,700 or so kilometres north of Perth, 
commenced.1 In 1863 the colonial government advertised special land regulations 
and within two years, investors had taken advantage of the generous financial terms 
to claim holdings, and landed settlers on Ngarluma traditional country at Tien 
Tsin Harbour (renamed Cossack in 1871), on the mouth of the Harding River 
(Ngurin).2 The numbers were at first small, but the process of colonisation, and 
the dispossession and subjugation of the traditional owners, proceeded rapidly. At 
Yiramarggadu, 20 kilometres inland from Cossack, Roebourne was gazetted in 1866, 
and a government resident, Robert John Sholl, became the one-man manifestation 
of colonial government in north-western Australia. Within a few years pastoral 
stations were established along the coast, north to the De Grey River and south to 
the Ashburton region. While the pastoral industry initially struggled, the region’s 
fortunes were rescued by the rich pearling banks along the coast, and a large number 
of pastoralists bought shares in vessels in the race to make their fortunes—or at least 
to survive. The labour needs of both industries were great, but the means of obtaining 
it differed significantly. Pastoralists considered the Aboriginal people on their pastoral 
leases to be ‘wandering retainers’ who could be bound by contract and put to work on 
their stations or pearling boats. But the fleets were labour-hungry, and pearlers were 
prepared to look widely to obtain labour, often through the agency of ‘blackbirders’.3

1  The history of the name ‘Pilbara’ is unclear but the region may not have been officially created until 1993. 
The ‘North District’ was created in 1862, and included all lands north of the Murchison River, including today’s 
Murchison, Gascoyne, Pilbara and Kimberley regions. A Legislative Council seat known as ‘The North’ was created 
in 1874 and was changed to ‘North Province’ was created in 1894. In 1887 the ‘North-West Land Division’ was 
established as an administrative entity.
2  These include a number of prominent pastoralists who have entries in the Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
John and Emma Withnell, Lockier Clere Burges, and Charles Harper had all farmed in the Avon Valley before 
expanding their interests to the north; Donald McLeod, Edward Hooley, Charles Broadhurst and Henry Venn were 
all previously farmers in Victoria.
3  See Inquirer and Commercial News (Perth), 5 February 1879, 4. The earliest use I can locate of the term 
’blackbirders’ in a Western Australian context is in the pages of the Perth Inquirer and Commercial News, 18 April 
1877, 4, in a report on the trial of John Hickey, who was accused of killing an Aboriginal man he had kidnapped 
from King Sound in the Kimberley. Hickey was found guilty of manslaughter and the newspaper hoped that his 
sentence would deter others from ‘persisting in this unholy traffic’.
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Figure 1: Northern region of Western Australia, 1894.
Source: Western Australia, Department of Lands and Surveys, State Library of Western Australia.

In this article I will consider the process of subjugation and enslavement in the region, 
from the early years of colonisation to the rigid legal strictures and bureaucratisation 
that emerged during the early part of the twentieth century. I will explore the 
potential of biography to illuminate a nineteenth-century colonial outpost such as 
Roebourne as one of vested interests overlaid by connections and relationships, the 
boundaries between the public and the private often blurred and permeable. These 
conditions provided fertile ground for the subjugation of Aboriginal populations and 
acted to frustrate the half-hearted attempts of a faraway government to regulate the 
labour market and place Aboriginal people within a domain of colonial protection. 
By the time colonisation of the north-west commenced, policies of protection that 
had prevailed during the regime (1839–46) of Governor John Hutt had largely 
been abandoned. The style of protectionism he enunciated, as Furphy has observed, 
incorporated a complex, almost contradictory set of ideas, ‘combining amelioration, 
Christianisation, and legal protection with conciliation, pacification, and control’.4 
By contrast, Sholl’s instructions on becoming resident magistrate in the 1860s 
encompassed two contrasting principles: protection of Aboriginal peoples who lived 
and worked in the towns and stations; and protection of European interests from 
Aboriginal people who continued to live outside the colonial economy. With regard 
to the region’s pearling fleet, however, it is difficult to discern a protective rationale 
in the way Sholl interpreted the responsibilities of his office and the increasing 

4  Sam Furphy, ‘Philanthropy or Patronage: Aboriginal Protectors in the Port Phillip District and Western 
Australia’, in Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean Colonies, ed. Sam Furphy and 
Amanda Nettelbeck (New York and London: Routledge, 2020), 70, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364. See also 
Ann Hunter, ‘Systematic Colonisation and Protection in Western Australia: The Origin and Nature of John Hutt’s 
Colonial Governance of Aboriginal People’, in Furphy and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 
133–51, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364. 
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regulation of the industry after 1871. Instead, the pearling fleet appears as a site in 
which various interests competed and were often in conflict, the protagonists being 
an array of pearlers/pastoralists, officials such as the resident magistrates, police 
and Justices of the Peace, blackbirders, humanitarians and of course the Aboriginal 
people whose labour the industry depended on for its profitability.

Pilbara history is generally related as glorifying the pioneering spirit of those who 
‘opened up’ the country to pastoralism and pearling.5 This work has been contested 
by some fine social histories, including Su-Jane Hunt’s study of women in the history 
of the region, Spinifex and Hessian, and K. Forrest’s 1996 publication The Challenge 
and the Chance.6 A number of articles are relevant to my subject, including 
contributions by Tom Gara, Margaret Allen, Kate Gregory and Alistair Paterson.7 
The discipline of historical archaeology, notably a series of articles by Alistair 
Paterson and collaborators, offers considerable insight into the labour history of the 
Pilbara, often penetrating subjects concealed or ignored in the documentary record.8 
Aboriginal oral histories too are significant, including Monty Hale’s Kurlumarniny, 
Peter Coppin’s Kangushot, a series published by Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal 
Language Centre, a collection edited by the lawyer and historian Noel Olive, and 
two books on the history of Yinjibarndi lands by Julu Warlu, the Roebourne-based 
community organisation.9 The edited journals of early colonists and adventurers 
provide insights into the first years of colonial invasion, particularly those of Emma 
Withnell, who arrived in 1866 and was probably the first white woman to live in the 

5  See, for example, B. L. Ellem, The Pilbara: From the Deserts Profits Come (Nedlands, WA: UWA Publishing, 
2017); Jennie Hardie, Nor’Westers of the Pilbara Breed (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 1988); David Lee, Iron 
Country: Unlocking the Pilbara (Forrest, ACT: Minerals Council of Australia, 2015); Rhonda McDonald, Along the 
Ashburton (Carlisle, WA: Hesperian Press, 2002).
6  Su-Jane Hunt, Spinifex and Hessian: Women’s Lives in North-Western Australia, 1860–1900 (Nedlands, WA: 
University of Western Australia Press, 1986); K. Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance: The Colonisation and 
Settlement of North-Western Australia, 1861–1914 (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 1996).
7  T. J. Gara, ‘The Flying Foam Massacre: An Incident on the North-West Frontier, Western Australia’, Archaeology 
at ANZAAS 1983, ed. Moya Smith (Perth: Western Australian Museum, 1983); Margaret Allen, ‘The Brothers up 
North and the Sisters down South: The MacKay Family and the Frontier’, Hecate 27, no. 2 (2001): 7–21; Kate 
Gregory and Alistair Patterson, ‘Commemorating the Colonial Pilbara: Beyond Memorials into Difficult History’, 
National Identities 17, no. 2 (2015): 137–53, doi.org/10.1080/14608944.2015.1019206.
8  See particularly Alistair Paterson and Peter Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling: Colonial Pearl Fisheries and the 
Translocation of Aboriginal and Asian Workers in Australia’s Northwest’, Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 
57 (2020): 1–13, doi.org/10.1016/j.jaa.2020.101143; Alistair Paterson and A. Wilson, ‘Indigenous Perceptions 
of Contact at Inthanoona, Northwest Western Australia’, Archaeology in Oceania 44 Supplement (April 2009): 
9–111, doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4453.2009.tb00071.x; A. Paterson, ‘Towards a Historical Archaeology of Western 
Australia’s Northwest’, Australian Historical Archaeology 24 (2006): 99–111.
9  Monty Hale (Minyjun), Kurlumarniny: We Come from the Desert, ed. Anne Scrimgeour; transcribed and trans. 
by Barbara Hale and Mark Clendon (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2012), doi.org/10.1002/ocea.5053; Jolly 
Read and Peter Coppin, Kangushot: The Life of Nyamal Lawman Peter Coppin (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 
1999); Karen Kostenoble, ed., Listen to the Old People: Aboriginal Oral Histories of the Pilbara Region of Western 
Australia (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre, 2000); Rose Murray, ed., 
Wimun Turi: Pilbara Aboriginal Women’s Stories (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language 
Centre, 2001); Noel Olive, ed., Karajini Mirlimirli: Aboriginal Histories from the Pilbara (Fremantle, WA: Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press, 1997); Juluwarlu, Ngurra Warndurala Buluygayi Yawajunha (Roebourne, WA: Juluwarlu Group 
Aboriginal Corporation, 2011).

http://doi.org/10.1080/14608944.2015.1019206
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaa.2020.101143
http://doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4453.2009.tb00071.x
http://doi.org/10.1002/ocea.5053
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region, and Julius Brockman, who worked on various stations in the early 1870s.10 
Finally there are some rudimentary ethnographic accounts written by European 
pastoralists, including Lockier Clere Burges, John Withnell and John Durlacher.11 
They are of interest not so much for their ethnography but for their revelations of 
the frequently close and interdependent relationships between white people and 
their Aboriginal workers.

Despite the array of historical studies, it was a sense that the true history of the 
Pilbara had only partly been told that led Wangka Maya in South Hedland to initiate 
a project called ‘Hidden Histories of the Pilbara’ in 2008.12 It was conceived after 
Daisy Andrews and Nada Rawlins, Walmajarri women from Fitzroy Crossing in the 
west Kimberley, related an oral historical account of a massacre at a freshwater pool 
at Pardoo Spring, north of Port Hedland, when a large number of Nyangumarta 
people were said to have been killed.13 As members of their communities, Wangka 
Maya members had grown up with stories about the conflicts of the ‘early days’, 
a period in which their ancestors had faced great hardships in seeking to maintain 
their ways of life, had been subjected to violence and in some cases had lost their lives 
with the apparent authority of government. Almost every Pilbara Aboriginal family 
can tell of this history, a time in which their community lifestyles were severely 
disrupted by the arrival of Europeans to settle their country and dispossess their 
people. For older people, these violent times are in living memory. As the Nyamal 
lawman Peter Coppin recorded, stories of conflict and massacres are ‘well known to 
Aboriginal people’:

Older generations spoke of seeing their people chained by the neck in the searing 
sun, flogged, shot or gaoled. They knew of incidents in the recent past when whites 
poisoned their relatives’ waterholes and flour. They knew, too, stories of the pearlers 
and groups of slave traders along the coast who captured and chained together men, 
women and children for use as free labour.14

10  Nancy E. Withnell Taylor, A Saga of the North-West: Yeera-Muk-a-Doo (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 
1986); Joan Brockman, ed., He Rode Alone: Being the Adventures of Pioneer Julius Brockman from His Diaries (Perth: 
Artlook Books, 1987).
11  John Slade Durlacher, with an introduction by Peter Gifford, Landlords of the Iron Shore (Carlisle, WA: 
Hesperian Press, 2013); L. C. Burges, The Pioneers of the Nor’West Australia, Being the Reminiscences of Lockier 
Clere Burges (Geraldton, WA: Constantine & Gardner, 1913); John G. Withnell, The Customs and Traditions of the 
Aboriginal Natives of North Western Australia (Roebourne, WA: Hugh B. Geyer, 1901).
12  With Mary Anne Jebb, I completed a report to the board of Wangka Maya, ‘Hidden Histories: Conflict, 
Massacres and the Colonisation of the Pilbara’, October 2009. We are currently finalising a book, provisionally 
entitled ‘“Blood Shadow”: Hidden Histories of the Pilbara’. 
13  Wangka Maya, Nyangamarta Massacre Songline (Audio CD) (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara 
Aboriginal Language Centre, 2005).
14  Read and Coppin, Kangushot, 17.
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History can be hard and painful, and in a place like the Pilbara the source of anger 
and bitterness at the inhumanity and violence of colonialism. It affects people 
directly because the rough days of the frontier are not that far in the past, and 
the legacies of colonialism have continued throughout the twentieth century and 
into the twenty-first—policies of forced child removal pursuant to the Western 
Australian Aborigines Act 1905; deaths in custody which have periodically shattered 
the Pilbara Aboriginal community;15 and the government-sanctioned destruction 
of sacred and historically important sites, notably at Murujuga and, in 2020, at 
Juukan Gorge. History lives in every family; parents and grandparents are a direct 
and personal link to the past, their memories a connection to those hard times. 
The language of history can sanitise and conceal these realities, euphemism and 
ambiguity casting a veneer over historical truth. Aboriginal people often find it hard 
to dwell on the humiliation and shame of being a colonised people, preferring to look 
to the future and overlook the negativity of historical times. But when something 
happens that recalls the past, attention to history becomes unavoidable. So it is 
with the enslavement of the generations of grandparents and great-grandparents, an 
experience that in the Pilbara is leavened by the pride of the Pilbara pastoral workers 
strike of 1946–48, of casting off the burden of unfree labour, a story wonderfully 
told by Anne Scrimgeour in On Red Earth Walking.16

In its essential elements, the system of labour that emerged in the Pilbara was as 
dehumanising, violent and callous as the North Atlantic trade and the Caribbean. 
There were obvious differences in that it was an indigenous population that was 
being enslaved, and that the system of pastoral labour contracts might occasionally 
allow a marginally more humane environment—at least for the Aboriginal people 
prepared to accept their lot as chattels, with its resultant loss of freedom of movement 
and association, in exchange for a rudimentary form of protection.17 Yet as Georgina 
Arnott proposes in her article in this issue, a continuum in the methods and practice 
of slavery can be observed, and the system that evolved in Western Australia came 
to bear a striking resemblance to that of the North Atlantic and Caribbean although 
it  sought to avoid the appellation ‘slavery’. Emma Christopher points out in her 
article that the various forms and practices of slavery—broadly, legal chattel slavery, 
debt slavery or indenture—were closely related to notions of the hierarchy of race 
that saw Australian Aboriginal people placed close to the bottom of the chain 
of humanity.

15  Two deaths in custody are particularly notorious in the Pilbara: John Pat at Roebourne in 1983, and Ms Dhu 
at South Hedland in 2014.
16  Anne Scrimgeour, On Red Earth Walking: The Pilbara Aboriginal Strike 1946–1949 (Clayton, Vic.: Monash 
University Publishing, 2020).
17  See Mary Anne Jebb, Blood, Sweat and Welfare: A History of White Bosses and Aboriginal Pastoral Workers 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 2002); Tim Rowse, ‘A Simple and Provisional Code: The 
Pastoralist as “Protector”’, in Furphy and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 175–93, doi.
org/10.4324/9780429316364-12; Malcolm Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl: Protection “Pilbara-Style”’, in Furphy 
and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 212–27, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364-12.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364-12
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364-12
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364-12
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Pearling was, in many ways, the salvation of the early years of colonisation in the 
Pilbara. All along the north-west coast of Australia, shallow banks of the oyster 
Pinctada  maxima were to be found in abundance. European colonists quickly 
moved to exploit a resource that commanded a ready export market—the lustrous 
nacre, or ‘mother of pearl’, being in high demand for button and ornament 
manufacture in Europe. At first the method of collection was ‘dry shelling’, which 
simply required a receding tide for the shell to become visible and shore-based 
camps to collect and dry it. Within a short time as the tidal flats were exhausted, 
divers were needed to swim ever deeper as the shallower waters were harvested, 
and boats were required to carry them to where the banks lay.18 Unpaid Aboriginal 
labour was exploited both for dry shelling and ‘free diving’, and indeed was 
generally  preferred by the pearlers until deeper waters made the introduction of 
diving suits necessary. Increasingly, workers from south-east Asia were brought in 
on indenture arrangements.19 For about 25 years, Cossack functioned as the locus 
of the industry, although the fleet ranged far and wide and eventually shifted its 
headquarters to Roebuck Bay, about 800 kilometres further north, where in 1883 
the town of Broome was gazetted.20 Cossack, subject to over-silting and destructive 
cyclones, went into a phase of irreversible decline with the rise of Broome and 
the establishment of alternative facilities at nearby Point Samson, and was 
eventually abandoned.

While the pastoral industry struggled, all it took to become a pearler was a boat 
and a crew of divers and shell cleaners, no licence or fees being required until the 
introduction of regulations in 1871. It seems that just about every pastoralist in the 
region rushed to exploit the abundant and accessible pearl banks.21 In 1868 only 
12 boats were working the waters around Tien Tsin Harbour, but within two years 
80 were based at Cossack and working the waters north to Roebuck Bay. By then 
the industry was worth £80,000 per annum.22 Its profitability in large part was 
derived from a cheap and plentiful supply of Aboriginal labour, and the brutalising 
and inhumane system of enslavement that sustained it. The industry had a voracious 
need for labour, conditions were often dangerous, and pearling boat captains callous 
in the disregard for the welfare of their divers. There are numerous accounts in the 

18  Tanya Edwards and Sarah Yu, eds, Lustre: Pearling and Australia (Welshpool, WA: Western Australian Museum, 
2018).
19  John Bailey, The Wight Divers of Broome: The True Story of a Fatal Experiment (Sydney: Pan Macmillan, 2001), 
21–22.
20  Bailey, The Wight Divers of Broome, 29.
21  The industry also attracted pearlers from further afield, including Captain Robert Towns, who sent his lugger 
Melanie to fish the waters. Towns was heavily involved in the South Pacific slave trade, and was always in the market 
to purchase labour from blackbirders. See D. Shineberg, ‘Towns, Robert (1794–1873)’, Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/towns-
robert-4741, published first in hardcopy 1976, accessed 13 September 2021. 
22  Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl’, 222. See also Kathy De La Rue, Pearl Shell and Pastures: The Story of Cossack 
and Roebourne and Their Place in the History of the North West, from the Earliest Explorations until 1910 (Roebourne, 
WA: Cossack Project Committee, 1979), 71.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/towns-robert-4741
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/towns-robert-4741
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police occurrence books and the press of the cruel and often murderous treatment 
of Aboriginal crew.23 The ‘recruiters’, to use an anaemic synonym for ‘blackbirders’, 
a term commonly associated with the South Pacific slave trade, operated outside 
the rudimentary system of law and order, kidnapping Aboriginal men, women and 
children from their homelands and selling them to pearling ship owners. Forrest 
calls the blackbirders ‘depraved and vicious men’, and their names became well 
known.24 Robert Shea and Thomas Mountain were among the most notorious, and 
they operated in the hinterland from the De Grey to the Ashburton rivers and, as 
Paterson and Veth show, as far afield as the Kimberley.25 The actions of men like 
Shea and Mountain were too much even for a colonial social body that generally 
excused, even condoned, violence against Aboriginal people, but governmental 
responses can best be understood as ambiguous. The blackbirders and others like 
them penetrated parts of the land before an official government presence and often 
constituted the first experience by traditional landowners of impending colonisation. 
From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, we can imagine that the violent 
methods of the blackbirders would have been intensely intimidating, and might 
have acted as a warning against resisting European colonisation.26 Thus they assisted 
the project of colonisation but they could also be sacrificed if they were seen to 
overstep the boundaries of acceptable behaviour, and in the meantime, pearling boat 
owners were only too happy to guarantee them a market. In 1871 the Pearl Shell 
Fishery Act was proclaimed, a half-hearted and largely ineffectual attempt to regulate 
labour on the fleets, but for some years the activities of the blackbirders continued 
virtually unchecked.27

23  One of many such accounts is the particularly gruesome murder at sea of ‘Chubby’ by the pearling captain 
Robert Rowley. See Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 14 August 1868, 2.
24  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 165.
25  Paterson and Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling’, 9.
26  Official establishment of a government presence was often preceded by small numbers of Europeans occupied 
in a range of pursuits such as whaling, extractive industries such as guano harvesting, an activity that Jebb (Blood, 
Sweat and Welfare, 115), describes as pastoral ‘prospecting’, as well as those who simply set up camp away from 
settled areas and became beachcombers who might support themselves by a range of activities, such as turtle shell 
and sandalwood collection; see Valda Blundell, Kim Doohan, Daniel Vachon, Malcolm Allbrook, Mary Anne 
Jebb and Joh Bornman, with Dambeemangaddee people, Barddabardda Wodjenangorddee: We’re Telling All of You 
(Derby, WA: Dambimangari Aboriginal Corporation, 2017), 122–23.
27  Western Australia, An Act to Regulate the Hiring and Service of Aboriginal Natives in the Pearl Shell Fishery; 
and to prohibit the employment of women therein, 2 January 1871, accessed 17 September 2021, www.legislation.
wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in 
%20 pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement.

http://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in%20pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in%20pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in%20pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement


Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

86

Figure 2: Free diving was the predominant method of collecting pearl shell 
during the period the fleet operated from Cossack, and Aboriginal divers were 
considered particularly adept at the activity.
Source: Herbert Basedow Collection, National Museum of Australia.

Little is known about Shea before his arrival in the region, and to complicate matters, 
he had a brother, John, whose life in the north-west followed a broadly similar 
trajectory. Robert is not mentioned in Rica Erickson’s Bicentennial Dictionary of 
Western Australians, but John is identified as Irish-born, arriving in Western Australia 
in 1863 and working for the Burges brothers, also born in Ireland, on their pastoral 
run at Champion Bay, 400 kilometres north of Perth.28 In 1866 Lockier Clere, the 
younger of the Burges, acquired a lease near Roebourne that he called Andover.29 
John Shea had moved to the region by 1867 and acquired an interest in a pearling 
vessel, the Sea Spray, with Scottish-born McKenzie Grant, who was a part-owner 

28  Rica Erickson, ed., The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1888, vol. 4, pt 2 (Nedlands, 
WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1985), 1449.
29  Burges also had a reputation for violence against Aboriginal people. He was found guilty in the Supreme 
Court for having murdered an Aboriginal man near Roebourne in 1871 (Perth Gazette and West Australian Times, 
6 September 1872, 3). After a public outcry, the verdict charge was overturned.
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of Pyramid and De Grey stations and owned town blocks at Roebourne. John 
also worked for the McKay brothers, who ran Mundabullangana Station near Port 
Hedland, and was ‘in search of natives’ for their pearling boats when in 1875 he was 
speared to death on the Yule River.30 Two years earlier, Robert had met the same 
fate further north on the De Grey River. He had gained notoriety as a violent man 
who killed Aboriginal men and raped Aboriginal women.31 In 1874 he was involved 
in an incident at Cooyapooya Station when, with the policeman Albert Francisco, 
he shot a man named Toonawarra and took his wife, an episode that resulted in 
Francisco’s sacking.32 Although Robert Shea was described as a pearler, his principal 
value to the fleet was travelling far inland to kidnap Aboriginal men and transport 
them to the coast to be sold as crew. He met his death just south of Port Hedland in 
1874 when he was killed by his captives while he slept; his killers were subsequently 
found guilty of murder, the jury recommending clemency as it had been alleged that 
Shea had abused a woman who belonged to the group.33

Thomas Mountain later filled the void left by Robert Shea’s demise and expanded his 
scope of operations. Born at Sawyers Valley in Western Australia in the early 1850s, 
he worked on farms around a region whose colonists, as recent research by Jeremy 
Martens has shown, violently suppressed the resistance of Ballardong Noongar 
people to the European encroachment on their lands.34 By 1876 Mountain had 
moved to Cossack and developed a brutally efficient operation, employing several 
assistants. Despite their nominal illegality, he saw little need to conceal his activities, 
given that his clients included the sons of the resident magistrate Robert Sholl, as 
well as influential pastoralists who ran pearling boats on the side and were often 
Justices of the Peace (JPs). Forrest writes:

Where once he [Mountain] had operated in stealth along the by-ways he and his 
men now rode openly down the common tracks, running the Aboriginals through 
Roebourne at night for imprisonment in the Cossack warehouse. He publicly 
advertised he would procure natives for five pounds and was prepared to shoot them 
for half a crown.35

30  Herald (Fremantle), 27 November 1875, 3. 
31  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 165.
32  Robert Sholl, the resident magistrate, initially dismissed the complaint against Francisco, but was overruled by 
the Police Commissioner in Perth. Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 63.
33  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 2 January 1874, 3.
34  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 2, 1164; Jeremy Martens, ‘New Research 
Shows WA’s First Governor Condoned Killing of Noongar People Despite Proclaiming All Equal under the Law’, 
The Conversation, 14 September 2021, accessed 14 September 2021, theconversation.com/new-research-shows-
was-first-governor-condoned-killing-of-noongar-people-despite-proclaiming-all-equal-under-law-165871.
35  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 166.

http://theconversation.com/new-research-shows-was-first-governor-condoned-killing-of-noongar-people-despite-proclaiming-all-equal-under-law-165871
http://theconversation.com/new-research-shows-was-first-governor-condoned-killing-of-noongar-people-despite-proclaiming-all-equal-under-law-165871
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Figure 3: Sketch of Edward Hayes Laurence by Henry Prinsep, 1871.
Laurence succeeded Sholl as Resident Magistrate at Roebourne in 1881, but became unpopular with 
the local pastoralists and pearlers because of his efforts to enfore pearling labour regulations. 
Source: Author’s private collection.
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Yet eventually Mountain’s violence became too much for the government to ignore, 
and in 1881 the resident magistrate Edward Hayes Laurence charged him with 
chaining Aboriginal men from the Ashburton and marching them to Cossack, and 
for shooting an Aboriginal man two years before.36 Fining him £360, Mountain was 
held in custody until Edward Sholl, a pearler and the fifth son of the Government 
Resident, paid his fine and allowed him to go free. His career as a blackbirder, 
though, was over, and he returned south, where he was in frequent conflict with the 
law for petty offences before dying in an accident at a timber mill at Sawyers Valley in 
1885.37 Mountain’s blackbirding clearly had a market among the body of pastoralists 
but he was also expendable, and the pastoralists and the colonial government were 
content to blame people such as him for ‘a good deal of the disrepute into which our 
settlers have fallen … in regard to their treatment of the natives’.38

Contemporary accounts show how the pastoralist-pearlers and the blackbirders 
worked in tandem. In the 1870s, Julius Brockman, born and raised at Guildford 
in the Swan Valley in 1850, son of Robert Brockman and Elizabeth (née Walcott), 
worked for the MacKay family at their Mundabullangana Station, a little south of 
present-day Port Hedland. In his diaries he recalls his encounter in 1874 with John 
Shea, sent by the Mackays, who also ran pearling boats, to ‘find native divers’. This 
led to Shea’s killing, and Brockman was recruited to pursue and capture the killers. 
Fearing that the ‘Psalm-singers in Perth were eagerly watching for an opportunity 
for sensational cases from up here to brand the North unjustly’, he insisted on the 
legal protection of being sworn in as a special constable, and adequate supplies of 
firearms and horses.39 After the firearms were provided by resident magistrate Sholl, 
and the horses by the Mackays and McKenzie Grant, he hunted down and captured 
the 16 men and boys who were alleged to have been present when Shea was killed.40

A more chilling and detailed account was given by Arnot(t) Francisco in a libel 
case taken by the Anglican missionary John Gribble against the West Australian in 
1887. In his short stay in the Gascoyne (800 or so kilometres south of Roebourne), 
Gribble had antagonised the colonial establishment by publishing an account of the 
‘intolerable conditions’ under which Aboriginal people were exploited, how they 
were ‘chained like so many dogs to each other around the neck’, and the women 
sexually abused.41 As has so often happened in Australian history though, it was 
Gribble who bore the brunt of the colonists’ anger, as his critics, an alliance of 
pastoralists, politicians, newspaper proprietors, and even the Anglican Church, 

36  Inquirer and Commercial News (Perth), 14 December 1881, 3.
37  Daily News (Perth), 26 June 1884, 3, reports Mountain’s offence of obtaining a small sum of money under false 
pretenses. 
38  West Australian, 9 December 1881, 3.
39  Brockman, He Rode Alone, 55–56.
40  Brockman, He Rode Alone, 56–66.
41  J. B. Gribble, Dark Deeds in a sunny Land, or Blacks and Whites in North-West Australia (Perth: Stirling Bros., 
1886).
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closed ranks. Having been called by the newspaper a ‘lying, canting humbug’, he 
sued the proprietors, and the resultant Supreme Court hearing before the Indian-
born Chief Justice Sir Alexander Onslow (formerly based in British Honduras) was 
eagerly reported as something of a show trial.42

Appearing as a witness for Gribble, Francisco clearly enjoyed being the centre of 
attention, and his testimony was littered with jokes and laughter. A younger brother 
of Albert Francisco, the Roebourne policeman dismissed from the force in 1868, 
Arnott was born in 1847 at Fremantle, where his father was a storekeeper, and 
worked first as a clerk in the Convict Establishment, and then at the Registrar-
General’s office.43 In 1879 he bought a share in the pearling cutter Dolphin and 
moved to Cossack, but soon sold his share after a disagreement with his partner 
over Aboriginal labour, and returned south.44 He testified that Aboriginal people 
were detained for the pearling fleet ‘in the same way as we go kangaroo hunting’, 
‘creeping up on them at night and hunting them down on horseback’ during the day, 
and that Mountain was the worst of them. After being captured, Aboriginal people 
were marched to the coast, usually in chains, and kept in a bonded warehouse at 
Cossack until they were sold to pearlers. On the boats they were treated cruelly, and 
at the end of the season, they were left on Barrow or another island until the next 
season came around.45 Furthermore, it was common practice to include Aboriginal 
divers and crew as part of a sale of a boat, although the practice was never recorded. 
When Francisco had sold the Dolphin seven years before, he had got £440 for it, but 
he claimed it would have been worth £1,300 with the divers included. He testified 
that Aboriginal divers and crew were often branded with the symbol of their 
owner, murdered, or thrown overboard for refusing to work. But again, according 
to usual practice, Francisco’s testimony was belittled by the prosecution and the 
West Australian, diminished by his admission that he was a failed publican and now 
earned his living as a card-shark.46

The office of government resident was at the heart of the system that both allowed 
and served to conceal the often-brutal labour conditions in the north of the colony. 
Responsible to the governor through the office of the colonial secretary, the logistics 
of being in a place so distant from the seat of government dictated that day-to-
day operations were solely at the discretion of the resident. And informally, his 
authority was effectively checked by his peers in the region who had it in their power 

42  Malcolm Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire: Framing a Distant Colony (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014), 209–14, 
doi.org/10.22459/hpe.09.2014; E. K. Braybrooke, ‘Onslow, Alexander Arthur (1842–1908)’, Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/onslow-
sir-alexander-campbell-4334, published first in hardcopy 1974, accessed 15 September 2021.
43  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 1113.
44  Inquirer and Commercial News, 16 June 1880, 1.
45  Paterson and Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling’, confirms and consolidates Francisco’s claim that Barrow Island was 
used as a place to maroon Aboriginal divers until the next pearling season.
46  Western Mail, 28 May 1887, 21.
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through their economic capital to make or break officials. Furthermore, they often 
possessed their own legal powers as JPs or, after partial representative government 
was introduced in 1870, as parliamentarians, to counter the influence of government 
officials.47 Robert Sholl assumed the role in October 1865, a few months after the 
first Europeans had arrived to take up their selections. Born in London in 1819 and 
arriving in the colony with his mother and two siblings when he was 21, he was 
initially appointed government resident at the ill-fated Camden Harbour settlement 
on the Kimberley coast (about 200 kilometres north of present-day Broome) in 
January 1865. Drawn by the rosy accounts of George Grey from his visit to the area 
in 1838, a number of families from Victoria sank their savings into the venture, 
but within a few months it had collapsed entirely, the victim of a  devastating 
climate, land ill-suited to stock and agriculture, and sustained opposition from the 
Worrorra landowners.48

Sholl was ordered to relocate south to Tien Tsin Harbour, transferring his powers, 
instructions and as much of his material establishment as he could carry. His powers 
as government resident were akin to those of a lieutenant governor, being essentially 
responsible for all government functions for the entire northern district, including 
day-to-day supervision of the police (although they were formally under the control 
of the commissioner in Perth). He was also resident magistrate and had the power 
to swear in Justices of the Peace. Furthermore, under the Aboriginal Native Offenders 
Ordinance 1849 he (or any JP) could deal summarily with offences such as sheep 
or cattle killing, provided the offender was Aboriginal. And he had another crucial 
power—that of swearing in special constables to ‘suppress any Tumult, Riot or 
Affray, or any other Emergency, for the preservation of public peace’.49

Over his 15-year tenure, Sholl used these powers to exert and maintain control over 
the Aboriginal people of the region. The imperial Masters and Servants Act and the 
Breach of Contract Act 1842 allowed him to compel Aboriginal people to remain 
on stations or in the vicinity of ration depots. Much of the police action against 
Aboriginal people—the Cossack and Roebourne occurrence books are full of such 
cases—was to enforce the system of indenture under which Aboriginal people were 
bound to a station owner under an unwittingly entered ‘contract’ of labour, which 
meant they could be charged with absconding and chased down if they left the 
station.50 Although they were called ‘contracts’, the actual paperwork seems to have 
consisted of a list submitted to the resident magistrate, the names often given by 

47  B. K. De Garis, ‘Self-Government and Political Parties’, A New History of Western Australia, ed. C.T. Stannage 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1981), 326–30, doi.org/10.1111/aehr.231br2. 
48  Blundell et al., Barddabardda Wodjenangorddee, 101–9.
49  Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl’, 213–15.
50  State Records Office of Western Australia, Roebourne Police Station Occurrence Books, 1876–88, AU WA 
S2193; Cossack Police Station Occurrence Books, 1866–1879, AU WA S4791.
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the station owner, against which the worker might make a cross. Characterised as 
an indenture, the reality was that generally the workers were chattels, their value as 
labour added to that of the land and infrastructure in any future transfer.51

For Aboriginal people living outside the station or the town economy, the harsh 
guardianship of the government resident was replaced by an active and aggressive 
intervention designed to crush resistance. At least twice in 1868 and 1869, Sholl 
authorised expeditions against Aboriginal people and swore in colonists as special 
constables to attack populations at Murujuga (Burrup Peninsula) and Minderoo in 
the Ashburton. Both punitive parties exacted a fearful revenge on the local people. 
The death toll in the Flying Foam massacres at Murujuga will never be known. 
Heavily armed land and sea parties launched concurrent attacks and, over a number 
of days, decimated the population of Yaburrara traditional owners.52 At Minderoo, 
the traditional country of the Thalanyji people, the police party launched a two-week 
rampage of violence, and by Sholl’s own count, at least 21 people died.53 He was never 
called to account by his government masters for this violence, his defence being that 
police intervention was preferable to allowing colonists to take matters into their own 
hands. And indeed, he may have had a perverse point, judging by the reputations of 
some of the pastoral and pearling protagonists in the region.54 Sholl eventually lost the 
confidence of his superiors in Perth, largely because his financial and family interests 
in pearling prevented him from carrying out orders to clean up labour practices on 
the fleet. Indeed, Governor Weld described Sholl in a communication to Secretary of 
State Kimberley as a ‘disgrace to the British name’.55 In 1881 he was forced to resign 
and, embittered, retired to Perth where he died five years later.56

We could easily leave Sholl’s legacy there, judging him as one who could have 
stood up to the vested interests in his jurisdiction, done more to suppress the trade 
in human labour and reduce the violence and aggression in a nascent sphere of 
government, but did none of these things because of his own financial and family 
interests. Yet if historians are to use microhistorical methodologies such as biography 
to consider a harsh frontier, they must go beyond the temptation to cast historical 
actors as two-dimensional figures, and instead consider a life such as that of Sholl in 
its full frame. It helps that Sholl left a body of correspondence that allows us to meld 
his life story into the larger context, at the local, colonial, and even imperial levels.

51  Chris Owen, Every Mother’s Son is Guilty: Policing the Kimberley Frontier of Western Australia, 1882–1905 
(Nedlands, WA: UWA Publishing, 2016), 142, 283, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2017.1302286.
52  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, xi–xii.
53  State Records Office of Western Australia, Government Resident Occurrence Books, Roebourne, 1866–1883, 
AU WA S1751. 
54  ‘Murder of Policeman Griffis and Three Others by the Natives’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 
3 April 1868, 2.
55  Owen, Every Mother’s Son is Guilty, 132.
56  Wendy Birman, ‘Robert John Sholl, 1819–1886’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sholl-robert-john-4576, accessed 
15 September 2021.
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Figure 4: Old Onslow Police Station, 2014.
The Ashburton was policed from Roebourne until 1893 when a police presence was established 
at Onslow, 250 kilometres distant.
Source: Author photograph.

Much of Sholl’s writing is official—daily occurrence books, correspondence in 
and out of the colonial secretary’s office—but Sholl also diligently maintained 
a  journal that he perhaps never intended to become public.57 The fact that all of 
this material is today held in the State Records Office of Western Australia allows 
a rare opportunity for historians to consider parallel documents that on the one 
hand present Sholl as an efficient and sometimes ruthless official, but on the other 
as a man of emotion, who worried about the morality of his actions, and how they 
might be seen by future generations. His life in Roebourne was often difficult and 
depressing. He suffered from painful infections and illnesses and lived in a seemingly 
chronic state of misery and grief after the death at sea of his oldest son, Trevarton, 
in 1867. And he was not the only one to suffer; he frets about the mental health of 
his wife Mary Anne, identified simply as ‘Mrs S’, his own domestic unfree labour, 
who emerges as one desperately miserable in the heat, boredom and monotony 

57  State Records Office of Western Australia, Resident Magistrate, Roebourne, Journals, 1865–1874, AU WA 
S1750.
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of life in the small settlement. At the level of the individual, biography can generate 
sympathy, complicating the motivations and aspirations of those whose actions 
might otherwise be judged harshly.

Biographical work, though, has inherent limitations in a frontier situation. How 
much can an individual life tell us about a complex region such as the Pilbara? 
The minutiae of the everyday, interesting though they might be to a biographer, 
might seem inconsequential to anyone else. More seriously, biography tends to 
privilege those with literary and cultural capital, people such as Henry Prinsep, the 
subject of my 2014 book Henry Prinsep’s Empire. The judgement of history has not 
been favourable to Prinsep who, as Chief Protector of Aborigines between 1898 and 
1907, single-mindedly drove what became the Aborigines Act 1905. He never visited 
the Pilbara but, under his successors, notably Auber Octavius Neville, over the next 
70 years the laws he designed and piloted through the parliament came to have 
a devastating and pervasive impact on the lives of Aboriginal families throughout 
the state.58 A member of the Anglican synod, and the mission committee that 
employed Gribble, Prinsep saw himself as a humanitarian who was motivated by 
a religious desire to mitigate the impact of colonialism on a helpless and powerless 
race of people, and envisaged his laws as heralding a new protectorate. In this he 
was at odds with his minister, the premier Sir John Forrest, who told Prinsep that 
governments should ‘do just enough to smooth their passing and to ensure that they 
should serve the higher civilization before they went’.59

By casting figures such as Sholl and Prinsep as parts of local and global networks 
based on family, friendship, religion, politics, science, and even art and photography, 
we can learn much about the emergence of colonies such as Western Australia, and 
of its regions such as the Pilbara. This though implies a shift in focus from the 
individual to larger groups and consideration of ways of utilising larger data sets 
in the project of biography so as to highlight the kinds of values, characteristics 
and interests that bind people and interests over time and space. Prosopography of 
the kind made possible by the indexing functions of the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography (ADB), by which biographical information may be organised according 
to a range of demographic features, characteristics and interests, can reveal perhaps 
more about a region like the Pilbara than a painstakingly assembled individual 
biography. Collective biography, though, goes beyond prosopography in that it 
seeks to add depth to larger data sets while not losing sight of the individual or the 
small group.60 In such a quest it has clear connections to associated fields such as 

58  A. Haebich and R. H. W. Reece, ‘Neville, Auber Octavius (1875–1954)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/neville-auber-
octavius-7821, published first in hardcopy 1988, accessed 16 September 2021.
59  Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire, 238.
60  Malcolm Allbrook and Melanie Nolan, ‘Australian Historians and Biography’, Australian Journal of Biography 
and History, no. 1 (2018): 19, doi.org/10.22459/ajbh.2018.01.
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family history, a microhistorical form that offers much to the study of a region such 
as the Pilbara. Collective biography appeals as a useful approach, for example, to 
deepen understanding of the blackbirders although, as we have seen, biographical 
information is scarce. Yet in addition to Robert Shea and Thomas Mountain, other 
names periodically appear in newspaper reports and court records—for example, 
John Hickey who was charged with kidnapping an Aboriginal man from King 
Sound in the Kimberley in 1874.61 It might also bring insights into the JPs who 
ruled on charges against Aboriginal people, the small group of parliamentarians 
who represented the region, or the men who occupied mid-level government posts 
and sought to suppress enslavement and regulate Aboriginal labour. Biographical 
approaches might also be useful in examining collectives based on countries of birth 
or religion, such as the seemingly disproportionate number of pastoralists and pearlers 
of Scottish birth or parentage. Similarly, collective biography could illuminate the 
origins, perspectives and connections of the small group of humanitarians who 
sought to positively influence government policies on the treatment of Aboriginal 
people. Such collectives, though, appear as somewhat arbitrary; members are never 
exclusively members of one group, but rather are connected across a range of levels 
and interests.

The Hansard record of the Legislative Council debate on the pearl shell fisheries 
legislation, promoted by the governor Fredrick Weld, reads almost like a lunch club 
discussion at the exclusive Weld Club, which indeed is not far from the truth.62 Even 
the bill’s proponent in parliament, Colonial Secretary Frederick Barlee, seemed to 
hold little expectation that the regulations would be effective. And why would he? 
Most of the members, appointed or elected, were drawn from the land-owning elite 
of the colony, as a scan of the online Biographical Register of Members of the Parliament 
of Western Australia demonstrates. The region did not have a representative until 
1874, but legislative councillors (MLCs) well understood and sympathised with 
the landowners and businessmen of the region.63 Their biographies illustrate the 
many-layered connections and networks underlying the acquisition and exercise of 
power, not only in the region but also throughout the colony, and sometimes further 
afield. The four men who held the Legislative Council seat of Northern District 
between 1874 and 1890 each had extensive commercial and pastoral interests in the 
region. They were all JPs, and thus had a role in administering the system of law and 
order that was often to their benefit as pastoral leaseholders and pearl boat owners. 

61  Inquirer and Commercial News, 18 April 1877, 4.
62  Western Australian Legislative Council, Hansard, ‘Aboriginal Natives Pearl Shell Fishery Bill, Second Reading’, 
14 December 1870, 41–44, accessed 16 September 2021, www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Hansard/hansard1870to1995.
nsf/83cc4ce93b5d4e0b48257b33001cfef6/7E036D515FF488FD48257A4F00092FE3/$File/18701214_Council.
pdf. Most members of the Legislative Council—elected, official and nominated—were also members of the Weld 
Club, which was located a mere 5 minutes stroll from the colonial parliamentary premises in the old Perth Town Hall.
63  See fn 1. The Legislative Council seat was initially known as ‘The North’, and thereafter as ‘North Province’.

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Hansard/hansard1870to1995.nsf/83cc4ce93b5d4e0b48257b33001cfef6/7E036D515FF488FD48257A4F00092FE3/$File/18701214_Council.pdf
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Taken together, their economic and legal clout gave them an extraordinary level of 
influence that allowed them to challenge, certainly to outlast, the local civil servants, 
and even senior officials such as the governor or colonial secretary.

The first member, Thomas Burges (1830–93), was born and raised at York in the 
Avon Valley and had acquired extensive pastoral interests in the Murchison and 
Gascoyne by the time he was 40.64 By entering politics, he became part of a political 
dynasty, as two uncles were also nominated MLCs; Lockier Clere (1879–84) and 
William (1875–76). A half-brother, Richard, was later MLC for East Province 
(1894–1903) and member for York in the Legislative Assembly (1903–05).65 Charles 
Harper (1842–1912), who represented the region from 1878 to 1880, became one 
of the colony’s most prominent citizens. Also born and raised in the Avon Valley, 
he was the only son of six children of English-born parents who had arrived in the 
colony in 1837. He held extensive pastoral interests in the De Grey and Ashburton 
regions and was a partner in pearling enterprises from 1868 until 1880. Later in 
life, he was part-owner of the Perth-based newspapers, the West Australian and the 
Western Mail.66 McKenzie Grant (1834–1897) held the seat from 1880 to 1887 and 
was later MLC for Geraldton and then a nominated member. Born in Scotland, 
he arrived on the Victorian goldfields in 1852 before he transferred his interests 
to the  Pilbara, purchasing leases at the De Grey and near Roebourne (Pyramid 
Station), as well as buying Roebourne town lots. He invested heavily in pearling—
among his partners being, as described earlier, the notorious blackbirder Robert 
Shea.67 Grant’s successor was his former business partner, English-born Alexander 
Richardson, who moved from Victoria with Grant in 1864 and invested in stations 
and pearling boats, as well as properties in the Kimberley and the south. He took 
over as MLC on Grant’s retirement, held the seat until 1890, when he was elected to 
the Lower House as member for De Grey, serving in the ministry of Sir John Forrest 
until his retirement from politics in 1897.68

By contrast, the civil servants responsible for administering the law rarely had the 
regional property and financial interests that motivated members of parliament. 
Apart from Robert Sholl, they all found themselves isolated and suffered personally 

64  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 392.
65  See Lockier Clere Burges, William Burges and Richard Burges in ‘Biographical Register of Members of the 
Parliament of Western Australia’, Parliament of Western Australia, accessed 16 September 2021, parliament.wa.gov.au/
parliament/library/MPHistoricalData.nsf/(Lookup)/7173837EE68A8C8D48257E5E0028CC17?OpenDocument.
66  O. K. Battye, ‘Harper, Charles (1842–1912)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/harper-charles-3721, published first in hardcopy 1972, 
accessed 17 September 2021.
67  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 1246; McKenzie Grant, ‘Obituary’, West 
Australian, 16 September 1897, 5. 
68  Cathie Clement, ‘Richardson, Alexander (1847–1931)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/richardson-alexander-robert-8197, 
published first in hardcopy 1988, accessed 17 September 2021. See also A. R. Richardson, Early memories of the 
great Nor’West (Perth: E.A. Wigg and Sons, 1909).
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and professionally because they took their management of the pearl shell labour 
regulations seriously and were not afraid to confront vested interests. Pemberton 
Walcott (1834–1883), for example, was born into a family whose members had 
owned slaves in Demerara and had received compensation payments from the British 
Government after the abolition of slavery in the British imperial world in 1833.69 
Yet in his civil service career, Walcott became known as an implacable opponent 
of any practice that resembled slavery. Born in 1834 near Perth, his parents James 
Percy Walcott and Jo(h)anna (née Perry) had not prospered in their new home 
after arriving from Demerara in 1830, although they initially had the resources to 
purchase property in the Avon Valley.70 Pemberton joined F. T. Gregory’s expedition 
to the north in 1861, and is credited with being among the first to recognise the 
potential of the pearl shell fishery. After farming in the south-west of the colony, 
he was appointed captain of the government cutters, first Pearl and later Gertrude, 
where he was occupied in enforcing the law of the sea and searching for shipwreck 
survivors. Appointed a JP in 1874, he became inspector of pearl shell fisheries in 
1880, with instructions from Governor William Robinson to clean up the industry.71 
In the short time he was in the post, Walcott was indefatigable in his efforts to 
eradicate ‘what may be called by its proper name—Slavery’.72 He initiated a series 
prosecutions against pearlers, and recorded the illness and violence on the fleets in 
reports to the governor.73 Forrest speculates that he was too effective and that his 
death at Roebuck Bay in 1883 was due to poisoning.

Edward Hayes Laurence (1846–1885), who succeeded Sholl as Government 
Resident  in 1881, may have also had slave-owning connections, as several 
beneficiaries of the same name appear in the Legacies of British Slavery database. 
Born in London in 1846, he was a cousin of the colonial secretary Frederick Barlee, 
and it was probably that connection that brought him to Western Australia in 
1863.74 As with Walcott, he was charged with suppressing the trade in Aboriginal 
labour and was promised new regulations to strengthen his hand. Yet from the 
beginning he faced unyielding opposition from local pearlers, even over his decision 
to charge and convict the notorious blackbirder Mountain. They lamented the 
departure of Sholl, who ‘so well understood the natives and their customs’, and 
accused Laurence of being ‘absolutely ignorant’ and too much influenced by ‘Exeter 
Hall sentiments’.75 Furthermore, they argued that the industry would be destroyed 
if the laws were effective in regulating labour on the fleet. The pressures of the job 
soon told on Laurence’s physical and emotional health, and he applied for a transfer 

69  See Jane Lydon’s article in this volume.
70  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 3, 863–64.
71  Western Australian Times, 16 October 1874, 2; Herald (Fremantle), 11 December 1880, 3. 
72  Walcott to Colonial Secretary, July 6 1880. Quoted by Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 171.
73  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 170.
74  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 3, 483.
75  West Australian, 9 December 1881, 3.
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as resident magistrate to Bunbury in the colony’s south-west in 1885, but died 
before he could take up the role. Edward Fox Angelo succeeded him in 1886. Born 
in Bengal, India, in 1836, he had risen to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the 
Indian army before migrating to Western Australia in 1882. He was initially aide-
de-camp to the governor Sir Frederick Broome, and the two formed a close alliance 
in their efforts to reform the pearling industry. His manner though did not endear 
him to the Roebourne elite. Geoffrey Bolton, the ADB biographer of Angelo’s more 
famous son Edward, described him as ‘a gentlemanly and conscientious official, 
but too much given the formality and fuss’.76 Yet there was no doubt as to where 
he stood on the matter of forced labour on the pearling fleet. Writing to Broome, 
he reported finding ‘in full force a disguised and unquestionable form of slavery 
carried out under the protection of the British flag’.77 Like his predecessor, he found 
it impossible to gain convictions, and was transferred, defeated, and having lost the 
support of the government and the Roebourne establishment, to Bunbury and then 
to Rottnest Island, where he became superintendent of the Aboriginal prison.

The Scots who lived and came to wield considerable power in the Pilbara during the 
nineteenth century comprise a similarly interesting group for their treatment and 
attitudes to Aboriginal people through their interests in pearling and pastoralism. 
In addition to McKenzie Grant and his extensive interests, there were also Roderick, 
Donald and Donald McDonald (Dody) MacKay at Mundabullangana and Roy Hill 
stations, and Alex, Farquhar and Roderick McRae, who owned leases, boats and 
businesses at Roebourne, Cossack, and in the Fortescue and Ashburton hinterland. 
The families were united and cohesive, and their members appear frequently in 
the historical documentation of the region as part of influential and, at times, 
intimidating collectives. They are also notable for their harsh and uncompromising 
attitudes to Aboriginal people.78 By contrast, Donald McLeod (1816–1886) was 
born into a family of devout Anglicans who took seriously their Christian obligations 
to care for their Aboriginal workers and their families, expressing a paternalism 
that acted to protect Aboriginal workers from the ravages of colonialism. Born in 
Victoria and educated at Scotch College, Melbourne, he established Chirrita Station 
near Roebourne in 1872, and ran it successfully, without going in to pearling, 
until 1878. Back in Victoria, he had a dairy farm and served in the Victorian 
Legislative Assembly for six years. In 1899, he took up land in the Gascoyne region 
(approximately 800 kilometres south of Roebourne) and with his wife Charlotte (née 
Bussell) set about establishing a station at Minilya. As a fellow humanitarian and 
a kinsman of the McLeods, Henry Prinsep (by then Chief Protector of Aborigines) 

76  G. C. Bolton, ‘Angelo, Edward Houghton (1870–1948)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/angelo-edward-houghton-5029, 
published first in hardcopy 1979, accessed 20 September 2021.
77  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 189–90.
78  Margaret Allen, ‘The Brothers up North and the Sisters down South’, 2001.
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thoroughly approved of their practices. In his 1901/02 Annual Report, he praised 
them as ‘very experienced and wise trainers of the native race’, noting that ‘a large 
number of natives congregate at this station’:

And no wonder, for they have found out that … they receive kindness and justice, 
with liberality. The children are clothed, and all the natives are compelled to wash 
themselves and their clothes, and to keep their hair short, and to appear weekly in 
a clean condition.79

A study of the humanitarians who sought to exert pressure on the imperial and 
colonial governments also promises to reveal much about the region.80 Apart from 
Gribble, several men and women corresponded with government officials and 
wrote  letters to newspapers to publicise the violence of the north-west frontier. 
David Carley is a particularly interesting case.81 Probably a former convict, he lived 
at Cossack after 1872, and wrote letters to the colonial and imperial governments 
giving eyewitness accounts of what he described as ‘the common practice’ of 
‘kidnapping and slavery’, alleging that the region was ‘steeped to its neck with rapine, 
slavery, and murder’. Ignored by the colonial government, he sent details of his 
observations to the Colonial Office in London, which subsequently asked Governor 
Frederick Broome to respond. Broome, however, dismissed Carley’s allegations, and 
instead attacked him as a ‘very disreputable person’, a thief and a receiver of stolen 
property, a ‘sly grog seller’ who had ‘lived in debauchery with several native girls 
of tender age’.82 John Taylor, the manager of Cooyapooya Station who reported 
the violence of Albert Francisco and Robert Shea at the station in 1874, is another 
figure who warrants further study, as do a number of others who alleged slavery 
and cruelty in the north, including the leader of the Western Australian Aborigines 
Amelioration Movement, Lyon Weiss; the English journalist Walter Malcolmson; 
and the Catholic Bishop Matthew Gibney.83 Several women were also vocal in 
their condemnation of the violence, although their voices are harder to find in the 
documentary record. Caroline Bussell though, Prinsep’s sister-in-law, wrote often 
from her home in Paris to ask Prinsep about the reports she was reading about 
the north-west. She told of her ‘great disappointment’ that he had allowed ‘all the 

79  Western Australia, Annual Report of the Aborigines Department, 1901/2 (Perth: Government Printer, 1902).
80  I am conscious in using the term ‘humanitarian’ that in the settler colonial context of the nineteenth century, 
it did not undermine the basis of colonialism to dispossess indigenous people of their land, but was more concerned 
with reducing the negative impacts of colonisation on indigenous populations. See for example, Bain Attwood, 
The  Making of the Aborigines (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989); Jan Kociumbas, ‘Genocide and Modernity in 
Colonial Australia’, in Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children, ed. Dirk Moses 
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2004), 77–102.
81  Henry Reynolds, This Whispering in Our Hearts (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998), 166–68. See also 
Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1.
82  Legislative Council of Western Australia, Papers Respecting the Treatment of Aboriginal Natives in Western Australia, 
1886–86 (Perth: Legislative Council of Western Australia, 1886). See also West Australian, 12 July 1886, 3.
83  See Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire, 274–76.
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distant stations … to go on in the old lawless ways and I see by the Papers that 
horrors of cruelty and injustice are still committed. Why are white men allowed to 
beat and kick black?’84

Thus, there is considerable potential for collective biography to illuminate aspects 
of the labour trade on the Pilbara pearling fleet of the nineteenth century. But the 
record is weighted heavily in favour of the pastoralists, pearlers and civil servants. 
Although names, often variants or those given by Europeans, are sometimes 
recorded, the Aboriginal enslaved who bore the brunt of the brutality are almost 
silent in the documentary record.85 As Marina Carter observed in her 1996 study of 
Indian indentured labourers, the voices of the absolutely oppressed tend to appear 
only at flash points of conflict with the law, and thus it is rarely possible to gain more 
than a fragment of the story of a life.86 Indeed, the individual focus of biography 
seems almost the antithesis of the dehumanising imperative of enslavement. Like 
Carter’s subjects, the Aboriginal enslaved in the pastoral and pearling industries 
only become visible at these flash points, and even then, because the authorities 
rarely understood Aboriginal naming conventions or language, it is difficult for 
descendants to identify or claim them from the vantage point of over a century. 
Nonetheless, the archives of Roebourne and Cossack, as well the contemporary 
newspapers, include many reports of Aboriginal experiences on the pearling fleet, 
including eyewitness testimony. Some of these may be read ‘against the grain’, and 
with the aid of insights from other disciplines, notably archaeology, anthropology 
and linguistics, have the potential to reveal much about life paths and life courses, 
even if the individual remains beyond reach.

To conclude, the violence and aggression that underlies the history of the Pilbara 
frontier and the story of enslavement in this Western Australian outpost is one 
of suspicion, concealment and vested interest. Those in the north, the perpetrators of 
an inhumane trade, sought to conceal their practices from a faraway government 
that, they believed, had no conception of the difficulties they faced. Not only was 
the government, personified by the governor and senior Perth-based officials such 
as the colonial secretary or the chief protector of Aborigines, believed to be out of 
touch, but there was also a more general disdain for humanitarians, the ‘Exeter Hall 
types’ and the ‘Psalm-singers’. For its part, the government was also complicit in this 
game of deceit as it sought to convince London that the colony was ready for self-
government. Both officials and pastoralists (who increasingly came to dominate the 
Legislative Council) were part of this deceit—and all of them came down hard on 

84  Caroline Bussell to Josephine Prinsep, 15 May 1899, State Library of Western Australia, Acc. 3593A/26.
85  Neville Green and Susan Moon, Far From Home: Aboriginal Prisoners of Rottnest Island, 1838–1931 (Nedlands, 
WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1997), 6–7. This compendium, Volume X of the Dictionary of Western 
Australians series, illustrates the complexity of the naming practices associated with Aboriginal prisoners. Name were 
frequently simply made up or rendered in various ways according to the record keeper.
86  Marina Carter, Voices from the Indenture: Experiences of Indian Migrants in the British Empire (London, New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1996).
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those who broke the rules and went public about the slavery on the frontier, men like 
Gribble, and others such as Carley, Weiss, Malcolmson and Gibney. The fears of the 
colonial government appeared justified when self-government finally came in 1890 
and London withheld responsibility for Aboriginal affairs, much to the resentment 
of Sir John Forrest, who immediately set about having the measures revoked. 
He succeeded in 1898 after the Legislative Council passed the Aborigines Act 1898 
and set up a rudimentary protectorate. The three-man Aborigines Department, 
underfunded and with no legal powers, was never intended to be effective, but 
Henry Prinsep, well-connected and sociable, was an effective communicator, and 
the taint of slavery steadily diminished, to be replaced by the veneer of protection.

Prinsep and his wife Josephine (née Bussell) took a holiday in England in 1907, over 
40 years after he had left the country on a mission to rescue the Western Australian 
estates of his Calcutta-based father Charles. While in Britain, he was called to attend 
a meeting with the secretary of state for the colonies, Lord Elgin. He was asked to 
explain and justify Western Australia’s continued use of neck-chains to restrain and 
transport Aboriginal prisoners, a practice that reinforced the image of the Western 
Australian Government as one that tolerated slavery. Arriving at Westminster, he 
found that Elgin was unavailable and instead he met a middle-ranking civil servant 
who, Prinsep reported, had little inkling of what he was talking about, and indeed 
‘seemed surprised that I spoke English’. Back in Perth, he told the West Australian 
that ‘apart from a very small missionary set’ the English were ‘so wrapped up in the 
affairs of their own country that they do not trouble themselves about our native 
question’. He reached the conclusion that England had lost interest in the colonised 
peoples of its empire, its responsibility to protect replaced by ‘a desire to let the race 
rise or fall, whatever its fate might be. There does not seem to be the desire to throw 
the aegis of English power over the unprotected races as there used to be’.87

Thus reassured, the Western Australian State Government moved into a new stage 
of Aboriginal affairs administration based on tight regulation, segregation and 
control, managed after 1915 by the ruthless and efficient bureaucrat A. O. Neville, 
who held office for 25 years. The stain of slavery steadily became a problem of the 
past, although every now and again there were outbursts of controversy, most of it 
short-lived and rapidly suppressed. The pearling industry, too, moved into a new 
phase as the fleet moved north to Broome and with the shallow banks fished out, 
demanded deep sea diving and new technologies. The system of Aboriginal pastoral 
labour, though, continued virtually unchanged and unabated right through until 
the Aboriginal pastoral workers’ strike of 1946 signalled the start of a new era in the 
Pilbara, the beginning of the end of a long period of enslavement and the start of 
the era of self-determination.

87  West Australian, 30 September 1908, 4.
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