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‘Not a Kanaka or a N____’: 
Reading Pacific labour trading 
through the slave pasts of sailors 
of African origin

EMMA CHRISTOPHER

I am a West Indian, from Antigua, African blood …
I want justice.
Albert Messiah, oral evidence, the case of the Hopeful.1

When Albert Messiah signed his name on the muster roll of the Hopeful he was, 
as the vessel’s cook, listed as the last of the ‘crew’. He was below Captain Lewis 
Shaw from Banff, Scotland; Barney Williams from Portland, Maine; German 
Charles Siebert; and Thomas Freeman from Nottingham, England. Below Messiah, 
lower in rank, were only the ‘boat crew’ of Pacific Islanders: Charlie from Espiritu 
Santo, Harry from Aoba and Jack Awroro, perhaps from Lifou. His place on the 
muster roll was strangely revealing: between, not fully of either. It was because of 
his station, certainly; the cook was generally the lowliest crew member. But that too 
was inseparable from the fact that he was West Indian. Europeans often served as 
the cook, but by the 1880s relatively few men of African origin were allowed to rise 
higher up the ranks.2

Wedged between the largely white crew and the Islander boat crew, the lives of 
seafarers of African origin like Messiah who sailed aboard Pacific labour ships 
provide new light onto this still-controversial trade. Freedmen, or the descendants 
of the freed, mostly from the United States or the British Caribbean, they had every 
reason to see the Pacific labour trade as nothing akin to slavery.3 They returned 
home Pacific Islanders whose time had expired; they witnessed attempts to explain 

1  Briefs and Associated Papers in Cases Involving Pacific Islanders, Regina v Bernard Williams and Others 
Re Murder and Kidnapping of Pacific Islanders by Crew of the Hopeful, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID 
ITM7869, Queensland State Archives.
2  Emma Christopher, ‘African Sailors in the Atlantic World: Slavery and Freedom’, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia 
of African History, forthcoming, 2022.
3  The historiographic position has changed as to whether the Pacific Labour Trade can be classified as having been 
slavery or not. See Clive Moore, ‘Revising the Revisionists: The History of Immigrant Melanesians in Australia’, 
Pacific Studies 15, no. 2 (1992): 61–86; Doug Munro, ‘Review article: Revisionism and Its Enemies: Debating 
the Queensland Labour Trade’, Pacific History 30, no. 2 (1995): 240–49, doi.org/10.1080/00223349508572798. 
Many of these arguments relate to the degree of agency Pacific labourers held in the context of the trade. 
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contracts. They  knew that there was no auction block awaiting labourers on 
the docks of Townsville or Mackay in Queensland. They had more in common 
culturally, linguistically and religiously with Australians than they did with people 
in the South Seas.

Yet, interrogating the fragments of information they have left behind in court 
records, newspaper articles and enquiries, it is quite clear that sailors of African 
origin saw things about Pacific labour ‘recruitment’ that troubled them greatly. 
These were not exactly the same things that worried missionaries or the anti-slavery 
lobby, much less the criticisms of the white labour movement. Their assessments 
were more sweeping, more radical. They condemned the Pacific labour trade not 
just on the grounds of its legality or the place that the men and women ‘recruited’ 
would fit into the economic system of Queensland—the things that, to the trade’s 
defenders, made it utterly different from slavery—but in its entirety. They were not 
criticising the labour trade because of its uses and abuses, but because they believed 
that ultimately it would not lead to equality for Pacific Islanders.

They also found the Pacific labour trade destabilised their own position, threatening 
to undermine the gains that freedom had brought. They were often said to be 
indistinguishable in looks from Melanesians. The perception of attributes and 
physical features that had made them and their ancestors enslaveable in an Atlantic 
context was recycled to the Pacific. The ‘civility’, education and Christianity, which 
they had been promised would set them free, were of indeterminate value after 
all. After the fight against slavery was won, West Indians and African Americans 
continued to fight for equality as it ebbed away in the decades beyond abolition. 
In the Pacific labour trade, they found sweeping new inequalities instead.

Black sailors
Maritime trade routes saw more men of African origin arrive in the Australian 
colonies than is widely recognised. From a global perspective, however, their presence 
in ports around the Australian coast is unsurprising.4 Throughout the Americas, 
large numbers of men of African origin chose seafaring as a career. Born of maritime 
trauma of the very worst kind, the African diaspora often found that the seas and 
oceans offered their best hope of freedom. In the islands of the Caribbean where 
there was little or no geographical space for maroonage, leaving by sea was the best 
hope of escape. So too, working on or near the waterways and bays of the mainland 

4  Men of African origin had in fact been in the Australian colonies since the first contact with Europeans and 
maritime links had existed long before the 1860s. See Cassandra Pybus, Black Founders: The Unknown Story of 
Australia’s Black First Fleet Settlers (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2006); Kristyn Harman, Aboriginal Convicts: 
Australian, Khoisan, and Maori Exiles (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2012).
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Americas generally offered the greatest chance of life on something approaching 
their own terms. By the early eighteenth century, they made up around one-fifth 
of sailors in North American ports.5

This linking of the African diaspora with seafaring continued long after the legal 
abolition of slavery throughout much of the Americas. The post-abolition world 
severely limited opportunities for the liberated, and the maritime arena afforded 
men of African origin a type of equality little known ashore. The racial divisions of 
the land certainly did not disappear, and in the post-abolition era opportunities to 
rise in the ranks ebbed away, leaving those of African origin serving in the lowliest 
position of cook or steward. Nevertheless, their presence, along with men of many 
other racial origins, in many ways created the greater egalitarianism that typified 
seafaring. The number of men of African origin saw camaraderie and respect for their 
skills cut through land-based racial divisions to some extent.6 Sailors of European 
origin grew accustomed to having brother tars from backgrounds different to their 
own. This egalitarian reality was part of the radical, anti-establishment temperament 
that seafaring was often said to have.7

Partly because crew lists are far from complete and ‘race’ was not generally listed, 
it is hard to estimate the number of Black sailors in Australian ports, but even 
a cursory search through colonial newspapers reveals countless men of African origin. 
From the British Caribbean, the route to Britain and then onwards to Australia 
was common enough. For Black West Indians eager to join the gold rushes in the 
Australian colonies, working their passage aboard ship was the most affordable 
option.8 Some returned to sea when their gold dreams failed. African American 
men found themselves in the Australian colonies either via Europe or via California. 
Ashore in Queensland or New South Wales, as well as Fiji, Samoa and other islands, 
some found their best or only offer a berth on a Pacific labour ship.9

5  See W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1997); David S. Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2001). 
6  An amusing example of this in New South Wales can be found in the 1883 story of a policeman trying to arrest 
a drunken sailor, only for the seaman’s shipmate, ‘a big American negro, over 6ft 3in’, grabbing his fellow tar and 
carrying him away, them both escaping the law’s grasp. ‘Newcastle Items’, Evening News (Sydney), 15 November 
1883, 2. 
7  Marcus Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Merchant Seamen, Pirates and the Anglo-American 
World, 1700–1750 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Niklas Frykman, The Bloody Flag: Mutiny in the 
Age of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2020); Julius S. Scott, The Common Wind: Afro-American 
Currents in the Age of the Haitian Revolution (New York: Verso, 2018).
8  E. Daniel Potts and Annette Potts, ‘The Negro and the Australian Gold Rushes, 1852–1857’, Pacific Historical 
Review 37, no. 4 (November 1968): 381–99, doi.org/10.2307/3637186.
9  Maritime crews in the Australian colonies were mixed just as elsewhere, including with First Nations sailors. 
See Lynette Russell, Roving Mariners: Australian Aboriginal Whalers and Sealers in the Southern Oceans, 1790–1870 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2012).
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Numbers are also hard to calculate because Black seafarers were often noted simply 
as ‘a West Indian’ or ‘an American Negro’, with no other information given, thereby 
making it impossible to know if one man made several trips or different men made 
one each. Government Agent Douglas Rannie, for example, noted aboard the 
Heron, ‘the white crew numbered only four A.B. sailors, with a West Indian cook 
and steward’.10 Almost nothing further was mentioned about this man or his work 
as the voyage proceeded, likely reflecting his lowly status and the marginality of 
the cook to the activities of the government agent. There were many such cases. In 
death, ‘the body of a Jamaica native’ carried ashore from the Ethel in 1895 would 
remain anonymous.11

Giving no name for a dead sailor would have been relatively unusual for a man 
of European origin, revealing how the era’s racial factors compounds the difficulty of 
identifying seafarers of African origin. The idea of people of African origin as individuals 
akin to those of European origin was a recent and radical departure from what had 
gone before. In some cases, the rejection of this notion was overt. The description of 
the ‘burly negro’ ship’s cook in North Queensland named only as ‘Sambo’ and said to 
have ‘the fattest and shiniest epidermis of any n___ I have seen for years’, ‘weighing 
close on twenty stone’, had manifest echoes of the auction block.12

Although slavery was ongoing in Cuba, Brazil and Puerto Rico, by the time the 
Pacific labour trade from Queensland began most Black sailors in Australia, either 
West Indians or African Americans, were indisputably free.13 The British Empire 
had abolished slavery across its Caribbean possessions and Mauritius in the 1830s, 
meaning that by the 1860s most West Indian sailors had been liberated as children 
or born free.14 As British citizens, they saw shared kinship with Australian colonists, 
such that Black Americans were known to adopt a fake West Indian identity to share 
in this.15 From a legal point of view, a Jamaican of African origin and a Queenslander 
with British grandparents were equals.

Within this brotherhood of British citizenship, cloaked by Britain’s fervent anti-
slavery stance from the 1830s onwards, there was considerable reason for Black West 
Indians to see no real problem with the Pacific labour trade in principle. Having 
freed the enslaved a generation earlier at ruinous financial cost, it was reasonable to 
assume that Britain would hardly be condoning slavery in another part of its empire. 
As returning Islanders were often aboard when a vessel departed from Queensland, 

10  Douglas Rannie, My Adventures among South Sea Cannibals; An Account of the Experiences and Adventures of a 
Government Official among the Natives of Oceania (London: Seeley, Service & Co., 1912), 21.
11  ‘Queensland News’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 20 July 1895, 103. 
12  ‘Townsville to Cooktown and Back’, Northern Miner (Charters Towers, Qld), 15 March 1889, 3. 
13  Puerto Rico was not then part of the United States. 
14  Sailors of African origin tended to stay in maritime roles far longer than their European origin counterparts, 
meaning that it is possible that some had been liberated as adults.
15  Gerald Horne, The White Pacific: U.S. Imperialism and Black Slavery in the South Seas after the Civil War 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007), 144. 
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something that would have been a fantasy in a transatlantic slave setting, there were 
reasons for a sailor desperately seeking a job on the docks at Townsville, Mackay or 
Brisbane to have no qualms about entering the trade.

The most well-known example of a man of African origin apparently enthusiastically 
engaging in labour trading is Jamaican Douglas Pitt, later a settler in the Torres 
Strait, who was said to have worked with the infamous Bully Hayes.16 ‘An American 
negro named Freeman’ worked aboard the pearl fisher Dancing Wave as ‘recruiting 
master’, having been chosen to fill this role when the ship was already in the 
Solomon Islands. Freeman’s sentiments about this are not recorded, any more than 
whether the captain Harrison felt that hiring a ‘black man’ was a prudent way to 
gain recruits.17 No such parallel case has been found for the labour trade itself, 
however, and enlisting men for several months aboard ship very likely did not have 
the same warning signs for those of African origin as recruiting for long periods on 
sugar and cotton plantations.

The only other indication that men of African origin found the Pacific labour trade 
an unproblematic occupation is that some re-enlisted. Even Albert Messiah, who 
would become a fervent opponent of the trade, was apparently untroubled enough 
by his first voyage in the Pacific labour trade, aboard the Juventa, that he enlisted 
for another South Sea cruise.18 This was hardly a typical case, however. The Juventa’s 
voyage was a disaster from the point of view of the owners and planters, and only 
one man was recruited.19 There was another factor that is instructive beyond the case 
of Messiah. Cooks were not in the boats that rowed ashore looking for ‘recruits’, 
nor necessarily aware of what steps were taken to ensure that those enlisting for 
service on Queensland’s plantations knew the terms and length of their service. 
Messiah seems to have only really understood and become the trade’s most fervent 
opponent after he was called upon to leave the cook’s station and join a boat during 
extraordinary events when trading canoes were fired upon.

Those who might have wished to make a comment about what they experienced 
or witnessed aboard Pacific labour ships, whether positive or negative, struggled 
to do so. Signing the muster roll with a cross was common, revealing that limited 
educational opportunities during slavery and the post-abolition period left them 
with no ability to leave written witness statements, or with the unenviable task 
of finding a sympathetic literate ally in the Australian colonies. What we have are 
fragments. Nevertheless, they tell a revealing story.

16  Whether Pitt worked with Hayes is unclear. This is a belief held by some descendants of Pitt.
17  In the case of Freeman, he was the first cut with a tomahawk during a revolt. ‘The Dancing Wave Massacre’, 
Launceston Examiner, 26 August 1876, 5; ‘The Dancing Wave’, Capricornian (Rockhampton), 22 July 1876, 479.
18  Regina v Bernard Williams and Others Re Murder and Kidnapping of Pacific Islanders by Crew of the 
Hopeful, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID ITM7869, Queensland State Archives; ‘Supreme Court’, Telegraph 
(Brisbane), 27 November 1884, 5.
19  ‘An Unsuccessful Labour Cruise’, Brisbane Courier, 19 August 1884, 6.
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Ishmael Williamson
In 1867, Ishmael Williamson, just two years after serving as a Union sailor in the 
American Civil War, made a number of allegations about what had happened 
aboard the ship Syren.20 Among them was that he himself had been tricked into the 
labour trade. He had believed, he claimed, that the ship was simply delivering coal 
from Newcastle to New Caledonia and it was only there, after the coal had been 
delivered, that he learned the truth. They were ‘called aft’, he related, and told that 
they would be sailing to other islands and would then, ‘take on board a cargo of 
islanders for Queensland’. He would never have agreed willingly to sail in the Pacific 
labour trade, he protested.21

Williamson had little choice but to stay aboard the Syren after he discovered that 
they were going recruiting around the South Seas. But having been dragged along 
against his will, it was not long before he got into trouble for attitudes that did 
not sit well with the others. When one Pacific Islander ‘recruit’ aboard died, he 
demanded that the man be given a decent burial. Quite possibly he had heard stories 
of the men, women and children whose bones lined the Atlantic seabed. Certainly, 
more than any other man on board, he knew the risks of not acknowledging the 
man as a fellow human being. Ishmael Williamson was ‘put in irons’ for the offence 
of challenging the captain’s authority.22

He was not bowed. After arriving back in Queensland, he joined the gold rush at 
Jimna Creek working as a cook for a digger. While there, he made a formal complaint 
about what had happened aboard the Syren, alleging that the ‘recruitment’ had really 
been trickery and entrapment. His choice of words is extremely revealing, even if 
misunderstood by authorities and the Australian media at the time. While they were 
at Tanna island, Williamson reported, the chief had been paid off with ‘a musket 
and a piece of red calico’. Later, in the Banks Islands, the Syren’s boat brought men 
to trade, who received ‘jews’ harps and red handkerchiefs’ and were then ‘secured in 
the hold’.23

These words are remarkable in the context of Williamson’s history. He had been born 
free, but he was fresh from the Union Navy, and he had spent the war anchored off 
the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia. He had served alongside men who 
had run from their plantations to his ship. He likely knew that the way that enslaved 

20  Emma Christopher, ‘“A Piece of Red Calico”: Black Sailors and the Question of “Enslavability” in the Pacific 
Labor Trade’, forthcoming.
21  ‘The South Sea Islander Traffic’, Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1868, 5. 
22  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 24 October 1868, 4–5.
23  ‘The South Sea Islander Traffic’, Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1868, 5.
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people told their history was of trickery, of ancestors all lured aboard ship with items 
such as red cloth and jews’ harps. What Williamson alleged in Queensland in 1868 
was a Pacific echo of what are known as the ‘red cloth narratives’.24

There was some irony in this. Direct trickery and luring people aboard ship with 
gawdy trinkets had rarely happened in the Atlantic slave trade in a literal sense. 
Rather, this way of seeing it, like much oral history, was the sum of all things. Yet 
these actions were common enough in the Pacific trade in the 1860s; Williamson 
witnessed them occurring. Curiously, the way that African Americans had parsed 
the horrors of their ancestors’ capture and sale across the Atlantic into one more 
bearable piece, one narrative that encapsulated the ‘evils they lived and endured’ 
was more literally true in the Pacific than it had been in the Atlantic.25 From this 
perspective, it is hardly surprising that Williamson saw events in the Pacific and 
thought back to the self-liberated men and women he had met at the Sea Islands 
a handful of years before.

Williamson was hardly the only person to see the labour trade through the lens of 
American slavery. Pacific labour was hardly a separate issue to Black Americans’ own 
fight against slavery in the perceptions of many. As missionary Daniel MacDonald, 
stationed in Efate from the early 1870s, wrote: ‘it is as if the hideous fiend expelled 
reluctant from the American soil in the throes of a civil war found a cordial welcome 
and a congenial home in Queensland’.26 Black sailors like Williamson almost 
certainly did not need overt acts such as the former Confederate James Toutant 
Proctor, nephew of Civil War General P. G. T. Beauregard, who sang ‘Marching 
through Georgia’ while ‘recruiting’ for his Fiji plantation, to make this connection.27

Yet through his words, Ishmael Williamson was also making a more holistic, nuanced 
critique of the Pacific labour trade, one that centred more on equality, of the wrongs 
perpetrated on Pacific Islanders as a whole, not just those who became plantation 
labourers. The red cloth narratives symbolised the Africans who sold captives, as 
much as the enslaved themselves, falling for the treachery of Europeans, of not 
having enough worldly knowledge to see a much wider picture and instead believing 
themselves wily trading partners. Hundreds of years of painful hindsight had shown 
African Americans that ‘an ill-advised greed for imported luxuries of Atlantic 
commerce had lured many an African into foolishly becoming part of a monstrous 

24  Michael Gomez, Exchanging our Country Marks: The Transformation of African Identities in the Colonial and 
Antebellum South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 199–209; Anne C. Bailey, African Voices 
of the Atlantic Slave Trade: Beyond the Silence and the Shame (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 108–9; William D. 
Piersen, Black Legacy: America’s Hidden Heritage (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1993) 35–43.
25  Bailey, African Voices, 108.
26  MacDonald, The Labour Trade versus Christianity in the South Sea Islands (Melbourne: ML Hutchinson, 1878) 
quoted in Horne, The White Pacific, 2.
27  Christopher Legge and Jennifer Terrell, ‘James Toutant Proctor’, The Journal of Pacific History 5 (1970): 65–83; 
Horne, The White Pacific, 35–37, doi.org/10.1080/00223347008572165.
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trade in human beings’.28 They knew that the supposed wiliness of African dealers, 
the agency they had held, the equality that might have existed briefly in individual 
deals done where Europeans wanted the ‘goods’ offered, had all counted for not very 
much in the long run. They had all been unwittingly lured into a system in which 
those of African origin were considered lesser than those whose people hailed from 
Europe. Williamson had fought to end slavery and then had seen the stories of red 
cloth and jews’ harps re-enacted before his own eyes. He believed, perceptively, that 
it would not lead to Pacific Islanders being treated as equals.29

Williamson’s complaints about the Syren were not widely understood in Queensland. 
Their breadth and scope were inconceivable to most of those in the Australian 
colonies at a time when ‘white’ superiority was widely held among colonisers to be 
canonical. The complaints of the French about the Syren voyage, for example, were 
of a fundamentally different nature. The Syren had lured men away, they alleged, 
some of whom had already been working for French men. For them, as for those 
aboard the Syren who fought back, it was a matter of national pride and Europeans’ 
rights to Pacific Islanders’ labour in ‘their’ territory.30

What Williamson was calling for, however, was the equality of Pacific Islanders and 
Europeans to be understood. Such a thing was rarely on offer, not even from those 
who disagreed with the labour trade in principle. Missionaries, for example, generally 
viewed the question through a paternalistic lens; later ‘White Australia’ campaigners 
opposed the trade from a different perspective altogether. But for Williamson, as for 
African Americans in general, equality was the aim. This was the fight of their time. 
Their war against slavery had not finished, it was simply morphing into something 
new as the threat of enslavement by another name loomed large. The Black Codes 
were being enacted across the former Confederacy. From the 1870s, Jim Crow laws 
were introduced. A decade later they would be disenfranchised.

Across the Pacific Ocean, Williamson discovered that the same fight was very much 
ongoing. When word reached the media of his allegations, he was attacked in ways 
that spoke of no possibility of equality. ‘[T]he word … [of ] an upright and Christian 
man [the Captain] should certainly carry more weight than the reckless assertions of 
a vindictive negro cook’, it was said.31 Williamson was seemingly considered neither 
upright nor Christian, despite that likely being his religion, and these perceived 
failings were assessed from nothing other than him being a ‘negro’ who had dared to 
challenge a man of European origin.

28  Piersen, Black Legacy, 42.
29  Christopher, ‘A Piece of Red Calico’.
30  New South Wales, Royal Commission, Report of the Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire into Certain Alleged 
Cases of Kidnapping of Natives of the Loyalty Islands &c; Together with Minutes of Evidence and Appendix (Sydney: 
Thomas Richards, Govt. Printer, 1869).
31  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander, 17 October 1868, 6.
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Even those who sought to defend Williamson did so through this framework. 
W. H. Spode wrote: ‘he is a first-rate cook’ and was never lazy or dirty; adding, 
‘I do not like to see a man’s character taken away, although he is a negro’.32 But 
Williamson was not seeking this kind of backhanded support. Upon hearing that 
one of the Syren’s recruits, now working in Queensland, had stated that the captain 
had been ‘very, very kind’ while the cook was ‘lazy’ and ‘always fighting’, Williamson 
went and found the man in question.33 He told Williamson that ‘he knew nothing 
at all about it; his master wrote it’. Both had been tricked by the Europeans, in 
Williamson’s view. It was more of the same. In the face of this provocation Williamson 
stood tall. ‘I have a character to lose, and I have not lost it yet,’ he stated proudly, 
before sailing away from the Australian colonies on the Maryborough, owned by 
anti-slavery Quakers.34

John Henderson
In 1876, African American John Henderson, ‘signed the articles with the others of 
the crew in a hovel in a back street in Sydney’. This he apparently did willingly, but 
when the supercargo told him that the purpose of the Vibilia’s voyage would not 
be revealed until they were beyond Sydney Heads, Henderson reportedly answered, 
‘you are going blackbirding, and if you are, I am out of it’.35 Like Williamson, he too 
found that he had no choice but to make the voyage. Things got much worse when 
out at sea. The crew were so badly treated that Henderson believed that the captain 
‘wanted to run the men to leave her’ and replace them with a cheaper crew of Pacific 
Islanders. The supercargo, McGregor, ‘frequently talked of going slaving when they 
were at sea, and said that he’d seen a bit of it in the Fijis’.36

The Vibilia case reveals why it had mattered to Ishmael Williamson a decade earlier 
that the Pacific Islander man had been tricked as much as he had. Henderson did 
not know it, but he had been lured to the Sydney hovel with the promise of a job 
because of his background: the Italian man involved had been told to form ‘a black 
crew’. Presumably believing ‘black’ men would find recruiting easier, the scope of 
what that term meant in the Australian colonies would reveal part of the problem 
for men like Henderson, over and above their concerns about recruiting labour. 
Early reports in the Australian media, referencing this ‘black crew’, supposed that 
they were ‘kanakas’, a reasonable assumption in a trade that routinely hired Pacific 

32  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 24 October 1868, 5.
33  ‘The Brig Syren’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 17 October 1868, 4. 
34  ‘The Syren Case’, Brisbane Courier, 23 October 1858, 3; Crew list of the Maryborough, 1870, Liverpool Crew 
Lists, 387 CRE, Liverpool Record Office, UK; ‘Shipping Summary’, Brisbane Courier, 9 July 1870, 4. 
35  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4.
36  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4. Later, when the case became a scandal, the captain 
would claim that they were ‘collecting pearl shell’. 
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Islander men as boat crew and interpreters. But they were not. The men found to 
be ‘black’ enough to qualify were, besides Henderson, a West Indian named James 
Shirvington, ‘an Arab’, ‘a Manilaman’ [sic], an ‘Indian Portuguese’ and a ‘Seedy 
Boy’.37 This last referred to an Indian man of African origin, commonly called Siddis.

Ashore, there were not enough men of Indian or Filipino origin to substantially 
alter the racial structure, but the first idea of the media, that ‘black’ had meant 
‘kanaka’, was a serious issue for those of African origin. Certainly, in the rhetoric of 
Queenslanders they were very much linked. This went beyond the naming of people 
of both origins ‘Black Steve’ or ‘Black Harry’.38 By the 1830s, the term ‘N____’ was 
known in the Americas as ‘an opprobrious term, employed to impose contempt’ 
on Black Americans ‘as an inferior race’.39 While in Australia it most commonly 
referred to First Nations Australians, as well as being given to people of African 
origin, in the context of plantation Queensland it could mean Pacific Islanders 
too.40 A newspaper reported a South Sea Islander death in 1883, for example, with 
the title, ‘Only a Blasted N____’.41 The following year, a woman returnee who had 
been raped aboard the Eliza Mary was described as ‘the wife of a fellow n____’.42 
Arguments over schemes for northern Queensland to break away from the south 
often degenerated into arguments that, ‘if they had Kanaka labor in a separate 
colony, they could “wollop [sic] their own n_____s”’.43

Even the term ‘Negro’, so closely tied to people of African origins in most settings, 
was also occasionally used for South Sea Islanders. There were reports, for example, 
of ‘a white negro’ among the labourers aboard the Gem arriving at Fiji from the New 
Hebrides in 1871. Albinism not then understood, he ‘was certainly intended for 
a show caravan rather than a cotton field’, the media reported, also noting that the 
sailors, believing him to have ‘the appearance of an Irish labourer’, had ‘taught him 
to answer to the name Pat Mahoney’.44

37  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4. 
38  ‘Black Steve’ (Jacob Stevenson) was from the United States, no title, Queensland Figaro and Punch (Brisbane), 
9  June 1888, 19. There were several well-known ‘Black Harrys’. One was a South Sea Islander, ‘Toowoomba’, 
Brisbane Courier, 5 February 1886. Probably the most famous was ‘Black Harry’ from the MacIntyre River, 
probably a Bigambul man, ‘Black Harry’, Darling Downs Gazette and General Advertiser, 19 September 1861, 4. 
Another ‘Black Harry’, known to hang out at the wharf in Brisbane, is unknowable without further information, 
‘Run Over by a Cab’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 24 December 1880, 2.
39  Quoted in Randall Kennedy, Nigger: The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word (New York: Vintage Books, 
2003), 5.
40  ‘Supreme Court’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 27 November 1884, 5. Interestingly, it was often former Caribbean 
planters and their children who questioned this: ‘Fear God, Speak Evil of None’, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 
23 May 1885, 2–3.
41  Quoted in Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin, Race Relations in Colonial Queensland: A History 
of Exclusion, Exploitation, Extermination (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1993), 195.
42  ‘Rape’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 23 July 1886, 4.
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The penchant among white people for recycling the worst racial slurs from the 
Americas in the Australian context, and grouping people by skin tone, was hardly 
the full extent of it, however, particularly in the context of the Pacific labour trade. 
Any allusion that African Americans and West Indians were the same as Pacific 
Islanders was terrifying as much as bizarre. ‘Savagery’, as it was judged by European-
based societies, had been a key component of ‘enslaveability’ for centuries. Claims 
of cannibalism, ‘nakedness’, and a lack of European-style society: the descendants of 
enslaved people knew only too well the danger they held.

The consequences of believing that men of the African diaspora looked just like 
Melanesians were therefore critical. If Black West Indians and Americans were 
perceived to be on a par with South Sea Islanders, then they had lost their ‘civility’. 
The very things that they had been told would set them free had been snatched 
from them. Small wonder that Henderson was angry to have been shown fake ship’s 
papers that he had apparently signed with a cross. It was not so, he protested. He was 
literate. He had signed his name.45 Substituting his signature for a forged cross did 
much more than taking away his name and his free will for one single voyage. His 
education was a cloak of protection against such treatment. His name, written by 
himself, was an assertion of his status as a man able to make his own choices.

This blurring of Blacks of African descent and Pacific Islanders, claiming them hard 
to differentiate, was more than an actual inability to tell the difference. The believed 
physical similarity of appearance of Melanesians to Africans and the diaspora, 
although far pre-dating the era of Pacific labour recruiting, was a deliberate device 
through which to position them within a plantation system such as that of the 
Americas. While First Nations Australians were increasingly placed in a separate 
part of the social structure, since Aboriginal labour was incompatible with the 
settler colonial project, South Sea Islanders were transcribed into the racial vista 
of the Australian colonies in the place that Africans had taken in the Americas.46 
Pacific Islanders were reframed as both ‘decidedly of a higher order than that of 
the aboriginal natives of this country’, as one report from 1867 claimed, while also 
being ‘sheeplike’, just as planters demanded.47

It was safer for sailors of African origin to totally separate themselves from Pacific 
Islanders. It also made sense. Culturally and linguistically they shared far more with 
the prevailing European-based society. But the structures of race that alienated them 
from that, and the long centuries during which Blackness had been reconfigured 
into a coherent way to fight back, did not make this an easy option. In the United 

45  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Maryborough Chronicle, Wide Bay and Burnett Advertiser, 13 July 1876, 4.
46  Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue: The Australian-Pacific Indentured Labor Trade (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007); Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (London: Verso, 
2016).
47  ‘Owanyilla’, Maryborough Chronicle, Wide Bay and Burnett Advertiser, 4 December 1867, 3.
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States, Black people were being widely discriminated against despite their freedom. 
Whatever the legal status, without equality their fight was not won. What men 
like Henderson saw in the Pacific was that far from the link between unfree labour 
and blackness lessening, it was expanding in new directions. A supercargo talking 
of ‘slaving in the Fijis’ would hardly seem separate from his own people’s history, 
whatever the legal distinctions so recently introduced after centuries of bondage.

Albert Messiah
In the mid-1880s, another ship’s cook of African origin would cause a labour trade 
scandal that dwarfed those that had gone before. Albert Messiah revealed that 
during the voyage of the Hopeful, men and women had been blatantly kidnapped, 
some grabbed from the sea after their canoes were deliberately destroyed. During 
this, others had been murdered. The outrage would lead to death sentences for 
the captain and recruiting agent (both later reprieved), hard labour for the rest of the 
crew, a royal commission to investigate the wider circumstances, and ultimately 
the return of the people whom the ship had ‘recruited’.48

Albert Messiah was from the small Caribbean island of Antigua and so a British 
citizen. He saw himself as a brother colonist to those in Queensland and New South 
Wales and, unlike Williamson and Henderson, made a life for himself in Australia, 
staying for the rest of his days. By the 1880s, however, racial lines were hardening. 
So too were ideas that abolition had all been a disastrous mistake because people of 
African origin were just unsuited to freedom. In 1884, as the Hopeful scandal was 
unfolding, a former governor from the West Indies gave a speech in Adelaide that 
was reprinted by the Queensland press. West Indians were ‘docile and affectionate’, 
he claimed, and ‘made fairly good servants’, although they should definitely not 
be given more power than that. Though ‘capable of hard bodily exertion’, which, 
obviously, they had shown during slave times at the end of a whip, the problem was 
that they were ‘idle, and contented with little’.49 The son of a West India planter 
went further. He told Australians the not uncommon myth that Black West Indians 
were begging for re-enslavement.50

It was doubtless enraging enough for many people of West Indian origin. But in 
Queensland this more explicit racism was bolstered by the continuing notion that 
they were indistinguishable from Melanesians. Their everyday rights as British 
citizens could be summarily removed on these grounds. West Indian sailors found 
themselves refused drinks in Queensland pubs because it was illegal to sell alcohol 

48  Emma Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary: Afro-Caribbean Responses in a Queensland/New Guinea 
Kidnapping Case’, Slavery and Abolition 40, no. 2 (2019): 321–40, doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2018.1547506.
49  ‘A Lecture by a Governor’, Brisbane Courier, 11 October 1884, Supplement. 
50  ‘Fear God, Speak Evil of None’, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 23 May 1885, 2–3.
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to Pacific Islanders. Samuel Boyle, for example, a ship’s cook who described himself 
as ‘a British Subject of the West India Isles’, was most offended to be refused a drink, 
even a ginger beer, at the Oxford Hotel in Brisbane ‘on the ground of my colour’. 
To Boyle, ‘surely any publican possessing an ordinary amount of intelligence can 
easily detect, in manner of speech and appearance, the difference between’ Pacific 
Islanders and West Indians.51

But even people of European origin who came to Boyle’s defence were far less certain 
that any such difference could be discerned. One letter writer argued that West 
Indians like Boyle should be allowed to have a drink because they were a ‘specially 
[sic] loyal race’. This was despite the fact that: ‘No doubt the publican, not being 
an ethnologist, may fail to detect the difference between the complainant [a West 
Indian] and a Pacific Islander or an aboriginal [sic].’52 Messiah himself was thrown 
out of a pub on these grounds.53 Other publicans alleged that they had been tricked 
into selling liquor to a Pacific Islander, something that was illegal in Queensland, 
by a man who had been in the Australian colonies long enough to dress and sound 
more like ‘a West Indian’. The implication was that no European could be expected 
to recognise the difference between people of African or Pacific origins.54

Messiah had been in the Australian colonies for three years by the time he sailed 
aboard the Hopeful. He knew something about their racial make-up. When he was 
in trouble in Tasmania the media had mocked him for ‘parading the streets of the 
city … with an air of great importance’.55 He ‘dressed neatly’, they wrote, ‘gives a 
graceful salute to those he knows’ and even had the temerity to converse in ways 
that showed self-belief.56 It added up to one accusation. He did not know his place. 
Perhaps these were the seeds that caused him to endanger his own life to reveal 
what had happened aboard the Hopeful. Perhaps he realised that if Pacific Islanders 
could be treated that way, then West Indians, perceived to look the same, were 
at extraordinary risk. How firm was Britain’s anti-slavery commitment if blatantly 
kidnapping workers for sugar plantations was still allowed? Linked together by their 
supposed similarity of skin tone and features, without equality they would all sink 
together. Maybe he believed that the anti-slavery British people did not know what 
was really going on aboard labour ships and would be outraged if they did. If that 
was the case, he was only half right.

51  ‘The Right of the Coloured Man to Buy Liquor’, Brisbane Courier, 9 April 1884, 6; ‘Terror-Stricken Publicans’, 
Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 12 April 1884, 3. Boyle’s profession earlier in his life was given on his admission to 
the Benevolent hospital in 1924, which states that he had been in Queensland since 1874. 
52  No title, Brisbane Courier, 15 April 1884, 6.
53  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’. 
54  ‘The Licenced Victuallers’, Brisbane Courier, 31 March 1886, 5.
55  ‘A Black Story’, Mercury (Hobart), 21 January 1886, 2.
56  ‘Our Hobart Letter’, Tasmanian, 4 February 1882, 123.
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Returning to Queensland, where the Hopeful victims were made to dance for their 
masters, a perverse throwback to captives whipped to make them ‘dance’ in their 
shackles to maintain their health and sale price, Messiah would not remain quiet. 
He made a statement to the police. He sent a telegram to authorities in Brisbane. 
He reported that neither an interpreter nor the government agent had ensured that 
the men and women understood what was happening. He testified that he had 
seen the blatant kidnapping of men who had come to trade, grabbed from the sea 
by their hair. He had seen men and a child murdered in cold blood. He took a bribe 
to stay quiet, but he did no such thing.57

There was some unbiased evidence that Messiah’s allegations were well-founded, 
but the wrath he faced in their wake was extraordinary.58 In the invective of 
Queenslanders outraged that he had dared to challenge the trade, his ethnicity was 
key to their fury. Accused of ‘n_____ lies’, in Brisbane a lynch mob was raised to 
punish him.59 Lynch mobs had not yet reached their notoriety as pinnacles of racial 
hatred that they would by the next decade, but nonetheless the National Association 
for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) in the United States kept files 
on cases of lynching as racialised violence from 1882.60 Reports of this appeared in 
Queensland by the time of Messiah’s case, including in the weeks directly before he 
was threatened in this way.61

It was enough to make Messiah’s crewmate, Samuel Binns, flee back to sea rather 
than face court alongside him. A Jamaican who had been a sailor on the Hopeful, 
Binns’s ethnic origin is not entirely clear, but it can be inferred from his actions. 
Before he departed, Binns left an account of what had happened to be presented in 
court. He had seen men kidnapped and a man shot. He chose a fellow Jamaican, 
a man of African origin, to keep this statement, suggesting that he sought out 
somebody who would share his view of the world, who would know the centuries of 
suffering, pain and the racial divisions that underlay his words. The man’s name was 
Samuel Louverture (or Loverture), the same as the most famous slave rebel of all, 
Toussaint Louverture. If this was more than a coincidence then it was a spectacular 
gesture, a reframing of the Pacific labour trade as part of it all, the entirety of what 
they had suffered.62

57  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’. 
58  William Wawn, certainly no supporter of Messiah, had known that Neil McNeil was a kidnapper, taking 
men in just the way that Messiah alleged, during an earlier voyage. William T. Wawn, The South Sea Islanders 
and the Queensland Labour Trade (London: Swan, Sonnenschein and Co., 1893), 291–94. After the trial, a royal 
commission found a great deal of support for his claims from the South Sea Islanders involved.
59  ‘Intimidating a Crown Prisoner’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 11 October 1884, 595; ‘Simon Says “Twiddle 
Twaddle”’, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 3 January 1885, 23; ‘The Hopeful Murder’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 
26 December 1884, 5; ‘Seeking Refuge’, Singleton Argus, 31 December 1884, 2.
60  ‘History of Lynching in America’, NAACP, accessed 24 September 2021, naacp.org/find-resources/history-
explained/history-lynching-america.
61  For example, ‘Lynch Law’, Queensland Times, 2 December 1884, 3.
62  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’.
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The fate of Africans in the diaspora was entangled with Pacific Islanders in the 
eyes of white society by their looks and the roles they believed they should fill. 
A man named John McFadden who threatened to shoot Messiah suggested that 
Neil McNeil, the recruiter who would be sentenced to hang for shooting Islanders, 
‘ought to have put a bullet through you’. But that was not the end of McFadden’s 
tirade. ‘If I had been McNeil, I would have shot the whole ______ lot of you,’ he 
told Messiah, flagrantly lumping together a man with a British coat of arms tattooed 
on his left arm, and, in this case, men and women from the islands of eastern New 
Guinea.63 They were all the same and, in the view of McFadden, it should have been 
within the remit of Europeans to shoot them as they pleased.

These allegations continued. Messiah, it was claimed, had raped women ‘recruits’ 
aboard the Juventa, despite the fact that there had been no female recruits on the 
voyage he made on this vessel.64 It was a claim that spoke to the old stereotype of black 
men as sexual predators, something that had expanded in Queensland to include 
South Sea Islanders.65 It also played on their purported similarity in appearance. 
He had been able to perpetrate these rapes, it was alleged, because the ship’s officers 
had been unable to distinguish him among the crowd of women when looking 
down the hatch (the white crew members were obviously cast, in this scenario, as 
the protectors of women’s dignity).66

One of the more extraordinary claims against Messiah was that he had plotted with 
the Islander men against the ship’s crew using some common language that they 
shared. On one hand this was preposterous. The most linguistically dense part of 
the world, Pacific Islanders could not easily communicate with people even from 
nearby islands, let alone a man who, from all available evidence, spoke only Queen’s 
English.67 In another way, however, there was truth in this. The language they shared 
was survival in a society that did them wrong.

During the trial in Brisbane, Messiah was staying at Samuel Boyle’s establishment, 
the place where most West Indians stayed, known as the ‘Kanaka Boarding House’. 
Boyle’s lodgers, South Sea Islanders, helped Messiah flee the mob that arrived to 
lynch him, seeing him safe aboard a ship bound for Sydney, where he would spend 
the rest of his days. He slipped out unseen, apparently using the fact that the people 
of the lynch mob did not truly see the faces of those they believed were simply 
‘Kanakas’, unaware that a West Indian was among them.68

63  ‘Intimidating a Crown Prisoner’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 11 October 1884, 595; Tasmania Reports of Crime, 
1881 (Ridgehaven, SA: Archive Digital Books Australasia, 2009).
64  ‘Supreme Court’, Brisbane Courier, 25 November 1884, 5.
65  Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue, especially Chapter 3.
66  ‘Supreme Court’, Brisbane Courier, 25 November 1884, 5. 
67  Messiah’s testimony, Correspondence, Clippings, Reports and Petitions etc re the Hopeful Voyage Case, 
1884–1889, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID ITM7869, Queensland State Archives.
68  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’; ‘Queensland’, South Australian Advertiser (Adelaide), 
27 December 1884, 5. This news story gave the name of the boarding house owner as Williams, obviously a mistake. 
Barney Williams was one of the Hopeful ’s crew being tried; Samuel Boyle was the boarding house owner. 



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

140

Nor was this kind of assistance rendered between people of African and Pacific origin 
unknown on other occasions. Peter Hutchison, from Jamaica, also ran a boarding 
house in Queensland that was patronised by South Sea Islanders as well as West 
Indians. He would tell of helping a Pacific Islander run an errand shortly before his 
unexpected death.69 According to Government Agent Douglas Rannie, two or three 
of the returning islanders assisted the ship’s West Indian cook to prepare food for the 
others on the Heron.70 A man from Api, engaged as boats crew aboard the Hopeful in 
1883 but dumped ashore in Havannah harbour when he became sick, was assisted 
by Harry Palmer, the African American trader there. (Ironically, when noting this, 
Julian Thomas, ‘the Vagabond’, believed that such kindness showed that ‘Harry 
Palmer is a white man at heart’.71) In the far north of New South Wales, William 
Julius, from St Kitts, was said to offer a safe and accepting space for time-expired 
Pacific Islanders from Queensland.72

Conclusion
By the time of the Pacific labour trade from Queensland, legal, chattel slavery had 
ended in the United States and most of the British Empire. But the parameters of 
‘enslaveability’ had mutated, not died away. Dark skin remained tied to the idea of 
beasts of burden, pale skin coming to have extraordinary value and beauty through 
the same overweening analysis. Abolition had not brought anything like equality. 
Rather, racial ideas hardened in many places in the aftermath of abolition, the 
privileges of whiteness no longer buffered by the legal linkage of Blackness and 
slavery. For people with dark skin, some kind of plantation labour, under some sort 
of quasi-freedom, stood in the background waiting to pounce in a way that it never 
did for those of European origin.73

What West Indian seafarers saw aboard Pacific labour ships was, therefore, hugely 
alarming. If Britain allowed something like slavery in the South Pacific, what did it 
mean for their own status? Equally galling was that these men and women—who 
were alleged to eat human flesh, who did not speak English or live in homes of brick 
and mortar—were perceived to look just like them. As Jamaican Christopher Keane 
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noted with some bitterness, no white man had ever shown any objection to standing 
shoulder to shoulder with him in battle, but in far north Queensland his skin colour 
put him among the ‘other’.74

The realities of Pacific labour trading revealed to sailors of African origin not only 
that their fight for equality was far from won, but also that the bounds of racism 
and of anti-black sentiment were easily capacious enough to encompass people of 
entirely different backgrounds. So, despite the legal differences, even proud men 
of the British Empire, sure of its anti-slavery stance, saw the Pacific labour trade and 
feared. They saw men and women exchanged for fripperies such as handkerchiefs 
and jews’ harps and placed it in a context that stretched back centuries to Africa.

74  ‘Colour Distinction’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 27 April 1893, 3.
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