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11. ‘I wish I was twenty years 
younger’

New Britain, New Ireland 
1880

‘We hope for better times now,’ George Brown wrote, in a long letter to his 
friend Benjamin Chapman. It had been harrowingly difficult to go back to the 
empty house at Kinawanua. Lydia, worn out from the many months of anxiety, 
grief and heavy nursing work, was now unwell herself. Benjamin Danks assured 
Brown that ‘but for her Mrs Danks must certainly have died as he was utterly 
unable to help at times. They both say that they often thought that the intense 
sorrow when Wallis died would seriously affect her health. She seemed beyond 
comfort.’1

With a rare opportunity to send mail away with Captain Ferguson, Brown 
quickly set about learning from Danks and the teachers everything that had 
been happening during his long absence. He learned that the people were still 
violent, still cannibals, still ‘clothed in sunshine’, and their languages were still 
mysterious. Few had much interest in the message brought by the mission team. 
There were the newer issues of the labour traffic and the ‘sale’ of local land to 
traders. Brown asked the advice of the mission Board: ‘Do we exceed our duty 
if we advise our people not to go as labourers on Samoan plantations?’2 He had 
argued against the great land sales to foreigners in Samoa, and Lydia’s father had 
done the same in New Zealand; now he saw it happening again. Villagers were 
parting with their land for plantations now owned by outsiders. It could only 
end in grief, he believed, and wrote, ‘We tell them it is not right to impoverish 
themselves and deprive their children of the means of subsistence for the sake 
of a musket.’3 

‘I intend to give myself heart and strength to the language. I have not forgotten 
any, I think, and knowing that my stay here now must necessarily be short I 
purpose doing all I can,’ he went on.4 He thought Danks was ‘a good-hearted 
sensible fellow with no starch and not afraid of dirtying his hands. May he 

1 George Brown to William Fletcher, 27 March 1880, in George Brown, Letter Book, 1876–1880, ML A1686-3 
CY 2772.
2 Brown to Chapman, 29 March 1880.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., 28 March 1880.
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long be spared from fine gentlemen and kid gloves.’5 Danks had also made rapid 
progress with the language. Now it was Brown’s goal to translate the Gospel of 
Mark for the people of the Duke of York language group as quickly as possible. 
Then he would be free to take Lydia and his surviving son to be reunited with 
the rest of their family. As he wrote, ‘I feel more than ever I did the intense 
desire to make the Mission here a successful one. We certainly can show more 
signs of progress and power than any which I or anyone else can see in the 
Solomons Group.’6

Captain Ferguson and the Ripple sailed on 30 March 1880. Now that all his 
correspondence was on its way, Brown was ready to sit down to his translation 
task without interruption. Or so he thought. The day after the Ripple sailed for 
the Solomon Islands they had unexpected visitors. A boat was dragged up on 
to their shore with three haggard strangers and one of their teachers from New 
Ireland. As they came to the house with a plea for help, the mission families 
were astonished. Their guests were speaking in French.

* * *

On the far side of the world, while George Brown was struggling to return to 
his home near the equator, other voyagers had been approaching that region 
from the north. A party of French, Belgian, Dutch and other European colonists, 
persuaded by the mendacious propaganda of one Charles du Breil, Marquis 
de Rays, had sailed from Flessingen, Holland on the ship Chandernagore in 
September 1879 with a view to establishing a colony on New Ireland. The 
vision they were offered was very tempting; escape from the political, religious 
and commercial crises of France and its neighbours in the 1870s to a tropical 
paradise where a model colony was to be founded. They would find, it was said, 
a seaport and new planned town, cheap and fertile land where the ‘benefits 
of Christianity and our civilization’ would be offered by the great Catholic 
missionary orders.7 It was all a fantasy. Neither de Rays nor anyone known to 
him had ever seen the coast of New Ireland. He had built a phantom world from 
a point in a map, guided by a description by a sailor who had visited in a good 
week in 1823. Gullible and hopeful, some 150 people paid their money and set 
out. The signs were not good, even before they left Europe. When they landed 
at what would be called Port Breton, on 16 January 1880, they found no town 
but a narrow strip of arable land ringed by a rocky mountain range. When they 
sought an alternative place, some of them moved around the coast to a place 
described as ‘sand and mud’ or a ‘brackish bog’.8 Instead of welcoming chiefs, 

5 Brown to Horsley, 9 November 1880.
6 Brown to Chapman, 29 March 1880.
7 J.H. Niau, Phantom Paradise: The Story of the Expedition of the Marquis de Rays, Sydney: Angus & 
Robertson, 1936.
8 Ibid.
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they met people from a cannibal culture who were not inclined to hand over 
their land. Instead of pleasant streets with the beginnings of a city, they had to 
put up their own makeshift humpies. Food was short. There was little sense of 
genuine community as these were people from many places of origin and several 
languages, all striving to survive. Their ship departed without warning, taking 
the medicines with it. Health quickly deteriorated as people were struck down 
with malaria, dysentery and tropical ulcers. It was a catastrophe. In desperation, 
some had set off to try to find another place to settle—and had vanished forever. 
Others met a Fijian teacher on New Ireland, and the teacher brought them to 
Brown and Danks.

They called together some of their teachers to act as the crew and set off in the 
mission whale boat in an attempt to rescue any other survivors. It was a long, hot, 
hard pull for the crew across the channel. To their relief, they caught up with 
the Ripple, that had been delayed, and together they travelled on to the eastern 
coast of New Ireland. It had taken most of two days to reach the colonists. Ben 
Danks went ashore in driving rain. Brown was ill and incapacitated so stayed on 
board. Some men of the colony were desperate to leave. They were hungry and 
sick, living in little huts with minimal equipment, filthy and in a wretched state, 
with ‘bandaged legs, all emaciated, sunken-eyed and mere skeletons.’9 There 
was a rush for the boats, every man fighting for the right to board the Ripple 
and to be taken away to some sort of safety, where there was food and medicine. 
Foreseeing possible problems in the future, Brown insisted that the men asking 
for shelter sign a formal petition requesting refuge, and about forty men signed; 
Brown did not want to be accused, as a British Protestant, of interfering with 
a French Catholic colony.10 He was assured that the remaining colonists were 
expecting fresh supplies soon, though he could not have known that one ship 
had already sailed from Barcelona with another soon to leave, bringing many 
more potential colonists to the precarious enterprise.

9 Danks, unpublished manuscript, quoted in Niau, Phantom Paradise, p. 33.
10 Sydney Morning Herald, 10 August 1881, quoted in Rosemary Harrigan, They Were Expeditioners: The 
Chronicle of Northern Italian Farmers – Pioneer Settlers of New Italy with Documentation of the Marquis de 
Rays’ Four Expeditions to New Ireland Between 1879 and 1881, Werribee, Victoria: Rosemary Harrigan, 2006. 
p. 18; George Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer: An Autobiography, London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1908, pp. 357–58.
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Figure 11. Men of colony of Marquis de Rays, Port Breton, New Ireland 
1880.

Source: George Brown photograph collection: Australian Museum V 6381.

The Ripple arrived back in Port Hunter during the night and in the morning 
Lydia saw her husband being carried up the hill to the house. He was a very sick 
man. Not only was George ill, he had brought with him forty-one men, many 
of whom were very ill with tropical ulcers, dysentery and malaria. One of them 
died that day and others were on the verge of death. With Brown bedridden 
for the first days after their arrival, it fell to Danks and the women to make 
arrangements, with the valuable help of the teachers and their wives. When it 
came to building two places to accommodate the men, one for the able bodied 
and another for the very sick and infectious, Danks explained, ‘the poor fellows 
were so weak and broken-spirited by the privations which they had passed 
that we could get little or no help from them in this; so the labour fell upon our 
teachers and as many natives as we could hire.’11 

Their clothes were badly soiled rags and Lydia soon organised for the teachers’ 
wives to sew clean garments. Lydia had a lot of experience in caring for the 
bodily needs of her sick family and friends but now she was faced with the 
needs of a great many strangers. The rank odours, the stench of tropical ulcers, 
the pitiful state of helpless men, many of them young, assailed her. She did her 
best, in schoolgirl French learned in Auckland, to communicate with desperate 

11 Danks, unpublished manuscript, quoted in Niau, Phantom Paradise, p. 35.
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men cut off from the lands of their birth in Europe. At first the mission group 
expected that the refugees would care for each other but few of them had any 
loyalty to the others; many did not even have a language in common. Mission 
supplies of medicine and food were shared, with some help from local traders. 
Brown recognised the weight being borne by his wife; ‘they were fed from our 
own table. This was no little tax on Mrs Brown, and also upon our resources.’12 
An Australian newspaper reported, ‘The worst cases were removed to the 
mission premises, so as to be under the direct care of the missionary … and more 
suitable food … [the care of the very sick] became an almost unbearable burden 
to the Mission family, as but one only of his comrades could be persuaded to go 
near and help him in his dying state.’13

Ten men died, six were drowned and some lost their minds. Most of these were 
young men who, in their dying, were aware of a woman speaking their names 
and, in awkward French, offering the comfort of a mother. Sickly survivors 
began complaining as weeks passed; Brown wasn’t providing enough tobacco, 
they said, and they were far too fragile to become gravediggers. Some found 
employment with nearby traders and others seemed to be settling in at 
Kinawanua, reluctant to return to their own colony. The mission supplies were 
running out. The European guests had been in the care of the missionaries for 
almost seven weeks and now Lydia Brown herself was ill with malaria. In late 
May several sea captains from German trading companies worked together to 
insist that enough was enough and any man who had not found employment 
elsewhere must return to the colony. On 25 May they transported seventeen 
colonists from Port Hunter back to New Ireland. Hernsheim reported that they 
found the new settlement in a ‘most deplorable and disorganised condition.’14 
There was a little wooden store, five or six ‘mere hovels’, and scattered from 
the beach to the store was a disarray of machinery and equipment, lying in 
careless abandonment exposed to the elements.15 A supply ship that arrived 
in April carried tons of bricks for public buildings and boxes of glass with 
gothic window frames but not enough food, tools or planting material.16 The 
enterprise was collapsing into a ludicrous swindle, with the imminent arrival of 
two more shiploads of émigrés only adding to the disaster.17

Flames from burning huts rose near the beach at Port Hunter as the buildings 
that had housed the diseased colonists were destroyed. Fresh graves lay near 
the resting places of little Mabel and Wallis, with markers echoing names from 

12 Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, p. 359.
13 ‘From a correspondent at Port Hunter 29 (19?) May 1880,’ in the Sydney Morning Herald, 21 June 1880, 
quoted in Harrigan, They were Expeditioners, p. 20.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Sydney Morning Herald, 14 April 1880, quoted in Harrigan, They were Expeditioners, p. 21.
17 The Genil sailed from Barcelona in March 1880 and the India left Barcelona in July 1880 with 340 more 
colonists.
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distant Europe.18 There was relief when the last of the men had left the mission 
but the experience was not forgotten by any of them. At least one man wrote a 
letter of appreciation from New South Wales a year later, ‘I owe you my life’.19

* * *

Once the distraction of the reluctant colonists was removed, Brown was able 
to turn his attention to his two main goals for the rest of the year. He hoped to 
make progress on his translation work and to try to establish the very young 
Christian community as a church with indigenous leadership. For some time 
Brown had believed that missionary endeavour was most effective when it used 
the strengths of indigenous agency. There was still a place for ‘foreign’ mission 
staff, he told the Conference early in 1880, but he expected converts in New 
Britain to preach to their own people. They should be trained for this work, 
as leaders in Fiji, Tonga and Samoa had been trained, but he pictured them 
speaking of God to their neighbours in natural and heart-felt ways long before 
they had formal instruction. 

The first three local men were commissioned as lay preachers by Brown on 13 
April 1880. His good companion Peni Lelei was from Duke of York Islands, Ilaita 
Togimamara was from New Britain and Petero Topilike was from New Ireland. 
Although Brown could not have predicted this, all three men would continue 
as devoted lay preachers to the end of their lives. Knowing that his own time in 
the region was coming to an end within months, Brown was delighted to report 
a few weeks later on ‘the happiest Sunday I have spent in the mission field.’20 
A regular tour around the mission stations had brought him to Diwaon where, 
two years earlier, the Fijian Teacher Livai had been killed, dismembered and 
eaten. The preacher for the day was one of the newly appointed lay preachers, 
the local chief Ilaita Togimamara. Brown’s first encounter with Ilaita had been 
in 1875 when he had attempted to come ashore on New Britain where no trader 
then dared to live; Ilaita had been among those who threatened his life that day 
and had challenged him with the question ‘Are you not afraid?’21 Now Brown 
sat and watched the same man preach from the text, ‘The earth is full of the 
goodness of God.’22

I was really astounded and delighted as I sat and heard him. His 
language was good, and he spoke earnestly and well, without the 
slightest hesitancy, and yet without any appearance of assumption. Oh! 
How different his language sounded to our poor attempts. The natives 

18 Brown, Letter to the Editor, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 June 1880.
19 M.L. Bocquet to Brown, 1881, Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society Correspondence and Papers, vol. 
1, ML CY 1365.
20 Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, pp.380–81.
21 Brown to Chapman, 14 June 1880.
22 Psalm 33:5, King James Bible.
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listened with ears, mouths and eyes. I never saw such an attentive 
congregation. My heart was very full as I sat and listened, and I felt as 
if I would like to get up and run away somewhere into the bush out of 
sight and hearing of everyone but God. It was a rich reward for all our 
labours and trials.23

He went on, ‘I am more than ever convinced that our great help must come from 
the people themselves.’24 He admitted that he tended to be an optimist, but not 
even at his most hopeful had he dared to expect to hear such a sermon from 
Ilaita, or profound prayer from Peni. ‘I wish I was twenty years younger, or that 
I could get a thorough, good overhaul in some dock or other, and get reclassed 
for a few years yet. But there I must leave all this, and just wait and do what He 
marks out for me.’25 

* * *

It was a relief to have some encouragement. In other areas things were not easy. 
Bad feeling continued between tribal groups and between traders and local 
people, resulting in more violence and murders. Sickness continued to dog the 
whole community. Brown was less at ease with the expatriate community than 
he had once been. His neighbour Herr Blohm, the manager for Hernsheim, 
was sometimes irritated with him because of his attitude to the labour trade. 
Theodor Kleinschmidt the scientist accused him of being more interested in his 
collections than in conversions, although Brown declared that, since his return 
to the islands he had spent less time on Natural History than on ‘reading the 
Sydney Morning Herald before breakfast.’26 He had a running confrontation with 
the trader Thomas Farrell, recently arrived in the area with his Samoan-American 
partner Emma Coe Forsayth; Farrell disagreed with his negative attitude to the 
labour traffic and accused Brown of cheating legitimate traders by acquiring 
vast quantities of tortoiseshell for sale through the agency of mission teachers. 
This infuriated Brown who demanded to know the source of such a rumour and 
wrote angrily that he had ‘never sold a pound of tortoiseshell either directly or 
indirectly and I have never bartered it or traded it in any way.… I am a plain 
outspoken man.… I have always found it to be the best plan.’27 These prickly 
relationships confirmed his opinion that anyone who attempted pioneer mission 
work was dubbed a ‘fool’ but when the work became established and the region 
became safer for other outsiders, he would then be called a ‘knave’.28

23 Brown to Chapman, 14 June 1880.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid., 23 August 1880.
27 Brown to Farrell, 7 May 1880.
28 Weekly Advocate, 7 February 1880.
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Now that the Danks had moved to New Britain, the colonists had left and few 
white neighbours came to visit, Lydia Brown was often alone at home. She did 
not like it. She had often travelled with George in the past. Brown told Chapman 
that 

since our little ones were taken, the house is too lonesome for my dear 
wife when the little boy and I are away, and so now we do as we did 
nearly twenty years ago, before the children came, and often go together 
to visit the stations. The teachers like it and so do the people, and we 
also enjoy it. So all are pleased.29

Lydia joined George, with eight-year-old Geoffrey Brown, on a journey to New 
Ireland, leaving the comparative comfort of Kinawanua on 22 June 1880. It 
began well enough. They crossed St George’s Channel in the steam launch and 
for several evenings stayed with mission teachers on the western coast, and 
with a white trader. Then George was keen to explore further. He had heard that 
it was possible to cross New Ireland at a certain point where a narrow isthmus 
divided the west from the east coast. It’s not far, he was told. They climbed the 
steep western ridge through tropical bush, strangers moving into unfamiliar 
territory where recent murders had been reported. Brown would later admit 
that he ‘did not feel very comfortable’.30 After several hours of walking in hot 
sun, it was clear that the eastern coast was much further away than they had 
supposed. Lydia began to realise that the leaden weight in her legs, her aching 
head and the whistle and gasp of labouring lungs was now mixed with the 
signs of an attack of malaria. ‘Mrs Brown walked bravely on for several miles,’ 
Brown would tell Chapman later. ‘She held out as long as she could but at last 
consented to be carried on a rope slung to a pole, and borne by two natives.’31 
Clinging to the pole in the misery of fever, she was carried on through scattered 
villages where the people ‘had never seen a white man [so] our appearance 
caused no little sensation … [they were] especially interested in Mrs Brown and 
our little boy.’32 At last they reached the more level lands on the eastern shore 
and a village community where they were given food and the use of a yam house 
where they could sleep.

29 Brown to Chapman, 14 June 1880.
30 George Brown, A Journey Along the Coasts of New Ireland and Neighbouring Islands, from Proceedings of 
the Royal Geographical Society and Monthly Record of Geography, April 1881, pp. 1–8.
31 Brown to Chapman, 16 June 1880.
32 Brown, A Journey Along the Coasts of New Ireland and Neighbouring Islands, p. 5.
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Figure 12. Lydia Brown and women, New Ireland 1880.

Source: George Brown photograph collection: Australian Museum V 6392.

The yam house was soon surrounded by very curious people, astonished at 
their first close sight of a white man, woman and child. Lydia did her best to 
rest surrounded by staring people, spears and axes in every hand and a rising 
volume of agitated voices in a language she did not know. ‘Mrs Brown was 
much alarmed.’33 Brown himself was quite relaxed and asked the convert and 
lay preacher Petero to reassure the people that they meant no harm. ‘Ask them 
to look at my wife and my boy Geoff, and tell me if a man brings his wife and a 
boy like that when he comes to fight.’34 The realist Lydia knew that things could 
go very wrong. Geoffrey was only a child, she herself was ill, they were in a 
strange and less than welcoming village twenty-five kilometres from the steam 
launch. Every rustle or creak in the darkness might be only a rat, a gecko or a 
big cockroach, or it might be a murderer creeping toward them. ‘Mrs Brown was 
still frightened by the tales she had heard,’ Brown would tell Chapman later.35 
Their mission lads stayed awake and ‘kept watch all night. There was not the 
slightest necessity of doing so, but I had long given up attempting to convince 
them when they preferred being frightened and uncomfortable.’36

33 Brown to Chapman, 16 June 1880.
34 Brown, A Journey Along the Coasts of New Ireland and Neighbouring Islands, p. 6.
35 Brown to Chapman, 16 June 1880.
36 Ibid.; Brown, A Journey Along the Coasts of New Ireland and Neighbouring Islands, p. 7.
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The next day through pouring rain they set out again for the west coast, Lydia 
suspended most uncomfortably from the rope and pole and jostled along by 
carriers. Even when they finally reached their steam launch again, Brown was 
not ready to set off for home. People had brought him some remarkable wooden 
masks and wood carvings of hornbill, snakes and iguanas, so Lydia waited while 
he bargained for these prizes. He was delighted to buy a skull for his collection 
‘for a few beads’, the result of a cannibal feast. If Lydia Brown pointed out to 
her husband that the existence of such an artefact might explain some of her 
anxiety, it was not recorded.37

* * *

It had been unrealistic to think that the translation of the Gospel of Mark could 
be completed before they left the islands, given the many interruptions to the 
work. Brown told a friend, ‘I am kept very busy indeed and can do but very 
little indeed translating. However I am getting a fair knowledge of the language 
and so shall be able to do something in the Colonies if spared.’38

In the final months, as they waited for the arrival of the new missionaries, the 
Reverend Isaac Rooney and his wife and family from Fiji, and the ship that 
would take them back to Australia, George Brown threw himself into his work, 
trying to achieve as much as possible before it was too late. The latest plan was 
for their older children to join them in Sydney and for Brown to continue his 
translation work there. Lydia Brown was torn in several directions. She longed 
to see and hold again her five older children but she was leaving the graves of 
her two little ones. She longed to see her parents in Auckland as well as women 
whose friendship had sustained her through their letters over the years. Sydney 
would be unfamiliar, even though it could be a place to bring together her 
surviving family. And what of Emma Danks? Emma was pregnant now and who 
would help her when her time came? To Brown’s consternation, Lydia suggested 
to George that she should stay on with Emma until another mission wife arrived 
to be her companion.39 Lydia began preparations to leave with a troubled heart.

In July, Brown sent much of his artefact collection and correspondence away 
with his friend Captain Alex Ferguson on the Ripple. A month later the Ripple 
returned to Port Hunter. The Browns looked forward to their mail and to seeing 
their friend again. The flag on the Ripple was at half-mast. Who had died? A 
weeping local chief brought the news of disaster. Brown went on board and 
was led by speechless mate and crew into the cabin. The blood of his friend 
Alex Ferguson stained the walls and ceiling. Gouges from axe blades scarred 

37 Brown to Chapman, 16 June 1880; Brown, A Journey Along the Coasts of New Ireland and Neighbouring 
Islands, pp. 1–8.
38 Brown to Henry Reed, 1 September 1880.
39 Brown to Chapman, 23 August 1880.
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walls. Arrow heads and bullet holes studded the craft. Seven crew members 
who still lived bore tomahawk wounds that gaped horribly. Alex Ferguson and 
three others were dead, murdered on 9 August in an attack while trading in 
the Solomon Islands. With great difficulty, the survivors had fought off their 
attackers and managed to get up steam to make their way to Port Hunter. 
Shocked and heartbroken, Brown was faced with the care for the wounded and 
the grim task of sewing up and dressing many wide axe wounds that had been 
neglected for days. One badly wounded man died several days later, but the 
others recovered. Ferguson had been widely respected and trusted in the region 
and both traders and local people mourned for him. George and Lydia Brown 
grieved for the loss of a man who had walked with them through their darkest 
times. In his desecrated cabin, as a last sign of their friendship, Brown found 
all their mail, newspapers and parcels waiting for them, and a tin of biscuits 
marked as a gift for Lydia.40

* * *

It was just over five years since George Brown had first arrived in the area with 
the pioneer group of teachers. Despite illness, conflicts and his long absences, 
there were encouraging signs. Visits from two British men-of-war in August 
and October gave him the opportunity to visit less accessible regions in western 
New Britain and the northern tip of New Ireland. One captain wrote a letter of 
commendation to the naval Commodore, J.C. Wilson: ‘It is my decided opinion 
that the Mission is doing unmixed good wherever its influence is felt.’41 He 
spoke highly of the Fijian, Tongan and Samoan teachers, ‘a most respectable and 
worthy body of men’ whose language skills, example and influence for good 
in situations of conflict and tension had helped to avoid further problems.42 
Mission teachers, Brown and Danks had all participated in ceremonies of 
reconciliation between previously warring groups, using traditional symbolism 
and gift exchange. Cannibal practices seemed to be waning in some areas. More 
people were asking to be prepared for Christian baptism; on 19 September 1880 
Brown baptised another group of fourteen people. Small schools, inadequate and 
simple though they were, had been established on most of the mission stations. 
A little book, the first of its kind in the region, had been translated with a 
simple alphabet and numerals, catechism and fourteen hymns; the schools were 
using it. Brown’s assessment at the time was that ‘our work is in a good state 
and I am not afraid to be judged by comparison with any other Mission for our 
five years work.’43

40 Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, pp. 370–78.
41 Lieutenant de Hoghton, HMS Beagle, to Commodore J.C. Wilson, 4 December 1880, quoted in Brown, 
George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, p. 391.
42 Ibid.
43 Brown to I.F. Horsley, Hotham, Melbourne, 9 November 1880.
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Figure 13. Group at Urukuk; Pacific Island teacher and wife with Lydia and 
Geoffrey Brown 1880.

Source: George Brown photograph collection: Australian Museum V 6384.

The schooner John Hunt, the replacement for the mission ship John Wesley, 
arrived at Port Hunter on 2 December 1880 prepared to take the Browns and 
their party away to Australia. Brown’s replacement, Isaac Rooney, had been 
delayed. Only days later, Emma Danks went into labour. With many years of 
experience in helping his wife and neighbours through childbirth, Brown was 
confident that, between them, he and Lydia would be able to support Emma 
to a safe delivery but Emma’s labour went on and on. Fearing that the lives 
of mother and unborn child would be lost, Brown organised a crew of the 
strongest teachers and other men to row the whaleboat sixty miles from Port 
Hunter across the Channel to Port Breton on New Ireland. He knew that a French 
doctor had arrived at the colony with the India and sent a message pleading for 
this man to come to help them. In a feat of great courage and endurance, the 
teachers rowed against contrary currents, striving with the oars for forty-eight 
hours until at last they brought Dr. Goyon safely to their landing place. By the 
time Dr. Goyon came hurrying into the house at last, the baby had been born, 
coming into the world alive two days earlier. But Emma Danks was near death. 
Helpless and horrified, the Browns and Ben Danks had done everything in their 
power but it had not been enough. Something was very wrong. George Brown 
had asked Danks whether, if the doctor did not come that evening, he should 



11. ‘I wish I was twenty years younger’

161

attempt a surgical procedure that he had never tried before. It would be an 
act of desperation but Emma was dying. Their relief when the whaleboat was 
sighted at last was extreme. Dr. Goyon took charge and did what needed to be 
done. Emma’s life was saved, and that of her baby boy. Danks recorded in his 
diary that ‘the doctor was as generous as he was handsome, for he would take 
no remuneration for his trouble and his great service.’44 The good doctor assured 
Brown that this act of mercy was a small repayment for the kindness of the 
Brown and Danks families to the sick colonists.

* * *

It was almost time to go. In the middle of the flurry of packing boxes and dealing 
with the procession of people who came to greet him, it occurred to Brown 
that Lydia was ‘often in tears and strangely apathetic about our packing.’45 She 
admitted at last that she felt that she must stay with Emma Danks until the new 
missionary Rooney arrived with his family. Emma herself wrote, 

I cannot attempt to give you the least idea of the love and kindness of 
Mr and Mrs Brown. If I had been their own child they could not have 
done more; night and day they were with me, doing all in their power, 
and in such distress when they thought I must die. Mrs Brown has been 
so good to my dear baby, and has done everything for it. How I shall 
miss her no one knows.… [She] offered, if Mr Brown would let her, 
to remain with me until Mr Rooney came.… Here she has been three 
or four years away from her dear children, and yet she was willing to 
remain some time longer, to comfort and help me. Not one in a thousand 
would have thought of such a thing, much less propose it.46

Brown knew that he was running out of time to record a world that was rapidly 
changing. He brought out the cumbersome photographic equipment he had 
bought from a departing scientific photographer who had declined to stay in 
the area in 1875. Now he set about photographing people and places. One series 
captured forlorn groups of colonists on New Ireland, where two more shiploads 
of newcomers had swelled their numbers. During the final days, for the first 
time, he recorded his own family; Lydia and Geoffrey seated in a group with a 
Fijian teacher and his wife and child, surrounded by young men and women of 
the place; Lydia and Geoffrey standing beside the memorial headstone marking 
the place where she laid her beloved Mabel and Wallis. There was also an image 
of Lydia seated on the ground, bareheaded, her wide-brimmed straw hat with 
the dark hatband on her knee. If she had been in Sydney or Auckland she 

44 Danks diary, quoted in Niau, Phantom Paradise, p. 36.
45 Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, p. 396.
46 Emma Danks letter, published in the Weekly Advocate, 26 February 1881, quoted in Brown, George 
Brown: Pioneer-Missionary and Explorer, p. 397.
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would have been dressed in black, layers of dark fabric in the elaborate fashion 
of the day. At Kinawanua she sits quietly among shadows, face averted from the 
camera, in a simple long pale dress, her hair dressed in the smooth style of her 
youth, the central figure among naked village women gathered around her with 
their babies, staring at the photographer. There was no need for Lydia Brown 
to wear mourning. Her exhaustion, grief and anxiety were all there in her tired 
face.47

* * *

The great farewell took place on New Years Eve 1880. Danks wrote, 

I wish you could have been present with us during the past few days, 
and seen the natives as they trooped up to Mr Brown’s house, bringing 
pigs, fowls, spears, clubs and other things which they count valuable, 
and laying them at his feet, without seeking any return; and many of 
them with tears in their eyes giving expression of their regret at the 
prospect of parting with their ‘best friend’.48 

On the day of the farewell, before it was daylight there were the squeals of 
many pigs under the butcher’s knife, thud of wood being chopped for the fires, 
cheerful shouts as people relished the drama of a great festivity. Smoke rose from 
many cooking fires. While the food steamed in the pits of hot stones and leaves, 
the Fijians danced and speeches were made. Brown made a speech, encouraging 
the people to follow the lotu of Jesus Christ and reminding them that he and 
the teachers had not come to trade or to acquire their land but to teach them ‘to 
walk in the good, straight road.’ He said with feeling, ‘Don’t forget me when I 
am gone from you. I shall never forget you, and I will always pray to him who 
made us all, and ask him to give you all good things.’49 

Despite everything that could have brought the whole enterprise undone, 
somehow they had survived. Somehow through the grace of God, in spite of 
himself, something remarkable was happening. Brown looked out across the 
great crowd of gathered people, some five hundred of them, and recognised 
people from the villages of the Duke of York group, others from the villages 
of New Britain and from across the Channel on New Ireland. That they were 
together at all was remarkable but they had come almost entirely unarmed. 
Danks noted that night that this crowd was, ‘sitting together in Mr Brown’s 

47 Photographs: Australian Museum Archives, published in Osaka National Museum of Ethnology catalogue 
of Brown Collection, p. 21; Australian Museum Archives AMS 318 V6388; Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-
Missionary and Explorer, p. 406.
48 Danks, the Weekly Advocate, 26 February 1881, 12 March 1881, quoted in Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-
Missionary and Explorer, pp. 398–405.
49 Danks, In Wild New Britain, p. 147.
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yard, assembled there for the express purpose of bidding Mr Brown goodbye. 
Not a dozen weapons were to be seen, except what were brought by them to Mr 
Brown as presents. These are sober facts which speak for themselves.’50

As the people finally made their way home again, bearing trophies of pork 
and poultry and leaving behind gifts that would form part of Brown’s growing 
collection of treasured objects from the islands, they went peacefully, ‘by far 
surpassing the most sanguine expectations of our most sanguine brother,’ as 
Ben Danks put it.51 

* * *

At midnight that night, the missionary community would have held their 
Watchnight Service. Following the pattern set down by their founder John 
Wesley, George and Lydia Brown would have read together the words of covenant 
with God, placing themselves into God’s hands for the unknown future. As 
leader, Brown would have read, ‘Christ has many services to be done; some are 
easy, others are difficult; some bring honour, others bring reproach.… Yet the 
power to do all these things is assuredly given us in Christ, who strengthens 
us.’52 And together they would have said the old words, quietly, perhaps with 
tears, perhaps with rising hope, ‘I am no longer my own, but Thine.../ I freely 
and heartily yield all things to Thy pleasure and disposal.’53

The John Hunt sailed on 4 January 1881. Duke of York Island and Kinawanua 
dropped below the horizon. George Brown would return there more than once. 
Lydia Brown never did.

50 Danks, the Weekly Advocate, 26 February 1881, 12 March 1881, quoted in Brown, George Brown: Pioneer-
Missionary and Explorer, pp. 398–405.
51 Ibid.
52 Rupert E. Davies, Methodism, Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd., 1963, p. 90.
53 Ibid.


