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3. Chiefs and traders

Johnstone (Sono) and Crossan

Crossan’s dealings with his white colleagues (Baker, Darrack, Griffiths) are 
only hinted at in the Diary, but Johnstone, as Crossan calls Sono, is frequently 
mentioned and there developed a close if sometimes stormy relationship between 
the two men. We have some information about Sono from other sources. The 
Government Agent on Glencairn described him as ‘the chief of the place’ and 
‘a very decent sort’ who spoke English well, having gone away as a boy with 
Bishop Selwyn of the Melanesian Mission.1 Sono was one of those from Makira 
who had gone with Selwyn in the 1850s or early 1860s, probably to Kohimarama, 
New Zealand, to become a Christian scholar but unlike some others he remained 
a ‘pagan’.2 Sono was dealing easily with recruiting ships in 1881 when he 
supplied pigs to Captain Wawn of the Stanley. According to Wawn at that time 
the chief's village was ‘a mile or two south of the bay’.3 By the mid-1880s Sono 
was also known as ‘Johnson’ and was described as the chief at Hada Bay.4 

From Crossan’s account it would appear that Johnstone ran the trading station 
at Hada Bay as almost an equal partner in the business. As the paramount chief 
at Hada Bay he was the New Zealander’s protector, interpreter, and main source 
of local information. His position is similar to that of Taki, chief of Wango on 
the north coast, whom the naturalist Henry Guppy encountered in 1882. Taki 
had ‘acquired the double reputation of being a friend to the white man and of 
being the most accomplished head-hunter in St Christoval’ – the one activity 
obviously facilitating the other.5 The information in the Crossan journal about 
Sono gives us more detailed insights into a relationship of growing friendship, 
trust and mutual dependence between a novice copra trader and a local Makira 
chief. 

In short, the diary provides us with fascinating insights into the process of 
early colonial contact, seen from the point of view of a ‘subaltern’ agent of 
colonialism, William Crossan. In September 1885 this young and inexperienced 
Otago storekeeper suddenly found himself working, often alone, on the Solomon 
Islands frontier. The labour trade was in full swing, with recruiters trying to lure 

1 Pilkington 1885; G. Pilkington, Journal of Glencairn, 30 December 1885-14 April 1886, No. 58, NAF.
2 Hilliard, God’s Gentlemen, 21.
3 Wawn, The South Sea Islanders and the Queensland Labour Trade, 247.
4 Cromar, Jock of the Islands, 203-4, 252-6, 277; Peter Corris, Passage, Port and Plantation. A History of 
Solomon Islands Labour Migration 1870-1914 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1973), 102.
5 Henry B. Guppy, The Solomon Islands and their Natives (London: Swan Sonneschein, 1887), 15.
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men away to Queensland and Fiji to work as indentured labour on plantations 
(Figure 10). In this lawless and liminal world of multiple transactions – of ideas 
and infections but also tobacco, medicines, gift exchange, political intrigue, 
sorcery, warfare and cannibalism – Crossan tried to build for himself a new 
niche as copra trader. 

Figure 10. The top-sail schooner Fearless, 100 tons, built on Clyde River, 
New South Wales, in 1876 and registered at Maryborough, Queensland, 
as a labour recruiting vessel in 1883. The Fearless visited Hada Bay in 
September 1885 soon after Crossan’s arrival (see Diary entry for 8th 
September). 

Source: Oxley collection, Queensland State Library.

Crossan as outsider in Solomons

Whatever his feelings about his position within his family back in Otago, in 
Solomon Islands William Crossan was unequivocally an outsider, yet he seems 
to have coped with his life there among an unknown and unpredictable people. 
His youth and robust good health were in his favour. At six months, his stay was 
very brief, and he lived in a well-ventilated area away from the stagnant waters 
that provided habitats for Anopheles mosquitoes, the vector of malaria. Ned 
Griffiths who arrived to work in late October was ill with fever by December 
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but he could have contracted the disease on his trip around Malaita. Other white 
men who resided longer and later than Crossan on this coast soon succumbed to 
malaria and some almost died of it. In the early 1920s, further east at Waiboroni, 
a young Englishman in prime physical condition contracted quotidian malaria 
(Plasmodium vivax) after a month and was soon debilitated with consequent 
depression.6 

As well as health risks, even after Crossan’s time white men along this north 
west coast had other reasons for concern. Well into the twentieth century the 
manager at the same plantation at Waiboroni had been fearful and guarded when 
dealing with bushman, yet in theory the colonial government had administered 
the Solomons from 1896.7  Back in 1885-86, apart from occasional cruises by 
British men-of-war, there was no semblance of state-controlled law and order.

Once ashore on Makira island, Crossan shows an interest in various topics, 
ranging from shooting birds to baking bread, from earthquakes to tropical 
cyclones, and from cannibalism to local medicines. First and foremost, however, 
his diary makes it clear that he was there to work – to construct the Hada Bay 
store, to build a boat and to make a profit out of copra trading. Because of 
his robust health and strong work ethic he had little time to become bored. 
There was a regular traffic in labour vessels calling along the coast from Fiji and 
Queensland and most brought with them news and newspapers that kept the 
white traders in touch with doings in the rest of the world. Crossan, although 
not the most polished of diarists, seemed willing to read anything he could get 
hold of, from Henry George’s Progress and Poverty to the Queensland press. 

William Crossan was an uninformed and naive observer of Makira affairs, and 
he often provides us with frustratingly little detail, but what he does record 
offers some valuable insights into the process of colonialism at micro-scale. 
His diary provides a fascinating glimpse into the everyday lives of traders and 
islanders, the means through which newly-colonised Solomon Islanders were 
being persuaded to produce copra as a commodity for world markets, and the 
social relations that traders established with big-men like Johnstone. Johnstone 
was one of the first generation of Melanesian big-men to see opportunities in 
this strange new world that the white men brought. For Melanesians it was 
certainly a world of ‘guns, germs and steel’, as Jared Diamond described 
Western imperialism,8 but also a new world of tobacco, missionaries and wage 
labour in Queensland and Fiji. 

6 Eric Muspratt, My South Sea Island (New York: W. Morrow & Co., 1931), 112.
7 Rigby to Fairley, 16 Sep. 1913, Mumford to Fairley, Fairley, Rigby and Co., 21 May 1914, 25 Dec. 1914, 25 
May 1915, Fairley, Rigby Correspondence, University of Melbourne archives, Melbourne.
8 Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs and Steel. A Short History of Everybody for the Last 13,000 Years (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1997).
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Unlike many of those who glimpsed the Solomon Islands, then wrote about 
them and moved on, men like Crossan were closely engaged with the people 
for months at a time and had real agency in the areas where they operated. 
David Hilliard has suggested that ‘in cultural impact, the thirty or so traders 
in the Solomon Islands and the northern New Hebrides in the ’seventies and 
’eighties were exceeded only by the labour recruiters’.9 Many of these resident 
and itinerant traders in the Solomon Islands were barely literate and kept few 
records; some perhaps wrote letters or diaries recording their lives in the islands, 
but without exception nothing that they wrote in this period was published and 
none of these manuscripts appears to have survived. What we know of these 
men and their dealings with Melanesians derives from the brief reports of other 
observers, sometimes hostile. For example, Joseph Atkin, Anglican missionary 
at Wango on Makira, commented in 1872:

Whalers and traders often visit these [Solomon] islands; and although of 
the former, as a class, I have the highest opinion, and think the latter are 
often judged by the worst specimens; yet still the good the better class 
do by their visits is far more than counterbalanced by the harm that 
even one or two really bad ones may do.10

Crossan’s diary is therefore a rare exception to the usual absence of records, 
and therefore ‘the condescension of history’ that is the normal fate of these 
Islands traders. One pivotal aspect of cultural impact that the diary reveals is 
the complex relationship between his trading activity and Makira society.

Crossan and Makira society

For all that he was a complete novice, Crossan soon picked up the dominant 
discourse on Makira Island of a dichotomy within a clan-based and village-
based society. He quickly noted the ubiquitous tension between the coastal or 
saltwater people and the bush people (tolo/toro), a dichotomy that soon became 
evident to all visitors, often to their regret, from the 1840s onwards. When the 
Marist priests tried to establish a mission to the south at Makira Harbour in 
1845-47 they got along reasonably well with the saltwater people, but after the 
priests made attempts to venture inland the coastal people killed one of their 
number to keep them confined to the coast so that the coastal people could 
continue to monopolise their trading contacts with the mission.11  

9 David Hilliard, God’s Gentlemen: A History of the Melanesian Mission, 1849-1942 (St Lucia, Brisbane: 
University of Queensland Press, 1978), 103.
10 Quoted by Rev. J. J. Halcombe, Mission Life: An Illustrated Magazine of Home and Foreign Church Work 
(London: W. Wells Gardner, 1872), 141. Reprinted by Project Canterbury: http://anglicanhistory.org/oceania/
halcombe_atkin1872.html (Accessed 29 January 2011).
11 Laracy, Marists and Melanesians, 20-22.
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There were many other things about Makira’s history that Crossan could not 
have known. Much of the north coast of the island had suffered from at least one 
major dysentery epidemic that seems to have wiped out whole communities. 
Variously attributed to a recruiting vessel returning labour or to the visit of 
the Melanesian Mission’s Southern Cross in the late 1860s, such a huge loss of 
life would have re-arranged not only the population but also the politics of 
the coastal areas, with inland people probably coming down to fill some of the 
vacant spaces. There were several more waves of an array of introduced diseases 
to which the local people had little resistance and many died.12 Crossan noted the 
presence of venereal disease at Hada Bay, including what seemed to be syphilis 
which some contemporaries thought resulted from Makira’s long history of 
contacts with whalers and traders as well as the labourers who returned infected 
from Fiji or Queensland.13 Crossan probably did not appreciate the negative 
effects on the birth rate of sexually transmitted diseases, nor how women’s 
sterility contributed greatly to the depopulation of the island.14 However, a clear 
recognition of the on-going population decline is implied in his diary entry for 
23rd September 1885: ‘It is doctors they want down here not missionaries for in 
the course of a few years if things go on as they are they will be no more natives 
to instruct in the Bible...’.

All the trade that Crossan carried out was in association with Johnstone, the 
Hada chief or big-man, and these transactions were confined to the coastal 
parts of the district. Crossan had no reason to resist this bias as coconuts do not 
thrive inland but, on the other hand, the Arosi bush people also wanted trade 
goods and some volunteered to work as labourers for Crossan. Johnstone seems 
to have tolerated this, perhaps because he had relatives or men from his own 
totemic clan among them.15 Probably too Johnstone wanted to see Crossan well 
settled and close to him, for their mutual benefit. The political subtleties would 
have been lost on Crossan who would have needed far more than six months to 
understand the shifting mosaic of inter-clan, inter-village, and inter-regional 
alliances and conflicts in Arosi alone. 

When the bushman killed a man at Lunichena (11th January 1886) the traders at 
Hada found themselves in the midst of a payback situation, but they seem not to 
have understood the potential risks. As the local men appeared to have nothing 
much to do after the months of yam planting from September to December, 
Crossan seems to have assumed that he could count on them being on hand to 

12 Kuper to District Officer, 2 Oct. 1933, WPHC F46/35, WPA; Michael W. Scott, The Severed Snake: 
Matrilineages, Making Place, and a Melanesian Christianity in Southeast Solomon Islands (Durham, N.C.: 
Carolina Academic Press, 2007), 69-103.
13 R. H. Codrington, The Melanesians (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1891), 12.
14 R. A. Herr and E. A. Rood, eds., A Solomon’s Sojourn: J.E. Philp’s Log of the Makira 1912-1913 (Hobart: 
Historical Research Association, 1978), 141.
15 Re totemic clans, see Fox, The Threshold of the Pacific, 10-17.
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give him help. After the murder at Lunichena Crossan betrays impatience with 
the Hada men who had become preoccupied with the payback politics of the 
killing. They would not help him collect copra in his boat and he was even 
moved to humiliate them in the sight of the bushmen who had come to parley 
peace. He could have been pushing his luck for Johnstone too was busy with 
local politics. Though Crossan seems not to have felt any direct repercussions 
for his show of displeasure with the Hada people, the fact that this stand-off 
preceded the shooting of a local man by Ned Griffiths almost certainly raised the 
anxiety levels of both white men. 

The bushmen came to Hada on 12th January to cement peace, so they could 
attack the rest of Lunichena, supposedly without Johnstone’s people getting 
involved. Even so, Crossan went to collect copra from Lunichena, where he 
noted the people there were away hunting for a bushman in retaliation. These 
conflicts between bush and saltwater people sometimes were interspersed with 
alliances and some degree of friendliness, as for example when some of his 
work boys went to a bush village for several days for ‘a big feed’ at the time 
of the full moon, 18th February. But in 1885-86, at least, such friendly relations 
were not typical and, as far as Crossan was concerned, their occurrence was 
unpredictable.

Crossan did not speak the Arosi language but he tried to learn it, an indication 
perhaps that he intended to stay longer than he did or that he had little idea of 
the difficulty of language learning. He had picked up some pidgin English (Tok 
Pisin), the language of trade. In some ways Johnstone’s knowledge of English 
(as well as pidgin) meant Crossan and his white companions did not have much 
need to learn Arosi, but this also meant they were less aware of what was going 
on around them, were reliant on Johnstone, and always were marginal to Arosi 
society. One example of how a lack of understanding nearly cost Crossan the 
support of Johnstone was when he made a coarse remark about Johnstone’s 
‘sister’ or close female relative, not realising that in most Melanesian societies 
talk related to sexuality is totally avoided between and about brothers/sisters 
or male/female cousins. Such behaviour could lead to conflict or even death. 
Probably it was Johnstone’s tolerance of the ignorance of white men that 
preserved Crossan, who suffered from nothing more than Johnstone’s refusal to 
speak to him for some time.

Other than his faux pas regarding Johnstone’s sister, Crossan had little to say 
about the Arosi women, but he noted in January 1886 that the wives of two 
men he knows were ill. He supplied Mai’s sick wife with medicine, an act of 
compassion and also potentially a risk to him if she had died. On 26th September 
he gave tobacco to the ‘Queen’ of Ubuna, the wife of the big man, when she 
along with others from her village took part in a mourning feast for the dead 
son of Johnstone. As with several other aspects of Arosi culture, Crossan offers 
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hints about the status of women that tantalise the ethnographer. He noted on 
28th September that Johnstone’s wife had her own new canoe, but perhaps 
she shared it with her husband and owned only the after part, similar to the 
recorded custom at Sa’a, south Malaita for canoes used to catch bonito.16 There 
is certainly some ritual requirement at work on this occasion since only one fish 
was allowed to be caught, but Crossan does not elaborate. 

Like Darrack after a full day’s work, Crossan (30th September) seems to have 
wished he had a woman to prepare a meal, a function that his mother, a talented 
cook, must have fulfilled before he left home (and for seventeen years after he 
returned to his parents’ home!). For all this wishing, Crossan appears to have 
kept his distance from the local women. The ‘girls’ from Mulhau brought 
copra to trade, but he does not remark on their appearance in spite of the fact 
they would have been bare-breasted and partially naked. A contemporaneous 
observer, the recruiter Jock Cromar claimed that Johnstone had two ‘daughters’ 
who soon after were given as wives to the two traders, the Dabelle brothers, 
but Crossan does not mention these women.17 They may not have been true 
daughters in the Western sense, but classificatory ones – nieces or adoptees – a 
category of Arosi kinship that would have not been obvious to Crossan.18

Within a month on Makira, though at times he was inadvertently clumsy, Crossan 
was increasingly willing to participate in the culture. Most opportunities to take 
part in customary exchanges were grasped in order perhaps to gain acceptance 
as a trader or simply to identify with his new community and support Johnstone. 
In October, he contributed tobacco and matches to the crew of the new war 
canoe from Lunichena as it toured along the coast. He regularly gave presents 
to Johnstone out of friendship as well as business. While never participating 
in cannibalism he seemed less disturbed by it as he saw more examples and 
certainly, if he were disgusted, he did not reveal this to his Arosi hosts. 

The dangers of the middle ground

In Crossan’s time and beyond, Johnstone had an advantage that few other big-
men had - he had spent time at the Melanesian Mission in New Zealand, seemed 
to have had well-travelled male relatives, and had a good grasp of the labour 
trade as well as the copra trade. He knew what the white men needed, but he 
was too intelligent to be their minion. Moreover, Johnstone was far from being 
a lazy or exploitative middle-man. Displaying the characteristic enterprise of 
a big-man, he was hard-working and co-operated with Crossan on most of his 
projects, from boat building to actual copra drying.

16 Walter Ivens, Melanesians of the South-East Solomons (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1927), 144.
17 Cromar, Jock of the Islands, 255-256.
18 Fox, The Threshold of the Pacific, 17-20.
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Even so, on this cusp of intercultural space, Johnstone’s position could have been 
somewhat marginalized through his association with traders such as Crossan. 
Quite early on Crossan sensed that islanders who were outside the Hada faction 
resented Johnstone’s easy contact with the traders and their useful knowledge 
about such things as repairing firearms. In his diary entry on 13th September 
Crossan notes:

There is great enmity between Johnstone’s crowd & the other natives. 
They all seem to be very jealous of white men staying here [in Hada]. 
The chief [at Tawaraha] offered me a nice piece of ground if I would 
come and stop.

These islanders may have been envious of Johnstone’s ready access to traded 
goods such as tobacco, matches and cloth – all of which could make life a little 
easier. He had to tread a careful path between placating his followers and doing 
what was needed to keep ‘his traders’ on side. 

For his part, Crossan also had to be careful about maintaining relationships 
with other white men. Unlike the recruiter William Wawn who knew Makira, 
Crossan reflects none of the antipathy between labour recruiters and on-shore 
traders.19 This may have been because of his utter dependence on the recruiting 
ship Glencairn and on the brief social contact with his own people that the 
recruiting ships brought. Nonetheless, in regard to other traders, he was careful. 
He seems to have accepted the informal boundaries that they maintained among 
themselves and did not do business with the agents that other traders had 
established in particular areas. Yet this balance, like the balance of loyalties 
within indigenous society, could also shift in the face of strong incentives. We 
see an example of such a shift four years later, when Tom Dabelle was murdered 
at Anuta in March 1889.20

Tom Dabelle, before he moved to Anuta Island off the south coast of Arosi 
district in early 1889, had set up a station just south of Johnstone’s village in 
Hada Bay, at Tawaraha and he seems to have worked with him, just as Crossan 
had. After his brother went to trade at Simbo in the Western Solomons, Tom 
Dabelle left Johnstone’s area because his own trade store did not have a good 
beach landing and because the Anuta people invited him to come south to 
them.21 Both Johnstone and Tom Dabelle traded with Waterhouse, a Sydney 
trader. A rival firm of Kelly and Williams employed Woodhouse and another 
trader, Keating. After Dabelle’s murder these two - Woodhouse and Keating - 
convinced the commander of the British warship Royalist that Johnstone was 

19 Wawn, The South Sea Islanders, 223, 286, 344.
20 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 55-56.
21 The recruiter Cromar claimed Tom Dabelle moved because he did not like Johnstone’s insistence that 
he and his daughter shared not only the trader’s table, but also his house (Cromar, Jock of the Islands, 238). 
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behind the killing, so much so, that the warship shelled Johnstone’s village as an 
‘act of war’. The British warships patrolled these waters supposedly to protect 
and supervise British subjects, but they had no authority over the native people 
so had to employ the gloss of declaring war to punish those they judged to have 
injured white men. The Royalist’s commander came to believe the murderer was 
Johnstone, in part because he was found to have some of Dabelle’s possessions 
removed from Anuta. Johnstone was taken aboard the Royalist but he accused 
two other men of being the killers. Soon after, he was imprisoned in Cooktown 
in Queensland pending trial. Later, another trader Sam Craig, then unconnected 
to the rival firms, stated that Dabelle was killed by local Anuta people because 
he, along with Johnstone, had assisted another British warship in tracking 
down the murderers of another trader, Bevan, in 1888.

The Anglican missionary Richard Comins then intervened. Comins had worked 
intermittently for many years in the region but was no particular admirer of the 
former convert and lapsed student of Christianity, Johnstone. Nonetheless, he 
insisted Johnstone had been falsely accused, pointing out that for many years 
Johnstone had been a friend and protector of white men and that he would 
have damaged his own business if he had ever hurt any of them. Comins was 
determined to see justice done and returned to Makira to talk with villagers, 
many of whom he knew well. He found that the two men that Johnstone had 
named were in fact bushmen staying at coastal Rumahui, south of Hada. They 
had been paid by a bush chief to kill a white man in revenge for the death of the 
chief’s son who had been recruited by a labour ship. Johnstone had learned of 
the killing the day after and had rescued Dabelle’s goods to prevent pillage. This 
upset the Anuta people who seem to have already begun to help themselves. 
Eventually, Johnstone was released for lack of evidence and assisted in the 
search for the two killers, at least one of whom the British subsequently hanged. 
John Stephens, an experienced trader based at Uki, held that Johnstone knew 
about the plot by these men and could have warned Dabelle. Whatever the 
truth, the rivalry of traders could endanger a big-man like Johnstone as much 
as local jealousy of his status. Life in the Solomons was often tenuous.22

Although Crossan was busy much of the time with building and trading, he 
had to grapple with similar ambiguities and risks associated with the trader’s 
role as intruder into an alien culture. The diary reflects these anxieties and 
contradictions. On the one hand, he considers the local people ‘Niggers’ and 
seems surprised at the fatherly feelings Johnstone has for a sick and dying 
son. Within the same diary entry he is repulsed by the personal filth of the 
natives and the sickness of some, yet he notes that they were dying out and 
considers it ‘a great pity as they are a fair class of people.’ When he does not 
like the idea of the child in its coffin being inside Johnstone’s house he tries to 

22 WPHC 191/89, 82/1890, 125/1890, 158/1890, 230/1890, 96/1891, WPA. 
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persuade Johnstone to bury the child. He nonetheless shows compassion for 
the mourning father with gifts of rum and food and finds that Johnstone too ‘is 
really very kind and considerate towards us,’ implying that he sees and shares 
a common humanity. 

Selective quotation from this diary could be used to sustain various alternative 
narratives about the nature of colonialism, but taken as a whole it reminds us 
that the process was complex, contingent and subject to all the whims and 
contradictions of our own everyday lives.

William Crossan chronicles all these aspects of his life on Makira in plain, factual 
language and generally with good humour, but he also expresses to his silent 
socius occasional feelings of alarm, disgust, boredom and frustration. In the last 
two months the diary entries become shorter and less informative, until early 
March 1886 when the entries come to an abrupt end as Crossan suddenly decides 
to return to New Zealand, possibly in fear of his life because of a careless, perhaps 
criminal, shooting incident at Hada Bay for which his partner Ned Griffiths was 
responsible. Crossan survived his six months in Solomon Islands and so did his 
diary. It has been preserved in Dunedin’s Hocken Library archives since 1987 
and now, through the internet, it can be published to a much wider audience 
than Crossan himself could ever have imagined.


