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Introduction: Islands traders and trading

Solomon Islands in the 1880s

In early September 1885 William Crossan from Otago Province in the South 
Island of New Zealand arrived at Makira in the Solomon Islands to begin a copra 
trading enterprise (Figure 1). He left there in early March, 1886, so his stay was 
a brief six months. He was one of several traders, mainly from Australia, the 
United States and New Zealand, who began to venture into the Western Pacific 
from the 1840s. They followed in the wake of itinerant American whalers who 
had revealed the range of tropical products of value to the West. The earliest 
traders sought profitable cargoes of bêche de mer and sandalwood destined for 
the Chinese market. However, the sandalwood was all but cut out by the mid 
1860s, so traders turned to a range of other products.1 

With burgeoning urban populations in industrialising Europe, demand for 
vegetable oils grew in the late 1860s. Copra - the dried oil-rich kernel of the 
coconut - proved valuable for soap and candle making. Coconut palms grew 
naturally throughout the coastal areas of the tropics and needed no tending. 
The late 1870s and early 1880s were a boom period for copra and certain other 
products, such as turtle shell, ivory nuts from the sago palm (Metroxylon spp.), 
trochus shell, mother of pearl shell and bêche de mer. In the later decades of the 
century several traders in these goods lived in the islands on a semi-permanent 
basis. Some took their produce directly to major metropolitan ports such as 
Sydney, Australia or Auckland, New Zealand while others were agents for major 
trading houses mainly in these centres. All traders relied on colonial shipping, 
some from these ports but some also from bases in Fiji, which became a British 
colony in 1874. Others had links with German firms, mainly based in Samoa.2 

The Solomon Islands group was a source of these tropical products, but it also 
exported labour. Underway in the 1870s, the overseas labour trade took, by force 
or persuasion, thousands of Solomon Islanders mainly to Fiji and Queensland 
but also to Samoa and New Caledonia. They worked on cotton, sugar-cane and 
coconut plantations, on farms and in mines, and they were away for at least 
one three-year period. Once abroad, the islanders quickly learned the value of 
trade goods, such as steel axes and knives, cloth, tobacco, muskets and rifles. 
Certainly by the 1880s, island traders could count on these returnees from the 

1 Dorothy Shineberg, They Came for Sandalwood: A Study of the Sandalwood Trade in the South-West Pacific, 
1830-1865 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1967).
2 Peter Biskup, ed., The New Guinea Memoirs of Jean Baptiste Octave Mouton (Canberra: The Australian 
National University, 1974), 21-22.
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colonies as eager customers who sometimes could even be recruited as local 
agents for trading. Their growing addiction to imported tobacco was another 
way in which islanders became increasingly dependent on foreign goods. 

The example of the returned labourers added to the desires and demands of their 
stay-at-home kinsfolk who also began to seek out the traders. Some Solomon 
Islanders on the large high islands, however, had limited contact with these 
outside influences because, from the days of early whalers’ visits, the coastal 
or salt water people had largely monopolised contact with the newcomers. In 
much of Melanesia the coastal or salt water peoples were usually at odds with 
their inland or bush neighbours except at set trading sites when bush women 
exchanged localised produce, such as taro bartered for fish from the coastal 
women, all under the watchful eyes of their armed menfolk.3 Occasionally, clan 
relationships or marriage links could be a passport for a bush man to slip safely 
through to the coast to offer himself to a recruiting ship as labour for overseas 
plantations, but the return route three to six years later might well be blocked 
because of shifting alliances and village sites.4 With traders at particular 
locations, inland men could afford to wait for an opportunity to negotiate secure 
access. 

The bulk of the traders in the Solomon Islands worked as agents for Sydney 
firms, which supplied them with goods and sailing vessels and sent ships fairly 
regularly to collect the produce. In regard to copra, from 1900 it found a ready 
buyer in Lever Brothers Sydney’s soap factory at Balmain or was re-exported 
to Britain for processing. Good returns meant more production as well as more 
competition, to the extent that by the time William Crossan came to Makira, the 
metropolitan prices paid for copra were falling. Yet those who actually resided in 
the Solomons for long periods were few – in 1870 about seven, in 1880 about six 
and in 1885 around ten. Temporary residents like Crossan were more numerous, 
from twelve to twenty in any one year between 1877-1893.5 

For strangers, life in the Solomon Islands as well as most of the rest of Western 
Melanesia could be dangerous and often unpredictable because there was no 
centralised colonial administration until late in the century, and even then it 
had only partial control. Although the Western Pacific High Commissioner, 
based in Fiji, had certainly extra-territorial authority over British subjects from 
1877, the annual appearance of one or two itinerant British warships did little 
for the everyday security of foreigners in the Solomon Islands. Indigenous 
politics were complicated and highly localised, and the cultures of the region 

3 John Cromar, Jock of the Islands (London: Faber & Faber, 1935), 150-151, 339; Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, Among 
the Art-Loving Cannibals of the South Seas. Trans Waltraud Schmidt, (Adelaide: Crawford House, 2009), 92-94.
4 Judith A Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons: A History of a Pacific Archipelago, 1800-1978 (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 1987),78-87; Krämer-Bannow, Among the Art-Loving Cannibals, 47-49.
5 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 59-60.



Introduction: Islands traders and trading

3

were diverse, with groups often in conflict. The more permanent traders who 
survived were those who allied themselves with a local leader or ‘big man’, 
and in time they often married indigenous women, as well as establishing good 
relations with native agents in more distant locations. 

All such alliances, however, were subject to a background of pressures that a 
newcomer, unfamiliar with the language and history, could hardly imagine. In 
addition, traders were highly competitive among themselves, soon offering higher 
prices or superior goods to the local people. Some were not above cheating each 
other should the opportunity arise. But sooner or later, whether he was trader 
or labour recruiter, those who tried to cheat Solomon Islanders were very likely 
to come off second best. Even if they managed to escape, indigenous retribution 
might be visited on the next unsuspecting white man who was handy. Riddled 
with pitfalls, this was the shifting political and commercial landscape that 
foreigners such as Crossan had to negotiate. All foreigners, whether they were 
itinerant missionaries, traders or the occasional visiting ‘naturalist’ also had to 
deal with a range of tropical diseases, the most common being malaria.6 These 
islands were no paradise for the white man. 

The Solomon Islands became a British Protectorate in 1893, and eventually 
in 1896 a small administrative presence was established on Tulagi in the 
Florida Islands (Ngella), north of Guadalcanal. It did not make much impact 
in ‘pacifying’ the Solomon Islanders until the first decade of the twentieth 
century. By then, the day of the ‘old time copra dealers’ was nearing its end, 
not only in the Solomons but also in much of the Western Pacific. Only a few 
traders persisted, combining trading with recruiting labour for new plantation 
development within the archipelago. Trade with local copra producers certainly 
continued often via native or Chinese agents, but with the establishment of copra 
plantations it became mainly a profitable side-line for the incoming planters as 
well as for mercantile and shipping firms such as Burns Philp, with its network 
of well-supplied stores and fast steamship service from Australia.7

6 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 69-72.
7 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 102-124, 201-209: Biskup, The New Guinea Memoirs, 24-28; Krämer-
Bannow, Among the Art-Loving Cannibals, 17, 22, 45, 76, 158, 170, 229.
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Figure 1. Map of Solomon Islands in 1885, showing the place names 
mentioned in the Crossan Diary.

Source: Author’s map, drawn from the Crossan Diary and other sources.

Traces of traders

The men who came to the Western Pacific as traders were from diverse 
backgrounds and nationalities. Some were renegades from the law, a wife or 
other commitments. Driven by fear or social stigma, there were a few escaped 
convicts, as well as homosexuals, debtors and ne’er-do-wells. Many young men 
just sought adventure. Some were decent men who could not find sufficiently 
remunerative employment at home and hoped to make their fortunes. Several 
were well educated by the standards of the day.8

Well educated or not, few traders have left any personal records of their 
activities in the Solomon Islands. A few memoirs and sets of letters exist, 
along with a couple of rare diaries. As early as 1844, a bêche-de-mer and turtle 

8 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 58-60. Similar patterns existed elsewhere, see Munro, ‘The lives and 
times of resident traders in Tuvalu: An exercise in history from below’, Pacific Studies 10, 2 (March 1987): 79.
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shell trader, Captain Andrew Cheyne in his memoirs talked of his brief but 
fraught business operations in the Solomons, mainly at Simbo, New Georgia 
and Sikaiana.9 However, in the main Cheyne concentrated his operations and 
his recollections on Micronesia. In the 1860s Captain Alfred Tetens also left 
memoirs of his bêche de mer trading in Micronesia.10 Neither Cheyne nor Tetens 
were truly resident traders although sometimes they employed such men as local 
agents, usually men who are only known to us via these two memoir writers. 
Nearer to the Solomon Islands, Frenchman Gustave Mouton wrote memoirs of 
his days in New Britain and New Ireland following the failure of the ill-fated 
Marquis du Rays’s settlement of 1879-81. He managed to survive by trading and 
subsequently became a planter, a transition some Solomons traders also were 
to make. Mouton’s memoirs were written well after the events and seem not to 
have been intended for publication.11 One assumes these men either referred 
to ships’ logs and diaries, or were just working from memory. Whatever, they 
often omitted day-to-day details in their memoirs.  

Labour recruiters, such as William Wawn and ‘Jock’ Cromar, active in the 
Solomons and the rest of Melanesia, have left published books. Wawn had a brief 
stint as a copra trader in 1873 but had little to say about this activity as he soon 
took to recruiting. He was an educated and articulate apologist for the labour 
trade in an age when it was a target for Christian missionary and humanitarian 
concern.  Using his logs, he recorded events that he witnessed relatively soon 
after they had occurred, with considerable detail and apparent accuracy, though 
he may well have ‘tidied up’ some of the less harmonious episodes.12 Since 
shore-based traders could provide the goods that often were used to entice men 
to recruit, Wawn saw them as rivals. Cromar, writing over forty years after the 
events, is less concerned with the mundane routine of recruiting. He has much 
to say about dangerous encounters, including his own amorous interludes, with 
Melanesians from the New Hebrides across to New Guinea but is often vague 
about the timing of events. Although Cromar identified himself as a trader in 
the Marovo area of New Georgia his decades of life there subsequent to his inter-
colonial recruiting experience are not recorded in the book. Almost all of what 
both Cromar and Wawn state briefly about traders concerns other men at work 
on shore, but tell us little about their lives in this role.13  Similarly, missionaries, 

9 Dorothy Shineberg, ed., The trading voyages of Andrew Cheyne 1841-1844 (Canberra: Australian National 
University Press, 1971), 14, 303-313.
10 Alfred Tetens, Among the Savages of the South Seas: Memoirs of Micronesia, 1862-1868, trans. Florence 
Mann Spoehr, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958).
11 Biskup, ed., The New Guinea Memoirs, 1-30.
12 Peter Corris, Editor’s Introduction to William Wawn, The South Sea Islanders and the Queensland Labour 
Trade: a Record of Voyages and Experiences in the Western Pacific, from 1875 to 1891 (Canberra: Australian 
National University Press, 1973), xxxii.
13 Wawn, The South Sea Islanders, 169, 199, 214, 217, 219-223, 246, 260, 286, 330-332, 344, 402; Cromar, 
Jock of the Islands, 77, 104, 112, 116, 133-135, 162-165, 166, 194-195, 255-257, 278.
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commanders of warships and finally administrators such as Charles Woodford, 
the first Resident Commissioner of the Solomon Islands Protectorate, often 
provide brief observations of traders and their lives.14 

More recently, selected letters (1875-1882) of Vernon Lee Walker, an Australian 
trader in the New Hebrides and New Caledonia along with some (1880-1882) by 
Louis Becke have been published.15 In time, they are close to the period when 
William Crossan was trading in the islands. Most of their letters are addressed to 
their respective mothers. What one writes to one’s mother is not always the same 
as what one might say to a peer and rarely what one would record in a diary. 
Above all, letters are couched to communicate between at least two people in 
some form of a relationship, to create or manage an impression, to convey the 
writer’s image of her/himself as s/he wants the other to see, and so often excuse, 
explain, and thus both reveal and disguise.16 

Not many traders in the Western Pacific wrote letters or kept diaries that have 
survived. Doug Munro points out, regarding the Ellice Islands (Tuvalu), that 
during the period c. 1860-1900 there were about seventy traders in total in the 
group, but only three have left letters or reminiscences - George Westbrook, 
Alfred Restieaux (mainly about other traders) and Louis Becke - and only one, 
George Winchcombe, has left a diary.17 

Unlike the writers of memoirs and letters, there is little motive for the 
diarist to try to gloss daily events - unless, of course, he has plans for later 
publication for posterity. Even so, he knows he can excise or alter immediate 
reactions subsequently. There is nothing to indicate Crossan had a desire to 
write for anyone but himself. His diary is more memoranda than meditations, 
more commentary on commercial transactions than contemplations. At best, 
his prose is serviceable. Dull routine remains largely unadorned. Although 
brevity is Crossan’s forte, the diary is also a kind of sympathetic if silent socius, 
a means through which he could express emotions and reactions that might 
have not been well received by Solomon Islanders or his sometime companions, 
Darrack and Griffiths. By today’s standards his attitudes appear racist and his 
language is often ‘politically incorrect’, both being characteristics, along with 
his frustrations as a trader, which he shares with the letter-writers Walker and 
Becke. But in addition Crossan gives us glimpses of the humanity of the people 
he meets on Makira as well as showing his own empathy for their suffering and 
losses. 

14 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 419-424.
15 Nicholas Thomas and Richard Eves, eds, Bad Colonists: The South Seas Letters of Vernon Lee Walker and 
Louis Becke (Durham and London, Duke University Press, 1999).
16 Thomas and Eves, eds, Bad Colonists, 1-7.
17 Munro, ‘The lives and times of resident traders’, 99.


