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5. Niels Peter Sorensen (1848–1935): 
The story of a criminal adventurer

‘From villains like “Bully” Hayes, James Toutant Proctor, the murderous 
Rorique brothers, the cowardly Rainbow Warrior terrorists—and numerous 
others of their ilk—may we be protected’.1 No such litany of the miscreants 
whose crimes have brought them more than a passing mention in the historical 
records of the Pacific would be complete without the name of Niels Peter 
Sorensen. Indeed, it would seem to be not unfitting that most of what is known 
of him relates to his misdeeds and that much of what he made known about 
himself was demonstrably untrue. The violence, robbery and deceit, though, 
that mark his career are well documented. If he touched the lives of others in 
more benign ways, and it may be assumed that he did, there is scant evidence 
of it. In mitigation it may be suggested that on one occasion at least he was 
used by men more socially advantaged than himself, but there is nothing to 
indicate that he was to any extent an unwilling tool. Often enough in the course 
of a long life, he demonstrated ample ability to arrange his nefarious affairs 
without any such prompting. The information to be gleaned from the files of 
government agencies concerning the way he conducted himself during several 
commercial expeditions to the Solomon Islands is consistent, and provides no 
grounds for disputing the view of those of his contemporaries who judged him 
to be a singularly and deservedly disreputable fellow. He was one of the ‘white 
savages’ whose activities supplied a moral reason for Britain’s imperial presence 
in the Pacific.2

According to court records, Sorensen was Lutheran in religion and was aged 42 
at the time of his trial in Brisbane in 1886 for robbery and assault under arms. 
According to his birth certificate, presented in the course of a fraudulent—
and unsuccessful—claim for a pension, which he maintained from 1899 to 
1930, he was born at Rudkobing in Denmark on 4 January 1848. Parish records 
confirm that date and place, but spell his name in the Danish style, Niels Peder 
Sorensen, and cite his parents as Soren Christensen, a day labourer, and Ane 

1 ‘Hayes’, in W.H. Oliver (ed.), Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, 1769–1869, vol. 1, Wellington, 1990; 
Christopher Legge and Jennifer Terrell, ‘James Toutant Proctor’, Journal of Pacific History, vol. 5 (1970), pp. 
65–84; Henri Jacquier, Piratie dans le Pacifique: de Tahiti a l’Ile du Diable, Paris, 1973 (trans. Piracy in the 
Pacific: the story of the notorious Rorique brothers, New York, 1976); John Dyson, Sink the Rainbow: an enquiry 
into the ‘Greenpeace Affair’, London, 1986.
2 Jane Samson, Imperial Benevolence: making British authority in the Pacific, Honolulu, 1998, pp. 24–42. 
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Marie Andersen. At the age of 11, so Sorensen told a court in 1911, he found his 
own way to New York from le Havre in 1860 and lived in a boarding house in 
Market St for two years until joining the navy.3

He told an extended version of his story to the US Bureau of Pensions in 1915: 
he was in New York in 1863, aged nearly 14, illiterate, not speaking English, 
when he was shanghied, and taken to the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where he was 
forced to enlist as Peter Peterson, under which name he served first on the 
Miantonomah and then on the Susquehanna until being discharged in 1865.4 If 
there was any truth in this story, several investigations by the bureau failed to 
uncover it. No Peter Peterson served aboard either vessel during the Civil War; 
indeed, the Miantonamah was not commissioned until October 1865. As for 
the Susquehanna, he claimed to have witnessed the famous clash between the 
ironclads Monitor and Merrimack at Hampton Roads, from its decks in 1863; but 
that battle occurred on 9 March 1862 and, in any case, the Susquehanna was in 
the Gulf of Mexico at the time. Nor was he aboard it, as claimed, at the capture 
of Fort Fisher, North Carolina, in January 1865. Also false was a claim to have 
worked as a diver in helping raise ‘Old Ironsides’ (the USS Constitution), for it 
was never sunk; no divers are shown among the 100–120 workers listed monthly 
while it was being rebuilt at the Philadelphia Navy Yard between 1871 and 
1878. Likewise unsubstantiated, and thus not earning him an invalid pension, 
were claims made in 1900 to have suffered various injuries during a genuine 
period of service in the Navy after the Civil War. So, too, was a claim to have 
been awarded a land grant of 160 acres near Chicago at the time of his discharge 
in 1870, for the practice of giving bounty land grants was dropped in 1855. 
Documents which Sorensen declared would support his various claims were, 
he said, stolen from his hotel in Antwerp in November 1872. Official records, 
though, amply attest the mendacity of his self-serving assertions.5

At the same time they do provide a good deal of accurate information about him. 
On 12 September 1867, aged 19, he enlisted in the navy at New York. He signed 

3 Chief Secretary to Governor, 10 Sept. 1915, enclosed in Foreign Office to US Ambassador (London), 19 Nov. 
1915, Inwards Correspondence General (later changed to series 4), 32/16, Western Pacific High Commission, 
Public Record Office, Kew; Neils (sic) P. Sorensen, pension file, NAVY SO 45548, can no. 135, bundle no. 58, 
National Archives US, Washington DC; Sun (New York), 29 Mar. 1911. Information from parish records was 
supplied by Professor Rolf Kuschel of the University of Copenhagen in a personal communication.
4 Sorensen, deposition, 5 Oct. 1915, pension file.
5 Records relating to enlisted men in the US navy are extremely difficult to trace; personal files containing 
details of service are kept only for officers. Were it not for the kindness and expertise of Becky Livingstone 
in locating material relating to Sorensen in the following files this paragraph could not have been written, 
and much personal data would also have remained unaccessible. The paragraph is based on data gleaned 
from various documents in: Sorensen, pension file; RG 24, Records of Bureau of Naval Personel, i. Bureau of 
Navigation Records re Enlisted Men Who Served in the Navy 1842–1885, Box no. 249, 260 (note: Sorensen 
correspondence is filed under Serensen), and ii. Enlistment Returns, Changes and Reports, 1846–1942. Weekly 
returns of Enlistments at Naval Rendevous, Jan. 6 1855 – Aug. 8 1891, vol. 049 of 110, P1 123, E.219; Navy 
Muster Rolls: Idaho (1867–1868), Piscataqua (1868–1869), Iroquois (1869–1870); Bureau of Yards and Docks, 
Philadelphia 1871–1875 Payrolls (civilian). Sun, 29 Mar. 1911.
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the shipping articles with a mark, and answered ‘none’ when questioned about 
previous naval service. He was a seaman aboard three vessels Idaho, Piscataqua, 
and Iriquois, and served in east Asia before being discharged at Philadelphia 
on 23 April 1870. He was twice treated for venereal disease. Physically he 
was a thickset man with fair hair and blue eyes and, at the age of 52, was 168 
centimetres in height (slightly taller than he was in the navy) and weighed 74 
kilos. His later alias of Peter Peterson may have derived from a man of that name 
who had served with him aboard the Piscataqua.6

Following his discharge, according to his own account, Sorensen worked on 
‘Old Ironsides’ until having to dive through a hole in the ice made him ill, and 
so—and here his word may be accepted—he turned to shipping on merchant 
vessels. In 1873 he went as boatswain on an emigrant ship from England to 
New Zealand. On board he met 21-year-old Annie Smith, and married her in 
Christchurch on 20 October 1874. At the time of the marriage he was working 
in a sawmill.7 A year or two after the marriage and the birth of two children,8 
the family shifted to Auckland, where Sorensen was employed mainly as a diver. 
Hence the name by which he was sometimes known, ‘Peter the diver’ although, 
in 1898, the San Francisco Chronicle would offer the variant, ‘Pirate Pete’.9

It was as a diver that Sorensen made his first trip to the Pacific islands, aboard 
the schooner Mary Anderson, chartered by the trading firm of McArthur and 
Co., which left Auckland on 15 March 1877, bound for Noumea.10 From there 
it went to the Loyalty Islands to recruit labourers for work on plantations in 
the New Hebrides, before going on to the Solomons to collect pearl shell and 
copra. The diving station there was located at Cockatoo Island in Thousand 
Ships Bay, at the southern end of the island of Ysabel, a district under the sway 
of the powerful chief Bera. Sorensen was left to run the station while the Mary 
Anderson went in search of trade. Soon afterwards, on 27 May, the Anglican 
mission vessel Southern Cross anchored nearby. The Rev. Alfred Penny noted in 
his diary a visit from Sorensen:

A man who is here to dive for pearl oysters came on board. He came 
alongside in his boat. A rough Bulldog looking fellow. He stayed to 

6 Sorensen, Nelson (sic) P., Enlistment Returns; Muster Rolls; Report of Medical Examination, Nov. 14, 1900, 
Sorensen, Nelson (sic) P., pension file. For fuller identification and location of these files, refer note 5.
7 Sorensen, Notice of Intention to Marry, Christchurch, 1874, BDM 20/19, p. 595/3414, National Archives 
New Zealand; Marriage Certificate, Christchurch, 1874, no. 1962; Sorensen, deposition, 5 Oct. 1915, pension 
file; Sun, 29 Mar. 1911.
8 In 1915 Sorensen deposed ‘I have not lived with her for thirty years, she having left me, and the last 
I knew of her was about six months ago when she was living in Sydney, Australia. I was never divorced 
from her. I have two children, a boy, Washington Sayres Sorensen, now in Seattle, Wash., and a girl, Anna 
Dennybrook, in Sydney, Australia. That is the only marriage I ever contracted.’
9 Sorensen, deposition, 5 Oct. 1915; San Francisco Chronicle, 1 Sept. 1898; Sun, 29 Mar. 1911.
10 New Zealand Herald, 12 Mar., 26 Oct. 1877; Evening Star, 15 Mar., 25 Oct. 1877.
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service, the Bishop remarking that he supposed it was the first time a 
man had attended service in the Southern Cross with a revolver in his 
belt.11 

If Hamilton Wright, the supercargo of the Mary Anderson, is to be believed, 
Sorensen needed to carry the weapon for his own protection. When Captain 
Caffin of HMS Beagle anchored in Havannah Harbour on Efate in the New 
Hebrides on 5 October he met the Mary Anderson on its way back to New 
Zealand. Sorensen came aboard and complained of being ill-treated by the 
captain, H. Shipman, and the supercargo of the Mary Anderson, and claimed 
that they had threatened to abandon him there. Wright and Shipman, however, 
had a different story. Wright said that the diving station at Cockatoo Island 
had been closed prematurely because of a series of incidents that had occurred 
between 19 May and 15 July. He had learned of them from Captain W. Schwartz 
of the Zephyr while trading at Uki. As that was after having met HMS Conflict, 
which was on a patrol through the Solomons, Wright said that he had been 
unable to report the matter to the naval authorities any earlier, but that he did 
return immediately to Cockatoo Island to investigate. Sorensen, he found, had 
terrorised the islanders by ‘generally maltreating all the men under his control’: 
in one case to the extent of killing a man named Biu and in another by flogging 
one named Bima. So, ‘finding things wrong I removed the cause and closed the 
station’; although the Mary Anderson did remain trading in the Solomons until 
17 September. 

Subsequently, at Havannah Harbour in the New Hebrides, on the homeward 
run, Shipman had put Sorensen ashore for being ‘drunk and riotous’. Exactly 
how much fire accompanied all this smoke cannot now be known, although there 
was probably a good deal. Yet neither of Sorensen’s accusers were themselves 
models of gentility or reliability. An officer of the Beagle who went aboard the 
Mary Anderson found Shipman the worse for alcohol and noticed that the log 
had not been kept for six weeks; and Wright, who was to be killed on Uki 
in 1896, appeared to one contemporary ‘to have been a foolish quarrelsome 
fellow’. Despite their objections, Caffin ordered them to take Sorensen back to 
Auckland. While considering that Shipman was unfit for his position, Caffin 
also recommended that an enquiry be made into the charges against Sorensen, 
who claimed in defence that Wright had ‘ordered him to ill-treat natives’. This 
investigation was duly conducted by the collector of customs at Auckland, 
which the Mary Anderson reached on 25 October with ‘a valuable cargo’, but 
in the absence of reliable witnesses he could not establish the facts and so no 

11 Alfred Penny, Diary, 27 May 1877, MS B 808, Mitchell Library, Sydney; David Hilliard, God’s Gentlemen: 
a history of the Melanesian Mission, 1849–1942, St. Lucia, 1978, p. 87.
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prosecution was possible. The available evidence was all hearsay. The only 
European acknowledged to have observed Sorensen’s alleged brutalities was a 
trader named Lars Nielson, who was still in the Solomons.12 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, as European activity in the area 
intensified, British authorities were considerably exercised by the problem of 
regulating the conduct of British subjects and British shipping in those islands 
of the south-west Pacific not claimed by any colonial power. In 1817 the Supreme 
Courts of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land had been empowered to 
try ‘Piracies, Felonies, Robberies, Murders … and other Offences’ committed 
in such places, but more precise regulations, and administrative machinery to 
enforce them, were needed before judicial processes could be effective. From 
1859, with the setting up of the Australia Station of the Royal Navy by the 
Admiralty, British naval vessels made more regular and frequent cruises through 
the islands; and, from 1868, with the Polynesian Labourers Act, the recruiting of 
islanders for work in Queensland began to be supervised more closely. Various 
other measures followed. For instance, in 1877 the governor of Fiji, which had 
been annexed by Britain in 1874, was given extra jurisdiction applicable within 
those islands of the region not subject to ‘any civilised power’. To enforce this 
authority he was heavily reliant on naval commanders to assist in investigating 
complaints, in apprehending malefactors, in collecting evidence and in securing 
witnesses. A cumbersome set of arrangements evolved, but its deterrent value 
was reduced by the reluctance of colonial juries to convict white men for 
offences committed in the Pacific islands, at least against Islanders. In fact, steady 
policing was only to be achieved after colonial regimes had been erected in the 
island groups. Nevertheless, by the mid-1880s, the measures already taken to 
impose law and order, or at least to punish offenders, were beginning to be felt 
especially, as Sorensen was to learn to his cost, in Melanesia.13

Sorensen appears to have been based in Auckland for the next five or six years 
following the Mary Anderson’s return there. In 1883 he was employed as a 
diver in Sydney and, early the following year, he was at Cooktown in northern 
Queensland. At this point he again steps vigorously into the historical record.14 
In April 1884, he sailed from Cooktown aboard the two-masted schooner Albert. 
Newly purchased by T.G. Leslie, a Melbourne businessman, the Albert was 
bound for the Solomon Islands to procure copra and pearl shell. Again, Sorensen 
was the expedition’s diver. By the time the vessel completed its trip at Sydney 

12 Wright to Caffin, 6 Oct. 1877, Caffin to Hoskins, 6 Oct. 1877, Hill to Secretary of Customs, 3 Nov. 1877, 
Royal Navy Australia Station 14, National Library of Australia (microfilm G 1811); Evening Star, 25 Oct. 1877; 
Judith Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons: a history of a Pacific archipelago, 1800–1978, Honolulu, 1987, pp. 55, 
58, 126, 382, 391.
13 John Bach, The Australia Station: a history of the Royal Navy in the south west Pacific, 1821–1913, Sydney, 
1986, pp. 131–150; Deryck Scarr, Fragments of Empire: a history of the Western Pacific High Commission, 
1877–1914, Canberra, 1967, pp. 6–35.
14 Sorensen, deposition, 5 Oct. 1915.
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with a satisfactory cargo on 26 January 1885, having left Uki in the Solomons 
three weeks before, he was once again the subject of serious accusations. At 
Rua Sura near Guadalcanal, in late December, a lieutenant from HMS Diamond 
had come aboard to enquire if there had been ‘any murders or disturbances 
anywhere [the Albert] had been’. He was assured by the captain, E. Ancell, ‘that 
everything was quiet’ and that, moreover, the Albert was not licensed to carry 
Pacific Islanders. Four days later, though, Ancell, went aboard the Diamond 
to report something that, he said, had earlier ‘slipped his memory’. That is, 
that three men taken aboard at the island of Ranongga in June 1884 to work 
the diving pump had, ‘for no visible cause’, absconded ten days later in the 
Lambatana Passage at Santa Ysabel, and were rumoured to have been killed by 
local people. Apparently trying to down play the discord that had attended the 
expedition, and to discourage further enquiry, Ancell offered no more details. 
And none appear to have been sought.15 His crew, however, probably fearful of 
being implicated in any wrongdoing that had occurred, were less complacent 
and, on reaching Sydney, reported other incidents to the police. Besides the 
Ranongga men, a man recruited at Makira and three islanders brought from 
Cooktown had also deserted at Santa Ysabel. ‘The causes of these natives 
deserting’, was given as

the cruelty of the diver Sorrenson [sic] to them by beating them, 
overworking them and feeding them badly. On one occasion one of the 
natives had his hands lashed behind his back, his feet tied and lashed 
to his hands, and kept in that position all day by order of the diver 
Sorrenson [sic]. 

There were five other natives taken on board at the island of Gaieta and 
remained on board for about two weeks when they expressed a wish 
to go home but were forcibly detained for two weeks longer and made 
to work hard by the diver Sorrenson, but were eventually returned to 
their home. 

On another occasion a Guadalcanal man was forcibly put in irons aboard 
the vessel and secured to a ring bolt on deck, his canoe taken from him, 
also his ornaments, and sold to the natives for trade.16

Once again, fortune favoured the felon, again with a near miss. Since Sorensen 
was not the master of the ship (though he appears to have been the owner’s 
agent), since none of the injured parties were available to give evidence, and 

15 Tryon to Loftus, 5 Feb. 1885, enclosing notes of E. Ancell and Francis T. Barr, ADM 122/21, Public 
Record Office (photocopies C2f, GBA, Division of Pacific and Asian History, Australian National University).
16 Statement of Walter Hollingsworth, 30 Jan. 1885, enclosed in Douglas to Inspector General of Police, 16 
Feb. 1885, ADM 122/21.
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since it would be necessary for witnesses from the crew to be detained in 
Sydney for a month before a trial could be held, the attorney-general decided 
not to prosecute him.17 

The vessel’s owner, in contrast, was less disapproving. When it left Sydney 
on its next voyage on 13 April 1885, laden with trade goods, Sorensen had 
been promoted to master. Moreover, with the collusion of Thomas Cooper, 
the Portuguese consul in Melbourne, and Carlos Strauss, an impecunious 
Portuguese subject who was persuaded for a small fee to let himself be listed 
as the nominal owner, the ship’s registration had been changed from British to 
Portuguese and its name changed from Albert to Douro. The reason that Leslie 
gave for these changes was that they might save it from being seized by the 
Russians in the event that, as was widely feared at the time, Russia should 
decide to attack British possessions in Asia and the Pacific.18 A more pertinent 
reason, but one that would prove to be legally inadequate, was the presumption 
that Portuguese registration would exempt the vessel from British authority 
while on the high seas. After the formalities had been completed, Sorensen is 
said to have remarked ‘I’m now out of all English law; I’m my own master; I can 
trade now with what I like—with rifle, cartridge, powder and dynamite’.19 In 
fact, as he had already shown, he preferred to trade without giving anything 
in exchange if that could be managed. Nor would his presumed licence do 
anything to sweeten his temper. The knavery that marked the Mary Anderson 
and Albert voyages was magnified on that of the Douro. 

Ten days out from Sydney the vessel reached Makira Bay in the Solomons. No 
labourers could be recruited there on account of the non-return of some previously 
taken by the Albert, but a few were collected at Marau on Guadalcanal with the 
lying promise of a four or five months voyage seeking pearl shell and bêche-de-
mer. (In fact, Sorensen intended to stay away for at least 15 months). A few days 
later, on 23 May, he severely beat the ship’s cook, Charles Leslie, no relation 
of the owner, over a trivial dispute, and knocked five of his teeth out. ‘At the 
least provocation’, recalled the mate, ‘he addressed everyone with the coarsest 
epithets’. At Cockatoo Island, off southern Ysabel, he coerced seven recruits 
aboard; and, at Wagina, in the Manning Straits, south of Choiseul, he abducted 
the chief, ‘King John’, and demanded a ransom from his supporters under the 
guise of compensation for the escapees from the Albert whom the chief had 
harboured the year before. The price was high, and was paid in produce, much 
of which was already pledged by the islanders as payment for goods received 
from a Sydney trader named Niel Brodie. Only after 4,000 bêche-de-mer, 24 

17 Crown Solicitor to Inspector General of Police, 13 Feb. 1885, ADM 122/21.
18 Police Dept., inquiry report, 7 Nov. 1885; extract from Police report, 13 Nov. 1885; statement of Carlos 
Strauss, 16 Nov. 1885, ADM 122/21; Leslie to Hunt, 26 July 1912, A1, 1912/21196, Australian Archives; Glynn 
Barratt, Russophobia in New Zealand, 1838–1908, Palmerston North, 1981.
19 Brisbane Courier, 3 April 1886.
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turtle shells, three recruits and one pig had been handed over was the chief 
released. Moving northwards to the Carteret Islands to collect bêche-de-mer, 
Sorensen, with the assistance as always of a well-armed entourage, continued 
his Viking-like raid. He commandeered canoes, coerced four girls to come 
aboard for the entertainment of his crew, plundered the people’s huts and, in an 
attempt to put it off limits to other traders, presumed to ‘purchase’ the group 
from the islanders. To the consternation, if not to the conscientious objection, 
of the mate, Otto Ashe, further depredations were planned. ‘We were’, Ashe 
said later, ‘convinced that should we assist him he would thus commit another 
piracy and perhaps implicate us’, and so, when the opportunity arose, he and 
several companions, ‘determined to seek protection by reporting Sorensen to a 
man-of-war.’ 20

Accordingly, on 23 June, the shore party, consisting of Ashe, two seaman named 
Anders Apitz and Anders Olsen and seven Solomon Islands labourers, set out 
in an open longboat, with meagre provisions and no ballast, for Mono in the 
Treasury group. The British navy had had a coaling station there since 1884, 
and so they were hopeful of finding a naval vessel there. They arrived on 1 July 
and fell in with Sam Craig, the master of the Sydney trader Princess Louise, but 
there was no man-of-war to assist them. They then decided to follow the trader 
to the closest European trading station in the area, namely, Mioko in the Duke 
of York Islands in German New Guinea. From there, Craig took the three white 
men and four of the islanders to Ralum in New Britain, where the former took 
ship for Australia They reached Cooktown aboard Thomas Farrell’s vessel Golden 
Gate (which flew an American flag) on 29 August.21 

Their story quickly attracted attention. On 2 September the Sydney Morning 
Herald published a long report under the heading ‘Outrages in the South Seas’, 
a style more usually employed for accounts of Islanders attacking Europeans. 
Official indignation was also strong, especially in the case of Admiral George 
Tryon, the commander of the Australia station, and a notably high-minded 
officer. As early as 6 September, he had initiated an enquiry into the Douro 
for ‘improperly flying the Portuguese flag; and alleged piratical proceedings’ 
in which Sorensen ‘it is averred has behaved shamefully to the natives’. Two 
months later, fearing that Sorensen might attempt to sell the vessel in some 
distant port, but fortified by a legal opinion that the sale to Strauss and the 
subsequent Portuguese registration of the ship were invalid, Tryon appealed 
to all the colonial authorities in the region to help apprehend the ‘Douro late 
Albert’ and ordered his captains to arrest her if met.22

20 Sydney Morning Herald, 2 Sept. 1885; Bennett, p. 55.
21 Daily Telegraph, 2 Sept. 1885; Sydney Morning Herald, 1, 2 Sept. 1885; statements of Otto Ashe, 29 Aug., 
29 Sept. 1885, ADM 122/21.
22 Tryon to Loftus, 6 Sept. 1885; Tryon to Admiralty, 12 Nov. 1885; Attorney General to Governor, 12 Nov. 
1885; Tryon to Lock, 18, 20 Nov. 1885; Tryon to Thurston (WPHC), 19 Nov. 1885; Tryon, General Memo. No. 
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Meanwhile, oblivious to the events in Australia, Sorensen had been conducting 
business with his customary directness. From the Carterets he, too, had sailed 
to Mioko, and then to Carpenter Island in the Admiralty group, north of New 
Guinea. There, on 19 October, about a dozen canoes containing close to 30 people 
came out to the Douro to trade, just over two kilometres out from shore. As they 
drew near Sorensen opened fire on them with a 15-shot Winchester rifle, forcing 
the occupants to jump overboard. Next, having taken the cargo of bêche-de-
mer, pearl shell and betel nut from the abandoned canoes, he ordered that the 
craft be broken up—and then sailed on. After calling at the Hermit group (26 
October) and at Mono (17 November), he eventually put into Cooktown on 24 
December. There the Douro was promptly seized, and Sorensen was arrested.23 

Four months later he came to trial. Despite his Danish citizenship, he was held 
liable for offences committed on what was deemed to be still a British ship. 
On this occasion enough of his former crew, particularly a Swede named Sven 
Laland, a former Hernsheim employee who had joined the Douro in New Britain 
on 5 August, were available to testify against him. He was found guilty on 
charges of assault and robbery and was sentenced to ten-years imprisonment. 
In a related decision, the Douro was ‘condemned as forfeited to Her Majesty for 
violation of the Merchant Shipping Act of 1854’. It was subsequently sold for 
£280.24 

These decisions gratified Tryon. Concerned to demonstrate the navy’s 
effectiveness in promoting law and order in the south Pacific, and fearful 
that harsh treatment of islanders could lead them to retaliate violently and 
indiscriminately, he had been disappointed by Sorensen’s previous escape from 
justice and was pleased to see an example being made of him at last.

It will not escape observers that the original charges were for evil 
conduct towards natives, but it is practically too often impossible to 
establish such charges in the eyes of the law, while such conduct leads 
too often to the death, at the hands of natives, of well disposed white 
men who subsequently visit the scene.25

46, 4 Dec. 1885, ADM 122/21. Tryon was destined to go down with his ship in the Mediterranean in 1893. J.K. 
Ware, An Outline of Australian Naval History, Canberra, 1976, p. 11. 
23 Brisbane Courier, 3 April 1886; Sydney Morning Herald, 28 Dec. 1885; Central Queensland Herald, 16 Mar. 
1933 (included in ‘Australia’s Maritime Heritage’, a collection of newspaper articles by ‘Junius’, F. Rhodes, in 
Mitchell Library). The events are also referred to in German sources: Oertzen to Bismarck, 30 July, 10 Nov. 
1885; Consul to Bismarck, 3 Sept. 1886, Reichskolonialamt records, Vol. 2335, Zentrales Staatsarchiv, Potsdam.
24 Musgrove to Lock, 1 Mar. 1886, ADM. 122/21; Brisbane Courier, 2, 3, 7, 8, 10 April 1886. For the judge’s 
report on the case, see Mein to Colonial Secretary (Brisbane), 30 April 1887, enclosed in Foreign Office to 
US Ambassador (London), 19 Nov. 1915, Inwards Correspondence General 32/1916, Western Pacific High 
Commission.
25 Tryon to Admiralty, 21 May 1886, ADM 122/21.
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Even so, he had a few misgivings, derived from an affronted sense of noblesse 
oblige, that businessmen of some standing such as Leslie, secretary of the 
Brighton Gas Company, and Cooper, consul for Portugal since 1868, should 
be involved in such an affair and yet escape prosecution. Leslie escaped that 
embarrassment by giving Queen’s evidence against Sorensen, and Cooper did 
so because of the difficulty of obtaining sufficient evidence to convict him of 
conspiracy. ‘For Cooper and Leslie’ wrote Tryon, ‘to escape scot free is a disgrace 
to civilisation in my opinion’.26

I cannot but feel that if there were no Leslies and no Coopers there 
would be no Sorensens. Leslie and Cooper’s cool deliberate actions in 
pursuit of gain appear to me to be such as to preclude the possibility of 
their being treated with any consideration and no pains in my opinion 
should be spared to repress such conduct.

Sorensen has been punished for assault and robbery and I think that 
taking all circumstances into consideration … Leslie and Cooper are 
greater criminals than even Sorensen and I trust that they will be made 
to feel the full power of the law.

Conspiritors to remove the vessel beyond the range of the Pacific Island 
Acts, the selectors of the tools employed, men of education, holding 
some social position, are surely more culpable than the uneducated 
disgrace to humanity, their tool, Sorensen.27 

Even so, Sorensen’s conviction was scarcely an injustice, although the penalty 
was uncommonly severe for that time. For instance, he was in prison for two 
years longer than McNeil and Williams of the Hopeful who, in 1884, had been 
found guilty of murder whilst kidnapping off New Guinea.28 Imprisonment 
also marked his final parting from his wife, although she may occasionally have 
visited him during his term behind bars.29 Predictably, though, incarceration 
did little to reform him. He was released from Queensland’s St. Helena prison 
in March 1894 and, over the next four decades, repeatedly yielded to the 
temptation to make a dishonest fortune, only exchanging violence for chicanery 
as a means of doing so. 

During his imprisonment Sorensen had read a reference in Findlay’s navigation 
directory to the existence of abundant copper deposits on the Rennell Islands in 
the Solomons. This was, in fact, an impossibility since the islands were composed 

26 Tryon to Lock, 15 Oct. 1886; Tryon to Admiralty, 15 Oct. 1886; Crown Solicitor, memorandum, 29 Sept. 
1886; Attorney General, 4 Oct. 1886, ADM 122/21. Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly of Victoria 
mentions both Cooper (1872, 2, blue book), and Leslie (1892–1893, 4, 382).
27 Tryon to Lock, 12 Aug. 1886, ADM 122/21.
28 Scarr, p. 157.
29 Ann Sorensen to Secretary of Navy, 4 Sept. 1886, Box 260, RG. 24, Records of Bureau of Naval Personnel.
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of pure coral.30 Nevertheless, on the strength of that belief, and rumours of gold 
elsewhere in the group—and possibly spurred by the knowledge that other 
entrepreneurs were also interested in Rennell—late in 1896 he attempted to 
interest certain Sydney speculators in a mining venture.31 He failed there, as he 
also did at Victoria in British Columbia in mid-1897, but was soon to fare better 
in San Francisco.

He turned up there in July, reportedly wearing a ring with a pearl as large 
as a hazelnut and promoting an enterprise called The South Sea Commercial 
Company, which was designed to exploit the putative gold and copper resources 
of the Solomons. Pearling was also talked of. Even if Sorensen believed that 
minerals could be found, his scheme was fraudulent in its fulsome promise, in 
the assurances of success that drew authority from his acquaintance with the 
country and in the mineral samples—supposedly assaying as high as $US5,000 
to the ton—that he presented to support his claims.32 Nevertheless, the prospect 
he offered induced a group of businessmen, including E.B. Pond, an ex-mayor of 
San Francisco, to invest $US16,000 in the scheme. This was more than sufficient 
to enable him to purchase a 156-ton three-masted schooner named the Sophia 
Sutherland, to hire a skipper and to equip an expedition.33 There could scarcely 
have been a better time for such a speculation. The Klondike gold rush had begun 
on 15 July, when a group of prospectors staggered off the steamer Excelsior at 
San Francisco ‘carrying bulging suit cases, carpet valises, leather saddle bags, 
even cartons of jelly jars—all full of gold’. Ten days later, the steamer Umatilla, 
licensed to carry 290 passengers, sailed from San Francisco with 471 aboard, 
including the young Jack London, bound for Alaska.34

Even so, the lure of wealth allied to the romance of the South Seas, offered an 
attractively warm alternative to the Klondike. It led a number of young men 
both to support Sorensen’s scheme financially and to sail with him. Already, on 
25 February, a 101-strong colonising expedition of Utopians-on-the-make called 
The United Brotherhood of the South Sea Islands had sailed from San Francisco 
in the brigantine Percy Edwards bound for the Solomons via Fiji. If the failure 
of that venture, which was reported in San Francisco the following August, cost 

30 Woodford to Escott (WPHC), 2 Sept. 1912, enclosed in Escott to Colonial Office, 22 Nov. 1912, CO 225/106 
(2). Alexander G. Findlay, A Directory for the Navigation of the Pacific Ocean, London. The reference was not 
in the first edition, 1851; but was in the subsequent ones—1863, 1875, 1877, 1884. 
31 Docker to WPHC, 23 Dec. 1896, Inwards Correspondence General 12/1897; Constable to WPHC, 3 Mar. 
1897, 87/1897; Docker to WPHC, 12 Mar. 1897; Grien to WPHC, 11 Mar. 1897, 91/1897, Western Pacific High 
Commission (microfilm no. 593); Foreign Office to Colonial Office, 12 Feb. 1897, CO 225/53(2) (microfilm no. 
2332).
32 Deposition of Alexander McLean, 11 Mar. 1911, p. 8, Sorensen v Sun New York Supreme Court, index 
reference 5917. Note: the records of this case are indexed under Sorensen (sic); New York Sun, 29 Mar. 1911.
33 San Francisco Chronicle, 28 July 1898.
34 Joyce Milton, The Yellow Kids: foreign correspondents in the heyday of yellow journalism, New York, 1989, 
p. 173; Franklin Walker, Jack London and the Klondike: the genesis of an American writer, San Marino, 1966, 
p. 49.
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Sorensen any support it was not sufficient to scare off his backers or to deter a 
few ‘clerks and mechanics’ from leaving their jobs, handing over their savings 
and joining him.35 

In all, the party numbered 15, and included a mining engineer. The captain was 
the formidable Alexander McLean. He was a man renowned along the Pacific 
coast for his skill as a mariner and seal hunter and was notorious for his readiness 
to engage in commerce beyond the fringe of the law, such as seal poaching in 
Russian waters and smuggling. He has been accorded a place in literary history 
as the model for Wolf Larsen, the masterful, well-read, brutal, unscrupulous 
Nietzschean superman in Jack London’s novel Sea Wolf, which was published 
in 1904. William Randolph Hearst’s San Francisco Advertiser, the exemplar of 
‘yellow press’ journalism began—and promoted—that identification in 1905, 
when reporting an illegal voyage that McLean had made to the Bering Sea in the 
Carmencita. For his part, while admitting superficial similarities, such as their 
both being sailors and hunters, McLean subsequently denied having committed 
any of the murderous deeds attributed to Larsen, whose character was as much a 
product of London’s own egoistic phantasy as of McLean’s exploits. Incidentally, 
London had himself sailed in the Sophia Sutherland on a seal hunting trip in 
1893, although Larsen’s vessel Ghost is based not on her but on another of 
Mclean’s commands, the James Hamilton Lewis.36 As for Sorensen and McLean, 
they were two of a kind, in recklessness and self-assured opportunism, with 
Sorensen having an edge in duplicity and guile. He was to be fortunate, when 
that part of his character was revealed, that McLean was not really a Larsen. 

The party sailed from San Francisco in the Sophia Sutherland on 3 September, 
ignoring the advice of the British Consul who, following recent instructions from 
the Foreign Office after the Percy Edwards fiasco, tried to dissuade them from 
going.37 The San Francisco Chronicle, a more sedate journal than the Advertiser, 
observed that:

Among the stores were large number of muskets, rifles, and pistols, 
besides a quantity of mining machinery … . The crew and passengers 

35 The Percy Edwards expedition is described in my paper ‘“Quixotic and Utopian”: American adventurers 
in the South Pacific, 1897–1898’, Pacific Studies, vol. 24, no. 1–2 (2001), pp. 39–62.
36 San Francisco Examiner, 15 June, 6, 7, 11 Sept. 1905; Earle Labor et al., The Letters of Jack London, 
Stanford, 1989, vol. 11, p. 492. For more subtle accounts of Larsen, see Carolyn Johnston, Jack London—an 
American radical? (Westport, Conn., 1984, pp. 83–84); Peter Murray, The Vagabond Fleet: a chronicle of the 
North Pacific sealing schooner trade (Victoria, B.C., 1988, pp. 142–143): Andrew Sinclair, Jack: a biography of 
Jack London (New York, 1977, p. 95); Franklin Walker, ‘Afterword’, in Jack London, The Sea Wolf and Selected 
Stories (New York, 1964, pp. 344–345); Dan McGillivray, personal communication. Despite errors of Sea Wolf 
identification, the following offer useful accounts of McLean and his ships: E.W. Wright (ed.), Lewis and 
Dryden’s Marine History of the Pacific Northwest (New York, 1961 (first published), pp. 369, 425–428); Gordon 
Newell (ed.), The H.W. McCurdy Marine History of the Pacific Northwest (Seattle, 1966, pp. 63, 212, 232, 248).
37 Warburton to Salisbury, 14 Sept. 1897, CO 225/54(1).
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on the Sophia Sutherland are made of stern stuff, and a few Solomon 
islanders more or less will not be allowed to stand in the way of the 
daring spirits engaged in the venture.

The Sophia Sutherland is provisioned for eighteen months … . The 
members of the expedition expect to remain on the islands for three 
years, and come back with more gold than the luckiest miners of the 
Klondike region … . While some explore Island mountains, others will 
devote their attention to fishing for pearl oysters. Two expert pearl 
divers accompanied the expedition, they will engage native talent to 
assist them. Others will devote their time to visiting the various islands 
of the group and trade with the natives.38

They reached Apia in Samoa a month later, and there they might have—should 
have—turned back, if McLean had heeded the forebodings of two men more 
familiar with Sorensen’s nefarious history and character than anyone else he had 
met hitheto. One was William Churchill, the US consul to Samoa who, between 
1883 and 1888, had travelled extensively in the south Pacific; the other was 
John Strasburg, a trading captain who, in 1886, as mate of the Princess Louise, 
had met the refugees from the Albert at Mono and Sorensen himself at Mioko. 
They both warned McLean that Sorensen was a dangerous person to be involved 
with, and was not to be trusted. Accordingly, he continued the voyage resolved 
to ‘keep a sharp look out on Mr Sorensen’ in order to avoid any repetition of 
the Douro roguery, but apparently unaware that he had already been severely 
hoaxed.39

After calling briefly at Suva in Fiji (25–29 October) to allow McLean to consult 
British officials about conditions in the Solomons, and to reassure them that his 
party was not intending to found a colony there, the Sophia Sutherland reached 
Tulagi in the Solomons on 8 November. There, another veteran of the Pacific, 
the resident commissioner, Charles Woodford, issued mining licences and 
again advised McLean to be wary of Sorensen. The vessel then left for Rennell. 
Naturally, no copper was found. Woodford recorded the story in 1912:

Having visited the North West end of Rennell Island where he said a 
solid cliff of pure copper too hard to be blasted out by dynamite existed 
and failing to find it, he told his dupes that he must have mistaken the 
end of the island and that it was at the South East end. The S.E. end was 
visited with the same result and he then accounted for its absence by 
saying that it must have disappeared in an earthquake.

38 San Francisco Chronicle, 5 Sept. 1897.
39 McLean, deposition, pp. 14–19; Captain Strasburg, ‘Trading in the South Seas’, The Lone Hand, 1 Jan. 
1914, p. 147; Joseph Theroux, ‘William Churchill: a fractured life’, Hawaiian Journal of History, vol. 29 (1995), 
pp. 97–123.
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Sorensen’s credibility was further weakened after attempts to find gold, which 
included sinking a shaft near a river on Makira, also proved abortive. It was 
altogether obliterated when after two months in the Solomons, during which 
time McLean prudently refused to allow Sorensen to take the steam launch to 
go pearling or trading, the Sophia Sutherland returned to Tulagi. It carried rock 
samples from 16 different localities, but the expedition’s assayer found, after 
two days work, only the faintest traces of precious metal in them:

the result of the assays showed only the presence of silver ranging from 
0.15oz to 0.3oz per ton with a minute trace of gold in all. One other, the 
richest found, gave 0.44oz of silver per ton and 0.03oz of gold: the value 
of this sample was stated to be about 4/– per ton.

Chastened and bitter, the miners then turned angrily against Sorensen. He 
replied by producing a power of attorney fom the owners in San Francisco 
‘empowering him to take possession of the vessel and cargo and to start trading 
in the Solomons’, but one of the party then countered by presenting a document 
of a later date rescinding Sorensen’s one.40 

At that point, Woodford and McLean, fearing that Sorensen was in danger of 
being lynched, agreed that he should leave the party and take the next steamer 
to Sydney. Accordingly, McLean took him to the adjacent islet of Gavutu, 
leaving £5 with Woodford to pay for his fare on the Titus which was due shortly 
(and which reached Sydney on 5 February). It is likely that the two men who 
took the deceiver ashore gave him a beating before leaving him to seek shelter 
in a coal hut.41

For two more months the Sophia Sutherland explored rock formations on 
Nggela and Guadalcanal, until 19 May. Then, with nearly everyone suffering 
severely from malaria, McLean turned for the Golden Gate, via Samoa, but 
leaving behind four of the party, who had decided to find their own ways home. 
Perhaps they were wise to do so. After battling headwinds and an outbreak of 
scurvy, which killed four men and incapacitated all the others except McLean, 
the Sophia Sutherland put into Apia on 11 May. There McLean told his story to 
L.W. Osborn, Churchill’s successor, and L.W. Chambers, the chief justice. The 
first news of the debacle reached San Francisco on 2 June.

40 Woodford, ‘Report on Solomon Islands, Jan. 1897 – Mar. 1898’, enclosed in WPHC to CO, 28 Sept. 1898, 
CO 225/55(1); Woodford to Hunt, 2 Sept. 1912, A1/1, 12/21196, Australian Archives; Woodford to Escott, 
2 Sept. 1912, enclosed in Escott to CO, 22 Nov. 1912, CO 225/106(2); Woodford to WPHC, 14 July 1913, CO 
225/119(2) (microfilm no. 2938, p. 666); San Francisco Chronicle, 2 June 1898.
41 McLean, deposition, pp. 41, 45, 115, 130; Woodford to Hunt (also to WPHC), 2 Sept. 1912; Woodford 
to WPHC, 30 Dec. 1913, Inwards Correspondence General, 494/14, WPHC; New York Sun, 16 July 1908, 29 
Mar. 1911.
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After two months in Apia and with a crew that now contained only one other 
member from the original complement, McLean put to sea once more, on 9 
July. He reached San Francisco on 31 August. Among the crew, reported the 
Chronicle, were ‘two members of the Percy Edwards expedition. They were in 
full sympathy with the folks of the Sophia Sutherland as they, too, had left home 
to follow a phantom.’42

Sorensen, meanwhile, having sailed from Newcastle, New South Wales, as 
boatswain aboard the coal carrier Bedford, had arrived in San Francisco on 19 
June. He was still talking—but now to more sceptical hearers—of the mineral 
wealth of the Solomons, and also of how he had first been cruelly mistreated 
and then abandoned by McLean, and of how, from the deck of the Titus, he 
had last seen the Sophia Sutherland lying wrecked near Oscar Svensen’s trading 
station at Marau Sound on Guadalcanal. In fact, the vessel had been heaved over 
for careening and a slight mishap had put it over too far and it had taken on 
water—but that was easily remedied. Prudently, Sorensen left town a few days 
before McLean’s return.43

For the next decade Sorensen disappears from historical view. That period is like 
an interval in the drama of his life. In Act II he would revisit his past, and his 
past would revisit him. Between acts, when he may even have been making an 
honest living, he was also bombarding the US navy with his fraudulent pension 
claims.44 And he remained an incorrigible commercial adventurer. That is the 
guise in which he next came to public notice. In July 1908, taking his place 
in an enduring succession of fabulists, he arrived in New York and announced 
his intention of organising a company to recover gold from the General Grant, 
a Britain-bound vessel from Australia that had sunk in the Auckland Islands, 
south of New Zealand, in 1866. The 24th-place holder in the ignoble line of 
descent of General Grant schemers was, incidentally, convicted of fraud by a New 
Zealand court in February 1998 (although the conviction was later quashed on 
appeal). For his part, Sorensen had a map purporting to show the whereabouts 
of the wreck (which has never been precisely located) and claimed that it held 
$20 million worth of gold bars and minted guineas.45 

Unfortunately for Sorensen, a nemesis was at hand in the form of William 
Churchill, the former consul. For the past six years he had been on the staff 
of the New York Sun newspaper. Unwilling to see people risk lives or money 

42 Osborn to Department of State, US Consular Despatches, Apia, T 27, microfilm roll 24, National Archives; 
Examiner, 2 Sept. 1898; San Francisco Call, 2 June 1898; San Francisco Chronicle, 2 June, 28 July, 2 Sept. 1898, 
New York Sun, 29 Mar. 1911.
43 McLean, Deposition, pp. 107–110; San Francisco Call, 21 June 1898; San Francisco Chronicle, 1 Sept. 
1898.
44 Neils (sic) P. Sorensen, pension file, NAVY SO 45548, National Archives US.
45 Keith Eunson, The Wreck of the General Grant, Wellington, 1974; Sunday Star-Times, 29 Jan. 1995, 22 
Feb. 1998; R v Baxter, New Zealand Law Reports: Court of Appeal, 1998, pp. 144–158.
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in the scheme, Churchill promptly provided information for a story that was 
published in that journal denouncing Sorensen and recounting the history of 
the Douro and Sophia Sutherland expeditions.46 Sorensen replied with a hundred 
thousand dollar libel claim.

The case came to court in March 1911. Sorensen’s past was raked over in detail 
and reported on at length and, in the proceedings, McLean at last had his chance 
of revenge. Then living in Canada, and reluctant to enter the United States lest 
he be arrested for having taken the Carmencita out of San Francisco in 1904 
without clearance and under a Mexican flag, he gave evidence by deposition on 
behalf of the Sun, affirming Sorensen’s record of chicanery. In the course of this 
he also rebutted strenuous efforts to discredit his testimony by identifying him 
with the vicious Wolf Larsen. His evidence was supported by that of Churchill 
and of William Chambers, who was now practicing law in Washington. The 
jury, though, while not impressed by Sorensen’s disclaimers of sharp practice, 
was not indifferent to the niceties of the rules of evidence. Churchill had left 
Samoa before the Sophia Sutherland called there the second time; most of what 
he knew of the events in the Solomons had been acquired from Chambers, who 
had learned of them from the ‘beachcombing’ residents of Apia. Besides, the 
article contained slight inaccuracies regarding the Douro voyage. Consequently, 
much of the Sun report was deemed to be based on hearsay. After a hearing that 
lasted a week, the jury divided on the matter. Six jurors considered that the 
published statements were justified while the other six held out for a verdict 
in favour of Sorensen, though only wishing to award him nominal damages 
of six cents, on the grounds that the Sun had failed to furnish technically 
acceptable proof for all its assertions of Sorensen’s misconduct. A new hearing 
was, accordingly, scheduled for as soon as Sorensen, the plaintiff, elected. The 
Sun, which reported the proceedings under the heading ‘Sorensen of the South 
Seas Loses’, intended to offer additional testimony. In the event, it was not 
obliged to for, in September, the parties agreed to discontinue the action. For 
Sorensen, New York had proved to be no more obliging than the Solomons. He 
was likewise unsuccessful with another General Grant scheme which he tried to 
promote in New Zealand in 1912.47

If not treasure, then real estate, and again the Solomons, were the elements of 
Sorensen’s next formula for financial gain. In 1911 and 1912, from an address 
in Dunedin, New Zealand, Sorensen resumed contact with his old business 
partner T.G. Leslie of Melbourne. He proposed to buy Leslie out of any claim 
he might have to the ownership of Mono or Treasury Island, near south-west 
Bougainville. Sorensen had entered into a form of purchase of the island with the 

46 New York Sun, 16 July 1908; Robert W. Ritchie, Deposition, Sorensen v Sun.
47 McLean ‘Deposition’; New York Sun, 29 Mar. 1911; Eunson, pp. 141–143; Fergus B. McLaren, The 
Auckland Islands: their eventful history, Wellington, 1948, p. 100.
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chief Mulekupa when he called there en route to Cooktown in the Douro on 17 
November 1885. He did so on his own account, and not as the shipowner’s agent, 
as Leslie maintained. Subsequently, probably about the time of Sorensen’s trial, 
Leslie apparently obtained possession of the log of the Douro and other papers 
from Sorensen’s wife. About 1905 he apparently handed them over to a colonial 
official named Oliphant, through whom he hoped to obtain a title of ownership, 
but no such document had been issued when Sorensen resurfaced. So Leslie 
tried again to have his tenuous interest in Treasury formally recognised. Again 
it was to no avail; no trace or even record of the papers he said he had given 
to Oliphant was to be found in colonial files in Fiji or in the Solomons; no such 
purchase had ever been registered. In any case, as Woodford noted, Mulekupa 
had no authority to dispose of the ownership of Treasury, while at the same time 
‘British subjects were not permitted to acquire land in the unsettled portions 
of the Western Pacific’. Other germane points cited by Woodford, who knew 
Treasury well, were that not only had the Royal Navy had a coaling station there 
since 1884, but that, in 1886, a German trading company had bought some land 
there: consequently, the whole island could not all have been for sale, or have 
been sold, in 1885.48 

Still, Sorensen did not despair of establishing an independent claim to Treasury. 
If an extract copied from the log is to be believed, a paper existed ‘signed 
and understood by [Mulekupa] and three other natives that the whole Group 
belong[s] to Capt. N.P. Sorensen and no other man’.49 As early as 1890, while 
in prison, he had asserted his ownership, and had attempted to profit from 
it, by appealing to the US Government to annex Treasury. It could, he said, 
provide ‘safe anchorage for ships of the heaviest armament’.50 That request was 
ignored, but, in 1913, Sorensen revived the issue, thereby generating a round 
of correspondence that endured until 1930, and which established that the 
arguments marshalled against Leslie’s claim applied also to his own. But, being 
more persistent, in June 1913, Sorensen visited the Solomons again. This time he 
was aboard the regular steamer Mindini from Sydney, but was no more welcome 
there than in the past. Woodford, who was still Resident Commissioner, met him 
on arrival and told him that, unless he returned forthwith, a deportation order 
would be issued against him. 

Sorensen continued with the Mindini to the port of Faisi in the Shortland Islands. 
There he went ashore, apparently intending to go across to Treasury to refresh 

48 Woodford to External Affairs, 2 Sept. 1912, enclosed with Leslie to Hunt, 26 July, 5 Aug., 14 Aug. 1912, 
and Sorensen to Leslie, 12 July 1912, and Hunt to WPHC, 30 July 1912, and WPHC to External Affairs, 
25 Sept. 1912, A1/1, 12/21196 Australian Archives (much of this correspondence is also in CO 225/106(2), 
microfilm reel 2929, pp. 801 et seq.); Woodford to WPHC, 14 July 1913, Inwards Correspondence General, 
1479/13, WPHC.
49 Law to WPHC, 2 Oct. 1913, 1972/13, WPHC.
50 Baggs to Wharton, 28 July 1890, enclosing Sorensen to Harris, 10 April 1890, RG 24 Records of Bureau 
of Naval Personnel, Box 249, National Archives US.
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his ideas on its development prospects, but the district officer ordered him 
to re-board the ship. Reluctantly, he complied. Even so, Woodford wished to 
prevent any further visits and, considering Sorensen’s presence in the Solomons 
‘dangerous to peace and good order’, issued a prohibition order against him. 
Despite representations on Sorensen’s behalf by the US ambassador in London, 
that action was not only upheld by the Foreign Office but the order was renewed 
in 1916.51 

A further approach in 1925 to the British prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, 
complaining about the order and also outlining a grandiose development plan 
for Treasury brought no more satisfaction. Nor did a similar proposal, which was 
put foward in 1929 on behalf of a company called United States Treasury Islands 
Incorporated, of which Sorensen was president—a duplicitous designation, 
even if it was not untrue. Sorensen at that time was described as ‘a widower, 
about eighty years old, and a retired sea captain, living in Brooklyn, N.Y.’ An 
enquiry by J.P. Morgan and Company, on behalf of the British consul, showed 
that his ‘company has no bank account, its present capital is nominal and the 
account is not found active in a credit sense’.52

Niels Peter Sorensen, also known as Peter Saunders, of 991 Flushing Ave, 
Brooklyn, New York, was admitted to King’s County Hospital on 3 February 
1935 suffering from ‘senile psychosis arterio sclerotic type’ and died there five 
days later.53 He was buried in the City Cemetery. His had scarcely been a noble 
life, though it had undoubtedly been useful in providing employment for the 
clerks who recorded his escapades, and helps justify the efforts of colonial 
authorities to bring ‘law and order’ to the south-west Pacific. He was hardly, as 
Peter Corris describes him, a ‘psychopath’; yet, he truly earned the ‘notorious 
character’ and ‘evil reputation’ proclaimed by Woodford and his successor.54 
Of the Sophia Sutherland episode, Woodford commented ‘the most charitable 
explanation of his proceedings is to suppose that he was mad’.55 Certainly, it 
would seem prudent to say ‘Amen’ to the prayer ‘from Niels Peter Sorensen and 
his like may we be protected’.

51 Woodford to WPHC, 14 July 1913, and ‘Affidavit to ground Prohibition Order’, 14 July 1913, 1475/13; 
Law to WPHC, 2 Oct. 1913, 1972/13; Woodford to WPHC, 30 Dec. 1913, 494/14; FO to US Ambassador, Aug. 
1914, 2596/14, WPHC.
52 Schachne to Baldwin, 24 Mar. 1925, 1837/25; Ashley to WPHC, 15 Feb. 1930, and enclosures, 202/30. 
WPHC.
53 Death register, Brooklyn, 1935, no. 4002, Peter Sorensen(sic), Feb. 8, age 90. 
54 Woodford to WPHC, 14 July 1913, 1479/13; Barnett, affidavit, 14 Jan. 1916, 421/16, WPHC.
55 Woodford to Escott, 2 Sept. 1912, enclosed in Escott to CO 22 Nov. 1912, CO 225/106(2); Peter Corris, 
Passage, Port and Plantation: a history of Solomon Islands labour migration, 1870–1914, Melbourne, 1973, p. 102.




