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The New Guinea Islands
W a r a n d C om m erce U nder C o m p a n y Rule
It was n o t until the 1870s th at E uropean trad ers began to exploit on
a large scale the rich coconut groves and the concentrated coastal
p o p u latio n s of the Bism arck A rchipelago for the copra trade, or the
a b u n d a n t m arine pro d u cts such as beche de mer and pearl-shell.
G erm an traders were am ong the first. W hen E duard H ernsheim , a
H am b u rg er attem pting to set up his ow n trading em pire in the
south-w est Pacific, anchored in Port H u n ter, D uke of Y ork group, in
O cto b er 1875 to establish an agency, he found th at the native inhabi
tan ts were well accustom ed to the visits of white traders and could
u n d erstan d pidgin English. H e also found th a t P ort H u n ter had been
chosen already as the logical site for a first settlem ent by the Reverend
George Brown, w ho had arrived in A ugust to begin w ork for the
A ustralasian W esleyan M ethodist M issionary Society.
E uropean penetration of the islands of N ew G uinea developed from
these foundations. The coasts of the Gazelle Peninsula and New Ireland
were the earliest choice of whites seeking profits. N ew Ireland is a long,
and, at points, extrem ely narrow island to the north -east of N ew
B ritain, overlapping the eastern extrem es of the Gazelle Peninsula and
stretching away to the north-w est. The sou th, w ith its straight coasts,
reefs and p o o r anchorages did not attract m uch interest, except for the
labour trade, but in the north there were areas of flat or gently
u ndulating land and dense populations w here a resident trad er could
m ake a living.
The Gazelle Peninsula is a distinct structural land unit at the n o rthern
end of New Britain, separated from the rest of the island by a m ajor fault
line. There, in an area of 777 square kilom etres live the Tolai people,
estim ated in G erm an times to num ber some 40 000, effectively isolated
from other New Britain groups except for the Baining and Taulil people
in the m ountains to the west. O n the east coast of the Gazelle Peninsula
lies Blanche Bay, form ed from a giant exploded crater. A round the
shoreline of the old crater, hills rise steeply, som e as high as 610 m etres,
except in the north of the innerm ost bay, Sim pson H arb o u r, where the
coastal flat is wider. H ere, later, arose the tow n of R abaul. Three
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dorm a n t volcanic cones lie on the outer fringe of Blanche Bay, to the
north and east. O n the inner rim are three active volcanoes, Rabalankaia north of Simpson H a rb o u r, M a tu p it on the south-eastern arm of
Blanche Bay and Vulcan across the bay in the west, this last emerging
from the waters in the 1870s and erupting again with devastating effect
in 1937. The setting and atmosphere of Blanche Bay is one of tropical
grandeur, a composition of towering heights and vivid colouring, from
the deep blue of the fine harbours, through the varied greens of the
forests to the sandy browns of the mountainsides.
O n the steep coasts of this great volcanic lake Europeans tried to gain
an early foothold. Barely two years after his arrival, George Brown had
established seven mission stations on the Duke of Yorks, eleven on New
Britain and five in N ew Ireland, though most were precarious holds and
none was situated away from the coa st.1 In this earliest phase of
perm anent settlement, the New Guineans dictated the pattern of the
relations and the rate of development. Local groups on the coast were
particularly jealous of their traditional economic ties with inland tribes.
Some coastal ‘big m en’ were able to reinforce their own power within
their residential groups and subject inland neighbours through their
m onopoly over European goods and the introduction of firearms
which, as in Samoa, became an integral feature of the early copra trade.
E uropean traders were restricted to the lowest type of barter commerce
in order to acquire copra. Large quantities were impossible to buy in
any one place since the New Guineans generally refused to prepare it
themselves, and it was left to the individual agent not only to collect the
coconuts but to cut and dry them as well.
In the event of a collision with villagers, there was little redress for
the isolated trader. Each came as an individual, with his own economic
status and goals, and each was forced to live on local terms, making
adjustments for the specific area and circumstances in order to ensure
his safety and a livelihood. To live on tribal territory and succeed in
collecting plenty of coconuts, these men were dependent on local
goodwill and co-operation. M ost to o k N ew G uinean wives, perhaps
several wives, who then worked at drying copra. T ra d e rs’ resources
were few, and the majority were agents for larger firms which provided
house, boat, implements and the necessary provisions on credit. In
return, the agent collected his coconuts or pearl-shell quota to pay off
his usually high debts, hoping to make enough profit to sustain a
tolerable existence a little longer.
Such men often were outcasts from their own society, men of
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uncom m on energy and indiscipline. C onfrontations with New
G uineans occurred frequently. Some were the result of m utual m isun
derstanding, for language was a problem in those early days. M any
resulted from a tra d e r’s drunkenness and his disregard of local custom .
T raders invariably carried firearms them selves, and they m ade it clear
th a t they expected trouble from the N ew G uineans. In a tense situation,
therefore, violence was alm ost a self-fulfilling expectation, both sides
resorting to arm s at the slightest notice. T en of the twelve agents in New
G uinea em ployed by the G odeffroys firm came to a violent end during
those earliest years of the late 1870s.2 In term s of security it was every
m an for himself, w ith only the dictates of his own conscience and the
instructions of his firm to guide him.
The m ost violent clashes occurred w hen the new com ers, be they
traders o r m issionaries, tried to move inland. In April 1878, four Fijian
teachers of B row n’s m ission, recently installed inland from R atavul in
Blanche Bay, were m urdered and eaten, because the local ‘big m an ’,
Talili, feared th a t he w ould lose his m onopoly over the supply of
E uropean trade goods to the interior. For the six to seven whites,
including George Brown, scattered along the eastern coast of the
Gazelle Peninsula and the D uke of Y ork Islands, the event had m uch
wider im plications. Talili wielded a great deal of influence in the
north-w estern corner of Blanche Bay, and enjoyed a reputation as a
ruthless despot. T he E uropeans were convinced th a t his move against
the m issionaries heralded a general assault against all E uropeans. In
fear at their isolation they organised an expedition with George Brown
as leader, to dem o n strate to the T olai th a t E uropeans were strong and
intended to stay. Brown was able to secure the su p p o rt of those coastal
Tolai at N o d u p , M a tu p it, M alag u n an and K abakada who were already,
to some extent, b o und to the E urop ean presence by the ties of the
exchange trad e, o r w ho were trad itio n al enemies of Talili. They
attacked T alili’s area, b u rn t dow n his ham lets, pillaged his stores and
killed nearly a dozen of his follow ers.3
This reprisal, and the form al peace which subsequently Brown was
able to conclude, broke T alili’s hold over the interior north-w est of
Blanche Bay and heralded a new phase of expansion and E uropean
influence, both by Brow n’s m issionaries and by E uropean en trep 
reneurs. By 1880 the first two m ainland converts had been baptised at
V unam am i, or K inigunan, a district to the south-east of Blanche Bay,
and the first T olai preacher was appointed. In 1881 there were forty
praying sites, fifty-five converts and 514 school pupils. By 1886 the
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num ber of converts to Methodism in the Gazelle Peninsula and the
south of N ew Ireland had risen to 4000. The local mission was by then
divided into three circuits, each supervised by a white missionary and
operating a school for prospective N ew Guinean teachers.4
Brown, who had borne the burden of expansion, left in 1881. He had
done little himself to set up schools for New Guineans, preferring to
plant M ethodism widely by travelling and stationing preachers, but he
had helped to overcome the particularism of Tolai village centres
nonetheless. By the time he departed, the traditional hostilities of many
contiguous coastal districts around Blanche Bay were broken and
people were mixing freely, at least while under the shadow of the
mission’s presence.
By 1880 commercial competition had accelerated to the extent that
there were now five firms active in the area. The two main trading
companies, Hernsheim and the D H PG , successor to Godeffroys, set up
a netw ork of agencies along the coast of the Gazelle, from Vlavolo on
the north coast, to V unam am i in the south-east. Hernsheim alone set
up thirteen between the years 1877 and 1883, as well as nine on New
Ireland and several on smaller island groups to the n o rth and east. By
1884 these two firms were reportedly exporting between 1350 and 2000
tonnes of copra from the Archipelago.5
They did not have business with the N ew Guineans all their own way.
The rates of exchange for tropical produce rose sharply in these years:
where, in 1875, a length of tobacco would secure twenty-five to forty
coconuts, by 1880 it was only fifteen, and knives, axes and firearms had
replaced red cloth, glasspearls and empty bottles as the most sought
after items of trade. Firearms particularly were coveted by ambitious
‘big m e n ’; there were said to be 700 in Tolai hands by 1887.6 New
Guineans also dem anded amounts of native m oney ( tam bu) in
exchange for their produce, and Europeans were forced more fre
quently to finance trips to N akanai on the north coast of New Britain
to buy the raw material from which it was m a de .7
The most im portant economic and social development of this stage
of relations between E uropeans and N ew Guineans was the opening up
of the K okopo coast from Cape Raluana to Cape Gazelle, south of
Blanche Bay, and the establishment of the first plantation at Ralum by
Emma Forsayth and her business partner, T hom as Farrell.8 The
alienation of large am ounts of land became a new and ever more crucial
point of contention in the eastern Gazelle Peninsula. Land within the
boundaries of the local residential group (a series of hamlets called a
123

Pacific Islanders under German Rule
gunan or pakanagunan ) was controlled by the Senior ( alualua) of the
m atrilineage ( vunatarai) on which residence was based, and any
individual m em ber of the descent group had a claim to land n ot in use.
The alualua was not only genealogically senior w ithin the g roup, but
was also a m an of enterprise and leadership who com bined in himself
authority over all aspects of indigenous life, w ith the exception of the
principal cults. He could, for instance, delegate the use of uncultivated
land belonging to the vunatarai. D uring the 1870s and 1880s, p a rti
cularly strong alualua, w ho were also ‘big m en’ th ro u g h their entre
preneurship and w arrior skills, ‘sold’ land in this way to E uropeans, in
order to acquire firearms for cam paigns against o th er ham lets, or goods
to be distributed for the purpose of building up su p p o rt for their
position of influence. The prevailing uncertainty a b o u t a ‘big m a n ’s’
pow er increased the o pportunities w hich a shrew d N ew G uinean
possessed of carrying off such a tran sactio n over the heads of his
fellows. It only becam e clear later th a t group rights m ight have been
infringed on a large scale.
It is im p o rtan t to distinguish betw een purchasing the right to use
vunatarai land and actually ow ning it. The conception of possession
extended only to land th a t was utilised im m ediately, and the rights
reverted to the descent group once the land w ent fallow. N o r did the
transfer of land to an outsider necessarily rem ove the original ow ners’
rights to use fruits and trees planted there, or include sections with
p articu lar cultic im portance to the group. The Tolai were reasonably
aw are of w hat they were doing in selling small blocks of land for the
im m ediate use of a m ission o r trading station, though they m ay n o t have
understo o d w hat a ‘sale of lan d ’ m eant in term s of E uropean law. Their
u n derstanding definitely stopped sh o rt in the case of enorm ous areas
which were n o t taken into use for several years. A nd w hen E uropean
purchasers deliberately obscured the m eaning of such contracts, as was
the tendency in the early 1880s, then they could expect only great
bitterness and determ ined resistance after the land was finally cleared
for plan tatio n s and the villagers expected to move.
There is an interesting description of the typical land purchase
procedure in E duard H ernsheim ’s M emoirs. H e claims th a t it was
simply a m atter of signifying to the nearest native group the land desired
and w alking around it to gain a rough m easure. T hen after ‘the natives’
had m arked a E uropean contract pap er, suitable trade goods were
distributed. H ernsheim concludes w ith the pointed observation:
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T hat the natives signing the paper were the actual owners of the
land o r understood the contents of the contract was naturally
im possible to prove, and only actual occupation could guarantee
possession.9
Such a process obviously begged num erous questions a b o u t the true
ow nership of the land and the right of the vendors to sell, b u t m ost of
the early land acquisitions in the Gazelle seem to have been m ade in this
way. T hom as Farrell claimed to have ‘b o u g h t’ 2050 hectares of land
extending along the coast and inland from Cape Gazelle to Ralum Point
for £50 in trade goods, as well as oth er areas on the n o rth coast and
inland from Port W eber; R ichard Parkinson, the G erm an-English
p lanter and ethnographer w ho m oved to the Archipelago from Samoa
in the early 1880s after m arrying E m m a’s sister, is supposed to have
purchased the entire districts of Kalili and V airiki for just £10 in tra d e .10
Farrell and Emma were careful to draw up w ritten agreem ents and have
them endorsed by the N ew G uineans; some of their purchases at least
were concluded on b oard British w arships w ith the captain as witness.
R alum ’s trading com petitors were n ot outdone in the rush for land
which occurred between 1882 and 1885. E duard H ernsheim purchased
1640 hectares in N ew B ritain and the D uke of Y ork Islands, plus a
further 328 0 hectares in the n o rth of N ew Ireland and 780 hectares in
the H erm it group. The D H PG laid claim to nearly 820 hectares in the
D uke of Yorks. O ne of F arrell’s ow n traders, O ctave M o u to n , a
survivor of the M arquis de Reys expedition, had purchased 2050
hectares of his own around V unam am i by 1 8 8 8 .11
But it was Ralum w hich led the way in developing com m ercial
plan tatio n s on a large scale. By 1886 Ralum already had 180 hectares
under cotton, coconuts and various experim ental plants, with a w ork
force of hundreds. In the next few years the p lan tatio n was to expand
dram atically, gradually taking over land on which no occupational
claim had been m ade at the time of purchase. T h at it could do so
w ithout resistance, at least until 1890, was largely the influence of
Em m a. As the ow ner of R alum , she acted o u t the local expectations of
a ‘big m an ’, giving occasional feasts and dances and providing trade
goods for coconuts, so th a t a m utually profitable m arket system
developed.
In N ovem ber 1884, a G erm an w arship, SMS Elizabeth , sailed into
Blanche Bay to hoist the im perial flag over N ew B ritain. The process
was repeated on New Ireland, in the A dm iralty, H erm it and A nchorite
groups, and at three places on the north-eastern coast of m ainland N ew
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G uinea. The area was now under the form al p ro tectio n of the Reich.
The ad m in istratio n and developm ent of the new p ro tecto rate was left
to the N ew G uinea C o m pany, a chartered firm under the hand of the
pow erful Berlin financier A dolf von H an sem an n , w h o se’ im m ediate
interest lay only in the m ainland, or Kaiser W ilhelm sland as it now
becam e. H ansem ann and his Board had p lotted a golden and profitable
future for their tropical foster-child, in w hich the C om pany was to act
as land b roker and adviser to thousands of im aginary G erm an settlers
w ho were expected to flock to N ew G uinea from the hom eland and the
A ustralian colonies.
The A rchipelago was expected to play second fiddle while this dream
was m aterialising and for the first few years the only signs of C om pany
activity in the islands were a m agistrate w ho resided first on M a tu p it,
then in K eraw ara, then at K okopo, and a bew ildering array of laws to
govern every facet of ‘civilised’ life in the tropics. N o attem p t was m ade
to im pose effective control through an adm inistrative staff, a police
force o r a com m unications netw ork; and to all intents and purposes the
ad m in istratio n of the B ism arck A rchipelago existed in nam e only well
into the 1890s.
T here had been a certain m easure of inform al and arb itrary control
at the centre of p erm an en t white settlem ent aro u n d Blanche Bay, where
E u ro p ean settlers had been able to take m atters into their ow n hands,
at least p rior to 1884. R ichard Parkinson had m ediated in disputes
betw een groups of coastal Tolai and, in some cases, had dictated peace
w ith the aid of his ow n police force— 150 Buka m en draw n from R alum
p lan tatio n . W hen N ew G uineans had attacked a E uropean in the area,
punitive expeditions had been m ounted swiftly and carried o u t w ith
severity.
T his changed w ith an n ex atio n, as relations between the coastal T olai
and the E uropean p lanting com m unity entered a phase of m utual
acco m m o d ation and econom ic advantage. The T olai were quick to
recognise the need of the plan tatio n s for large q uantities of native
foodstuffs to feed their lab our lines. As a result, they began to expand
their gardens and produce a surplus to sell to the plan tatio n s. T here are
several striking descriptions of the m arkets w hich were held every third
day at R alum , w ith perhaps 200 w om en gathering from as far aw ay as
tw enty kilom etres to sell yams, taro and b an an as under the w atchful
eye of their arm ed m en fo lk .12 In 1886 R alum was supplied in this way
with 159 tonnes of taro and yam s, and local gardens were being
extended regularly as the lab o u r force increased. Even this was insuffi126
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d e n t to m eet the needs of the p lan tatio n , and Em m a was forced to send
b oats along the coast to buy m ore and m ore produce. The copra trade
was also proving a source of am ple profit to the N ew G uineans, and
native copra p roduction rose from zero in 1870 to 1371 tonnes in
1 8 8 4 .13 By and large this ‘p ro d u c tio n ’ m eant sim ply collecting the
available surplus of coconuts to sell, for since m ark et gardening and
co conut collection already provided them w ith a new and constantly
rising stan d ard of living, the Tolai were n o t interested in increasing the
p lan tin g of coconuts. They were also unw illing to offer themselves for
wage la b o u r on the plantations. In 1890, w hen 1044 recruits were
o b tain ed from N ew Ireland, only 130 could be enticed from the whole
of N ew B ritain .14
T he sam e year saw the first m ajor en counter betw een the coastal
T olai and the p lan tatio n ow ners over land on the K okopo coast. Ralum
now was occupying system atically its land holdings to the west and east,
and linking them by roads. But in doing so, it began to encroach
seriously on the goodwill Em m a had built up am ong the Tolai. O ne of
the roads from an o u tstatio n to K okopo, the site of the N ew G uinea
C o m p an y ’s holdings, was being built along the foreshore, cutting
th ro u g h local fishing grounds and a m en ’s tubuan cult place. The Tolai
had given clear w arning th a t they resented this tw o-fold infringem ent:
trade goods distributed for the purchase of som e houses lying on the
route had been returned, and the n um ber of w om en visiting Ralum
m ark et from the affected districts had dw indled considerably over a
period of w eeks.15
But the road building w ent on, under the supervision of John M oses,
a Filipino overseer w ho was arro g an t and u n p o p u lar with the local
people. In M arch 1890, when the ro ad reached the houses to be
dem olished, a group of T olai attacked M oses and clubbed him to death.
It was only the beginning. Four m ajor districts along the coast and in
the h in terlan d — V unam am i, Keravi, B itarebarebe and Tingenavudu— form ed a coalition in late M arch and attack ed Ralum . They were
only narrow ly beaten off. The E uropeans, u n d er R ichard Parkinson,
replied w ith two large reprisals, in w hich five whites and over eighty
foreign labourers took p art, and they succeeded in driving the Tolai
forces into the interior, destroying some sixty ham lets and killing eight
w a rrio rs.16 Peace was finally negotiated in April w ith the exchange of
pigs and shell m oney, b u t the ringleader, the ‘big m a n ’, To R uruk, was
n o t captured and executed until a year later.
A lthough district fishing rights were safeguarded and various local
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complaints were corrected in the negotiated agreement of April, 1890
marked the beginning rather than the end of confrontations between
the Tolai and the Gazelle Europeans over land. The Tolai were prepared
to make peace in 1890 after com pensation had been offered, and
because they recognised the growth of the N ew Guinea Company
plantation at K okopo, now called H erbertshöhe, as a new opportunity
for marketing produce and copra. However, as a result of the 1890
clash, the Tolai were forced to vacate immediately, in favour of Ralum
plantation, all the coastal land between M a la p a u (a western outstation)
and Ralum that already had been set aside in pre-annexation contracts
of sale but not yet occupied. By the middle of 1893 Em m a had increased
her cultivated area to 240 hectares of cotton and 350 hectares of
coconuts. The New Guinea C om pany possessed a b o u t 165 hectares of
cotton and coconuts east of Ralum and was now occupying land in the
districts of M alagunan and T ingenavudu.17 Octave M o u to n had also
begun planting on his estate in V unam am i district.
The Tolai were further alienated by the behaviour of imported
labourers who harassed local women and stole m arket produce, and
there was general resentment of the G erm an station manager at
Herbertshöhe after he closed dow n for a time the native market at
Kokopo plantation, depriving neighbouring Tolai of their regular
trading incomes.
In early July 1893 tension reached a new peak, and the first reports
of clashes between villages and C om pany police began to come in. It
was at this m om ent that an enterprising young sorcerer further inland,
Tavalai of Ulagunan, claimed to have discovered an ointm ent which
could repel bullets and actually turn them against the person
shooting.18 ‘Big m en’ from the affected areas hastened to Ulagunan to
pay the 1000 fathoms of shell money which Tavalai demanded for his
ointment, and by mid-July a conspiracy to attack Herbertshöhe and
subjugate the whites had been fashioned. There were several reasons
why inter-district co-operation should succeed at this point. Firstly,
Tolai settlements were already susceptible to occasional alliances
through inter-marriage, trading arrangements, and ritual links in the
tubuan and ingiet cults. Secondly, in 1893 there were also widespread
feelings of uncertainty as European plantations took over land which
they claimed to have purchased years before. Finally, the attack on
Ralum in 1890 had shown the Tolai that resistance was feasible only
when they possessed something to fuse the different groups together:
in this case the ointm ent proved to be a perfect integrating mechanism.
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Plate XVI Right: A Pominis of Papitalai (from
Hiltruper Monatshefte, 1933)

Plate XVII Below: Men from Pak
Island, Admiralties Group (from
H. Nevermann, Admiralitäts Inseln,
1934)

Plate XVIII Left: A Wampar man
during German times (from R. Neuhass,
Deutsch Neu Guinea, 1911)

Plate XIX Below: Men from Siar, near
Madang, in the 1890s (from A. B. Meyer
and R. Parkinson, Album von Papua-Typen,
Stengel and Markert, Dresden, 1894)
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In September 1893 some 300 warriors from the districts of Malagunan, Tingenavudu, Ulagunan, Bitarebarebe, Biretava and Vairiki
attacked H erbertshohe. The Germans barely managed to repel them.
Punitive raids were repeatedly m ounted on the districts, and inflicted
heavy casualties (over forty Tolai were killed), but the warriors refused
to be subdued. Smeared with the magic ointm ent and singing a ritual
chant, they flung themselves at the plantation, rooting out cotton
bushes as they went and offering fierce resistance to the troop columns
of New Irelanders under E uropean control.
In O ctober the New Guinea C o m p a n y ’s Governor, Georg Schmiele,
arrived from Kaiser Wilhelmsland to try to negotiate a settlement with
the Tolai, since the disruption of the native food markets was having
serious consequences on the C o m p a n y ’s labour force at Herbertshohe.
Meetings were arranged with the ‘big m en’ of the leading districts, and
Schmiele demanded nominal am ounts of tambu as a traditional surety,
but at the last m om ent the Tolai feared betrayal and the negotiations
broke down. Skirmishes continued on into N ovem ber amid rumours
that the entire coastal area south of Blanche Bay was awaiting the final
defeat of the white men. The hitherto peaceful villagers between
H erbertshohe and Ralum began to stir, and the E uropeans’ last line of
defence, the imported labourers on the plantations, were more and
more disconcerted at the fanaticism of the enemy.
On 29 N ovem ber the small G erm an cruiser, SMS Sperber, arrived
off H erbertshohe, and Schmiele made a last attem pt to bring about a
negotiated settlement. It failed: only Bitarebarebe district, well inland
from H erbertshohe and comparatively unaffected by European
expansion in 1893, was willing to consider peace. The other districts
kept up their resistance into mid-December, when a combined expedi
tion of G erm an marines, E uropean settlers and N ew Ireland labourers
was launched on them. Only then, after the Europeans and their allies
had penetrated beyond know n settlements, shooting and burning as
they went, did the Tolai cease hostilities and declare their submission.
Naturally enough, the New Guinea Com pany and m ost of the settlers
attributed the ending of the war to the Sperber expedition and to the
bom bardm ent of coastal villages which the ship had carried out at the
same time as the land attack. From the Tolai standpoint, European
pressure was less decisive. Sources close to the Tolai suggest that they,
anc not the Europeans, decided that it was no longer practical to
cortinue the uprising. In his memoirs Octave M o u to n describes the
final, combined expedition in some detail, and in quaint but telling
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prose recounts a decisive m om ent in the hunt for the massed Tolai
forces.
Later we arrived at a village on a hill there the natives came from
all directions uphill to attack us with the exception of one side
which showed level ground the rest could not be approached by
climbing to reach us, the native police were uncontrolable and I
and the officer and the other whites told them not to use our
am m unition wastefully, the natives came from all directions, at last
through the level side we saw a fellow painted red and white and
carrying no arms all he had in each hand a bunch of croton like
a bunch of flowers, he did not last long as soon seen he was shot,
from that m om ent we could have heard a pin drop after a while,
no sooner the wizard dropped all we could hear was the rush of
natives through the bush, I cut off one of his ears to show the
natives of Kinigunan, so that the fact that they really believed the
wizard and evidently he believed it himself because he was
unarmed and like a priest leading his followers . . .19
Tavalai had become a victim of his own delusions.
The Tolai themselves report an additional reason for their change of
heart: an alualua called To Bobo, from V unabalbal, m anaged to obtain
some magic ointm ent and took it to the Germans who smeared their
forces with it before going into battle. N o t only did it strengthen the
resolve of the Melanesian troops, but in the eyes of the enemy it also
made them invulnerable; thus the Tolai sued for peace.20
W ithout doubt, T avalai’s death and the use of his ointm ent against
them were greater shocks to the Tolai than the whistle of a few artillery
shells. In the calmer light that prevailed after the w ar there were
Germans who saw this. The Sperber expedition quickly became
notorious as an example of how not to hunt New Guineans. From the
beginning it was a fiasco: the New Guinea C om pany m anager, Paul
Kolbe, led a party which got lost in the bush on the way in, then
proceeded to fire on a detachment from the Sperber on the way out;
while the Tolai managed to evade a decisive battle altogether. In
addition to all this, the captain of the Sperber was openly cynical about
the success of his bom ba rdm e nt since all the target villages were behind
a hill; the only casualty seems to have been a m an w ho dislocated his
neck in shock at the whistling shells!21 If Europeans had any dom inating
effect on the ending of the 1893 war it was because, as Schmiele
recognised, the Tolai were becoming economically dependent on the
whites and this was a powerful motive for them to accept peace rather
than total victory.
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The war of the bullet-proof ointm ent was an im portant departure in
the history of the Gazelle Peninsula. For the Germans it inaugurated
a new phase of expansion in the E uropean economy. By 1897 European
plantations in the eastern Gazelle had grown to 1295 hectares of
planted land, and the Big Three companies were exporting 2325 tonnes
of copra. Ralum alone was said to ‘o w n ’ almost the entire districts of
Kabaga, Ravalien, Ulagunan, Tingenavudu, Bitarebarebe, M alagunan
and parts of Kabakaul and V unam am i.22
As for the Tolai, they had shown themselves a force to be reckoned
with. They had not w on the war, but neither had they been defeated
totally. With the bullet-proof ointment, a feature similar to the Maji
Maji of East Africa a decade later, the Tolai had for a time successfully
opposed European self-confidence and superior technology with an
unconquerable morale.
In addition, the co-operation which the districts had achieved in war
did not disintegrate entirely with peace. Because of the gradual eco
nomic and political consolidation imposed on the Gazelle through
missionary activity, and through the spread of trading and planting, the
confederation of districts behind H erbertshöhe tended to survive under
strong leadership. Some Tolai already had accepted that the whites
could not be driven out, and that they must find some compromise
solution to the problem of coexistence. O ne of these was To Bobo, the
alualua who had helped to bring the war to an end by procuring
ointment for the Germans. In 1894 he became head of the Vunabalbal
clan after the death of his elder brother, who had unified the area against
Herbertshöhe. As a M ethodist preacher and ‘big m a n ’ in his own right,
To Bobo came more and more into prominence as virtual leader of the
old confederacy based on his district V unamami. He was a man who
recognised the need for peaceful adjustm ent to the expanding European
oq
econom y/
Few Europeans showed much understanding of the problems which
faced leaders like T o Bobo, or of the resentment which the Tolai
harboured against the growth of European settlement. In the aftermath
of the war, even the normally responsive Em m a of Ralum declared that
the only way to guarantee peace in the Gazelle was to give the Tolai ‘a
sound thrashing and drive them away from our lands’. Georg Schmiele,
the C om pany Governor, was one of the few who tried to understand.
A man who alienated almost every white settler in N ew Guinea by his
stiff and priggish manners, Schmiele nonetheless was peculiarly sensi
tive to the changes being forced upon the Tolai by the pressure of white
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development. As early as 1891 he had recommended that several
‘trusted agents’ be appointed to act as intermediaries between the racial
communities. N o action was taken. N ow he recommended them again,
and foreshadowed the establishment of reserves to protect the Tolai
from the complete loss of their land. This time the C om pany accepted
his ideas, but too late to enable Schmiele to implement them himself:
on his way back to G erm any in 1895, Schmiele died of fever in the East
Indies. His ideas remained shelved until the arrival in J anuary 1896 of
Imperial Judge, Albert Hahl.
Hahl was a m an of mixed qualities. He possessed a hum ane spirit,
with a genuine interest in the varied cultures of G e rm a ny’s Pacific
empire, and his open, at times egalitarian personality marked him off
from his Prussian compatriots. But he combined these qualities with a
detached, even a callous sense of the brutalities of colonisation, which
allowed him to regard conquest as a legitimate instrument of
civilisation.
W hen Hahl arrived in N ew Guinea, there existed to all intents and
purposes no systematic administration, for the New Guinea C om pany
was engaged in negotiations to transfer perm anent political control of
the colony to the Reich and considered itself obliged only to a holding
operation in New Guinea. Hahl, in whose hands the ‘adm inistration’
now lay, immediately began moving am ong the Tolai in an effort to
understand their language and customs, and to win them for the ideal
of G erm an colonialism. He had already set about defining the goals of
the regime. The prote c tora te ’s future lay in its contribution to the
economy and prestige of the Reich. In H a h l’s vision, economic
development depended, first, on strengthening the purchasing power
of New Guineans in an ordered administration, and, in the long term,
on educating them in the service of European capital.24 These were
predictably eurocentric objectives, though they were balanced by a wish
to protect New Guineans in the process, a wish which increasingly
conflicted with the aims of trading and planting firms in New Guinea.
Albert H ahl early established a tradition of direct, personal and
dynamic administration by constant travelling, by initiating contacts
with outlying communities, by leading expeditions and police tours and
by helping to resolve parochial disputes. W ithin three m onths of his
arrival, H ahl could converse with the Tolai on the Gazelle Peninsula,
and this stood him in good stead, for he was quickly besieged by Tolai
leaders anxious to arrest the further encroachm ent of plantations on
village land.
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Hahl was aware that many indigenous groups had not grasped the
implications of land purchase contracts and that certainly they had not
anticipated E uropean settlement and plantation agriculture on the scale
it had reached. To Bobo, in particular, was able to persuade H ahl that
V unam am i hamlets should be allowed to hold on to their extensive
coconut stands as well as subsistence land. The Governor then agreed
to negotiate with the owners of Ralum for the establishment of a reserve
for V unamami villagers who were currently occupying Ralum ground,
despite the plantation’s legal claim to the area. Hahl also set out to
dissuade Emma from carrying out a plan to resettle the inhabitants of
nine further hamlets on non-Ralum land in the interior in order to take
up already-purchased land for new plantings. Such a move would
disrupt the traditional basis of the local economy and remove a vital
source of food supplies for the plantations. An even more immediate
danger, which Hahl recognised, was the likelihood of a new wave of
resistance in the area south of Blanche Bay as the populations of the
interior came under unw arranted pressure from bitterly anti-white
refugees migrating inland from the coast.25
This danger did not disappear until well into the 1900s but, as a result
of H a h l’s early efforts, which were successful though not w ithout
struggle, some reserves were excised from land already purchased by
Europeans. Vunamami, for instance, was left with 147 hectares o ut of
its original territory of 287 hectares, an area not inequitable in terms
of 1896 land use.26 The reserves were not gained w ithout conditions:
Hahl decreed that they should revert to their European ‘ow ners’ after
fifty years if the New Guineans had not planted coconuts or populated
the area more densely in that time. To Bobo’s method of meeting these
conditions was to lower bride prices by fiat in order to encourage
marriage and increase the population, thus reinforcing V unamami
claims to the land; he also led the way in planting coconuts regularly
and processing them into copra.
To Bobo prospered under the eye of his new patron, the Government.
And am ong his own people he continued to grow in stature, for his
innovations convinced his followers that he was acting for the com m on
welfare, not just his own ambition. T hrough his leadership he helped
the V unam am i confederacy come to terms with the growing colonial
apparatus, and ensured that it could contribute to the shaping of its
future.
But V unam am i was far from the only beneficiary. The Tolai of the
eastern Gazelle prospered as a people for the rest of the G erm an period.
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Up to and beyond 1914 they enjoyed a steadily rising per capita income.
They supplied eighty per cent of all native-produced copra in the
Bismarck Archipelago, and about fifteen per cent of N ew G uinea’s total
copra exports.27 At the same time they strove to remain as independent
of the European wage economy as possible, refusing to enlist for wage
labour on plantations where, in most cases, they were regarded merely
as chattels and not as voluntary employees. A few did enter service for
the government or the police force, for here, under H ahl at least, the
relationship was more reciprocal and they could retain a sense of
economic and social partnership.
Land problems around Blanche Bay and on the north coast of the
Gazelle were only one facet of H a h l’s concern to provide the security
necessary for trade and plantation agriculture to floufishT A second
requirement was control of existing native trade routes from the
interior, and the construction of new roads at strategic points. The Tolai
possessed a very extensive system of markets running inland from
Blanche Bay, but the m utual suspicions and hostilities of local settle
ments made the system vulnerable to sudden disruption. Capitalising
on the T olai’s attraction to better m arket access and economic gain, and
with the aid of shell money, iron and M ethodist Mission influence, Hahl
induced local villagers in 1896 to build a road from H erbertshöhe to
Raluana. This road enabled him to secure the trading links which ran
from the hinterland to the K okopo coast.28 A netw ork of roads was also
the first stage in any future taxation project.
By the end of C om pany rule in 1899, additional roads or riding paths
had been constructed a round the rim of Blanche Bay to Simpsonhafen
(the later site of Rabaul), from Simpsonhafen to N o d u p on the
north-east coast, and from H erbertshöhe south-west to V unakokor,
sixteen kilometres from the sea in the Varzin m ountains. H ahl did not
find the same ease in getting the Tolai to maintain the roads: that
required constant supervision; and by 1898-99 he was using New
Guinean prisoners to complete much of the work.
The final element in H a h l’s security program was the appointm ent
of Schmiele’s ‘trusted agents’. Control by reprisal had always been an
inadequate policy, even if at times it was the only way for the meagre
government apparatus to exercise its authority. In August 1896, in
areas of the Gazelle Peninsula and the Duke of York Islands where the
M ethodist Mission in particular wielded a decisive influence for peace,
Hahl nom inated the first individual N ew Guineans to convey his wishes
to groups of hamlets; am ong them was T o Bobo. The new officials,
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w hom the G erm ans called originally lualuas but later luluais after the
T olai nam e for a district w ar leader, were given limited adm inistrative
and police powers to supervise road co n struction in their localities and
to adjudicate sm all, local disputes. Fines of up to ’twenty-five m arks or
ten fath o m s of tambu could be im posed, b u t villagers had the right to
appeal against decisions to the Im perial Judge at H erbertshöhe.
The system of luluais was designed basically to encourage the
peaceful solution of difficulties, and to act as a lever th ro u g h which the
g overnm ent could ‘d raw ’ N ew G uineans to w ork w ithin the colonial
econom y as road builders, p lan tatio n labourers and, later, taxpayers.
T o delegate a m ore au to n o m o u s ‘chiefly’ pow er to these agents was
im possible, for the social and political autho rity of the traditional
alualua , o n which the appointm ents were based, was generally well
circum scribed, and the G erm ans soon found themselves dealing with
n u m erous com plaints against luluais for exceeding their authority.
M oreo v er, as the system expanded and single villages were given
governm ent luluais, the new appointees were n ot always the natural
clan elders or ‘big m en’ of their districts, so th a t some experienced
difficulty in exerting their new ly-ascribed authority. By 1900 H ahl had
ap p o in ted forty-four of the new officials in the Gazelle and tw enty-three
on the D uke of Y ork Islands, the only areas which his adm inistration
could reach effectively.29
But if racial relations in the Gazelle Peninsula were im proving in the
years after 1893, it was not simply the w ork of the G erm an governm ent.
M issionaries had been spreading the G ood News during the 1880s and
1890s, and they share credit, at least indirectly, for an increase in
stability.
W hen the war of the bullet-proof o intm ent began, the M ethodists
were perm anently entrenched th ro u g h o u t the n o rth ern Gazelle, in the
D uke of Y ork Islands and on so u th ern New Ireland. Three white
m issionaries and forty-odd Pacific Island assistants, including the first
New G uineans, were m inistering to over 5000 followers. By 1899 and
the end of C om pany rule, the num ber of New G uineans regarded as
being supporters of the M eth o d ist M ission had risen to 10 419. The
m ission occupied ninety-five o u tstatio n s (over fifty in the Gazelle
Peninsula), run by tw enty-nine Polynesian and sixty-six N ew G uinean
assistants. In addition there existed a m ajo r sem inary for the training
of local teachers on Ulu Island in the D uke of Y ork group, which was
giving an elem entary education and p ro m o tin g econom ic and political
co -o p eratio n am ong the T olai village g ro u p s.30 At the level of the
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ham let, the M ethodist M ission probably exercised greater influence in
the 1880s th an did the o th er m ission society, the Herz Jesu Mission
(M ission of the Sacred H eart o r M SC).
The first Sacred H eart priests arrived in M a tu p it in Septem ber 1882
to re-establish the V icariate of M elanesia, which had been virtually
abandoned since 1855. T hree priests and two brothers m ade up the
original p arty , and they settled first in N o d up, on the north -east coast.
W ithin a few years, the h ead q u arters of the m ission was transferred to
an area of land east of H erbertsh ö h e on the K okopo coast, to w hich the
nam e V unapope (‘seat of the Popies’) was given. By 1891 the M ission
of the Sacred H eart had its ow n Bishop of New B ritain, Ludwig C ouppe,
a F renchm an of indom itable spirit and tireless energy, plus a com ple
m ent of five priests, six lay broth ers and five nu n s.31
The same year, the C olonial D epartm ent, under pressure from the
Im perial C om m issioner residing in Kaiser W ilhelm sland, Fritz Rose,
officially separated the areas in w hich the two m issions could evange
lise: the M ethodists were allocated the area to the north and west of
R aluana poin t, the M SC the area to the east and south. W ithin a very
few years both p arties, as well as the Berlin au thorities, acknow ledged
th a t the dem arcation was an absurdity. In its sector, the Sacred H eart
M ission found only a small and scattered p o p u latio n , so continued to
operate in areas destined for the W esleyans; by 1897 C ouppe claimed
3700 baptised adherents in the M ethodist districts of M alag u n an and
Vlavolo alone. At V lavolo rival churches stood only 400 m etres ap art,
and the C atholics freely adm itted they had at least thirteen churches in
M ethodist areas.32 The official division into spheres of influence was
finally rem oved in April 1899.
The C atholic M ission was n o t free in the early days from clashes with
the T olai over land, especially on the north coast at V unakam kabi near
V lavolo. N evertheless, C atholic m issionaries, like the M ethodists
before them , soon gained acceptance as m en set a p a rt from those
seeking cash profits in N ew G uinea. Because of its efforts to m itigate
the effects of the 1893 w ar on villagers behind H erbertsh ö h e, the Sacred
H eart M ission was soon allowed by the T olai to expand inland from
V unapope, and the first inland station was set up at T ak ab u r in the
district of T ingenavudu. Similar intervention on the n o rth coast, where
the m ission obtained a p ard o n from death for the ‘big m a n ’ organising
resistance against them , paved the way for the conversion of the entire
district; C ouppe also was not far behind Schmiele in actively cam 
paigning to reserve land for the T olai in areas they had already sold.
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In taking upon itself the functions of protector and advocate, the
Catholic Mission won the trust of many Tolai. At the end of 1897 it
could point to eight stations on the north and east coasts and hinter
lands of the Gazelle Peninsula. With a staff now of forty Europeans,
over 4000 baptised N ew Guineans, and two trained catechists, the
Catholic C hurch in G erm an New Guinea was becoming a formidable
power.
Because of its resources and strongly centralised character, the
Catholic Mission was able to exert as much, if not more physical control
in its areas of influence than the G erm an administration during the
1890s. The first road on the Gazelle Peninsula was actually built by
Couppe, from V unapope to T a k a b u r in 1896, while the following year
the mission armed its ow n labourers with private firearms to defend the
V unakam kabi plantation. C ouppe was also the spirit behind H a h l’s
raids in the late 1890s on the north coast settlements of Massawa,
M assikonapuka and R am andu. These raids were designed to break the
indigenous slave trade which centred on the technologically backward
and largely defenceless Baining people. M any of the freed victims were
delivered to the Catholic Mission for rehabilitation, while land was
confiscated from the slave traders and they were driven out of the
region. C o u p p e ’s plan of conversion was to collect these former slaves,
as well as orphans and the illegitimate offspring of white settlers, feed
and clothe them, and then educate them in Catholic orphanages. Later
they would be settled in self-supporting peasant communities in the
interior, and through inter-marriage and instruction, provide the core
of a new Christian people in N ew Guinea.
T h a t the mission, rather than the administration, could take the
initiative in developing relations with N ew Guineans was in large p art
due to the impotence of officials like Hahl. T h ro u g h o u t the 1890s, the
New Guinea C om pany refused to accept full responsibility for the
internal security of the New Guinea protectorate, arguing that it w'as
the job of the Reich to protect settlers from New Guineans and the navy
to carry out police actions and impose European control when and
where the C om pany desired. In the Bismarck Archipelago the Com pany
did provide a police force of thirty-six Solomon Islanders, but, equipped
with antiquated M auser rifles and forced to work most of their days in
the C om pany plantation, the C om pany police force was no more than
an empty gesture towards the problem of security. The gesture was even
emptier when the C om pany refused to supply its own administrators,
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or those of the Reich, with a boat large and fast enough to transport
the police quickly to areas of unrest.34
Europeans rash enough to live away from the centre of white
settlement in the eastern Gazelle had to fend for themselves. At the
fringes of contact beyond the Kokopo coast, the New Guineans
remained totally in control until the end of the century. Despite his road
into the Varzin M ountains, H ahl could not entrench G erm an influence
there because of the power and hostility of the ‘big m a n ’, To Vagira,
who was in the habit of spearing anyone found trying to acquire
European goods. O n the north coast, the Kabaira people resisted
successfully all attempts to punish them for attacks on whites, even a
major naval expedition as early as 1886. In fact this incident was a good
example of the limitations of naval intervention in G erm an New
Guinea. Five hundred men were landed from three warships in June
1886 in order to capture hostages in retaliation for repeated acts against
Europeans. Over several days they searched the district back and forth,
only once contacting the inhabitants at close quarters and failing to
capture anyone. In the following years fourteen Europeans were killed
in Kabaira, and as late as 1899 the people were still resisting E uropean
encroachments on their land.35 The slave traders of the north also
continued their predatory raids on the Baining people despite H a h l’s
efforts, and unrest continued there into the early years of the new
century.
N ow here were the limitations of the government more clearly visible
than in N ew Ireland before 1900. Hostility between coastal groups and
Europeans had existed since the early 1880s over the labour trade.
Besides forcible removals, occasional shootings and the indifference of
some recruiters about returning ex-labourers to their proper destina
tions, trade was carried on in arms and ammunition. This only
aggravated the conflicts.
The New Irelanders took their revenge by attacking resident traders.
Three Europeans were killed in various parts of the island in the last
three m onths of 1885, another two were driven from their trading posts,
while all of Farrell’s stations on the north coast were plundered and
burned. In September 1886 H ernsheim ’s agent, H erm ann, was m u r 
dered by the Kapsu people because his predecessor had burned their
huts in a drunken rage; H e r m a n n ’s successor, H oppe, shared the same
fate in December 1888. In the area a round T ubtub, another three
traders had been dispatched by M arch 1890.36 Part of the trouble was
the non-return of labour recruits, who had either died on the planta138
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tions of Samoa or extended their contracts; partly it was the desire of
New Irelanders for firearms and am m unition with which to vanquish
traditional tribal enemies; while several incidents can be traced directly
to excesses and acts of violence by traders.
During the 1890s the deteriorating state of relations drove many
traders out of New Ireland. By the end of 1891 only four were left on
the north coast. W ith the New Guinea Com pany abdicating its
responsibility for their security, these men were forced to rely on the
infrequent visits of G erm an warships or take the law into their own
hands. W hen they did organise their own expeditions, the New Guinea
C om pany prom ptly fined them for unauthorised use of force; if they
waited on the navy, it invariably proved to be as inadequate a deterrent
to N ew Irelanders as it had been to the Tolai. Before H a h l’s arrival, only
one naval reprisal was in any way effective. In other reprisals, either
detachments became lost, or never managed to find the right village,
or the villagers fled into m angrove swamps where the sailors could not
follow them.
Despite the continual pressure of the N ew Ireland traders for a
hardline attitude, and the arguments of imperial officers for a small
police force to be stationed permanently in the north, nothing was done
in these directions by the C om pany or the Reich. H a h l’s arrival hardly
helped either, in spite of his energy and good will. W ithout finance,
sufficient personnel, or a proper police corps, Hahl could carry law and
order only as far as his whale boat would take him. In 1899 the situation
away from the east coast of the Gazelle Peninsula was the same as it had
been two decades before: it fell to individuals to ensure their own safety,
a task which many undertook with more belligerence than diplomacy.
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