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Searching for the Land of the Golden Cocoa-Nut: Australian

Travel Writing about Commercial Enterprise in the Pacific Islands

NICHOLAS HALTER

ABSTRACT

Pacific Island trade and commerce was a prominent theme in travel writing produced
within Australia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This reflected the long
history of European commercial exchange between the Australian continent and the
Pacific Islands, and a European literary legacy that idealised the region’s economic
potential. This article explores popular perceptions of commercial enterprise in the
Pacific Islands as expressed in travel writing, focusing on authors with a significant
connection, by birth or affiliation, to either the Australian colonies or the Australian
nation. The formation of a distinctively ‘Australian’ vision of the Pacific that evolved
since European exploration is traced. The voice that took shape in literary form in the
Australian colonies during the late 19th century contributed to a national narrative in
the early 20th century that imagined the Pacific Islands as a region for Australian
investment, profit and colonial enterprise.

Key words: travel writing, commerce, trade, colonialism, Australia

Romantic images of a profitable paradise have dominated European accounts of the
Pacific since ‘first contact’, with the Islands and its inhabitants being appropriated as
literary devices to legitimise European colonisation, and attract further foreign enter-
prise and investment in the region. By the late 19th century, travellers from the Aus-
tralian colonies carried this literary legacy as part of their cultural baggage, and their
accounts laid the foundations for a national literature from 1901 onwards that began
to imagine a form of Australian sub-imperialism in the Pacific. A study of this travel
literature since the late 19th century can broaden our understanding of how ordinary
people within the Australian continent viewed economic endeavours and potential
profits in the Pacific, and how this view changed over time. By focusing on the
figure of the ‘enterprising Australian’, I explore the relationship between travel,
writing, commercial enterprise and colonialism in the Pacific Islands.
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For the study of Australian and Pacific history, travel writing presents an
alternative frame through which to glimpse the momentary impressions and percep-
tions of ordinary travellers, a view complementing studies that have tended to focus on
political and economic relations with the Pacific Islands. Most notable is Roger
Thompson’s history of Australian sub-imperialism in the Pacific Islands, which gave
a comprehensive overview of the shifting political ambitions and economic endea-
vours of the Australian colonies since the 1820s and the Australian nation from
1901.1 These economic ventures exploited, and often exhausted, Pacific Island
resources such as whales, seals, pearls, meat, sandalwood, copra, bêche de mer and
other seafood, fruits, sugar, gold and even people. Though Australian history has
been criticised in the past as isolationist, Australian historians are now adopting a
more regional focus which enriches our understanding of the commercial transactions
and transnational connections that stretched across, and incorporated, the Pacific
Islands.2 These have been useful in highlighting the crucial role that the Pacific
Islands played in the development of an ‘Australian’ identity.

Travel writing offers a diverse range of eye-witness accounts of the Pacific
Islands in which commerce and labour featured as prominent themes ‒ in particular,
the Islands were often portrayed as a suitable location for the heroic and masculine
figure of the ‘enterprising’ worker, whether as a trader, prospector, overseer or
farmer. The term ‘travel writing’ itself is ambiguous and contested, interpreted by
scholars to encompasses a broad range of genres and styles, including memoirs, jour-
nals, guidebooks, travelogues, magazines and letters. This article takes a similar
approach to that of Tim Youngs, who considers travel writing to be ‘predominantly
factual, first-person prose accounts of travels that have been undertaken by the
author-narrator’.3 Yet these narratives of travel can also be subject to embellishment
and fantasy, or as Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan describe them as ‘fictions of

1 Clinton Hartley Grattan, The Southwest Pacific since 1900, A Modern History: Australia, New Zealand, the

Islands, Antarctica (Ann Arbor 1963); William Roger Louis and William S. Livingston, Australia, New
Zealand and the Pacific Islands since the First World War (Canberra 1979); Roger C. Thompson, Australian
Imperialism in the Pacific: the expansionist era, 1820‒1920 (Carlton 1980); Roger C. Thompson, Australia
and the Pacific Islands in the Twentieth Century (Melbourne 1998).
2 Donald Denoon, ‘The isolation of Australian history’, Historical Studies, 22:87 (1986) 252‒260;
Donald Denoon, Philippa Mein-Smith, and Marivic Wyndham, A History of Australia, New Zealand

and the Pacific (Oxford 2000); Donald Denoon, ‘Re-membering Australasia: a repressed memory’,
Australian Historical Studies, 34:122 (2003) 290‒304; Marilyn Lake, ‘Colonial Australia and the
Asia-Pacific region’ in Alison Bashford and Stuart Macintyre (eds), The Cambridge History of Australia
(Port Melbourne 2015), 535‒559; Julia Martínez and Adrian Vickers, The Pearl Frontier: Indonesian
labor and indigenous encounters in Australia’s northern trading network (Honolulu 2015); ‘Pacific forum’, Aus-
tralian Historical Studies, 46:3 (2015) 337‒439.
3 Tim Youngs, The Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing (New York 2013), 3. See also Peter Hulme
and Tim Youngs (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing (Cambridge 2002); Glenn Hooper
and Tim Youngs (eds), Perspectives on Travel Writing (Cornwall 2004); Carl Thompson, Travel Writing:

the New Critical Idiom (London 2011); Carl Thompson (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Travel Writing

(New York 2016).
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factual representation’.4 For this reason, travel writing was once disregarded as a
reliable historical source, despite its popularity with the reading public. Travel lit-
erature flourished in the Australian colonies from the 1890s due to economic
prosperity, the growth of steamship, tourism and publishing industries, and a
national self-confidence and optimism associated with the Federation movement.
Until 1941, over 130 texts were produced about the Pacific Islands by writers
with a close affiliation, by birth or residence, with either the Australian colonies
or the nation.5 A close reading of these texts can elucidate the racial and colonial
biases of their authors as they encounter and represent the exotic ‘other’. Recent
studies of Australian travel writing have shown this antipodean perspective to be
valuable because of the authors’ status as simultaneously colonised and colonising,
and have argued that Australians are distinct for their exceptional mobility and
ambiguous sense of place.6 Given these ambiguities, travel writing is well-suited
to highlighting the diverse ways in which travellers interacted with the Pacific
Islands, and exploring ideas of cultural transmission, flexible identity, mobility
and colonialism.

An analysis of travel writing of the Pacific Islands first requires a brief over-
view of the changing political and economic contexts in which travel occurred. In
colonial Australia prior to Federation in 1901, an ‘Australian’ identity was not yet
formed and colonies were motivated by different priorities when they competed for
political and economic influence in the region. The interests of businesses and reli-
gious groups were important in lobbying the colonial governments and the British
Colonial Office on foreign policy and trade matters, argues Thompson, particularly
around issues such as the proposed annexations of Fiji and New Guinea, opposition
to French expansion in the New Hebrides and New Caledonia, and debates about
the merits of the Queensland labour trade.7 In the eastern Australian colonies, for
example, the influence of the Presbyterian Church was strong in Victoria and the

4 Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan, Tourists with Typewriters: critical reflections on contemporary travel
writing (Ann Arbor 1998), 10.
5 This does not include published newspapers, magazine articles or photographic material. For
more information about the role of photography in Australian representations of the Pacific, see
Max Quanchi, Photographing Papua: representation, colonial encounters and imaging in the public domain (New-
castle 2007).
6 See Robert Dixon, Prosthetic Gods: travel, representation, and colonial governance (St Lucia 2001); Richard
White (ed.), Australian Travel Writing, special issue, Studies in Travel Writing, 11:1 (2007); Ros Pesman
et al., The Oxford Book of Australian Travel Writing (Melbourne 1996); Richard White, ‘Armchair
tourism: the popularity of Australian travel writing’, in Toni Johnson-Woods and Amit Sarwal
(eds), Sold by the Millions: Australia’s bestsellers (Newcastle upon Tyne 2012), 182‒202; Terri McCor-
mack et al. (eds), Annotated Bibliography of Australian Overseas Travel Writing, 1830 to 1970 (Canberra
1996).
7 Thompson, Australian imperialism in the Pacific, 5; Lake, ‘Colonial Australia’, 555‒557. See also mar-
itime histories by Frances Steel, Oceania under Steam: sea transport and the cultures of colonialism, c. 1870‒
1914 (Manchester 2011); and Cindy McCreery and Kirsten McKenzie, ‘The Australian colonies in
a maritime world’, in Alison Bashford and Stuart Macintyre (eds), The Cambridge History of Australia
(Port Melbourne 2015), 560‒584.
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government favoured more protectionist policies in contrast to the free-trade stance of
New South Wales, whilst Queensland was determined to develop its sugar industry
using Islander labour at the same time as it wanted to prevent German expansion
to the north. During this period, the term ‘Australasia’ more accurately reflected
these colonial relationships, which extended within Australia and across the Pacific
to New Zealand and Fiji, indicating the formative role that the Pacific Islands
played in the development of the Australian colonies.8

By the 20th century, the newly formed national government could begin
to implement a distinctively Australian foreign policy, but remained constrained
by inter-state rivalries, economic pressures and allegiance to Britain. Its first
action in the Pacific was to continue official efforts to subvert French interests
in the New Hebrides, maintaining economic subsidies, continuing to lobby the
British Colonial Office and even sending a spy in 1901.9 On the homefront, it
established legislation collectively known as the ‘White Australia policy’, including
the Immigration Restriction Act and the Pacific Island Labourers’ Act, which were
designed to protect an allegedly superior white Australian race from foreign intru-
ders. Meanwhile New Zealand was articulating its own ‘Pacific destiny’ distinct
from Australia.10

As Australian economic enterprise expanded in Melanesia, larger companies
consolidated small-scale operations and increased their profits by monopolising inter-
island trade, and the production of copra, sugar, gold and phosphate. For this reason,
Thompson argues that ‘Australia’s informal economic empire was dominant in Fiji,
the Solomon Islands and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands’.11 Firms with significant Aus-
tralian capital or ownership included Sydney-based traders Burns, Philp and
Company (BP), and W.R. Carpenter and Company; Fiji-based traders Morris Hed-
strom; Sydney-based copra firms On Chong and Lever Brothers who owned planta-
tions in the Solomon Islands; the Colonial Sugar Refinery (CSR) in Fiji, which had its
headquarters in Melbourne; Australian-owned Emperor Gold Mining Company and
Loloma Gold Mines in Fiji; and the Melbourne-based Pacific Islands Company (later
known as the Pacific Phosphate Company), which mined Banaba and Nauru for phos-
phate. Many of these businesses played an important role in encouraging Australian
ideas of empire, whether by lobbying governments or by publishing propaganda. BP,
for example, was blatant in its self-promotion, noting in its 1912 periodical that ‘Aus-
tralia itself is the greatest of the South Sea Islands, the centre around which the smaller
constellations are scattered’.12 Only in Papua and New Guinea were Australian
imperial ambitions realised, and these territories become a valuable source of gold,

8 Denoon, Mein-Smith, and Wyndham, A History of Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific, 32; Denoon,
‘Re-membering Australasia’, 291‒292.
9 Thompson, Australian Imperialism in the Pacific, 167; Thompson, Australia and the Pacific Islands, 65.
10 Angus Ross, New Zealand Aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford 1964); Steel,
Oceania under steam; Tony Ballantyne,Webs of Empire: locating New Zealand’s colonial past (Wellington
2012).
11 Thompson, Australia and the Pacific Islands, 30.
12 Burns, Philp & Company, Limited, Picturesque Travel (1912), 54.
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rubber and copra.13 Given the extent of travel writing about Papua and New Guinea
of which several studies have been done, this article focuses on travellers’ impressions
of other Pacific Islands where Australian colonialism was more informal and less
clearly visible.14

Against this shifting political and economic backdrop the number of travellers
and travel accounts gradually increased as economic investments in the region encour-
aged connectivity and mobility. Thus, travel itself was always closely intertwined with
colonial and commercial interests. This article will chronologically trace popular ideas
of Pacific commerce in travel writing and explore how they changed over time, start-
ing from the late 19th century when notions of the heroic and masculine colonial Aus-
tralian worker began to emerge, and continuing into the 20th century when the figure
of the ‘enterprising Australian’ was appropriated as a promotional tool by those with
vested interests in the economic exploitation of the region. Finally, I will discuss how
these imagined figures contrasted with the lived experiences of workers in the Islands
in the early 20th century.

THE LEGACY OF LOUIS BECKE

Louis Becke was the most famous travel writer of the Australian colonies in the late
19th century, and his international popularity and influence on public ideas of the
Pacific region were exceptional.15 Born in 1855 in Port Macquarie, New South
Wales, George Lewis Becke worked throughout the Pacific over a 20-year period,
including as a supercargo (representative of a vessel’s owner) in the North Pacific,
as a resident trader in the British protectorate of the Gilbert Islands (today Kiribati),
and in a variety of short-term jobs in New Britain and the Marshall Islands, just prior
to German annexation, as well as the French territory of New Caledonia. Unable to
find regular work, in 1892 Becke turned to writing, first with the Sydney-based period-
ical The Bulletin, and then in 1894 publishing his first collection of stories under the title
By Reef and Palm. Subsequently, Becke gained local and international commercial
success, going on to publish 34 books as well as numerous articles in newspapers

13 In 1906, there were approximately 700 Europeans in the Australian territory, mostly miners, mis-
sionaries or government officials. Hank Nelson, Black, White and Gold: gold mining in Papua New Guinea,

1878‒1930 (Canberra 1976), 11‒12.
14 See Nigel Krauth (ed.), New Guinea Images in Australian Literature (St Lucia 1982); Clive Moore, New
Guinea: crossing boundaries and history (Honolulu 2003); Hank Nelson, ‘Lives told: Australians in Papua
and New Guinea’, in Brij V. Lal and Vicki Luker (eds), Telling Pacific Lives: prisms of process (Canberra
2008), 243‒276.
15 See Arthur Grove Day, Louis Becke (Melbourne 1967); Henry Evans Maude, ‘Review article:
Louis Becke: the traders’ historian’, The Journal of Pacific History, 2 (1967) 225‒27; Nicholas
Thomas and Richard Eves, (eds), Bad Colonists: the South Seas letters of Vernon Lee Walker & Louis

Becke (Durham 1999); Robert Dixon, Writing the Colonial Adventure: race, gender, and nation in Anglo-Aus-

tralian popular fiction, 1875‒1914 (New York 1995); Michael Sturma, South Sea Maidens: western fantasy

and sexual politics in the South Pacific (Westport 2002).
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and magazines, and earning the reputation of ‘Rudyard Kipling of the Pacific’, an
appropriate title given his typically colonial view of the region.16 Becke’s literary
success can be partly attributed to his first-hand knowledge of the Pacific, and he
was widely regarded as an authority on the South Seas in Australia and abroad in
his time. Whilst his subject matter conformed to other English adventure fiction
(pitting courageous white men against ‘savage’ people), his work also represented a
departure from the romanticism and moral justifications of previous English litera-
ture. This proved popular amongst Australian audiences who welcomed the ‘auth-
entic’ realism of his stories, which he based on actual experiences.17 Particularly in
the 19th century, traders like Becke were the first line of communication between
the Pacific and Australian audiences, contributing to travel writing’s legitimacy as
educational and informative.

Becke was one of many writers emerging from a vibrant Sydney literary scene
in the 1890s. Sydney was a port city built on sea trade and harbour life, and although a
national character was beginning to take shape on the Australian colonial frontier, the
ocean remained a vital link, and an important part of the lifestyle and culture of many
colonial Australians.18 For example, The Bulletin, despite being regarded as the ‘bush-
man’s bible’, published articles about the Pacific Islands, and many of its contributors
wrote Pacific fictions and travelogues elsewhere (for example, Ion Idriess, Vance
Palmer, Dale Collins, Lewis Lett, Albert Dorrington and artist Norman Lindsay).
Even Banjo Paterson, an author best-known for his rural Australian subject matter,
had experience travelling in the Pacific, accompanying a group of prospective settlers
to the New Hebrides in 1902 ‘in their search for the land of the golden cocoa-nut’.19

Many of Becke’s works selected European traders, prospectors, planters and
sailors as the protagonists. They often conformed to masculine ideals at the time, and
whether villainous or valiant, Becke’s characters were men of action rather than
romantics, and women often appeared only as love interests in formulaic interracial
dramas.20 In particular, Becke’s tales frequently focused on the trader, through his
alter ego Tom Denison and in the popular tales of villainous American labour
trader ‘Bully’ Hayes. Not only did their transient nature lend them to fictional tales
with various exotic locations and scenarios, but the trader resonated with the figure
of the ‘coming man’ in colonial Australian literature. This ‘coming man’ idealised a
people superior to the British stock, shaped by the Australian climate, displaying ‘inde-
pendence, manliness, a fondness for sport, egalitarianism, a dislike of mental effort,
self-confidence, a certain disrespect for authority’.21 Likewise, the Pacific trader was

16 Day, Louis Becke, 63.
17 Dixon, Writing the Colonial Adventure, 180.
18 Grace Karskens, The Colony: a history of early Sydney (Crows Nest 2010), 161; Ian Hoskins, Sydney
harbour: a history (Sydney 2011), 232.
19 Andrew Barton Paterson in Clement Semmler, The Banjo of the Bush: the life and times of A.B. Banjo
Paterson (St Lucia 1984), 141.
20 Day, Louis Becke, 144.
21 Richard White, Inventing Australia: images and identity, 1688‒1980 (Sydney 1981), 77, 117.
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adventurous, ambitious and shaped by his tropical environment. According to Louis
Becke, he was

generally a rough character – a runaway from some Australian or
American whaler, or a wandering Ishmael who, for reasons of his
own, preferred living among the intractable, brawling, and
poverty-stricken people of the equatorial Pacific to dreaming away
his days in the monotonously happy valleys of the Society and Mar-
quesas Groups.22

They were also popular devices for interracial romances and for stories about
crossing from ‘civilisation’ to ‘savagery’. According to Paterson, ‘Everyone recalled
Louis Becke’s sketches of traders, languid, cultivated men of leisure, whose talk was
mostly about square gin, and whose occupation was mostly fighting over the affections
of brown maidens’.23

Becke’s trading tales contributed to a popular perception of Europeans living
and working in the Pacific Islands. Whether a trader, planter or overseer, these ‘hardy’
men were perceived to rule over ‘little kingdoms wedged between a green wilderness’
with ‘boundless’ hospitality.24 As journalist Julian Thomas noted in 1886, ‘from the
point of view of a cane-bottomed chair and a full tumbler, a planter’s life in the
New Hebrides was one to be envied’.25 Becke’s tales reflected many of the racist
assumptions of his time, and the potential for violent encounters, or the ‘ultimate
fate’ of being eaten, rather than detracting from this romantic image, only served
to exoticise it further.26 His portrayal of missionaries was often one-dimensional,
revealing Becke’s anti-missionary sentiments. By his own admission, Becke’s trading
fantasies in the Pacific were nostalgic. He reminisced that the 19th-century ‘wave-
pounders’ were different from the new steamers which ‘exploited’ the Islands for
trade.27 Yet these heroic ideas of lone pioneering individuals living in rich and
‘savage’ islands persisted into the 20th century.

PROMOTING ECONOMIC POTENTIAL IN THE PACIFIC

The growth of business and shipping in the Pacific in the early 20th century facilitated
the growth of travel and tourism from the Australian continent, reflected in the

22 Louis Becke, By Reef and Palm (London 1955), 98.
23 Andrew Barton Paterson, ‘The New Hebrides: the new pilgrims’ progress’, The Sydney Morning

Herald, 26 Jul. 1902, 12. Available online at: http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14471684 (accessed
23 June 2014).
24 Alan John Marshall, The Black Musketeers: the work and adventures of a scientist on a South Sea island at war

and in peace (London 1937), 281.
25 Julian Thomas, Cannibals & Convicts: notes of personal experiences in the western Pacific (Melbourne
1886), 222.
26 John Gaggin, Among the Man-Eaters (London 1900), 137.
27 Becke, By Reef and Palm, 97.
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increasing number of travel accounts from the 1900s onwards. Australian readers and
travellers were now not only informed about the Pacific by writers such as Becke, but
they were also exposed to a large amount of promotional material produced by
businesses and governments whose economic interests would benefit from promoting
the idea of an unspoilt Pacific paradise being developed by enterprising Australians.
According to the Pacific Islands Yearbook of 1932, the Pacific Islands were ‘enormously
rich in natural resources’ and awaiting ‘men of pluck, vision, determination and mod-
erate capital’ and ‘blokes wiv guts’.28 Of course the visibility of Australian workers and
industry differed amongst the Pacific Islands. By virtue of its position as a major hub
for economic activity and as a stopover for trans-Pacific voyages, Fiji was a popular
subject of numerous travel writings. Travel accounts of the Solomon Islands and
New Hebrides featured less frequently than those about Fiji, and New Caledonia
and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands were described the least number of times, presum-
ably due to New Caledonia’s French status, the unappealing phosphate mines, and the
limitations of transportation to such a remote location.29

Economic and trade information frequently appeared in guidebooks, news-
papers and travel magazines, and was usually commissioned by businesses, investors
or governments.30 Although these texts would not be classified as travel writing
according to Youngs’ definition, they were significant for the influence they had on
Australian readers, and I argue they informed the content and style of individuals’
travel accounts. For example, the quarterly travel magazine Picturesque Travel (later
renamed BP Magazine) was published by shipping company Burns, Philp and
Company from 1911 onwards. This publication blatantly promoted BP’s trading
operations as tourist attractions and profitable business ventures, yet it did so in a
format that was simultaneously entertaining, accessible and informative.31 Just as
Becke’s tales were popular for combining the educational and the exotic, so too did

28 Robert William Robson (ed.), The Pacific Islands Yearbook (Sydney 1932), 9.
29 New Caledonia’s nickel exports were Australia’s second most valuable export trade, and in
Nauru and Ocean Island, the British-owned Pacific Islands Company had mined the land for phos-
phate since 1902, and shared the profits between Australia, New Zealand and Britain from 1919.
Travellers who wrote about New Caledonia include John Stanley James, Richard Cheeseman,
George Phillips, John Henry Macartney Abbott, John Charles Lucas Fitzpatrick, Frank Fox,
Douglas Rannie, William Ramsay Smith, George Wirth and Wilfred Graham Burchett. Albert
Fuller Ellis published two books about Ocean Island and Nauru: Ocean Island and Nauru: their story
(Sydney 1935) and Adventuring in coral seas (Sydney 1936).
30 For example, The lone hand (1907‒1921), a sister publication of The Bulletin, published 22 articles
about the Pacific Islands, ten of which were about trade, and in the Pacific Islands Monthly from 1930
to 1945 there were 148 general articles on agriculture, 74 on commerce and 205 on the economy,
not including those articles about trade in specific islands. Margaret Woodhouse and Robert
Langdon, Pacific Islands Monthly Cumulative Index: volumes 1 to 15 (August, 1930 to July, 1945)

(Sydney 1968).
31 For example, see Dora Payther, ‘The planter’s wife’, BP Magazine, 2:4 (September 1930) 50;
Cina, ‘A trader’s tale’, BP Magazine, 5:3 (June 1933) 90; B.C. Criswick, ‘Coconuts and copra’,
BP Magazine, 1:4 (September 1929) 44; J.L. Adams, ‘Pearl shelling in the Torres Strait’, BP Maga-

zine, 2:2 (March 1930) 48; Taupo, ‘Phosphate Island’, BP Magazine, 11:4 (September 1939) 2.
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BP Magazine employ stylistic features of travel writing to attract a broad readership. A
similar strategy was employed by Walkabout, a monthly geographic magazine pub-
lished by the Australian National Travel Association from 1934.32 AlthoughWalkabout

did publish personal accounts of travel by individuals, much of its Pacific content
carries a bias for economic themes, with articles informing readers about the lives
of Island residents and the processes involved in particular industries. Articles about
coconut plantations were most common, but titles also included: ‘The Story of
Nauru’, ‘Vanua-Lava and its Sulphur’, ‘Life on a Coco-nut Plantation’, ‘Tuamotu
Archipelago: Amongst the Pearl Divers’, ‘The Coco-nut Tree’, ‘Cannibals and
Talkies’ (about a plantation owner), ‘The Tricolour in the South Seas’ (about
French mining) and ‘Fiji Gold’.33

Though scholars today may debate the merits of these commercial publi-
cations as travel writing, their popularity amongst a broad readership meant that
these texts influenced subsequent travel accounts by reinforcing particular themes.
Travel writing by individuals would often draw on similar generic language which
imagined the Pacific Islands as a region of unknown riches. Travellers such as
Henry Tichborne, who ‘began to dream of new El Dorados’, exaggerated the poten-
tial rewards hidden within the Islands, and encouraged expectations of finding para-
dise, gold or other treasures that had yet to be tapped.34 In addition to descriptions of
gold-mining and pearl-diving, travel accounts often included vivid imagery of jewels
and gold to describe the Pacific Islands. In 1900, Ernest Osborne described an atoll of
the Gilbert Islands as a ‘gemlike idyll’, and in 1927, Arnold Safroni-Middleton
observed that the mountains of Fiji ‘have become storied windows of nameless
crimson hues and burnished gold’.35 Such imagery may reflect the literary legacy of
European narratives of the Pacific Islands, or in some cases it may also hint at the sub-
conscious desires of travellers to possess these rich islands, as Elinor Mordaunt did in
1926 when she described the islands: ‘all in the little, small as a jewel, so that it seems
as though one were able to take it up in the hollows of one’s two hands, feel the
warmth of it, turning it, catching the glow upon it as upon a jewel’.36

32 Max Quanchi, ‘Contrary images: photographing the new Pacific inWalkabout magazine’, Journal
of Australian Studies, 27:79 (2003) 78.
33 William J. Dakin, ‘The story of Nauru’, Walkabout (March 1935) 32‒36; D.S. Askew, ‘Vanua-
Lava and its sulphur’,Walkabout (April 1935) 26‒27; William C. Groves, ‘Life on a coco-nut planta-
tion’, Walkabout (May 1935) 33‒36; Mordecai Baruch, ‘Tuamotu archipelago: amongst the pearl
divers’, Walkabout (January 1936) 45‒47; Gerard Dillon, ‘The coco-nut tree’, Walkabout (June
1937) 27‒28; Winston H. Burchett, ‘Cannibals and talkies’, Walkabout (October 1938) 41‒44;
Basil Hall, ‘The tricolour in the South Seas’, Walkabout (December 1939) 17‒20; F.I. Ryan, ‘Fiji
gold’, Walkabout (August 1940) 15‒18.
34 Henry Tichborne, Rambles in Polynesia by Sundowner (London 1897), 74. See also R.P. Gilson, Samoa
1830‒1900: the politics of a multi-cultural community (Melbourne 1970), 171‒178.
35 Ernest Osborne, Through the Atolls of the Line (Five Dock 1900); Arnold Safroni-Middleton, Tropic
Shadows: memories of the South Seas, together with reminiscences of the author’s sea meetings with Joseph Conrad

(London 1927), 20.
36 Elinor Mordaunt, The Venture Book (New York 1926), 328.
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Travel writers were also employed by Australian investors as a tool to
promote their economic interests in the region. Beatrice Grimshaw, popularly
regarded as one of Australia’s most famous travel writers, was frequently employed
as a professional travel writer to promote the potential for economic development
and the suitability for white settlement in Papua and Fiji.37 Her travelogue From Fiji

to the Cannibal Islands directly addressed the economic potential of Fiji in 1907,
which she claimed were ‘the richest of all the rich Pacific archipelagoes’ and ‘were
not one-hundredth part developed’.38 Travelling amongst various plantations in
Fiji, she romantically likened them to the scenery described in ‘Swiss Family Robin-
son’ and asked, ‘Why should these great wastes of grass lie idle?’39 Fiji was becoming
an ‘Australian economic colony’ in 1900 according to Thompson, not only for its
copra trade but also most notably represented by the profitable Colonial Sugar Refin-
ery. Between 1883 and 1901, the CSR had invested over two million pounds in its Fiji
operations. Such was its success that the Bank of NSW opened several branches there
too.40 Though CSR employed many Australian workers, the sugar plantations were
often out of reach for the average tourist to Fiji who was tied to the steamship’s
tight schedule at Suva harbour. Hence, the majority of Australian travel accounts
do not usually describe a sugar plantation. By the 1930s, the gold-mining industry
in Fiji attracted many Australians escaping economic strife in Australia, and the
influx of prospectors was noted in the travel accounts of Australians Edward Way
Irwin and Ivan Goff, and John Archibald Fraser.41

Australians may not have explored the Fiji countryside as extensively as they
did in the Solomon Islands, presumably because the island-hopping schedule of ship-
ping services to the island group gave travellers opportunities to visit plantations and
farmlands. This British protectorate was a profitable colony for Australia, its com-
merce being entirely with Sydney in 1904 and 1905.42 The copra trade was its
most lucrative asset, with many companies based in Sydney or Brisbane investing
in planting and trading operations there, most notably the British-owned Lever
Pacific Plantations and subsidiary companies of BP. This development of plantations
in the Solomon Islands peaked between 1905 and 1913, and the popular idea of
profits to be made in the island group was encouraged by books, newspapers articles
and images at the time. Max Quanchi’s study of visual representations of the Solo-
mons, including those of Queensland journalist and photographer Thomas
McMahon, discusses how these images contributed to ideas of Australian sub-

37 Hugh Laracy, ‘Beatrice Grimshaw (1870–1953): pride and prejudice in Papua’, in Hugh Laracy,
Watriama and Co: further Pacific Islands portraits (Canberra 2013), 141‒169.
38 Grimshaw, From Fiji to the Cannibal Islands, 31.
39 Ibid., 30, 39.
40 Thompson, Australia and the Pacific Islands, 19‒21.
41 Edward Way Irwin and Ivan Goff, No Longer Innocent (Sydney 1934), 93; John Archibald Fraser,
Gold dish and kava bowl (London 1954), 155. Fraser’s account describes his time as a gold prospector
in Fiji in the 1930s. Although it was published posthumously after his death, it is still useful as evi-
dence of the Australian economic impact on Fiji in the 1930s.
42 Thompson, Australia and the Pacific Islands, 28.
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imperialism in the island group since the 1890s.43 In travel writing too, some travellers
to the Solomon Islands were blatant in their support of British colonialism and pro-
motion of economic progress, such as businessman Frank Coffee who observed in
1920 that

in the last twenty years the development has been marvellous […]
There are many thousands of acres being developed into well laid-
out, well managed cocoanut plantations, some in the first stages,
and others already come to fruitful and profitable stages.44

For others, such as J.B. Nicoll who wrote ‘A Cruise Through Some of the
Pacific Islands in 1902’, colonial attitudes may have been less overt but still permeated
their observations. In Nicoll’s judgement, the monotony of stopping at many different
islands was tiring and he was relieved ‘to see the signs of cultivation and clearing after
looking at so much virgin forest’.45

Perhaps the clearest example of how travel writing, popular media and colo-
nial propaganda became intertwined is the case of the New Hebrides. Australian com-
merce may have been strongest in Fiji and the Solomon Islands, but it was in the
disputed Anglo-French Condominium of the New Hebrides where Australian govern-
ments and businesses made considerable efforts to entrench the narrative of economic
development in order to contest French influence in the island group. This narrative
supported the economic subsidies and settlement schemes for Australians that were
launched in response to widespread public opposition to the shared Anglo-French
colonial rule since 1887.46 Individual travellers, such as Julian Thomas, Beatrice
Grimshaw and Banjo Paterson, also took up a nationalistic tone in favour of British

43 Max Quanchi, ‘Jewel of the Pacific and planter’s paradise: the visual argument for Australian
sub-imperialism in the Solomon Islands’, The Journal of Pacific History, 39:1 (2004) 43‒58; Max
Quanchi, ‘A trip through the Islands in 1918: the photography of T.J. McMahon’, Meanjin, 53:4
(1994) 714‒722. Bennett highlights one full-page spread in the Sydney Sun on 6 Aug. 1910 titled
‘The Wealth of the Solomons’ which encouraged Australian investment. Judith A. Bennett,
Wealth of the Solomons: a history of a Pacific archipelago, 1800‒1978 (Honolulu 1987), 138.
44 Frank Coffee, Forty Years on the Pacific: the lure of the great ocean; a book of reference for the traveller and
pleasure for the stay-at-home (Sydney1920), 108.
45 J.B. Nicoll, ‘A cruise through some of the Pacific Islands in 1902 by Mr and Mrs J.B. Nicoll’, in
‘The life and adventures of George Robertson Nicoll, 1824‒1890’, MS 3292, Canberra, National
Library of Australia, 24.
46 For example, the Australasian New Hebrides Company (ANHC) was established in 1889 as a
joint venture by several companies and prominent businessmen and politicians to support British
interests in the island group. According to an ANHC promotion flyer in1899: ‘Copra, coffee,
ramiefibre, tea, spices and tropical fruits will be the principal produce, and in raising these a
great exchange market for Australian produce and merchandise is opened up. The rich volcanic
soil will grow almost every tropical product’. Australia and the New Hebrides (Sydney 1899), 6;
Kenneth Buckley and Kris Klugman, The History of Burns Philp: the Australian company in the South

Pacific (Sydney 1981), 63.
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or Australian annexation of the New Hebrides.47 Banjo Paterson accompanied a BP
settlement scheme in the New Hebrides in 1902, on which he reported that same year
in his ‘Pilgrims’ progress’ series for The Sydney Morning Herald. He described those with
whom he travelled as ‘bona-fide settlers, hard-handed, anxious faced men: they all
have a little capital to lose, and they feel the responsibility of their undertaking very
keenly’.48 He returned to Sydney confident that

anything that could be done by a middle-aged Frenchman with a
slightly protuberant outline could surely be done by these hard-
handed men who had milked cows and shorn sheep and watched
over travelling mobs of cattle on the dry stages of the outback.49

Accounts that described the resilience of the Australian trader or planter
acquired particular significance in the New Hebrides, where opponents to French rule
represented him as an innocent victim who was subject to ‘one of the most inefficient
and unfair systems of government in the civilised world’.50 Yet they also fed a broader
theme of the ‘pioneer planter’ who colonised and pacified the Pacific Islands in
general.51 Ultimately, tariff imposts, British restrictions of labour recruiting and settlers’
lack of capital contributed to the failure of these early settlement schemes, and by the
1910s, the French outnumbered and out-traded the British and Australians.52 Australian
and French allegiance to the Allied cause inWorldWar I also prompted a decline inAus-
tralian interest in the New Hebrides. Although public hysteria about the New Hebrides
dissipated, travellers like Frank Coffee (who presumably sought to benefit from colonial
enterprise there) continued to promote it as a ‘paradise for planters’ with a ‘promise to
yield handsomely in the near future’.53 A consistent pattern can be found in most
travel writing about the Pacific Islands until 1941, with the idea that individual fortunes
could be made in the Pacific Islands persisting in the popular imagination despite the
increasingly harsh economic realities of Pacific commerce and trade.

THE REALITIES OF AUSTRALIAN ENTERPRISE

Although the bulk of Australian travel writing presented a romantic view of Austra-
lian enterprise in the Pacific, some travellers recognised the difficulties that workers
faced, including disease, death, fluctuating economic markets and isolation.54

47 Thomas, Cannibals and convicts, 180; Grimshaw, From Fiji to the Cannibal Islands, 149.
48 Buckley and Klugman, The history of Burns Philp, 101; Andrew Barton Paterson, ‘The New Heb-
rides: voyage of the pilgrims’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 Jul. 1902. Available online at: http://nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article14468684 5 (accessed 23 June 2014).
49 Paterson (31 May 1902) in Semmler, The Banjo of the Bush, 142.
50 Marshall, The Black Musketeers, 284.
51 Bennett, Wealth of the Solomons, 109.
52 Thompson, Australia and the Pacific Islands, 27.
53 Coffee, Forty Years on the Pacific, 106.
54 For example, see Thomas, Cannibals and convicts, 245; Marshall, The black musketeers, 291.
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Unlike the lone pioneers of 19th-century trading tales, commercial development in
the region by the 20th century meant that individual workers faced more compe-
tition, regulation and public scrutiny than ever before. This occasionally appears
in travel writing accounts – self-proclaimed tourist J. Mayne Anderson noted in
1915 that ‘the lot of the man on the land is not entirely free from care’ and later
in the 1930s, young unemployed travellers Irwin and Goff observed the impact of
an economic depression in Fiji: ‘Half of Suva was waiting for something to turn
up – and so was half the world, it seemed’.55 Not all traders and planters were
necessarily heroic, the Pacific attracting those with criminal backgrounds or oppor-
tunists who were broke or desperate. Many workers could appear quite ordinary, as
Caroline David observed when meeting an Australian trader in Funafuti in 1897:
‘He was not the sort of man that we expected the trader to be: he was neither a
low-down ruffian, nor a romantic, adorable scamp, like some novelists’ creations;
he was just a normal, decent fellow’.56 Similarly, Paterson’s close observation of
the ‘farmers, prospectors, labourers, bushmen, and tradesmen’ who signed up for
the New Hebrides settlement scheme found them to be ‘well seasoned to the
world’s affairs’ and ‘decidedly cool-headed men, very unwilling to believe anything
till they see it’. They were uninterested in romantic notions of defending the Austra-
lian nation, according to Paterson, who noted that ‘they want money now, not glory
here-after’.57

There are few accounts written by Australian workers themselves which can
give us insights into the first-hand realities of commercial enterprise in the Islands, and
those that were written may or may not be considered travel writing depending on
your definition. Joseph H.C. Dickinson worked variously as a resident trader,
planter and labour recruiter in the Solomon Islands in the 1910s and 1920s and pub-
lished A Trader in the Savage Solomons in 1927. Typical of many peripatetic workers in the
Pacific Islands, Dickinson travelled between Australia and various islands regularly, so
it is difficult to assess whether his account should be counted as travel writing. None-
theless, it is of value for its insights into trade in the Solomon Islands, and the author
claimed to write a more realistic representation than the negative depictions of the
‘South Sea trader’ by ‘missionaries, authors and American movie artists’ who pre-
sented him ‘exploiting the natives, and committing all kinds of villainy […] a black-
guard of the deepest dye’.58Although Dickinson does explain the vulnerabilities of
the white trader and his role as mediator in the Islands, his account reinforces the
racial biases typical of the 1920s. Thus, the white trader is heroic compared with

55 J. Mayne Anderson, What a Tourist Sees in the New Hebrides (Sydney 1915), 51; Irwin and Goff, No
longer innocent, 93.
56 Mrs Edgeworth David, Funafuti, or, Three Months on a Coral Island: an unscientific account of a scientific

expedition (London 1899), 131
57 Paterson, ‘The New Hebrides: voyage of the pilgrims’, 5.
58Joseph H. C. Dickinson, A Trader in the Savage Solomons: a record of romance and adventure (London
1927), 80. Dickinson’s background is unknown. Dickinson describes 18 years spent in the
Solomon Islands, approximately from 1908 to 1926. He was a resident trader for 12 years, initially
for Pacific Plantations Ltd, before going solo.
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the hostile savage Islanders, and British rule over the protectorate ‒ symbolised by the
Union Jack flying above the British governor’s residence ‒ is shown to be beneficial to
all:

it floats high above the tree-tops in a little-known, savage land; for it
signifies protection over its people, along with the advance-guard of
pioneers, and those which follow them […] Beneath its shadow the
pioneer and settler knows that there should be one of the Empire’s
representatives, who, traditions have taught them, will reflect what
the flag stands for, and who, when they are in need, will extend assist-
ance, sympathy and encouragement.59

In contrast to Dickinson, John Ernest Philp’s unpublished log of daily life as a roving
trader in the Solomon Islands during the 1910s was marked by mundanity, with short
simple observations and limited personal reflections. Like Dickinson, Philp’s work may
be considered as travel writing because he worked as a copra trader and labour recrui-
ter for two years, travelling between Australia and the Islands.60 Arriving in the Pacific
eight years after the termination of the labour trade in Queensland, Philp was well
aware of the fierce public debate about the Queensland labour trade in the late
19th century, as well as popular travel accounts of the Islands. He had read Grimshaw
and Becke, and was critical of the popular accounts of amateurs who drifted through
the Islands, calling American author Jack London’s description of the Solomon Islands
a ‘piffle’ and noting that it was ‘reckoned a huge joke’ by the residents.61 Philp’s
experience of the Solomon Islands was generally positive, and diverged from conven-
tional ideas of hostile and ‘savage’ Melanesians. Apart from some difficulties trading
with locals whom he described as ‘cheeky’ or ‘hard bargainers’, Philp himself rarely
experienced violence, noting that his recruits were ‘all very jolly’ and only hearing
second-hand accounts of violence or strife.62

Victorian gold prospector John Archibald Fraser’s travel impressions also
offers a more nuanced account of Pacific Islanders, and of Australian mining endea-
vours in Fiji in the 1930s. Fraser was an experienced miner who visited Fiji twice as a
gold prospector, first to Tavua for nine months in 1933, and then with his brother in

59 Ibid., 29‒30.
60 Philp returned to Australia for a holiday in December 1913 intending to take his family back to
the Solomon Islands but war broke out. He returned to his clerical work in Tasmania where he died
in 1937. John Ernest Philp, A Solomons Sojourn: J.E. Philp’s log of the Makira, 1912‒1913, Richard Allen
Herr and E. Anne Rood ed. (Hobart 1978).
61 Ibid., 112, 128. For more on the Queensland labour trade, see Clive Moore, Kanaka: a history of
Melanesian Mackay (Port Moresby 1985); Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders, and Kathryn Cronin, Race
Relations in Colonial Queensland: a history of exclusion, exploitation and extermination (St Lucia 1988); Brij
V. Lal, Doug Munro, and Edward D. Beechert (eds), Plantation Workers: resistance and accommodation

(Hawaii 1993); Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue: the Australian-Pacific indentured

labor trade (Honolulu 2007); Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders, and Kathryn Cronin, Race Relations
in Colonial Queensland.
62 Philp, A Solomons Sojourn, 42, 88, 93.
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1935, travelling extensively around Viti Levu. After a year in Fiji, he prospected in
Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands and returned to Australia unsuccessful.
Though his manuscript was published posthumously in 1954 under the title Gold

Dish and Kava Bowl, I have included his account here for its rare insights into the
risks of prospecting, including ‘their distance from main centres of industry, the
rugged and jungled nature of the country, the tropical climate with its scorching
heat and drenching rains, and the prevalence of malaria and other tropical diseases’.63

Despite these difficulties, Fraser enjoyed living abroad and the opportunity
for intimate encounters with Islanders. He considered Fijians ‘a happy and likeable
race of people’, and he had good relations with the ‘kindly, courteous, patient, and
good-tempered’ men who worked for him.64 Fraser was sympathetic to the plight
of the Fijians but critical of the urban environment of Suva and the ignorant Austra-
lian tourists there.65 Fraser’s perspective complicates generic ideas about the Austra-
lian worker living amongst ‘savages’. Yet it is important to recognise that his case is
unique, and as an independent worker his experience differs considerably from the
experience of ‘company men’ working for CSR in Fiji and their relationships with
the Indo-Fijian population.66

Travel writing by ‘enterprising’ Australian workers in the Pacific must also be
carefully examined for what they omit, notably their relationship with women. Sexual
liaisons between European men and local women (including Islanders and other non-
Europeans) were notable only for their omission from the majority of Australian travel
accounts, most likely because it was a subject unsuitable for polite conversation. Yet
cross-cultural relationships and affairs were common. As Dixon argues, ‘sex, com-
merce and labour are inextricably connected in these networks of exchange’.67 Tra-
vellers’ expectations were also informed by fictional literature that often featured
sexual transgressions between European resident traders or planters and Islander
women, reinforcing traditional gender roles and stereotypes of the ‘South Sea
Maiden’ as sexual, submissive and freely available.68 In 1928 one traveller, Sydney
Walter Powell, was surprised when he met a couple in the Tuamotus and realised

63 Fraser, Gold Dish and Kava Bowl, 239.
64 Ibid., 93, 97.
65 ‘I think that a white man coming to know the Fijian well might sometimes feel, as Kipling’s soldier
did about brown-skinned brother: “You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din!”’. Ibid., 131. On
one occasion, he observed a Methodist ship from Australia that unloaded four hundred passengers
to celebrate the Church’s centenary, and consumed the village’s entire stock of food in the process.
His reflection on whether any tourists ever send the photos they take back to the islands was very
unusual for his time. Ibid., 68, 213.
66 For example, see Walter Gill, Turn North-East at the Tombstone (Adelaide 1970). Born in Melbourne
in 1895, Gill served in the Australian Imperial Force in both World Wars and was plantation
manager for CSR in Fiji from 1915 to 1926. Later he was a cattle property owner and commercial
fisherman. He died in South Australia in 1969.
67 Dixon, Writing the Colonial Adventure, 185.
68 See Sturma, South Sea Maidens; Margaret Jolly, ‘From Point Venus to Bali Ha’i: eroticism and
exoticism in representations of the Pacific’, in Lenore Manderson and Margaret Jolly (eds), Sites
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that she ‘was not the shrinking half-wild creature commonly presented in South Sea
stories as “the trader’s wife”’.69

Rather than openly discussing sexual relations, observations of ‘half-castes’ and
venereal diseases in the Pacific hinted at the prevalence of European sexual encounters,
and travellers occasionally met European residents and their ‘native wives’.70 The mar-
riage of European workers and residents to non-Europeans in the Islands was generally
not frowned upon in Australian travel writing because it was widely recognised that the
life of a trader or planter was lonely and ‘to take a white wife there is also almost imprac-
ticable’.71 Bringing their wives to Australia could create complications though, as Joseph
Hadfield Grundy observed when he met a 35-year-old trader who married a ‘native
woman’ but remained in the New Hebrides because she ‘could not live in Australia
being an Asiatic’.72 These interracial relationships were not always sustainable, nor
were husbands or wives necessarily expected to be lifelong partners. Dickinson fell in
love with one woman, Tora-kene, but soon abandoned her upon threat from other
Islanders.73 Becke married Nelea Tikena in Kiribati in 1881, but did not bring her to
Australia, and remarried soon after returning home.74 According to Safroni-Middleton,
Tahitian women were just as shrewd as European men, and ‘do not let the grass grow
under their feet’ if their husband is away.75 Though trade and commerce created oppor-
tunities for bringing people and cultures together, both Europeans and Pacific Islanders
were keenly aware of the limitations of making these exchanges permanent.

In contrast to the simplified stereotypes of the Australian male worker in the
Pacific Islands, the accounts of Philp, Dickinson and Fraser point to a more complex
series of encounters between Australians and Pacific Islanders. Their experiences of
vulnerability and doubt contrast sharply with the figure of the heroic trader that was
popularised by Louis Becke at the turn of the 19th century and may reflect a shift in
the demands and expectations of Australian readers. This would have been even
more plausible in the 1920s and 1930s, when an increasingly diverse and competi-
tive publishing industry responded to the growing demands of a new urban middle
class.76 Given that Becke’s soaring Australian popularity in the 1890s was based

of Desire, Economies of Pleasure: sexualities in Asia and the Pacific (Chicago 1997); Patty O’Brien, The Pacific
Muse: exotic femininity and the colonial Pacific (Seattle 2006).
69 Sydney Walter Powell, Adventures of a Wanderer (London 1928), 232.
70 See, for example, Gunga, Narrative of a Trip from Maryborough to New Caledonia (Maryborough 1878),
18; Osborne, Through the Atolls of the Line, 9; Irwin and Goff, No Longer Innocent, 47.
71 Joseph Hadfield Grundy, The New Hebrides Group of Islands (Adelaide 1933), 6.
72 Ibid.
73 Dickinson, A Trader in the Savage Solomons, 80.
74 According to Sturma, many of Becke’s tales described violence motivated by sex and interracial
relationship; Sturma, South Sea Maidens, 112.
75 Arnold Safroni-Middleton, Sailor and Beachcomber: confessions of a life at sea, in Australia and amid the
islands of the Pacific (London 1915), 150.
76 David Carter, ‘The mystery of the missing middlebrow, or, the c(o)urse of good taste’, in Judith
Ryan and Chris Wallace-Crabbe (eds), Imagining Australia (Cambridge 2004), 173‒201; White,
‘Armchair tourism’, 182‒202.
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upon his departure from the formulaic British stereotypes of the 19th century,
perhaps readers of the interwar period also grew tired of the market’s saturation
of predictable travel literature and sought a more authentic perspective. According
to a 1928 book review, ‘we must confess to being rather tired of stories of the South
Seas written for the most part by authors whose acquaintance with the Islands is, one
suspects, of a very casual description’.77 It is difficult to assess the impact of these
texts on readers, let alone judge if they became more discerning and critical of
Pacific travel narratives over time, yet the perpetuation of ideas of economic
wealth amongst the majority of Australians suggests changes in popular perceptions
were slow.

Travel writing adds further complexity and nuance to our understanding of
commercial enterprise and colonial exchange between Australia and the Pacific
Islands, and gives cause for a reconsideration of the significant role that the Islands
played in shaping the development of the Australian colonies and the Australian
nation. Traders, prospectors, overseers and farmers were key actors in this process,
being among the first travellers from the Australian mainland pioneering new
routes to, and relationships with, the Pacific Islands, as well as the first line of com-
munication across the oceans. It is thus unsurprising that they featured so prominently
as subjects of curiosity and admiration in travel writing, both in colonial Australia
(epitomised by the archetypal trader of Louis Becke’s works) and the new Australian
nation (marked by the increasing popularity and professionalisation of travel writing).
In both periods, the idea of an enterprising worker finding fortune in the Pacific was a
powerful tool. In the colonies, it suggests that there was another Pacific ‘frontier’
where the ‘Australian man’ might test himself, along with ideas of nationhood, mas-
culinity, race and empire. And during the 20th century, the worker was adopted by
businesses and governments as a symbol of economic success to encourage further
investment and public interest in the region, even if the reality was starkly different.
Regardless of their motivations, travellers to the Pacific Islands undergo a reflexive
process of self-questioning when faced with the unfamiliar and unknown. This is sig-
nificant for Australians, Denoon argues, because ‘the essence and the implications of
many Australian ideas became manifest only in those extreme situations which Austra-
lians encountered abroad’.78 For this reason travel writing can deepen our appreci-
ation of how ‘Australians’ perceived themselves against a backdrop of colonial
enterprise in the Pacific Islands.

77 ‘Books in brief’, The West Australian, 25 Aug. 1928), 5. Available online at: http://nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article32218170 (accessed 5 Mar. 2014).
78 Denoon, ‘The isolation of Australian history’, 258.
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