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JRPANESC  on ThNygsonYy sLAND

T T i m———

NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

The early role of Japanese settlers on Thursday Island

‘The island was no good”.

Old Kurazo Miyagura speahs ill of the
island, while the expression on his face
reveals affectionate feelings. The water
was bad, some grass and trees survived
with rain water but nothing fruitful
grew; that was why the Airanda
(Islanders) around there did not come
near; it must have been an uninhabited
island before Meiji era. All the men
walking on the beach were diminutive
Japanese and they were all Kumano men
like us; everyone knew who they were
and which village they came from; if 1
close my eyes, like this, I can even see
their faces.

‘1 don't want to open my eyes.’

The man is toe old. He begins to weep ~
still, his face has nothing to do with his
sentiments, a rocky Kumano face

(Shiba 1980: 9-10. Translated from
Japanese text),

Introduction

In Ryotaro Shiba’s novel, Evening Party on
Thursday Island, an old Japanese diver
from the Kumano region (the former
name for southern Wakayama Prelecture)
awkwardly expresses his affection for
Thursday Island known locally in the
Torres Swrait as Waibene (Figure 1). The
original settlement of Port Kennedy was
established in 1877 at the island’s south-
west point after the administration had
moved from Somerset on Cape York. It is
no accident that this tiny island has a
similar nomenclature in Japanese
(Mokuyo-t0), reflecting its former
importance 1o the late nineteenth century
economies of both Australia and Japan
(Ganter 1994). The japanese were

s

e e A Y

pioneers in the establishment of the pearl-
shell fisheries and sugar cane industries of
Far North Queensland in the 1880s and
1890s, their chiel legacy being to
strengthen and develop these industries
through contract labour migration or
dehasegi. By 1898 for example there were
2,300 Japanese working in the
Queensland sugar industry (Meaney
1999). The significance of such a migrant
presence [rom the perspective of
Australian urban settlement history is
reflected in the near total dependence at
the wrn of the century on pearl-shell
collection and export in several

109L6£6 (20) 20 (49) 009LP6£6 (20
Aouaihy wBuddoy) Peuod sa0u3
vepruwIOgY 104 “parpwr] Aady g8
320231 @ Jo Kem Aq 10 maBe jo sasnaon
10 w0 ) jo vorsstuusd ) Inogm
ap mpun peniuad 59 1d20%9 ‘puE BUs
e aup g 151 1N (N4

setilement (Watanabe 1894, Hattori
1894); and what special circumstances
appear 1o have made it more attractive as
a place where Japanese entrepreneurship
might flourish than mainland migration
centres like Townsville or Broome? 1t may
be hypothesised that there were certain
advantages o be found in a small island
setting, when set against mainland
locations, which enabled Japanese forms
of social and economic organisation to
flourish in a manner less evident
elsewhere. Further, that such auractions
were recognised very early in the

northern townships, like Broome
(Western Australia) and Thursday lsland
settlement (Queensland). Indeed, Broome
and Thursday Island between them were
responsible for over half the world's
supply at this time (Bach 1961).

There are many signs today of Japanese
seulement in these former chief Australian
pearling ports but the effects of World
War Il-inspired urban redevelopmenis on
Thursday Island in particular and natural
disasters have removed most of the
original timber buildings. The human
presence is more obvious today in the
temaining families living in both towns
bearing Japanese names and possessing
direct kinship connections with original
migrants. This lack of tangible urban
antifacts is a reminder that the secrets of
even quite recent urban history may lie in
locations and sources far removed from
the towns themselves.

The chiel questions posed here inquire
why Thursday Island in particular was
singled out by influential Japanese
observers in the late nineteenth century
as being a successful or even utopian

blish of the settl by a small
number of migrants, such as Torajiro Sato
(Figure 2), who were well educated,
possessed an international outlook, and

FIGURE §: TORRES STRAIT AND THURSOAY ISLAND

Papua New Guinea
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had the means 1o maximise the economic
opportunities that came their way. Such
ground in
t this time
pected to
member of
a national parliament as Sato was destined
to do.

To adequately explore the propositi
posed requires investigation and
assessment of Thursday Islands locational
features, the social and economlc

ion of the } ¢
and a comparison of lhls with condluons
on the mainland. Considerable docu-
mentary evidence about the early years on
Thursday island is found in both Japanese
and English-language accounts published
in the late nineteenth century but the
focus here is on the situation as viewed
through Japanese eyes a1 the time. As far
as malerial on individual migrants is
concerned, the most significant among
such sources are Japanese Ministry of
Foreign Alfairs archive files and travellers'
accounts, many of which were first
unearthed by Sissons in the 1970s. The
research as a whole forms pan of a wider
smdy fncused chiefly on the impact of
on urk ion in the
mel’lc in |he nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

Japanese migration and
the process of settlement

Although Japan's connections with
Australia are said to have begun as late as
December 1867 with a visit of twelve
acrobats and jugglers to perform at a
theatre in Melbourne, as a nation Japan
had ‘established many prosperous trading
settlements in the Asia-Pacific region
from Formosa to the Moluccas, and from
the Philippines to the Malay Peninsula’,
some two hundred years earlier (Frei
1991: 34). At the close of the Tokugawa
period in the middle of the nineteenth
century a general opening-up allowed a
return to the western Pacific. Japanese
were permitted to travel abroad after
1866, leading to the first eyewitness
accounts of life in Australia (Frei 1991).
Traces of modern Japanese migration can
be seen from the beginning of the Meiji
cra (1868-1912), as the first contract
labour migrants were given passports to
80 1o Guam and Hawail in 1868 (Yano
1975). However, it was also the beginning
of informal Japanese migration that took
place with litle or no government
involvement. The usual steps in the

nmz:mmuu:mp
BY PERMISSION OF NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA

migration process were quite distinct,
First, sailors hired by foreign ships
became familiar with foreign pons, They
were soon followed by a substantial flow
of women known as karayuhi-san,
lirerally meaning those who sought a
means of subsistence in South East Asia
and the Pacific but the majority of whom
were in reality prostitutes, or soon
became so (Sissons 1977). Contrary o
what might be expected, Japanese women
outnumbered the men in many foreign
urban centres in the Asia-Pacific region
during the Meiji era. The presence of
women was a clear indication of a
Japanese stake in local development
(Yano 1975).

Nonami Kojiro, who is generally
regarded as the first Japanese 10 settle on
Thursday Island, was & sailor and leamed
10 be a pearl-shell diver in 1876 (Watanabe
1894, Hattori 1894). He and a few others
did so well that Australian pearlers started
recruiting Japanese, first from Hong Kong
and later directly from Japan, By March
1894, the number of Japanese on the
island reached 720 (Sissons 1979) which
was a significant total for a small
settlement in the South East Asia-Pacific
region during the mid-Meiji period. In
Singapore which was one of the most
important urban centres with a Japanese
presence before World War I1, the number
of Japanese in 1895 was estimated at
around 450 to 460 and less than 600 in
1897 (Shimizu & Hirakawa 1998),

'WORKING ON THURSDAY ISLAND
The British Anthropologist Alfred
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Haddon made his second visit to
Thursday Island in 1898 after an absence
of 10 years and observed the considerable
impact of the Japanese presence:

One great change in the population is

very striking, and that is the great

preponderance of the Japanese. So far
as | remember they were few in
number ten years previously, and
were, | believe, cutnumbered by the

Manila men; now they form the bulk

of the population, much to the disgust

of most of the Europeans and

Colonials (Haddon 1901; 2).

By March 1894 the seven hundred or
so Japanese based on the island had
grown to outnumber the local
Europeans, forming half of the resident
population total; and by 1897 a
thousand Japanese were employed by, or
associated with, the Thursday Island-
based pearl-shell fishery. One third of the
lugger fleer was now in Japanese hands
(Sissons 1979, Ganter 1994). Although
the pearl-shell fishery was largely
exempted from the provisions of the
‘White Australia Policy' introduced by
the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901
{Bach 1962), this legislation and various
measures that followed it acted 1o
discourage permanent settlement and
effectively dissuaded even greater
numbers from remaining on Thursday
Island and in other northem Australian
lowns,

The Japanese based on Thursday
Island did not sign on as settlers but
Joined an industry that was of sufficient
size and growth potential to ensure they
occupied 2 permanent and important
presence in the township that had
emerged in the late 1870s. In addition to
those working the pearling boats, they
soon included merchamts, providers of
various kinds and boat builders. Indeed,
the Japanese had a monopoly on the
building of pearling luggers by the turn of
the century and controlled all slipways on
the island (Ganter 1994). By 1919-20 the
proportion of divers' licenses at Thursday
Island held by Japanese was as high as 50
per cent (Queensland Parliamentary
report cited by Sissons 1979). Few
married women came with their menfolk
to Australia and social activity for the
Japanese contract workers revolved
around gambling, drinking and the
attentions of the karayuki-san (Sissons
1977). The Japanese quarter of the small
town was situated close 10 the main

Jjetties and Customs House and became
known locally as ‘Yokohama' (Singe
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REMAINS OF JAPANESE ON TORRES STRAIT ISLANDS 2

1. vid THURSDAY ISLAND

Bagse-stations of the pearl shell fishing in the Torres Strait Islands
were ln early stage located on about 10 spots( Somerset on Cape York
Peninsula, albany Island, Hoko Island, Possession Island, Friday Island,
Goode lsland, Waiweer Island, Prince of Wales Island, Mabuiap Island,
etc. ). However, the companies managing these stations have ultimately
concentrated on Tbursdafﬁsland. and then this island has become the
one and only base-station of the pearl shell fishing., This Thuéﬁay
Island is the place on which a lot of Japanese had lived and worked
during sixty three years from J878( lMeiji II) to 194I and they liﬁ.d '
so0 played an active part that the name of Thursday Island on Japanese
map nad been written im Japanese letters.

Thursday Island is situsted on IO deg. S. Lat., 20 km. north from the
northern extremity of Cape York Peninsula, australia, and very small

2

island, area 3.24 km? But this island has not only become most civilized

one among Torres Strait Islands, but also has had the highest density
of population. o

1rhe number of population of Thursday lsland is, according te Australian
census of 1971, 2257( Islanders I30I, Aborigenes 99, white and half £37).
This island, formerly having no inhabitants, has flourished owing to
the pearl shell fishing and only in this island among Torres Strait
lslands urbanization has been obsérved. During the golden age of the
pearl shell fishing, about 300 peérl shell fishing boats were floating
on Kennedy Port and Japanese were more than half of the population,

But the pearl.shell fishing boats were only 6 in I975.in which our
investigation was done.'  Afd %ﬁeré were no islanders' divers, but
Hew-Guinean divers'weré'creﬁ on the boats which Japanese ship-carpenters
had in pre-war time built, and have been partly repaired, and these
diving helmets which might have been used by Japanese divers have

been used.

\,

(Fig 2)
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RUINS OF RESIDENCE OF JAPANESE DIVER FISHEMEN ON WATIWEER ISLAND (ABOUT.80 YEARS AGO)
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