SHELL STRINGING

Economies

DEPARTMENT OF
EDUCATION

ledrners Fivsh

Shell stringing was a part of a Tasmanian Aboriginal economy in the past
and continues to be in the present. There is a long history of the trade and
exchange of shell necklaces to meet people’s needs and respond to economic
opportunities. The following article explores the economic history of this
continuous cultural practice and identifies some of the women who were,
and continue to be, leaders in this practice.
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KEY CONCEPT

An economy is a system of organisations and
institutions that either facilitate or play a role in
the production and distribution of goods and
services in a society. Economies determine how
resources are distributed among members of

a society; they determine the value of goods or
services; and they even determine what sorts
of things can be traded or bartered for those
services and goods.

Study.com

SUPPORTING CONCEPTS

» cultural practice
» continuity and transition of a cultural practice
» living communities.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

In what ways has shell stringing been a part of
a Tasmanian Aboriginal economy historically?

Who are some of the women who have been
leaders in this practice?

This printed material is to be used with Shell Stringing - a Living Cultures multimedia curriculum resource

that can be found at www.theorb.tas.gov.au

The Living Cultures Shell Stringing resource and this supplementary printed material have been designed

to foster culturally responsive practice when learning about Tasmanian Aboriginal Histories and Cultures. [P
N\ 7]
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Introduction

Early historical records report that shell stringing was an in important cultural
practice for Tasmanian Aboriginal people, and played a significant role in gift
giving and trade. During periods of extreme disruption and hardship, shell
necklaces were a valuable item for trade and exchange.

Exchange and Trade

Early explorers have recorded being generously gifted shell necklaces by the
Tasmanian Aboriginal people they met. Certainly, shell necklaces had long been an
item of trade and exchange, but some of the earliest documentation of this activity
appears in 1830 when George Augustus Robinson visited Robbins Island, as part of
the so-called ‘Friendly Mission’, where he was given shell necklaces.

The sealer women presented me with several necklaces made of shells, and in return | gave
them beads, pincushions, buttons etc.

Robinson cited in Plomley 2008: 214

In 1833 Quakers, Backhouse and Walker visited Wybalenna. In spite of the dispossession
and the disruption of cultural practices experienced by Aboriginal people when taken to
Wybalenna, shell necklaces retained a significant role in gift giving and trade.

We purchased many shell necklaces of them for cotton handkerchiefs, which several of the
women immediately set about to hem.

Backhouse and Walker cited in Plomley 1987: 262

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

> What do these accounts tell us about the people’s response to their changed circumstances
at Wybalenna?

» What does this tell us about the practice of culture over time?

» What does this tell us about living communities?

Pilunimina or ‘Queen Flora’

Pilunimina was born in the north east of the state in the very early 1800s. She was
abducted as a child and survived over 20 years living with various sealing men on the
different Bass Strait islands. In 1830 Pilunimina was removed to Swan Island under the
instructions of George Augustus Robinson, and after joining Robinson in his search
for Aboriginal people still living in the north east, was taken to Wybalenna, a Christian
mission located on Flinders Island.
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The oldest provenanced shell necklace
in the TMAG collection is a striking blue
maireener necklace made by Pilunimina
in 1854. Pilunimina was also known as
Bessie Clarke.

Pilunimina contributed to the weekly
Wybalenna markets, which ran from
1836-1838. Robinson’s journals document
the details of the first market held on

9 August 1836.

Articles offered for sale included crockery, tea
caddies, pocket knives, table knives and forks,
fishing lines, straw hats, shirts, pipes, plums,
sugar and rice. Various articles brought for
sale to the market by the Aborigines included
skins, poultry, necklaces and baskets.

Plomley 1987: 648

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Photograph portrait of Bessie Clarke
at Oyster Cove | TAHO: PH30/1/3648

> In what ways is Pilunimina demonstrating her resilience and strength?

> What is the significance of Pilunimina’s necklace being held in the collection by TMAG?

» ‘How might today’s Aboriginal community feel about the necklace and its place in the

museum collection?’

Lucy Beeton

Lucy was born on Gun Carriage Island in 1829.
Her mother was a Cape Portland woman
Watanimarina tatiyana (also known as
Emerenna) and her father an English sealer,
Thomas Beeton.

Lucy luckily escaped the ill-fate of Wybalenna
and instead grew up on the island ...

was privately educated in Launceston,

and returned to the Islands to become a
Community leader, staunch educator and
activist for her people.

Lucy also became a successful
businesswoman, gaining the reputation as
‘Queen of the Straits’.

Lucy is known to have made shell necklaces
and traded these in Launceston.

Her mutton bird and shipping business
possibly created the first commercial
avenue for shell necklace supplies to both
Launceston and Melbourne. The fortuitous
locales of the sealing establishments
permitted — even encouraged and fortified
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—the continuation of a number of cultural
practices. Shell stringing became tied to the
seasonality of muttonbirding, a traditional
practice that became a unique commercial
industry developed amongst the Islanders.
The mutton bird season between March
and April coincides with favourable weather

% T 3*”;" :

and tidal patterns for shell collecting and
the commercial operations also presented
a market opportunity to export other
commodities including shell necklaces,
yakka gum and tin.

Rimmer cited in kanalaritja 2016: 25
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Drawing of Miss Lucy Beeton (1829-1866) | TAHO: AB713/1/11765

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

> What were the impacts of colonisation on the shell necklace trade?
> What does this tell us about Aboriginal people's response to colonisation?

Cape Barren Island

In 1881 a small parcel of land was ‘set aside’
for an Aboriginal reserve on Cape Barren
Island. Life on the Reserve, although
restrictive, saw practices such as shell
stringing and muttonbirding continue as

important cultural traditions that connected
families and provided much needed
economic benefit. [S]hell necklaces also
continued to be given as gifts.

Rimmer cited in kanalaritja 2016: 25-26
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The convenience and abundance of shell
resources, particularly the highly prized
marina shells and numerous other delicate
shell species, meant our women were able to
not only maintain the tradition of stringing
shells but develop the practice to include a
wide range of other local shells, including
rice shell and toothies — shells unique to

the Islands. In 1882, a Tasmanian Legislative
Council report on fisheries recorded:

In 1908 Henry Baker, a United States
Consul, visited Cape Barren Island as

part of a trade-related tour of the Bass
Strait Islands. He wrote an article that
appeared in the The Examiner newspaper
on Monday, September 14, 1908. He
reported on a number of points of
interest regarding the production, types
of shells and sale of shell necklaces. Baker
also notes the generosity of the Cape
Barren Island community, despite the
fact that families were very much in need
of income.

On a recent visit to this (Furneaux) group

| found a number of attractive varieties of
shell necklaces, which are very little known to
the Hobart trade... The half-caste children at
Cape Barren Island were contributing quite

a number of these interesting varieties while
| was there, to be sold for the benefit of the
Children’s Hospital at Launceston, Tasmania.

Baker cited in The Examiner,1908

1908, Monday 14 September. Shell necklaces: Trade
with America. | Launceston: Examiner newspaper.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

..that for necklaces, ear pendants, and other

ornamental purposes,

some of our shells are

most highly prized. The following are largely
collected and prepared by the half-castes on
the Barren and Badger Islands, and obtain a

fair price.
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SHELL NECKLACES

-—
TRADE WITU AMEHRICA,

M. Henry DL Baker, Ameripan { onaul
CHobartwrie s 1 wiahd be giad o you
vould eudl the httention of your readers
to the possibility which, in wy opinion,
exinig for the suceessiul sxploitation of
Tasmanian shell weckiaces i the United
States. T opecently wrote u report for
viir Department  of  Commerce  dnd
Labourron these meelduced, and have ro-
iriyed soveral letters already in regard
to the samie, o copy of one of which )
send you, By some urgenisation of those
imtervsbed in this trade and  generaus
carnding of sumples to tue United States
1 feel suro that o very big busines
could be worked up, 1 wouid be very
| much  gratified i {his could happen,
| vapecially as the stringing of sabell neck-
| lucea would afford home cmployment for
« number of women and children who
might be much benelited thereby. TIn
| the United States there s always a big
| market for wuch  altractive movelties,
vspecially just beloie Christwas, and at
places where toansts congregate. At
Atlantle City, lur instonce, the tourist
population In summer is about 200,00,
and along the four or five miles of
famous “Board Walk" there are
| hundreds of small shiops which sell juat
Auch novelties us these, 1 think the
Tending  jewellery  merchants, sotion
dealers,  the  Philwdelphia  Commercial
Museum, and the Depariment of Com.
meree and Lahonr at }a\':\.lh.iligtlm. might
be furmished wilh samples; also some
might be senl e Alasha-Yukon Exposic
fion at Sewttle next yoar.
S, Farrfax Seoll, importer Chicagn,
i 2 s . Balter.=3 wish Lo be
plavid in communisation with o ridiablo
mapnlnciueer wnd esparler of the fidie-
virs Lhut von
worepart. Ty
S might
ub s hdress,
{5 1T Ls (A0
L vonsideration

amb ask b
lots.  He must ful
Lhaat | owill have Lo pay 6 per eont, duty
un their entering the United Statea, wo
¥ jor Wl have to bie low.  Also,

o never soen Lho goods, T would
litee him Lo send me ol or Two samples,
angd should there be any chavge Jor same
1 owitl vemit when Y hear from him. In
purehaszing o guantity T oamn prepaced Lo
pg eash in advance, [ feel that 1 am
indebted tu you for your interesiing
letter, and thank you in advance for
the favour naked,

Auguat 4, 1908
Extract from daily Consular and Trado
reporigi—Lesmnnian  shell  necklnees—
Haw an industry is carried on in oan
Australian  ilond—Congu!  Henry D,
Baker, writing from Hobart, gives the

following aceount of the traflic in whell
necklaces in that part ol Ansirala:—
'Lie invoices of shell necklaces exported |
ll’rum Hobart to the United States for

LN8 INVHCES DL S0P BEUKEUEE WA LR LU
frome Hobart to the United States for |
the year 190] amounted to 3083 dollars.
The shells which are used for the string- !
ing of necklaces for this exporl trade are
known locally as the “mariners' shell,”
of which there i= a green and & blue |
variety of many different sizes, vary- |
ing from shout one-fourth to onc-half*
ineh long, the width beisg about half’
the length, and the shape thet of a
cornueopin, They are found among the
seaweed at low iide, around the -muthl
and east enasts of Tasmania, and among
the Furneanx gronp of islands in Bass
=trait, o the northeast of Tasmaniv |
The shells, to bhave uny veloe, must ot
e taken dead, but white the fish within
fhem i alive. otherwise they have no
Instre,  After being tukem from the
senwerd they are exposed to the sun:
light and atmosphere for soveral months
aud the fish eqten out of thew by flies
wtnl antsy wfter which tiey are immersed
for further cleansing in Lpdrochlorie
| ueid, after which treatmend their appeat-
attir e gt lustrond, amdoabaws many
Lol ghe prismutle colowrs, SEome 0f e
D e strung in *his natural =state, whils |
othors wie dyel pink. Hohi or dark
rreen, aml yelluw,  After stomg- |
ing 3 A at retail in Haobaret for
bt G0 copta b neckiaee, o about LH0
|:iol1uza a deeen meckluees, nnd dnostill
lrmer squatitizies ab about 450 dollars o
dozpat, The aale to tonrists from the
meinfand of Australia doring the nm-
er senson s viry large. Thi hest <hedls
|||!'|- foirmn it the vivuity of 1 latre
! casteanx Chamnel Whose foamd on ihe
| Basl Coast of Tasmanic are abont the
| eame i appearitee, bt aze nraally wope
vasily  lroken than the shelis of the
CRouth Coasl of Tosmania, Those of the |
Furneaux Grgup are apparently of good
quakity, and when propery  eleansed
make very @ etive necklaess, In|
these lslands 8 work of galbering and
stringing the shells in performed mostly
by hatf-easle women and children,  On
4 Tecomt visit to tns group 1 foupd
o mumbeer of wttractive varicties of shell
neckiioes, which wre yery little known
fo the Hobart trade. Uhey were mado
ugp from «hells kpown leeally as tpen
mming’ “tootldes,” Meats! teatly" Crice”
chells, “featper” shells, and “painted
Jadies.”  The halfeaste ehildren at Cape
Tarren Islapd were contributing Hni(r
2 pumber of these intercsting varietics
while I waz there, to be sold for the
benefit of 1he Children's Ilospital at
Launceston, Tasmanis,  Hobare firms
which export shell mneckleees to the
Unlled States ate also importers ta o
gmaller extent of shell and pebble orua-
ments from the eame Américan firms
which buy necklaces; pearl shells being
the most comman artiele af import, The
citien of Ban Farpeisco and Vancouver,
British Columbia, furnish for the local
iourist trade many braceletr made up
irom polished Japanese ard Chinese
pebbles, to which is waually attached
@ spangle—ihe heart-shape of the island
of Tasmania, 1t i snid that theae
hracelotn are the work of Javansse in

» Why is the continuation of these cultural practices important to Aboriginal people?

» How does this link to identity?

> What does this tell us about today'’s living community?
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Appropriation and the ‘Hobart Necklaces’

From the 1870s to the 1950s there were two
parallel streams of shell necklace making and
marketing: by Aboriginal people based on
the Bass Strait Islands and by various non-
Aboriginal firms, either only shell trading,

or fur and shell trading out of Hobart.
Unpacking these two directions of shell
necklace work, authentic and the ‘Hobart
necklace’ copies, is complex and ongoing.

Tasmanian and mainland newspaper
advertisements illustrate what appears to be
regular resurgences in sales of Tasmanian shell
necklaces from the mid- 1860s to 1910, followed
by intermittent advertisements and [articles]
until the 1950s... At least ten Hobart dealers in
shell necklaces emerged from the 1870s to the
1920s, half of whom were also furriers.

Subsequently mass production and cultural
appropriation of Tasmanian Aboriginal shell
necklaces occurred as the wearing of shell
necklaces entered mainstream culture...
Non-Aboriginal opportunists in Hobart,
with maritime connections, started their
own industry of shell necklace production,
‘Hobart Necklaces', by unsustainably
harvesting southern seaweed beds to
dislodge shells in their tens of thousands,
creating a predominately overseas market,
supplying necklaces in vast quantities.

Gough cited in kanalaritja 2016:71-72

97

M. M. MARTIN,
Wholesale Shell Necklace Manufacturer,

e 75, Collins Street, HOBART.

Telegraphic Adlress : “ SHELL."

ESTABLISHED 1875.
— ERTADAMVED 1978

Code: Lieber's.

Factory: Cascade Road, Hobart.
Branch Factory: Honolulu, H.I.
Kddress: F. C. MARTIN, 1309, Date Street, Honolulu, H.I.

SAMPLES SENT ON APPLICATION.

1‘.
‘ RUDOLPH KOCH, FRV.ILA.

(Late of . W. Coast, Tss.),
l Architect, Surveyor and Sanitary Engineer,

12, Elizabeth Street, HOBART.
And at 479, Collins Street, MELBOURNE.

(JomN A. B. KOCH & SOK, F.R.V.LA.)

—_— e ————

JOHN MADDISON,

e Architect,

Stock Exchange Buildings,
Collins Street, HOBART.

R. FLACK RICARDS, F.R.V.LA. FRANK G. HEYWARD.

RICARDS & HEYWARD,

— .ﬂrcbftuts,

r 14, Elizabeth Street, HOBART.

TAS. T

An advertisement from 1906 for shell necklaces

made by non-Aboriginal people. | M M Martin
Advertisement. TAHO SD_ILS:981598

With the death of Mrs Martin in 1942, [a well-known dealer in shell necklaces], the most infamous era
of the cultural (mis)appropriation, mass production, and wholesale export of shell necklaces ended.

Gough cited in kanalaritja 2016: 72

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

» What is cultural appropriation?

» How might the mass production of shell necklaces have impacted on the Aboriginal shell

necklace trade?

» What effect might this have had on the Aboriginal commmunity?
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L.ola Greeno

Aunty Lola was born on Cape Barren Island and lived on a northern beach called Prickly
Bottom, an ideal harbour to collect shells. So that they were able to access medical
services more easily, the family moved to Flinders Island when Lola was about 10 or 12.
Aunty Lola remembers her great-grandmother Julian Burgess, as a leading woman

of her time known for her shell stringing. She taught Lola’s mother and together they
made necklaces to sell (mostly to Minister Cloudsdale) which provided an income to
help with food and clothing for the families. They also used to exchange shell necklaces
for food and clothes at Bowman's Store at Whitemark on Flinders Island.

In the 1980s Lola began stringing seriously and enjoyed 13 years of stringing with her
mother until she passed away in 1999. Lola’s career has since spanned 30 years of
traditional shell necklace making, exhibiting and selling her works all around the world.
In 2014, Lola was acknowledged and celebrated with a Living Treasure Award: Masters of
Australian Craft, which saw her solo exhibition Lola Greeno: Cultural Jewels, tour around
Australia. Lola has created pieces on commission for museums and private collectors and
you can find her work available for purchase online and in a number of art galleries.

——

L
\,\M
7~

NIV DN ST

93 U S Ryhas s vey s 2 LY

PR e U i A L4 )

i
i
%
3
i
S
H
3
3
{

B30I NI N NN Y )N

AR Wha i 2 S, SO Y TS W el s bRt e

PR 1A { s, ik Lt AL LA

R e
B T

{.N..w P i o
™ o

Living treasure Lola Greeno celebrates her 70th birthday with a special exhibition in Hobart.

Image: ABC News, Carol Raabus

DISCUSSION QUESTION

> What does Lola’s story tell us about how the continuation of culture occurs across time?
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www.theorb.tas.gov.au//living-cultures/shellstringing/teacher-drawer
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