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Reverend Samuel Fellows (1858-1933) founded the Wesleyan Methodist mission station at Oiabia in 1894.  Even though pearl traders were already anchoring on the Kiriwina lagoon and beginning to take up residence ashore, Fellows was the first long-term European resident in the Trobriands to record his experiences there. His diary covers five years on Kiriwina, 1894-1898 and 1899-1900, albeit with some gaps and missing pages. Most of this time Fellows was accompanied by his wife, Sallie, the second European woman to visit and first to live in the Trobriands. Although filtered through missionary eyes, the diaries provide a unique glimpse into Trobriand culture at the eve of the colonial era, plus the story of Fellows’ own ascendance to limited power and influence, his constant reliance upon his Fijian and Samoan missionary ‘teachers’, and his abiding ambivalence for the islands and their people, contrasting a deep fondness for Trobriand culture and aesthetics with frustration over the perceived intransigence of Trobrianders in the face of The Word of God. Since Christianity occupies such a prominent place in many Trobrianders’ consciousness today, anyone interested in Trobriand culture and history will find this document of interest.
Main article

Samuel Fellows was born in Derbyshire, England in 1858, the son of a Methodist lay preacher. He was schooled to the age of thirteen, then went to work in a rolling mill. After ‘deciding for Christ’ at eighteen and becoming a teacher, he migrated to New Zealand and studied for the ministry at Wesley College in Auckland. Ordained in 1888, Fellows spent a few years preaching on the South Island before joining the first Wesleyan missionaries voyaging to found a new mission field among the eastern islands of British New Guinea (BNG) in 1891.
 BNG Lieutenant Governor William MacGregor had invited George Brown to open the new district, and Brown appointed William Bromilow as its first chairman, to be stationed with his wife, Lilly, at Dobu in the D’Entrecasteaux group.

Fellows was part of a new generation of Wesleyan missionaries to Melanesia who, unlike Brown and Bromilow, had not previously spent time in Polynesia; his entire Pacific Island career would be spent in British New Guinea. Brown, the Bromilows, Fellows, a handful of other white Methodists, together with 34 South Sea Islander (SSI) missionaries (22 ‘teachers’, twelve accompanied by their wives) arrived at Dobu from Sydney via Samarai in June 1891, aboard the chartered schooner Lord of the Isles.
 Fellows helped set up the mission headquarters at Dobu and was then dispatched along with two SSI teachers to found a second station at Panaeati Island in the Louisiades, spending nearly two years there. In 1892 he wrote of being ‘greatly drawn’ to the Trobriands.
 After ten month’s furlough in Sydney he returned to Dobu in August 1894, bringing along his new wife, Sallie. Bromilow immediately sent the Fellows to found a new Trobriand station, which Fellows named Oiabia.

The Fellows arrived off Mlosaida village on the north shore of the great Kiriwina lagoon on 27 August 1894, accompanied by two Fijian teachers, Ioape and Ma’a, and John Andrews, a Scottish carpenter and lay missionary. Fellows spent a total of five years on Kiriwina, a four-year stretch from 1894 to 1898 followed by a year’s break, then another year from 1899 to 1900. Sallie remained with him during most of the first stint but did not return for the final year due to health concerns. Samuel became entirely immersed in life and work on Kiriwina, only leaving because Sallie was unable to return. 

As superintendent of the ‘Kiriwina circuit’, Fellows was required to keep a diary from which ‘copious extracts’ were sent to the AWMMS headquarters in Sydney. Despite some gaps due to lost or excised pages, Fellows’ diaries provide a rich, albeit filtered, view of both major events and the daily lives of Islanders, missionaries and traders in the Trobriands at the end of the 19th century. Letters by Fellows were also published in the Australian Methodist Missionary Review, a monthly magazine with a wide readership.
Fellows’ grandson discovered two trunks under the family home in Western Australia in 1971, containing the diaries along with letters, photographs and 432 carvings and other objects. The Australian government bought the collection which is now housed at the National Gallery in Canberra.
 Kim Akerman, Curator of Indigenous Studies at the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, transcribed the diaries and other documents from Fellows’ somewhat tortured script, and has kindly given permission to publish his transcription online here.
After introductory material by Akerman, the first volume spans 21 July 1891 –  14 October 1893, plus ‘scraps and notes’ from the back of the notebook, covering Fellows’ arrival on Dobu and his years based at Panaeati. Volumes 2 and 3 cover the Trobriand years, 14 August 1894 –19 August 1898 and 1 September 1899–7 October 1900. While the Paneati volume is equally important and fascinating, this introduction focusses on the Trobriand volumes.
The diaries show that while the mission quickly made a place for itself and was able to gradually expand its influence, Fellows was frustrated in one of his primary projects, which was to bring Trobrianders to regularly observe the Sabbath and attend services. Instead, the church made its most extensive inroads through the adoption and education of Trobriand children within the mission. The diaries detail Fellows’ rise to political influence amongst the guyau, or Trobriand chiefs, through close association with government patrols, both as partner to, and deliverer from, the deployment of government force around the islands, and offer glimpses of the Polynesian ‘teachers’ who made up the bulk of the mission effort.
Fellows’ diaries only contain what he chose (and remembered) to record, and so provide only a fragmentary view of life at Oiabia at the time. One of its greatest omissions is almost any reference to the Methodist sisters who staffed the station from December 1897, beyond passing mention of some of their comings and goings. These women had their own support from the South Australian Ladies’ Auxiliary, which had donated ‘a replica of a comfortably furnished suburban house’ for them that was reassembled at Oiabia and named the Adelaide Sisters’ Home. They had their own schedule of teaching, nursing and training of girls in domestic skills. They developed a close intimacy with Trobriand women, but avoided much contact with men. They were by no means confined to the station, instead going out into the villages to visit and teach, and helping with services on Sundays.
 Sister Jeannie Tinney spent two years at Oiabia and kept her own detailed diary, giving another perspective on Kiriwinan mission life.

As the first European to live in the Trobriands with a project beyond capital gain, Fellows proved to be a foundational figure. During a period when a thinly-spread colonial administration could only exercise government by occasional visit, Fellows became an important interlocutor. His eventual command of Kilivila allowed him to discuss the colonial project with Trobrianders, opening the way towards at least some understanding of the strange ways of the gumanuma (white people). Yet Fellows did not hesitate to exploit the blurred distinction between gavamani and misinari in Trobriand eyes, to increase his political standing, and by extension the influence of the fledgling mission, by alternating between arm-in-arm public association with government figures and acting as saviour from their punitive wrath. In many respects, Fellows was the de facto government in the Trobriands, exercising official functions such as witnessing contracts between traders, holding keys and property in trust, and acting as coroner. He brought his own set of rules for behavior, and over time established his own network of influence in the form of the Polynesian (and later Papuan) mission teachers. These teachers added their own robust ethic of enforcement to the Methodist regime. 

However, it is important to avoid overstating Fellows’ power. His own diaries clearly show that his efforts at transforming Trobriand consciousness and behavior were only partially successful, being localised and often temporary. The establishment of mission influence, like the colonial project in general, was a gradual, imperfect and often incomplete process. Yet the political and social landscape of the islands had been considerably transformed between Fellows’ arrival in 1894 and his departure in 1900. The mission station at Oiabia became a permanent fixture, the most lasting colonial landmark in the islands. The Methodists had made a place for themselves, not just physically and morally, but politically as well. While Oiabia was a symbolic landmark, perhaps the greatest transformation was wrought by the placement in villages of Polynesian teachers, who remained for generations and greatly influenced not just religious but cultural and political life as well. The Papuans who gradually replaced the Polynesians remain in place to this day.
Among the numerous items of interest in the diaries are the following:

-The founding of Oiabia and Fellows’ relationship with Tabalu chief Pulitala of Mlosaida, characterized by ongoing ambivalence on both sides, from 27 August 1894.
-Also from the very first day (27 August 1894), glimpses into the poorly documented lives of traders and pearlers, including the infamous Nikolas ‘Nick the Greek’ Minster.
-The arrival from Omarakana of Paramount Chief Numakala to welcome Fellows’ group, 3 September 1894, and four of his wives to meet Sallie Fellows, 5 September 1894.
-Detailed accounts of a month of fighting around Kiriwina, as well as a near brawl between Mlosaidans and Fijian teacher Samuela, September 1895.

-Evidence that the Trobriands were long an important supplier of yams to traders, missionaries and others around the Massim, for instance 12-21 July and 18-22 October 1896.

-The pursuit, capture and killing of a suspected sorcerer by villagers near Kapwapu, 20 February 1897.

-The penultimate widespread ‘war’ on Kiriwina and its settlement, from 5 October1899 to 24 January 1900.
-The stranding of the mission yacht Dove on the reef south of Kaibola, and subsequent rescue by Fellows and four traders, 2-15 March 1900.
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