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Visualizing Violence and Performing Law

POSTCARDS OF THE KERSAINT IN THE NEW HEBRIDES

IN THEIR RECENT RESEARCH on Pacific postcards, Max Quanchi and Max 
Shekleton observe that the ‘oppressive nature of colonial rule was either not 
shown, or only exposed inadvertently.’1 The postcard series from the voyage 
of the French warship Kersaint in 1912–1914 (Figure 1) provides a rare 
exception: among the picturesque and ethnographic are direct depictions of 
the imposition of colonial law. While still evading the overtly violent elements 
of colonial rule, these images provide a window into the ways in which 
Islanders were coercively drawn into the orbit of colonial law as part of the 
so-called civilizing process. Indeed, as this series shows, the postcard craze 
of 1880–1914 coincides, and became closely entwined, with colonization in 
the Pacific. Such postcards deserve greater scholarly attention, given their 
widespread circulation. As Robert Aldrich has argued, they were among the 
most prominent and ubiquitous images of colonial life during this period.2

This article examines the postcards from this French naval voyage in the 
context of uncertain empire-building and the continued use of punitive justice 
in the colonial Pacific. The postcards in question were produced as a series by 
de Béchade of Nouméa in New Caledonia, using the photographs taken during 
the voyage of the French warship the Kersaint around 1913, and published 
the following year.3 In particular, I focus on two images that show the arrest 
and transportation of Islanders, in contrast to the picturesque landscape or 
exotic portrait photos that comprise the majority of the series. There is a 
double violence in the images of interest: both the purported violence of the 
arrested indigènes and that of the colonial state.

These postcards were initially published as a numbered and captioned 
series of over 40 images under the title ‘Campagne du “Kersaint”’. The 
concept of naval ‘campagne’ frames the set of otherwise diverse photographs 
taken across the region. A selection were also reissued unnumbered by Gabriel 
de Béchade’s widow Jeanne (née Leconte) after his death in 1917.4 This 
unnumbered reissue around 1919 under the imprint Vve [Veuve, widow] de 
Béchade complicates the attempt to identify the full series, and I am missing 
details or copies of some postcards. The photographer is believed to have 
been the Kersaint’s captain himself, Adrien Richard, though this information 
is not mentioned on the postcards. Other images of the voyages were 
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published in L’Illustration.5 Today the series is held in the Centre Tjibaou and 
in Max Shekleton’s extensive private postcard collection in Nouméa. Some 
of the postcards can also be found for sale on stamp and postcard collection 
websites, with asking prices ranging from €6 to €60.6 The copies I have were 
never posted, as many cards of the era were kept as personal souvenirs or 
collectables.7 

These commercial postcards are of unusual provenance, given their origins 
from an official source. More generally, however, the use of photography on 
colonial military campaigns was well developed by the turn of the twentieth 
century. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, both British and French 
campaigns often blurred the boundaries between the military and scientific, 
and the camera was a key tool for both purposes.8 As Serge Kakou notes, the 
simplification of photographic technology enabled officials and servicemen 
of all levels to capture their colonial and military experiences.9 In this 
context, James R. Ryan highlights that photographs ‘reveal as much about 
the imaginative landscapes of imperial culture as they do about the physical 
spaces or people pictured within their frame.’10 In this article, I extend 
Ryan’s argument from photographs to postcards, examining how postcards 
of punitive expeditions and colonial progress in the New Hebrides spoke to 
settler and government anxieties in the early years of Anglo–French colonial 
rule.

The ‘Campagne du “Kersaint”’ Postcards
Covering the New Hebrides, Wallis, the Loyalty Islands and Fiji, the de 
Béchade series included photographs of the crew and life aboard ship, 
ethnographic shots, as well as illustrations depicting the civilizing progress 
of the imperial state. In the latter category, a range of postcards focused on 
the success of imperial endeavours, documenting the smooth extension of 
authority over indigenous peoples and landscapes. They are thus analogous 
to the ‘views trade’ genre that Jane Lydon identifies in colonial Western 
Australia. Depicting the onward march of Western civilization, such images 
collectively ‘reflect common white settler attitudes, including unease at the 
blurring of race, gender or class boundaries, and a “desire to visually remove 
Aboriginal people” from their active social world in order to emphasise their 
“primitive” status.’11
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Figure 1: The Kersaint. Campagne du ‘Kersaint’ postcard No. 6. En Rade de NOUMÉA.

The company that produced the series was itself entwined in the promotion 
and expansion of French interests in the region. Between the late 1880s 
and the 1920s, Maison de Béchade was one of the largest French trading 
companies in New Caledonia, alongside Maison Ballande. The formation 
of the Société des établissements de Béchade des Nouvelles-Hébrides 
extended its interests to the New Hebrides. Bordelaise founder Gabriel de 
Béchade was also heavily involved in the promotion of French interests in 
the region more generally, serving as a judge, as a member and President of  
New Caledonian Chamber of Commerce and as a member of the Council 
Privé.12 The postcards, presumably available in de Béchade’s stores, thus 
highlight the frequent alignment between commercial and colonial influence.

The narrative of French imperial progress in the series is underscored in a 
variety of ways. These included the annexation of Wallis (Uvea), inauguration 
of a colonial monument in New Caledonia, the parade of the indigenous 
militia or police in uniform in British Fiji, the island landscape tamed into 
orderly plantations in the New Hebrides, and newly built hospitals, post 
offices and government houses across the island colonies. In addition, the 
ethnographic photographs of Pacific Islanders amongst the collection serve 
to highlight the contrast between exotic primitivism and colonial modernity. 
Table 1 demonstrates that many of the photographs published served as 
visual evidence of the successful advance of the French empire in the Pacific 
Islands. 
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Table 1: Subjects and Themes in the ‘Campagne du “Kersaint”’ Postcards.

Overall, the images reflect, on a smaller scale, the division that Frédéric 
Angleviel and Max Shekleton identify between postcards showing the 
indigenous/natural world and the European/civilized one: 

On the one hand, the camera lens registers indigenous events and freezes the 
presumed authenticity of the location. This is a permanent and fixed world inhabited 
by men and women and characterized by their dwellings and activities.... On the 
other hand, the expatriate world takes shape through the symbols of its involvement 
(monuments, buildings accommodating institutions) and through technical, economic, 
or educational achievements.13

Yet, within the series there are a few images that show these worlds colliding, 
as the colonial world extends into the otherwise seemingly untouched lives 
of indigenous peoples.

Theme Number of Postcards
De Béchade Vve de Béchade

Ethnography 15 5
Scenery and landscape 3 3
Ship and crew 2 7
Missions 1 or 2
Economy and labour 3
Government and government buildings 14 3
Ports and town 1
Other and unknown 5 or 6

Location Number of Postcards
De Béchade Vve de Béchade

Aboard ship 1 7
New Hebrides 20 11
New Caledonia 5
Loyalty Islands 3
Wallis 8
Fiji 4
Other and unknown 6 1

Table 2: Locations of ‘Campagne du “Kersaint”’ Postcards.
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The largest number of the photographs were taken in the New Hebrides 
(Table 2). In this article, I will focus on two of the most striking images 
in the series that show the interaction between indigenous peoples and 
colonial authorities in the archipelago. These contrast with the other 
Kersaint images, which maintain a clear distinction between settler and 
indigenous worlds. The first is number 26 in the original series, titled 
‘NOUVELLES-HÉBRIDES – Arrestation d’une tribu’ (arresting of a tribe) 
(Figure 2). Aboard the Kersaint, white-helmeted naval officers, backed by 
other crew members, arrest a large group of ni-Vanuatu. The indigenous 
men are shadowed in comparison to the officials, their heads down and their 
faces unclear. The Islanders aboard are out of place, contrasting the bright 
uniforms and stateliness of the naval environment. The caption itself is also 
suggestive of the nature of colonial understandings of indigenous society, 
where the ‘tribu’ was constructed as a natural grouping. Reducing Islanders 
to a seemingly unified whole, the colonial state deployed collective 
punishment as the best means to punish crimes, from individual acts of 
violence to perceived political agitation.

Figure 2: ‘Arresting of a tribe’.  
Campagne du ‘Kersaint’ postcard No. 26. – Arrestation d’une tribu.
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The second, number 27, shows the ‘Débarquement d’assassins à Port-Vila’ 
(disembarkation of murderers at Port Vila) (Figure 3). A group of ni-Vanuatu 
men stand upon a dock on the waterfront, patrolled by indigenous police 
who frame the group. The latters’ uniforms and berets, though signifying 
their lower, ‘native’ status within the French forces, contrast with the 
mixed attire of the arrested men. As in the previous image, the effect is a 
mass of undifferentiated people, made threatening by the image caption as 
‘murderers’. They are, however, pacified and contained by the uniformed 
representatives of the colonial state. The arrested men are nevertheless 
notably different from other indigenous peoples in the Kersaint series, in 
which Islanders are shown in customary dress. The assemblage of European 
garments highlights the complexity and ambiguity of the image’s attempt to 
delineate between civilized and other: the men are clearly not the archetypal 
untouched ‘primitive’ presented by the more ethnographically orientated 
photos. Similarly, the role of indigenous men as colonial auxiliaries further 
blurs such boundaries, while the European officers — recognizable in their 
white helmets — are barely visible in the background.

Again, the caption and image group the arrested men as one, implying 
collective punishment for the ‘tribe’ and perhaps a politicized view of 
their perceived crimes. The details of who was arrested, their crimes and 
punishment, are currently unknown. However, the practice of collective 
responsibility and collective punishment for Islanders was common in 
areas of the Pacific where European naval officials had trouble identifying 
suitably powerful individuals with whom to negotiate over disputes. As 
Stuart Bedford notes, the ‘concept of collective responsibility for perceived 
transgressions became the Royal Navy’s default position in Melanesia, 
encouraging arbitrary determinations of collective guilt and retribution.’14 In 
justifying this approach, private violence was frequently framed as a political 
attack, a threat to the colonial power.15

These two photographs stand out for their distinctive subject matter. 
However, they were not unique at the time. Other photographs from the 
era also depicted the role of colonial military and legal might in the region. 
For example, a postcard of a 1923 trial for murder of the Clapcott family 
quickly immortalized the event, and showed the accused men seated within 
the courtroom.16 Similarly, colonial reports were often accompanied by trial 
and pre-trial images aboard the ship, as well as photographs of landing parties 
and arms destroyed.17 

Nevertheless, I regard these photographs as the most striking of the 
Kersaint series because, to contemporary eyes, they contain some of the most 
unusual subject matter.18 While images of exotic peoples and places were 
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commonplace for Pacific postcards in the post-World War II era, references 
to arrests and murder were not. These photographs unavoidably reference the 
subjugation of indigenous peoples to colonial rule, a disquieting subject for 
contemporary viewers. 

Figure 3: ‘Disembarkment of murderers at Port Vila’.  
Campagne du ‘Kersaint’ postcard No. 27. – Débarquement d’assassins à Port-Vila.

However, as Susan Sontag argues, while such photographs may shock us and 
‘haunt us’, alone they do not help us understand.19 They must be considered 
as part of the broader historical narrative if they are to move beyond their 
current role as simple symbols of colonial injustice.20 As I will argue, these 
postcards, along with other colonial performances on or by the naval vessel 
itself and in the courtroom, did important work in propping up the reputation 
of an otherwise insecure colonial state in the New Hebrides.

The Kersaint in Twentieth-century Naval Imperialism
Constructed from 1895 and launched in 1897, the Kersaint was a three-master 
aviso or dispatch boat initially posted in East Asia (Figure 1). From 1906, it 
was based in the Pacific (mainly Nouméa) before running aground in 1919.21 
During this time, it made various tours of the islands, both administrative and 
punitive. As such, the vessel was implicated in French imperial endeavours 
on multiple fronts. During World War I, the Kersaint support French efforts 
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in the 1917 war against Kanak, and voyaged to Vladivostok in 1918.22 
Its Pacific operations also coincided with the formal colonization of the  
New Hebrides by Britain and France in 1907, and a period of transition for 
the archipelago as colonial structures such as courts embedded themselves. 

Yet, as the expeditions of the Kersaint and other naval vessels demonstrate, 
punitive expeditions against ni-Vanuatu remained a key strategy of imperial 
governance decades after the establishment of the rule of colonial law and 
courts in the New Hebrides.23 Throughout much of the nineteenth century, 
men-of-war constituted the only British and French imperial presence around 
the New Hebrides and other uncolonized islands. Over the nineteenth century, 
many parts of Melanesia had been gradually and loosely drawn into the orbit 
of European traders and missionaries, particularly through the sandalwood 
and beche-de-mer booms from the 1820s and the infamous labour trade from 
the 1860s. Such intrusions into existing social life created both opportunities 
as well as disruptions for island communities. Consequent violence between 
Islanders and newcomers necessitated official action by the late nineteenth 
century, though with some reluctance to dedicate manpower and resources to 
distant and potentially expensive islands. 

Formal annexation was not initially pursued as the preferred option, 
despite the periodic patrols of British and French navies in the area since 
the l840s.24 A pact of mutual non-intervention in 1878 recognized the 
interests and influence of both British and French powers in the islands 
without colonization. During this period, the 1877 British Order in Council 
establishing the Western Pacific High Commission and the establishment of 
British and French Naval Divisions in the Pacific served to formalize the role 
of the British and French navies as the vanguard of imperial contact with 
Islanders.25 Naval oversight thus served as an alternative to formal colonial 
expansion, and avoided awkward questions over divided Anglo–French 
interests in the New Hebrides. Non-intervention would nevertheless prove 
untenable, given the continued trading, proselytizing and violence in the area.

Consequently, the establishment of the Joint Naval Commission (JNC) 
formalized the role of the navies in the New Hebrides. By 1886, pressure 
from their respective nationals with interests in the New Hebrides — be they 
spiritual or economic — influenced Britain and France to begin negotiations 
over the status of the islands. Discussions focused on protecting European 
citizens’ interests and finding a solution to land disputes. The resulting 
convention, signed on 16 November 1887, established the Joint Naval 
Commission (JNC). It was ‘charged with the duty of maintaining order, and 
of protecting the lives and property of British and French subjects in the  
New Hebrides.’26 The JNC empowered warships to patrol the local waters, 
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though unilateral action by either was discouraged except in urgent 
circumstances. 

Given the infrequency of patrols through the islands and the difficulty of 
assembling warships from both nations, this requirement severely hindered 
the effectiveness of the commission. However, more problematic was the final 
point in the agreement: ‘The Commission … shall not interfere in disputes 
concerning the title to land, or dispossess of their lands any persons, natives 
or foreigners.’27 Naval officers were not deemed equipped to mediate on land 
issues. The crux of the New Hebrides problem was thus left unaddressed by 
the 1887 convention, effectively undermining the commission before it even 
began.

France and Britain therefore re-entered negotiations for a ‘sphere of joint 
influence’ in 1904, which resulted in the establishment of the Anglo–French 
Condominium in 1907.28 The condominium was a curious form of half-
colonization: governed by a joint administration, with a British and a French 
administration each headed by a Resident Commissioner, accountable to the 
Governor of the Western Pacific High Commission in Suva and the Governor 
of New Caledonia in Nouméa respectively. However, it functioned more as two 
parallel administrations than one, with essentially separate police forces, mail 
services and courts. The Bislama term for the condominium, tufala gavman, 
encapsulates the divided nature of New Hebrides colonialism: ‘the government 
of two fellows’.29 While the condominium theoretically signalled a shift in the 
governance of the islands, in reality change occurred slowly, given the limits 
of resourcing and intra-imperial co-operation of the joint administration. The 
JNC remained the vanguard of contact and colonization for many Islanders. 
The condominium thus inherited recurring patterns of interaction between 
naval vessels, settlers and Islanders as well as narratives of race, respectability 
and rival political imperatives that justified continued repressive tactics. 

The role of gunboat diplomacy has been the subject of historiographical 
debate. Discussing the pre-condominium period, Roger Thompson argued 
that murders or attacks on Europeans were avenged by naval bombardments, 
the preferred sanction when difficulties arose establishing the identity of 
offenders.30 Jane Samson’s work on the role of the British Navy in Pacific 
colonization pre-1874 shows how naval officers constructed their mission 
as one of ‘imperial benevolence’, and counters earlier work that argued 
for the authoritarian nature of the naval presence in the Pacific.31 The navy 
had a crucial role in drawing British authority into the region ‘through the 
crafting of a humanitarian mission to protect islanders.’32 Samson illuminates 
the importance of naval protection in influencing and legitimizing greater 
intervention in the Pacific. 
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However, both British and French navies pursued punitive justice around 
the islands well after official colonization. With the continued centrality 
of punitive expeditions in the colonial era, racial bias triumphed over 
humanitarian ideals, and practical expediencies trounced ineffective and time-
consuming legal procedures. The simultaneous condemnation of the violence 
between European traders, recruiters and planters (who were often subject 
to vitriolic assessments in official reports) and Islanders, and the continued 
condoning of imperial acts of violence in the colonial period, highlights 
the limits to imperial benevolence. This is particularly significant in the  
New Hebrides Condominium, because the JNC was technically stripped of 
its jurisdiction from 1906 yet continued to act as a court and as a war council. 
This perhaps reflects Samson’s suggestion that the principled attitudes of 
naval officers shifted in the closing years of the nineteenth century, and 
reflected a hardening of racial attitudes during the same period.33

For two decades after the condominium’s arrival, therefore, ‘life, and 
sometimes violent death, went on as before’:34 ni-Vanuatu experience of 
colonial rule was predominantly through warship visits or informal agents 
of imperialism, missionaries, traders and recruiters. As the French Resident 
Commissioner asserted in 1908, ‘the presence of warships is still necessary 
in the archipelago. It helps maintain the indigènes’ respect while ensuring, 
through the supervision exerted over recruiting vessels, the legality as well 
as the safety of their operations.’35 The 1910 report noted that the JNC 
was instructed no longer ‘to punish the tribes en masse but to search for 
the guilty and to seize them to remand them to justice.’36 Naval expeditions 
in 1908, 1914, 1916 and 1918 sought to arrest the perpetrators of violent 
crimes, including Peter Greig and his two daughters in South Santo in 1908, 
participants in a ‘revolt’ at Malakula following the killing of British planter 
Robert James Bridges and his children on 18 August 1916, and the murderers 
of planter M. Meglia living at Aoré in 1918.37 

These attempts also involved the destruction of villages, crops and pigs, 
resulting in gunfire and conflict between Islanders, injuries and deaths on both 
sides.38 The expeditions thus remained military in nature. While in principle 
the guilty individuals were sought, warships frequently returned without 
the accused, and in practice expeditions followed the concept of collective 
responsibility and collective punishment of the tribe.39

The reality of naval expeditions, such as that of the Kersaint, was more 
complex than the orderly process of arrest and transport shown in the 
postcards. Gilchrist Alexander, serving on the bench of the New Hebrides 
Joint Court from 1912, recalled the typical condominium reaction to Islander 
violence against European settlers:
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Information would be received that a white planter or trader had been murdered by 
natives on the island of Malekula [sic] or some equally wild place. After due inquiry 
a man-of-war would be dispatched to the place of the crime. A party of bluejackets 
[enlisted sailors, in this case British] would be landed. Heavily loaded with rifles, ball 
ammunition, and kit, they would be marched from the beach up to a native village 
through a bush so dense that they could not see more than a yard or two. When, pouring 
with perspiration and exhausted, they reached the village, they would discover only 
a few old men or women and children. The supposed malefactors had fled or, more 
probably, had been dogging the steps of the landing-force behind the thick bush. After 
burning down the village and killing the pigs, the bluejackets would retrace their steps 
and would be lucky to reach the beach without losing one or more of their number. 
Very often snipers waited, with rifles fixed to trees and trained across the path by 
which the landing party made its way in single file. Or, if it was not thought desirable 
to land … to shell the village. This would be rough justice indeed, for, as like as not, 
the chief sufferers would be the old men, women, and children.40

His statement draws attention to the activities surrounding, but obscured by, 
the postcard images. In contrast to the confident, relaxed postcard shots of 
crew members, Alexander paints a picture of colonial agents ill-at-ease in the 
Pacific Islands, with limited knowledge of the Islanders and the geography, 
and fearful of ‘natives’ who were more adept in their environment and aware 
of their opponents’ movements. His account references recurring elements 
in official reports of such expeditions. Considering the limits of colonial 
rule and law, these themes are unsurprising. The outer islands and the 
mountainous interiors of the New Hebrides remained troublesome zones for 
colonial administrations lacking the resources to effectively incorporate such 
regions into their jurisdiction.41

The warships’ methods to maintain order ranged from investigations, 
arrests, imprisonment and deportation, to threats of reprisals and the burning 
and shelling of villages and crops if the guilty were not handed over to the 
JNC. The JNC reports made little differentiation between tactics, suggesting 
they were deemed equally acceptable. For example, in Case 17 (Murder of 
boy [servant] of M. Gano), the report of 4 September 1909 noted that:

As a result of the shelling of the village by the Kersaint, the Chief of the village 
of Lanebon came on board of his own free will and deposited £20 as a surety for 
good behaviour and stated that they were much impressed by the firing…. The French 
Officials of the Commission having declared themselves satisfied, the case is finished.42

Despite acting as a courtroom, the JNC thus retained its underlying military 
character, both in the handling of trials and in the simultaneous use of other 
violent tactics.
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These repressive measures were generally deployed by warships against 
individual acts of violent crime, rather than against political threats to the 
colonial state. The legality of such actions, technically identified as ‘acts of 
war’, was the subject of debate and critique within official circles, but they 
continued nonetheless at least until 1920.43 Alongside the troublesome island 
geography, racialized constructions of indigenous society were deployed to 
counter such critiques. Some officials argued that swift and violent retribution 
was the only form of justice that ‘natives’ were capable of understanding. Like 
the colonial courts, such expeditions did performative work for the colonial 
state; they were essential in pacifying settler voices for greater government 
intervention as well as visibly demonstrating Anglo–French authority to 
Islanders. Adrian Muckle notes that officials justified military deployment in 
New Caledonia on similar grounds: ‘the need to calm settler fears or to guard 
against future threats rather than as the intimidatory or repressive measures 
which they almost certainly were.’44 The postcards showing the advancement 
and success of European authority played an important role in circulating this 
idea, just as the postcards of plantations and expanding colonial townships 
demonstrated the advancement of the civilized over the natural landscape.

The voyage of the Kersaint in 1912–1914 was significant both for the 
postcards it produced and for the role of the French Navy at an historical 
high point of tensions between French officials and Protestant missionaries 
in the New Hebrides. The French were particularly concerned about 
Presbyterian missionary influence and its perceived overreach, especially 
on Tanna. Presbyterian missionaries were the main Anglophone influence 
on the island, and given their opposition to the labour trade they were a 
threat to the viability of French business in the New Hebrides. In addition, 
they were among the key agitators for British colonization of the group, 
stoking Australian public opinion in ways that troubled French settlers and 
government. In the early twentieth century, official French reports identified 
abuses by Presbyterian missionaries as a hindrance to French colonization and 
economic development, as their actions spread discontent among indigenous 
subjects while the mission hypocritically criticized French settlers. The well-
resourced Presbyterians were accused of ‘abusing their spiritual power’ 
to become ‘true political chiefs’, with critics noting that ‘the majority of 
missionaries intervene directly into the repression of crimes and offences.’45 
French officials argued that the JNC was essential to maintaining French 
influence in the territory in view of the concerted efforts by missionaries to 
increase British power. That Presbyterian missionaries on Tanna made their 
own arrests, conducted trials and imposed punishments irked French officials 
and settlers, underpinning their support for the navy’s role in safeguarding 
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local French interests.46 Adding to French frustration was their belief that 
missionaries were instrumental in influencing ni-Vanuatu to contribute money 
for lawyer Edward Jacomb to represent their land claims in the Joint Court.47

	 These issues came to a head with the Kersaint voyage. The Kersaint’s 
officers made ‘wholesale arrests’, not only for serious crimes of rape and murder, 
but also for petty charges outside their mandate according to British critics. 
The arrested were primarily Presbyterian mission converts and teachers.48 
Commenting on the Kersaint’s recent actions in 1914, former official and Port 
Vila lawyer Jacomb, quoted in a Daily Telegraph article, argued that:

Nowhere and at no time can be found a shadow of legal justification for the Joint 
Naval Commission forming itself into a court of justice, trying people and awarding 
sentences … the Joint Naval Commission has calmly stepped in and undertaken this 
most important judicial responsibility, without any legal power to do so, or, indeed, 
without any knowledge or capacity for the work.49

Missionaries made similar protests.50 Ni-Vanuatu accounts of their harsh 
treatment onboard the Kersaint added weight to these objections: they were 
‘kicked along’ and ‘capsized into the boat head first’, where they were chained 
and fed minimal rations. Following the 1913 murder of planter Guitel on Epi, 
the Kersaint arrested Sam Miley and others. When Jimmy Tarames would 
not say who told him to kill the planter, the head Maré [Loyalty Islands] 
policeman ‘cut him over the head’ with a lash or whip until he answered as 
desired. Similar physical assaults were used on the other arrested men until 
they gave the same answers.51 As shown on the arrest postcard, policemen 
recruited from New Caledonia and the Loyalty Islands played a critical role in 
punitive expeditions through their service in the colonial militia. Expressing 
concern about the high level of convictions and lack of judicial process, 
Commonwealth solicitor Wallace described the JNC as ‘[a]n instrument for 
the oppression of the natives by the French … as a court it simply convicts at 
the request of the Administration’.52

The images and related accounts highlight the continued importance of 
naval presence during the colonial period, often seen as a characteristic of 

nineteenth-century imperial strategies more than of the twentieth.53 I argue, 
however, for greater continuity in strategies of rule between the pre-colonial 
and the colonial period. The shift from the purely naval oversight of the 
Joint Naval Commission-era to that of the condominium was predicated on 
establishing the firmer land-based rule of European law in the New Hebrides. 
However, in practice, for most Islanders outside Port Vila or Efate little change 
was discernible in their encounters with imperial agents, and this experience 
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was often characterized by violence. The postcards do visually demonstrate 
the continued role of the warship in twentieth-century colonization, 
responding to settler calls for greater naval presence and protection. Yet at 
the same time, the images largely obscure the navy’s violent and punitive 
role by emphasizing its orderly, seemingly lawful, actions: the calm arrest 
of indigenous men, and their disciplined arrival at Port Vila for punishment. 

‘Punishment they will remember’:54 Justifying Violence
In the colonial period, many settlers and local officials continued to advocate 
punitive justice for Islanders on the basis of racial theories of criminality. 
Petitions, reports and correspondence repeatedly asserted that swift and 
forceful eye-for-an-eye action was the only form of justice that ‘natives’ 
understood. In 1897 the President of the Société Française des Nouvelles-
Hébrides (SFNH) drew attention to recent violence by ni-Vanuatu around 
Port Sandwich, Malakula. He argued that more numerous and lengthy patrols 
of warships were essential to prevent such incidents:

These acts of violence are unfortunately neither a new nor exceptional thing. Each 
year, from January to April, the European settlers are exposed to them and the list 
is already long of those who have been victims in recent years. They coincide too 
exactly with the absence of French and British warships in these environs/waters for 
it to be possible to doubt that they should be attributed to it and that the indigènes 
believing their impunity, take advantage of this absence to satisfy their vengeance 
against Europeans and their natural instincts for cruelty.55

The salutary effects of naval visits on the European settler and trader 
community were also acknowledged, as ‘everybody, traders and natives, is 
on highest behaviour when the man-of-war is in the neighbourhood.’56

Enabled by narratives of race, motivated by inter-imperial rivalry and 
necessitated by the lack of effective law, naval vessels in the condominium 
could take unilateral action, as the Kersaint did in 1913, if the situation was 
construed as ‘urgent’. And it almost always could be. In other situations, an 
enquiry would be held to determine the course of action before the JNC was 
instructed to pursue the offenders.57 As Keith Woodward notes, scarcely a 
year passed without similar violence.58 While technically replaced by the 
Joint Court after its opening in 1910, naval justice therefore continued to be 
the main means by which ni-Vanuatu outside colonial settlements such as 
Port Vila encountered the colonial state.

As in the pre-condominium era, a punitive response was continually 
promoted as most suitable to local conditions. Such action was deemed more 
effective for its speed: the cogs of European justice turned slowly, lessening 
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the exemplary effect for ‘uncivilized’ Islanders. Echoing reports from the 
1880s concerned with the JNC’s loss of power and the 1897 statement quoted 
above, the first French trimestrial report on the colony for 1916 argued that:

Its swift justice is equally the only one that is accessible to the simplistic spirit of the 
Canaques [Kanak]. They find it natural that a wrongdoer suffers, as soon as he can be 
apprehended, the punishment he has incurred. If this punishment is delayed several 
months as a result of the difficulties of the investigation or the complications of the 
procedure, they would not consider the motives anymore, and on the contrary, would 
be inclined to consider it as an act of revenge.59

The report argued the injustices of trying indigenous cases under French or 
British law would be greater and the Islanders — ‘much inferior than the 
natives of our African colonies’ — were incapable of fulfilling the role of 
assessors if cases were tried by District Agents.60 Continued naval tours by 
the JNC were presented as the only viable option for dealing justly with the 
indigenous population.

In 1915, protesting attempts to reduce the role of the JNC, the officer 
of the Etat Civil (Registrar of births, deaths and marriages) based on Epi, 
Ancelin, asserted that: 

[T]he only French authority that may still have an influence on the indigènes in 
our islands is the warship. It represents a power, a material force that they can see, 
appreciate and evaluate. It is because of the fear they have of it that we can obtain 
respect of our people and properties. It has not always been effective, it is true, but as 
it is, our indigènes fear [the warship]. It exists; it can come. When? No matter, they 
simply know that it will come, that it will take action more or less severely.… It’s 
the doubt, the threat that hovers above the guilty indigènes, the obsession sometimes 
more effective for these simple folk than the fact of the action. They fear the warship 
because it has the force and the power, and they respect it because for them it also 
represents justice. Justice in the true sense of the word, sometimes lively, a bit brutal, 
but more in line with the mores/morals and habits of the indigènes.61

Ancelin linked the visible strength of the navy to its impact on the local 
population, suggesting the importance of performative forms of justice in 
maintaining European authority over the Islanders. He went on to argue that 
continued tours of French naval ships were crucial to mitigate Presbyterian 
influence, as the Kersaint voyage aimed to do.62 Naval justice was thus 
acknowledged for its role in local Anglo–French imperial rivalries, helping 
to maintain prestige and authority over European counterparts as well as 
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the indigenous other. The postcards helped spread this image of successful 
colonial development to settler audiences across the Pacific (with many 
postcards never sent) as well as further afield.

Conclusion: Postcards Performing Authority
The rhetoric and justifications of naval officers and colonial officials 
contrasted with the reality of punitive justice, as Gilchirst Alexander’s 
account highlights. Post-voyage reports similarly acknowledged the limited 
success of expeditions to pacify and punish in the New Hebrides. As one 
French commandant noted, such punitive attempts ‘cost dearly’, as the navy 
and accompanying indigenous auxiliaries lost lives while failing to capture 
any culprits.63 The costs were also high for the ni-Vanuatu affected, as the 
rare instances that their voices were recorded demonstrate. In the same vein 
Jacomb wrote in 1919 that:

The white man is satisfied if in lieu of catching a murderer he sacks the tribal village 
from which he comes, and destroys a number of the villagers who probably had no 
connexion whatever with the crime. Again, it is in the New Hebrides, that unfortunate 
group [of islands] where all the evils of the South Seas seem to find their happiest 
hunting-ground, that we find this miserable practice in full vigour.64

Ultimately, then, the Joint Naval Commission and the voyages of the Kersaint 
form part of a longer history of punitive expeditions that did not pacify. This 
was widely acknowledged, yet the practice continued.

Despite many claims for the salutary impact of the warship on indigenous 
behaviour, the continued use of punitive naval justice was equally, if not 
more, a performance for the benefit of settlers. In the New Hebrides, such 
performative work showcased the progress of colonial law and order in 
the face of ongoing challenges to and uncertainty about its status, success 
and future in this archipelago. Indeed, it was particularly important in this 
context of tenuous colonialism. It provided a reassuring façade of control and 
protection in a colony where the fragility of colonial power was all too often 
in evidence. It was also a show of humanitarian intentions, focused on the 
benign and civilizing power of law, rather than emphasizing the violence that 
equally accompanied naval justice. As such, the Kersaint postcards were one 
element of performing imperial authority. They served as ‘trophies’ of the 
successful containment of otherwise ‘savage’, threatening peoples.65
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