
Shel l Money Makers Of Malaita 

Auki Island, off the west coast of Malaita. This tiny islet-
coast—was built up artificially from coral blocks. Below: Vi 

A LONG the coasts of the narrow, 120-
mile-long island of Malaita in the 

British Solomon Islands is a series of 
tiny coral islets. Close examination of 
these will show that they are not natural 
features, but are man-made from blocks 
of coral limestone. These were collected 
on bamboo rafts and laboriously built up 
above high-water level to form a foun
dation for homes. 

It is believed that the ancestors of the 
present people were immigrants who 
arrived about two and a half centuries 
ago. They found the coastal land already 
occupied, and so decided to build their 
own small islands on which to settle. 

The best known of these islets is 
Langalanga, near the local seat of Gov
ernment at Auki, on the west coast of 
Malaita, which is separated from the 
Florida Group of islands by Indispensable 
Strait. 

By the time houses were built and a 
few small gardens planted with crops 
there was very little space left, and so 
the inhabitants decided to specialize and 
sell their handcrafts—somewhat like the 
Swiss. However, instead of making 
watches and clocks they started a mint 
and made shell money, which they took 
by canoe to adjacent islands and other 
parts of Malaita to barter for pigs, fruit 
and vegetables. 

Shell money is made primarily from 
small pieces of a marine shell called the 
thorny oyster (Spondylus). This bivalve 
occurs on certain coral reefs, and the 
islanders gather it by diving for it. The 
colour varies from a brick red to a 
raspberry pink—hence the alternative 
name of "red money". Only the curved 
lower half of the oyster is used in this 
industry. 

Men And Women Work In Turn 

The work calls for a good deal of skill 
and perseverance. Different stages are 
carried out by the two sexes. First of all 

—one of a chain extending along the 
ew of Auki Island from the mainland. 

The people living on the 
tiny, man-made coral islets 
along the coast of Malaita 
Island, in the Solomons, are 
highly-skilled makers of shell 
money. Originally made for 
bartering purposes, shell 
money is used nowadays only 
on important occasions such 
as a marriage, compensation 
for injury or offence, or for 
gifts to medicine-men or 

craftsmen. 
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the shells are roughly broken into small, 
round portions by the men. The women
folk then paste the fragments into grooves 
in slabs of wood, where they are given 
a preliminary polish with sandstone. 

The next stage—also carried out by 
the women—calls for deft handling, as it 
involves the boring of each piece of shell 
by means of a pump drill. This is a most 
ingenious tool, consisting of a vertical 
wooden rod fitted with a hard, flint-like 
stone for a bit, and with a "flywheel" of 
wood or stone. It is given a fast alternat
ing circular motion by means of two 
strings tied at one end to the top of the 
drill rod, and joined at the other end to 
the two extremities of a short horizontal 
bar. 

Starting with the strings wound around 
the top of the drill, the small bar is 
pushed down, unwinding the strings and 
spinning the drill and flywheel assembly. 
The strings wind themselves around the 
rod, the horizontal bar comes up, and is 
pushed down, to send the drill spinning, 
in the opposite direction this time. 

The principle involved is much the 
same as that of the simple toy, made of 
a loop of string and a button or small 
piece of wood, which children of all 
countries twist by pulling on both ends 
of the loop, producing a slight purring 
sound. 

After this, the men take over again. 
Working in pairs, they thread a stout 
fibre through the bored pieces of shell 
and polish the edges with sand. 

The final stage is the threading of the 
now uniform discs with a vegetable fibre 
thread, which is made up into fathom 
lengths measured from finger tip to finger 
tip across the outstretched arms. About 
sixteen discs go to the inch. 

Not Used For Ordinary Trade 
The purpose of the money is for use 

on important occasions such as marriage 
(from the bridegroom's to the prospective 
bride's parents), compensation for injury 
or offences, or gifts to medicine men or 
craftsmen. Shell money is not used in 
ordinary trade. 
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Left: Woman of Auki 
Island using the ingeni
ous drill developed by 
the ancestors of her 
people for boring holes 

in shell. 

Right: Close-up of drill. 
A pump-like action spins 
the bit, formed from 

hard, flint-like stone. 

Below: Necklace of shell 
money. About sixteen 

discs go to the inch. 
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The value is estimated as 5 / - per 
fathom string, of which twenty-eight 
would be needed for a pig (£5) and from 
100 to 500 (£25 to £125) for a wife, 
according to her experience or expecta
tions. 

The value of shell money used to be 
based on official currency, though the 
war upset this; the Japanese troops just 
took the islanders' strings, while the 
United States forces paid more or less 
what was asked for them. 

As time goes on, shell money will un
doubtedly mean less and less to these 
people, as the advantages of normal cur
rency become more and more apparent 
to them. 
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