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The Trade Network of Shell Money in Local History:
The Historical Transitions and Present Situation of the Trade of Nassa Shells
in the Bismarck Archipelago and the Solomon Islands

Juntaro Fukada
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In the Tolai society of Papua New Guinea, a shell money called tabu
is used for a wide variety of purposes. Despite its social and cultural impor-

tance, the Tolai people cannot produce this shell money for themselves. The
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raw shell, nassarius camelus cannot be collected near Rabaul. Before Euro-
pean contact at the end of the 19th century, a trade network had been estab-
lished between Rabaul and the Nakanai area on the north coast of West New
Britain. The source of fabu shells has changed in each era. Since the 1960s,
the western province of the Solomon Islands has become the main source of
the shells.

There are no public transportation facilities between the western prov-
ince of the Solomon Islands and Rabaul. Traders must cross the border and
travel 800km in their own dinghies with outboard motors. Despite these
severe conditions, some traders have engaged in this business.

To make the process clear, I conducted fieldwork in three locations, the
western province of the Solomon Islands, Rabaul, and the intermediary point:
Bougainville Island. During this fieldwork, I found one influential channel in
this trade network. Tracing this channel, I discuss how tabu shells are trans-
ported from the Solomon Islands and how the tabu shell trade network has
changed over the 130 years from the first European contact.
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