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The pearl in
australia’s shell
Broome first came to prominence as a coastal treasure trove, and long after tourism became
the tropical town’s main industry its pearls continue to be a major attraction

by Stanley Johnson – a journalist, author and environmentalist

If you plan your journey to
Australia’s north-west coast properly,
you have a good chance of being able
to see Broome’s most spectacular
event: the ‘Staircase to the Moon’. You
need to do your homework and find
out the precise date of the neap tide,
when Roebuck Bay’s mudflats will be
fully exposed. And you need to be in
place well before moonrise to make
the most of the experience.
I reach the terrace of the Mangrove
Hotel with five minutes to spare. The
crowds have already gathered, drinks
in hand, and are staring out into the
blackness. Officially, moonrise — full
moonrise, to be precise — is at
8.35pm. Ten minutes earlier, at 8.25
by my watch, a deep red-golden glow
begins to suffuse the sky. Then, like a
diva appearing on stage, the moon
herself emerges into view. But the
neap-tide waters of Roebuck Bay in
front of us have drawn so far back that
the moonlight is reflected not on the
sea itself but on the vast expanse of
mudflats. Because of some trick of
topography, the total effect is to
produce the famous Staircase to the
Moon effect, a glittering silver
pathway to heaven, which, as far as
I know, occurs in Broome when the
tide is right and the sky is clear —
and nowhere else in the world.
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The men
who spent
their days as
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mortality
rate. They
risked and
often lost
their lives
for very little
personal
gain

During my time in Broome, I
stayed at the Pinctada McAlpine
House, owned and run as a delightful
boutique hotel by Marilynne Paspaley,
a director of the famous Paspaley
Company. Named after the Pinctada
Maxima, the pearl-oyster to which
Broome’s fame and fortune are so
intimately linked, the Pinctada
McAlpine House also commemorates
the fact that this century-old master
pearler’s home was the first place
Lord (Alistair) McAlpine bought and
restored when he came to Broome
as a young man in the early 1970s.
In the UK, Lord McAlpine is
possibly best remembered as a
connoisseur and collector of fine art,
as well as being the man who, as
long-standing treasurer of the
Conservative Party, helped Margaret
Thatcher to three successive election
victories. Massive though the latter
achievement may be, I can’t help
feeling that history may come to regard
McAlpine’s role in transforming
Broome as equally significant.
In his memoir From Bagman to
Swagman, he captures the magical
atmosphere of the place: ‘For me, it
was love at first sight when I visited
Broome. I loved the colours, the
freshness of the air and, above all, the
laziness of the place. When I lived

there, I found Broome wonderfully
romantic — the buccaneers still
seemed to wander the streets. Pearls
were sold in the town’s bars: a pearler
would pull a handkerchief from his
pocket not to blow his nose but to
show the pearls tied in its corners.’
But McAlpine had a vision too.
As he put it, ‘the old buildings were
ungainly and all the better for that…
my every move, my every investment,
was dominated by the desire to
change a tired old town into a modern
tourist resort without destroying the
soul of the place.’

Heavy lifting
The next morning, Marilynne sends
me off to the Pearl Luggers museum.
In Broome’s pearling heyday, there
could have been over 100 luggers
working here. Now there are only
two left, prime exhibits in the Pearl
Luggers museum.
I am lucky enough to have Neville
Poelina as a guide. An aboriginal
himself, Neville tells me: ‘I was the
last hard-hat diver in Broome. I got
into the water when I was fourteen,
got out when I was 36. Now I’m 54.’
The museum doesn’t just have two
actual luggers on display, it has the
full complement of gear as well. Neville
points to one of the helmets. ‘When
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you screwed that one on it weighed
40kg. Each boot weighed 15kg. The
total weight was 180kg — that’s three
times a normal body’s weight.’
The men who spent their days as
divers fathoms deep off Eighty Mile
Beach, south of Broome, or up north
in King Sound, had a high mortality
rate. They risked and often lost their
lives for very little personal gain.
Broome’s pearl fishers were not,
of course, looking for pearls as such,
though any natural pearls which were
found were greatly prized. The basis
of the industry were the magnificent
shells of the Pinctada maxima with
their lustrous nacre. ‘Mother-of-pearl’
had a multitude of uses, from
ornaments to buttons.

At the peak, a tonne of pearl-oyster
shells could fetch up to £500 on the
market. If ‘historic’ Broome owes
much to Pinctada maxima, so does
present-day Broome. Whereas in the
‘pearl-rush’ days, the object was to
find and sell mother-of-pearl, today
the emphasis has shifted to the
production of cultured pearls. Indeed,
Broome and its surrounding seas
today produce some of the finest
cultured pearls in the world.
Marilynne arranges for me to spend
an afternoon on board Paspaley IV,
a ‘mother-ship’ to the fleet of diving
vessels and pearl-oyster ‘farms’ which
the company operates from south of
Broome right around the coast to
Darwin. Mark Alexander, the vessel’s

Neville Poelina
says he was the
last hard-hat
pearl diver in
Broome

captain, shows me round. He has
been with the company for 30 years.
‘We do not make pearl oysters,’ he
tells me firmly, ‘we grow them.’ And
he explains the complexity of the
process: finding the oysters, cleaning
them, bringing them on to the ship
to have the nucleus inserted. With
careful management, you can get as
many as three pearls from an oyster
before it has outlived its usefulness.
By a strange irony, the Japanese
who were such key players in
Broome’s first pearling boom, only
to be kicked out in World War II
(Japanese planes actually bombed
Broome in March 1942), have
returned as key operatives in the
Paspaley pearl-growing enterprise.
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Clockwise from
left: Replica pearl
diver helmets;
Pearlers Row in
Broome’s
Chinatown; riding
camels on the
beach; a local
sorting pearls;
Broome’s outdoor
movie theatre;
the pearls that
were the making
of Broome

Japanese technicians live permanently
on-board the Paspaley IV, delicately
inserting the small spherical nuclei
made up of fragments of Mississippi
mussel clam (imported from the US)
or local mother-of-pearl.
‘The first insertion usually produces
the best quality pearls,’ the captain
explains. ‘But the process can be
repeated. You can have two or even
three insertions.’

Local knowledge
Though the Japanese played a central
role in bringing pearl-growing to
Broome after the war, and though
they play a crucial role in Paspaley’s
business (by far the most significant
player in Broome’s current pearlgrowing activities), I am delighted on
my last day on Broome to have the
chance to visit Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm,
some 150 miles to the north at the
very top of the Dampier peninsula.
As I am the only passenger, Leigh

Odgers, an enthusiastic pilot working
for King Leopold Air, sits me next to
him in the Cessna 207’s co-pilot seat.
‘This plane was made in 1969, one
of the last such Cessnas to be made,’
he tells me. ‘Well, that beats my old
Land Rover,’ I say. ‘That’s a 1972 model.’
Half an hour into the flight, he
comes down low so we can see a
glittering white building with a stub
tower rising from its grey-black roof:
‘That’s Beagle Bay. There’s an
aboriginal settlement there. And that’s
the church the missionaries built.’
The aboriginal people of the
Dampier peninsula were collecting
pearl shells long before the pearl
industry as such came on to the scene.
They would find them in shallow
waters or dive for them if they had
to. Later, in the ‘hard-hat’ period,
aboriginal divers still played a central
role in what was, in human terms,
a hard and sometimes cruel and
inhuman trade.

The rise of plastics effectively put
an end to the mother-of-pearl
industry, but the aboriginal people
at Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm are still of
central importance to ‘pearl-growing’.
James Brown, the third generation
of his family to be involved in the
pearling business, tells me that in
Cygnet Bay the local people are not
only involved in ‘hatching’ the
pearl-oysters, thus reducing the need
to source them from the wild, but they
are also able to perform the delicate
quasi-surgical operations involved in
the culturing of pearls, previously
considered the virtually exclusive
prerogative of Japanese technicians.
‘This was our “eureka” moment,’ he
says. ‘We realised we could do it too!’
I spent the afternoon, together with
some other visitors to the Cygnet Bay
Pearl Farm, on a high-speed dash by
speedboat to the mouth of King
Sound. The tidal movement here is
greater than anywhere in the world,
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“

We walk and
swim and
watch fellow
guests ride
camels on
the sand
at sunset.
You can
even play
beach polo

except in the Bay of Fundy, New
Brunswick, Canada. Even with our
engine running at full throttle, it was
like trying to climb up a waterfall.
‘The tidal movements in this part
of the world are another reason why
these tropical waters are so good for
growing oysters,’ our guide says.
‘Oysters are filter feeders, and here
at the entrance to Cygnet Bay they
are able to process huge volumes of
water twice a day.’

Cable ties
The most remarkable of all Lord
McAlpine’s investments in Broome
is at Cable Beach itself. Buying land
on the coast, on the ocean side of the
peninsula, he first established a small
zoo before moving into the hotel
business by founding the Cable Beach
Club, able to cater for 600 guests.
Of course, it can be argued that
when you have a setting as spectacular
as Cable Beach, it’s hard to go wrong.

I don’t personally subscribe to that
point of view. I can think of stretches
of the Costa Brava which were once
as pristine as the beaches in Western
Australia but are now wall-to-wall
high-rise hotels and condominiums.
Even given the location, McAlpine
could have screwed up. But he didn’t.
A few years ago my wife and I spent
three days at the resort. We stayed at
one of the Club’s old-style cottages,
built — at McAlpine’s insistence —
on stilts of wood with lattice walls.
There are more than 50 such cottages,
spread out over the resort’s 26 acres.
Delicate tropical water-gardens,
linked by decorative little bridges,
separate the different units. If you
lose your way, antique Chinese statues
will set you straight by pointing in
the right direction.
We walk and swim and watch
fellow guests ride camels on the sand
at sunset. You can even play beach
polo — Marilynne Paspaley is also

chairman of the Southern
Hemisphere Beach Polo Association.
‘The sand is firm but not too firm,
beautifully compacted by the tide,’
she tells me. Polo players, please note!
This is another great reason to include
Broome on the itinerary.
Susan Thom of the Cable Beach
Club & Resort treats me to a superb
dinner there. Since it’s my last night
in Australia, I go for the barramundi.
I know some people don’t drink red
wine with fish, but a South Australian
pinot noir, lightly chilled, goes down
a treat. Sadly, Lord McAlpine is no
longer with us, but his vision for
Broome is alive and flourishing. On
this night, we drink to his health. S
Cable Beach Club Resort & Spa
Web cablebeachclub.com
Tel (+61) 8 9192 0400
Summer studios from $189
Summer bungalow from $299

