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Timeline of Australian History and the impacts on Torres Strait Islander peoples:1  

The 60,000+ 
years before the 
arrival of 
Europeans 

• The first people of the Torres Strait are believed to have migrated from the 
Indonesian islands around 70,000 years ago at a time when New Guinea was 
still attached to the Australian continent 

• People originally lived in small communities relying on fishing, hunting and 
growing crops for their living. They traded in artifacts made of pearl shell, turtle 
shell, feathers, canoes and tools. 

1800s – the 
pearl trade and 
Coming of the 
Light 

• The broader discovery of pearl shell in the 1860s led to an influx of people from 
all over the region, including Japanese, Malays, Filipinos, Micronesians and 
Europeans. By 1877 there were 16 companies operating on Thursday Island 
(Wyben), employing many hundreds of people 

• In 1871 the London Missionary Society, who targeted Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and other groups in the area for conversion to Christianity, arrived at 
Darnley Island. Their arrival became known as the ‘Coming of the Light’ and is 
celebrated annually on 1 July. Christian principles were seen to be somewhat 
compatible with the traditional Islander religion and the Christian missionaries 
were able to provide practical support to the Islanders in negotiating with 
outsiders regarding the maritime industry 

• Torres Strait Islander peoples experienced significant societal and cultural 
change as a result of their contact with European missionaries and the culturally-
diverse pearl traders. 

1879 – present 

• The State of Queensland officially annexed the Torres Strait Islands in 1879. At 
Federation, Torres Strait Islanders became Australian citizens but, like mainland 
Aboriginal peoples, without access to many of the rights of non-Indigenous 
Australians  

• In 1976, Torres Strait Islanders became citizens of Queensland with full access to 
health and social services and freedom to travel and work in Australia 

• In 1992, after a 10-year legal battle, the High Court decision in the case of Mabo 
and others v the State of Queensland recognised, for the first time, the common 
law rights and interests of Indigenous people in their lands according to their 
traditions, law and customs. In effect, this exposed as false the idea of ‘terra 
nullius’ (or land belonging to no one), on which Australian law with regard to 
land and title was based  

• Actions pursued by Torres Strait Islander peoples, such as those that led to the 
Mabo decision, have had influence and impact well beyond the Torres Strait, in 
gaining legal recognition for the rights of Indigenous peoples. 

 

 
1 Australians Together. Our History. 2020; https://australianstogether.org.au/education/curriculum-resources/our-history/. 
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