
PARALLEL SUFFERING 

The convicts' suffering 

 
The left wing of this cell block still resonates with their 
words, their cries, their tears and also their hope. 
Words whispered from one cell to another, 
Cries of convicts crushed by a system where the 
weakest were wiped out, 
Tears of young people for whom exile for life became 
their hell, 
The hope of the more resilient that they would gain a 
plot of land. 
 
 

The suffering  

of a colonised people 

 
The right wing of this cell clock also resonates with 
their words, their cries, their tears and also their 
despair. 
Words of incomprehension exchanged between 
governors and clan chiefs, 
Cries of warriors fighting the ultimate battle, 
Tears of women and children seeking refuge down in 
the valleys, 
The despair of prisoners facing the firing squad. 





Stone prisons were built in 
the bush for locking up 

convicts guilty of 
disobedience, brawling, 

attempting to escape or to 
commit murder. They only 

stayed there a few days 
before returning to work or 

being sent back to Nou 
Island. Other people could be 
imprisoned there, such as a 

free settler guilty of theft or a 
Kanak rebel, etc. 

CELL  

BLOCKS  

in the BUSH 



This cell block, built 
in 1875, consists of 

individual and group 
cells, with a metal bar 

known as a bar of 

justice fitted, for 
shackling convicts by 

their ankles. 

The CELL  

BLOCK  

of TÉREMBA 



Jean-Baptiste Delfault was  
one of New Caledonia's most 
famous convicts. This army 

deserter who became the leader 
of a band of outlaws was sent 

to the penal colony in 1867. He 
is known for having made 
several escape attempts, 

including from the Téremba 
penitentiary. In 1895, he wrote 

his Memoirs which were 
subsequently published in a 
Noumea newspaper in 1919. 

DELFAUT:  

an EXTRAORDINARY  

CONVICT 



Although some convicts 
attempted to escape, very few 

succeeded. The guards and local 
Police were generally quick to 
recapture them before sending 
them back to the central prison 
on Nou Island. That was the 

case with the transported convict 
Louis Blanchet, who threw water 

in a guard's face in order to 
escape from a cell at Téremba in 

1875. After a series of other 
misdemeanours, he went on to 

be sentenced to death in  
the end. 

ESCAPES 



In order to separate the more obedient convicts 
from the less obedient, the Penitentiary 
Administration invented a "class" and "category" 
system. 
 
First class  

reserved for convicts of exemplary behaviour, 
allowing them to be granted a concession either in 
the countryside or in town whilst waiting to be 
released. 

 
Second class 

transported convicts whose conduct was deemed 
to be normal. They could be given a less arduous 
activity in the penal colony's workshops. 

 
Third class 

every new convict was included in this class for a 
period of observation lasting several months, 
during which time they underwent their sentence 
of forced labour on road works and building 
projects. 

 
Fourth class 

for less obedient convicts and the "incorrigible" 
who were sent to disciplinary camps or 
imprisoned at the central penitentiary on Nou 
Island. In the most serious of cases, they could be 
sentenced to death and be guillotined. 

The PATH to  

REHABILITATION 



If they committed  
any offence, convicts could 

be punished in various 
ways, by wearing a heavy 

chain on their legs or being 
flogged with a whip. Others 

were subjected to torture 
even though this was 

forbidden, such as having a 
hot iron applied between 
each lash of the whip or 

being hung by the feet for 
several days. 

PUNISHMENTS  

and TORTURE 



The Kanak revolt of 1878 
had several causes, in 

particular: the reduction in 
1877 of the amount of land 

left for the tribes; the 
authorisation granted to 

cattle breeders to let their 
cattle roam right into food 
crops; the clans' anger at 

seeing some colonists living 
with Kanak women, 

without their agreement. 

THE KANAK  

UPRISING  

of 1878:  

the CAUSES 



THE KANAK UPRISING of 1878:  

the SITUATION 



THE ATAÏ CHIEF 

       (?-1878) 

He was described as intelligent and 
wanting to maintain good 

neighbourly relations with the 
Europeans from the farm penitentiary 
at Fonwhary and La Foa, to the extent 

of receiving the kepi and striped 
jacket reserved for the 

Administration's special contacts. In 
his Memoirs, Commandant Rivière 
tells that Ataï was even going to ask 

to marry Mrs. Fournier, the widow of 
the former commandant of the Nou 
Island penitentiary, who had settled 

in Nily, near La Foa. 
Ataï was killed on 1st September 1878 
by Canala warriors. The fact that he 

put up no resistance seems to be 
related to a Kanak warrior tradition 
aimed at putting an end to a conflict 

by sacrificing a chief. 



Officer, born in Nancy in 1836. He 
began his career in Cochinchina then 

won renown in Europe during the 
war of 1870. As the youngest colonel 

in the French army, he was 
appointed as military commandant 
of New Caledonia in 1876. It was in 
this role that he headed operations 

aimed at suppressing the 
insurrection. On 26 June he set up 

his HQ at the Téremba penitentiary. 
During a sortie to La Foa on 3rd July, 

he was fatally wounded when shot 
twice by insurgents hidden in 
bushes. Initially he was buried 

temporarily at Téremba at the foot of 
the flagpole, near the local district 
administrator's house, before being 

interred in Noumea on  
17 July 1880. 

THE COLONEL  

GALLY PASSEBOSC 

François (1836-1878) 



THE COMMANDANT 

RIVIÈRE Henri 

(1827-1883) 

Officer, born in Paris in 1827. He 
was attached to the New 

Caledonian naval division and 
arrived in Noumea on board the 
Vire on 13 July 1876. On 27 May 
1878 he set off on an inspection 

of the main island, Grande Terre 
and dropped anchor in Téremba 

bay on 25 June, the day the 
uprising began. 

On the death of Colonel Gally 
Passebosc, he took command of 
the Ouaraï district. In 1880 he 

brought out his Memoirs under 
the title Memories of New 

Caledonia, the Kanak insurrection. 
He died at Tonkin in 1883. 

 



The uprising caused  
the death of over 1000 

Kanaks and 200 
Europeans. Many cattle 

stations were 
destroyed. Several 

tribes were wiped out 
and distrust prevailed 

between the two 
communities for many 

years. 

The TOLL of  

the UPRISING 



KANAK TERRITORY AFTER THE UPRISING 



From 1887 onwards the 
Kanak people's way of life 
was controlled by a whole 
series of obligations, such 

as payment of a special tax 
or forced labour and by 
various bans such as on 
nudity and witchcraft. 

These measures, known as 
the Régime de l’Indigénat 

[Native Regulations system], 
came to an end in 1946. 

CONSEQUENCES  

of the UPRISING:  

the NATIVE  

REGULATIONS  

SYSTEM 



As a result of the  
uprising, the army decided to 

build 17 forts. The one at 
Téremba consists of a 
surrounding outer wall 

pierced with gun slits, a 12 
metre high watch tower, a 

blockhouse used as barracks, 
kitchens and canteen for the 

rank and file, a  pavilion 
with the officers' dining hall 

upstairs, a gunpowder 
magazine and stables. 

The SYSTEM of  

FORTIFICATIONS 



On the first evening of 
the uprising, Téremba 

became a refuge for 
Europeans from 

Moindou, Fonwhary and 
La Foa who had escaped 
the massacre. Whilst the 

men organised the 
defence of the 

penitentiary, some of the 
women were put in the 

cell block for safety. 

The FIRST EVENING 

of the UPRISING 


