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 To all of the students who have helped us come  
to know the Pacific World.
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Preface

J. R. McNeill

Compared to the Indian Ocean over the last two millennia or the 
Atlantic over the past five hundred years, the Pacific lacks a coherent 
history. Its size and the variety of peoples living in and around it make 

its history seem disjointed in comparison to other ocean basins. Yet Pa-
cific  history acquires a measure of unity and coherence when it becomes 
Pacific environmental history.1 Even a vast ocean that covers one-third of 
the globe features some commonalities. One is the ring of fire, the active 
volcanic zone that encircles the ocean, from New Zealand to Kamchatka 
to Alaska to Chile. Another is the El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO) 
pattern that scrawls its signature across nearly half of the Pacific, most 
powerfully at equatorial latitudes but at times as much as 35 degrees lati-
tude North and South of the equator. A third is the mere fact of distance. 
For many people living in the Pacific, most voyages were long voyages, 
requiring—until recently—careful assembly of resources and detailed knowl-
edge of the sea. Different peoples in and around the Pacific adjusted to these 
geographical realities in different ways, influenced by their religions, cultures, 
technologies, and much else. But almost all denizens of the region, from 
Rongelap and Rapa Nui to Auckland and Anchorage, have long reckoned 
with a distinctive set of environmental challenges and opportunities pre-
sented by the particularities of the Pacific.

This book, arising from a symposium held at Amherst College in 2015, 
displays some of the best new work in Pacific environmental history. It brings 
the islands and the rim together in a diverse array of chapters that do justice 
to the uniqueness of specific times and places yet also—both collectively and 
within some of the chapters—to the coherence of the region.

The chapters operate at every spatial scale, from the intensely local to 
the pan-Pacific with global reach. That variety enables readers to see how 
certain patterns and forces reveal themselves more clearly on smaller or larger 
scales. Some chapters uncover obscure connections across the wide Pacific. 
As readers will discover, Americans advised Japanese authorities on the 
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colonization of Hokkaido in the late nineteenth century, and Māori hunting 
of sooty shearwaters in New Zealand probably reduced their populations in 
North America in the fifteenth century. Other chapters illuminate the ways 
in which the Pacific became an experimental playground, for the introduction 
of alien species or for testing of novel weapons, and how people responded 
to these experiments. Still others reveal new aspects of extractive economies 
in the Pacific, whether of sandalwood, tuna, pearls, or whales. Several of the 
chapters point to the power of unintended consequences, often a strong theme 
in the genre of environmental history but especially so when societies, 
microbes, and economies collide and so many of the protagonists are so 
ignorant of the peoples, cultures, and ecosystems they are encountering.

While some of the chapters reach back into time, most of them focus 
on the last two hundred fifty years, an era of heightened instability in the 
Pacific both ecologically and politically. The main reason for these twin forms 
of instability is the systematic intrusion into the Pacific of peoples and power 
from elsewhere, or, put differently, the globalizing currents of modern Pacific 
history.

While few parts of the Pacific were truly isolated from the wider world 
before the late eighteenth century, the connections between Pacific com-
munities and one another, and between Pacific communities and the rest of 
the planet, intensified dramatically and disruptively in the last two hundred 
fifty years. In general terms, dramatic disruptions brought by tighter links 
to the wider world are a routine experience in world history, at least since 
the dawn of agriculture some eleven thousand years ago. People have long 
found their lives recast almost overnight by new ideas, diseases, crops, 
technologies, weapons, products, and market links. All these themes appear 
in one or more of the chapters that follow. But every instance played out 
differently, as the chapters also show.

Pacific environmental history originated not with historians but in the 
work of historical anthropologists and archaeologists working exclusively on 
the islands and usually on periods before contact with the wider world.2 
However, as the concept of a Pacific Rim took hold in the wider public arena 
in the 1980s and 1990s, environmental historians—like historians generally—
came to frame work on places such as California, Peru, and Japan as Pacific, 
rather than exclusively American, Latin American, or East Asian. Addition-
ally, attention to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, rarely the concern 
of archaeologists or historical anthropologists working on the Pacific, helped 
environmental historians to see the connections that united the Rim and 
the Islands, in forms such as fishing and whaling, mining and agriculture, 
biological invasions and anti-nuclear protests, and much else. This book 
advances that process, by focusing mainly on recent centuries and collectively, 
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and in some cases individually, linking the islands and the Rim into an 
increasingly coherent and connected environmental Pacific—just as ecological, 
social, economic, and political processes have long done.

NOTES

1. Recent contrasting perspectives appear in Gregory Cushman, Guano and the Open-
ing of the Pacific World: A Global Ecological History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2013); David Igler, The Great Ocean: Pacific Worlds from Captain Cook to the Gold Rush (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2013); and Paul D’Arcy, The People of the Sea: Environment, 
Identity, and History in Oceania (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008).

2. This tradition dates back at least to the 1940s. The most influential practitioner 
of late has been Patrick V. Kirch. See, for example, his Historical Ecology in the Pacific Is-
lands: Prehistoric Environmental and Landscape Change (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1997).
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental Histories of  
the Pacific World

James Beattie, Ryan Tucker Jones, and  
Edward Dallam Melillo

In 1994, a young environmental historian, John McNeill, wrote the first 
large-scale environmental history of the Pacific. In a crisp fifty pages, 
McNeill’s “Of Rats and Men: A Synoptic Environmental History of the 

Island Pacific” gave structure and coherence to eighty million years of 
geological, natural, and human history in Oceania. McNeill identified speed 
of transport as the most important factor in bringing change to Pacific 
environments, with the fast-moving steamship effecting the most radical 
transformations. Together, the various waves of migrants that have alighted 
on Pacific Islands brought the region’s “ecological harmonization,” though 
certainly not its harmony. Many of the changes were wrenching and—
because of the Pacific’s long history of isolation from humans—for such 
species as New Zealand’s moa, they were terminal. The very scope and 
velocity of these changes, McNeill thought, posed “seductive charms for 
those interested in environmental history.”1

What is remarkable is that McNeill—whose expertise is global, but 
hardly centered on the Pacific—should be the first to conceive of the Pacific’s 
environmental history in such grand terms. Of course, “Of Rats and Men” 
relied on deeply researched examinations of individual islands, produced 
mostly by anthropologists and ecologists, such as Atholl Anderson, Patrick 
Kirch, Patrick Nunn, and F.  R. Fosberg. Excellent work in historical 
geography, in particular R. G. Ward’s (underappreciated) 1972 Man in the 
Pacific, set the stage for today’s environmental historians.2 But it took someone 
with McNeill’s eye for large-scale patterns to see the common currents in 
this wide variety of literature. His article has since played a key role in the 
development of environmental history. It is usually the first piece consulted 
by those curious about this vast part of the world, and it makes the Pacific 
readily amenable to analyses of global environmental change.3
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McNeill was right, too, that the Pacific would seduce environmental 
historians. In the three decades since “Of Rats and Men,” research has 
proliferated on the roles of introduced species in shaping Pacific societies, 
the crucial importance of Pacific institutions of landholding, and the more 
hidden history of the Pacific’s underwater environments.4 Historians, 
including the editors of this volume, have built on McNeill’s expansive Pacific 
purview, bringing environmental histories of the Humboldt Current, 
California, Alaska, maritime East Asia, Chile, Peru, littoral Australasia, and 
even New England and the Indian Ocean world into conversation with 
Oceania.5 Far fewer, though, have followed McNeill’s lead by attempting to 
organize this even larger and more historically inclined scholarship into a 
larger story. Paul D’Arcy’s 2012 book chapter, “Oceania: The Environmental 
History of One-Third of the Globe,” is a stellar exception, one that stressed 
the longer histories of interconnectedness among islands, the ecological 
diversity of these islands, and their more endogenous environmental insta-
bility, while re-affirming the necessity of approaching this history from an 
interdisciplinary perspective.6 In 2014, Ryan Tucker Jones attempted to syn-
thesize the modern history of the entire Pacific Ocean, from Alaska to New 
Zealand, through a focus on energy flows, finding broad concordance in spe-
cies extinction and maritime pollution.7 The contributors to Migrant Ecologies 
build on this developing scholarship, while also offering far more space for 
discordance and local specificity.

When “Of Rats and Men” was published, few scholars remarked upon 
the fact that influential and important strands of Pacific history were founded 
on a resistance to precisely the kind of synthetic approaches that McNeill and 
others had developed. D’Arcy hinted at some of these counterclaims when 
he urged greater attention to Indigenous perspectives in Pacific environ-
mental histories. Others, such as Basil Davidson and Greg Dening, devoted 
their scholarly careers to narrating, without ever claiming to fully encapsulate, 
radically altern Indigenous worlds. Those antagonisms between approaches 
have become clearer in recent decades. Perhaps the most outspoken protago-
nist is historian David Hanlon, whose 2017 article “Losing Oceania to the 
Pacific and the World” argued passionately for the practitioners of his disci-
pline to resist large-scale conceptualizations. In doing so, Hanlon called out 
Armitage and Bashford’s Pacific Histories (which included Jones’ synoptic view 
of the environment) as well as Matt Matsuda’s integrative Pacific Worlds.8 While 
not specifically addressing environmental historians, Hanlon’s arguments im-
ply opposition to history as conceived by McNeill. Hanlon foregrounded In-
digenous Pacific conceptions of the natural world, such as “the possibility of 
other realms and dimensions of being,” that fit uneasily in accounts of Pacific 
environments informed primarily by Western science. This “more radical In-
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digenous historiography” in the Pacific is, for Hanlon, fundamentally incom-
mensurable with global history.9 He likely would add that they are at odds 
with larger visions of Pacific environmental history, as well.

Hanlon’s protests have merit, and they are repeated, implicitly, in several 
of this volume’s chapters. N. Ha‘alilo Solomon analyzes the difficult history 
of Maunalua Bay, not far from Hanlon’s own Hawaii Kai, with reference to 
highly localized understandings of environmental change. But, as many other 
chapters here demonstrate, Pacific peoples’ regional and global linkages have 
played crucial roles in their long-term histories. Those transregional con-
nections could be tragic, as Benjamin Madley shows in his history of epi-
demics. Conversely, they could activate the resilience and creativity of Pa-
cific societies. Melillo’s account of the marketing genius displayed by 
O‘ahu’s nineteenth-century Governor Boki attests to this. Nor have global 
epistemologies, such as Western science, been entirely deaf to local and 
Indigenous difference. The Pacific tracings of the Anthropocene, as detailed 
by Ruth Morgan, confirm as much.

We believe the best way for Pacific environmental history to grapple 
with this tension between global forces and Indigenous ways of acting, 
valuing, and knowing is to let a multitude of these perspectives coexist. A 
collected volume of essays can be awkward and disjointed, but it can also 
acknowledge the unresolved contradictions that exist within a field of 
knowledge. Likewise, it can celebrate the diversity of experience that char-
acterizes the astonishingly heterogenous Pacific World. While acknowledg-
ing this breadth, we also feel that the essays here make a collective argument, 
namely, that ecological processes operated over the last two hundred years 
in such a way that the Pacific Ocean provides a necessary framework for 
understanding local environmental histories.

Here we take inspiration from one of the most important figures in 
Pacific history, Epeli Hau‘ofa. If Hau‘ofa is rarely cited by environmental 
historians, that is perhaps because attention has focused on his seminal essay 
“Our Sea of Islands,” instead of his equally powerful “We Are the Ocean.” 
In the latter essay, Hau‘ofa argues for a regional Pacific identity, “anchored 
in our common inheritance of a very considerable portion of Earth’s largest 
body of water: the Pacific Ocean.” Among the sources of his inspiration for 
this assertion were scientific conceptions of the ocean’s centrality to human 
life.10 “All our cultures,” Hau‘ofa claimed, “have been shaped in fundamental 
ways by the adaptive interactions between our people and the sea that 
surrounds our island communities.” An identity based on these interactions 
would facilitate a more powerful collective Pacific voice in global affairs, as 
well as advance the protection of the most important resource in most Pacific 
peoples’ lives. This identity would be in “addition to the other identities” of 
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Pacific peoples and could unite people north of the equator as well. Such 
alliances also have the advantage of not deriving from explicitly colonial 
frameworks.11 Characteristically, Hau‘ofa left the details of an oceanic identity, 
including its historical component, rather vague. As he admitted, “What we 
lack is the conscious awareness of it, its implications, and what we could do 
with it.”12 This volume hopes to provide some measure of historical detail to 
facilitate this awareness.

If the ocean is not central to every chapter in this book, it is the medium 
that connects them all. And, as Hau‘ofa noted, “The water that washes and 
crashes on our shores is the water that washes and crashes on the coastlines 
of the whole Pacific Rim from Antarctica to New Zealand, Australia, 
Southeast and East Asia, and right around to the Americas.” Indeed, Hau‘ofa 
saw the ocean as “our route to the rest of the world.”13 As environmental 
historians, we have understood the Pacific Ocean less metaphorically than 
Hau‘ofa did and conceived of it more tangibly as a force that connects many 
peoples and stories, even if it does not do so in equal measure in all times 
and places.

It is intriguing, in retrospect, to note that McNeill’s “Of Rats and Men” 
(1994) and Hau‘ofa’s “Our Sea of Islands” (1993) appeared within a year of 
each other. Hau‘ofa’s gifts, like McNeill’s, lay, above all, in his appetite for 
the big story. In the early 1990s, as Cold War paradigms faded in favor of a 
quicker, and in some ways more ruthless, era of hyper-globalization, the 
Pacific region had already begun to emerge as an appealing counterpoint. 
Thirty years later, the global scale of environmental catastrophe has become 
clearer. The first impacts of climate change disproportionately center on 
Pacific Islands and the waters that wash their shores. In this context, these 
earlier works appear prophetic. We hope Migrant Ecologies may, in its 
simultaneous wide scope and attention to difference, keep this conversation 
alive by offering a dialogue with the past, present, and future of the islands 
and seas that animate the great Pacific.

In the pages that follow, not all of the protagonists are human. In 
chapter 1, Ryan Tucker Jones traces the migrations of sooty shearwaters, 
whales, and tuna, showing their tremendous range. For example, shearwa-
ters can undertake a staggering forty-thousand-mile migration to the Pacific’s 
four corners. “To look at a map of Pacific animals’ migrations,” he argues, 
“is to see the Pacific’s limits traced and its spaces filled.” The astounding 
migration of Pacific fauna connected human communities, often with un-
expected ecological, social, and political consequences. Reports of teeming 
pods of whales enticed New England’s whaling fleets around Cape Horn and 
into the Pacific, marking growing European and North American interest 
in the resources of this vast ocean. Jones also makes the telling point that 



“Pacific humans, while possessing venerable migratory histories of their own, 
have not been nearly as mobile as their maritime co-predators.”

Pacific explorers and subsequent hunters who pursued whales, seals, sea 
otters, sandalwood, sea cucumbers, guano, and other oceanic resources 
created intentional and unintentional migrant ecologies. We know this thanks 
to a rich body of scholarship that integrates disciplines such as ecology, 
linguistics, ethnography, history, and archaeology.

In chapter 2, Gregory Rosenthal contends that human, animal, plant, 
and microbial diasporas mobilized “globetrotting natures.” For well over one 
thousand years, he notes, “Pacific peoples have been at the forefront of 
ecological change and biological transformations in the Pacific Ocean.” As 
well as deliberate introductions of animals, such as chickens and dogs, Pacific 
Islanders transported a host of so-called canoe plants around the Pacific. 
Sweet potatoes, breadfruit, and taro are just some of the dozens of canoe 
plants set in motion by these travelers.

In James Beattie’s explorations of how Chinese immigrant communities 
transformed societies and ecosystems in the South Pacific from the 1790s 
through the 1920s (chapter 3), he illuminates the environmental histories of 
other Pacific peoples on the move. Focusing on the boom-and-bust cycles 
that drove resource frontiers, especially gold mining, Beattie frames these 
developments as ecocultural networks that connected the flows of labor, 
immigration, and capital in the process of commodifying nature. Chinese 
demand, not European finance, was the main driver of these circuits, and 
Beattie illustrates this claim with a case study of Chew Chong, a Chinese 
entrepreneur who sold New Zealand’s edible wood ear fungus in his home 
country.

Another, much less perceptible, menagerie of organisms was also 
circulating in the Pacific during the nineteenth century. In chapter  4, 
Benjamin Madley turns his historian’s microscope on the pathogens that 
entered California between 1828 and 1844, wreaking havoc on Native 
communities. Madley frames these lethal encounters within the context of 
colonial disease ecologies—the human regimes that magnified four devas-
tating epidemics—examining how microbes were potent allies to the outsid-
ers who invaded North America’s west coast.

The entwined ecological and human dimensions of nineteenth-century 
violence tie Madley’s investigations to the topics at the heart of chapter 5. Here, 
Lissa Wadewitz unravels the paradox of wonder and sentimentality that ac-
companied the blood sport of animal hunting in the Pacific. As she asserts, 
the relationships that whalers developed with their prey also have much to 
tell us about human interactions and social stratification aboard the seafaring 
vessels that pursued these intrepid creatures for years on end.

Beattie, Jones, and Melillo  5
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Transpacific hierarchies of power were on display in other nineteenth-
 and early twentieth-century contexts, as well. In Samoa, Holger Droessler 
(chapter 6) finds that retention of land ownership enabled Samoans to weather 
some of the cascade of ecological and social impacts that followed development 
of a European-led cash-crop economy. This commodity frontier was first 
largely based on cotton, then copra. Migrant ecologies, in the form of invasive 
plants, insects, and disease, as well as coercive colonial powers (American, 
German, New Zealand), undermined Samoan social and agricultural systems. 
Notably, copra replaced local coconut plantations, and a cash-crop economy 
transferred power to males rather than females, while populations reeled from 
the devastating impact of the 1918 influenza epidemic.

In chapter 7, Hannah Cutting-Jones examines attempts to create a cit-
rus industry on the Cook Islands between 1900 and 1970. This South Pa-
cific Island group became a British possession in 1900 and was administered 
by New Zealand from 1901 until its independence in 1965. As Cutting-Jones 
notes, “The migrant ecology envisioned and imported by missionaries, Eu
ropeans, and New Zealanders—one that attempted to implement industrial 
export agriculture and transform traditional land tenure—failed, due to a 
large extent on Cook Islanders’ resistance.” The key, as she observes, was that 
Cook Islanders retained land title. In addition, they deliberately sabotaged 
groves of citrus, and undermined attempts to develop monocultures, by 
continuing to practice traditional forms of horticulture, which involved 
growing different types of plants on the same plot.

Traditionally, histories have examined nineteenth-century European 
colonial expansion in the Pacific.14 Much less well studied until recently have 
been the ecological dimensions of non-Western expansion in the Pacific prior 
to the twentieth-century Japanese Empire.15 In chapter 8, Katsuya Hirano 
presents a re-reading of Pacific history, by examining Japanese conquest in 
northern Japan on the island of Ezo. Hirano focuses on the significance of 
Meiji government use of “the concept of terra nullius to displace Ainu and 
expropriate their land.” A term originating in European law, Terra nullius—or 
right of discovery—deemed that occupation and agriculture signaled owner
ship. Infamously, the concept was used to justify European annexation  of 
Australia, on the basis that since Indigenous Australians did not cultivate 
land, they therefore could not own it. Hirano’s study adds to a lively body of 
global work examining what John C. Weaver has characterized as the “great 
land rush” of European powers for overseas territory beginning in the sev-
enteenth century and dramatically accelerating into the nineteenth.16

So far, chapters have examined Pacific migrant ecologies in the formal 
and informal empire building of Britain, the United States, and New Zealand. 
In chapter 9, William Cavert turns his gaze to French colonial enterprise in 



the Tuamotus, “an archipelago as big as Europe and governed largely from 
distant Pape‘ete by one naval officer.” Cavert examines the tragic story of 
mismanagement of pearl-bearing oyster fisheries in this island group and pre
sents a fascinating case study of metropole-colonial tensions. Initially, he 
shows, colonial officials welcomed the services of metropolitan overseas 
naturalists, but when they presented management suggestions at odds with 
what locals wanted, authorities instead turned to local (European) experts. 
Tragically, at this same time, the introduction of diving suits in the late 1880s 
created an ecological crisis. These new-fangled contraptions gave fishers ac-
cess to new oyster beds. Increased production of pearls masked overfishing 
by giving “the impression that the lagoons were stable and not on the verge 
of exhaustion.”

Distant locales are also connected by oceans in Edward Melillo’s history 
of Kona coffee, which “complicates our basic assumptions about environmental 
change in the Pacific.” He tells a story that walks the ephemeral line between 
local and global in the Pacific, charting Kona coffee’s introduction through 
global linkages and its subsequent associations with Hawai‘i’s hyper-local 
volcanic microclimates. Using Hawaiian-language newspapers, among other 
sources, Melillo demonstrates how it was an ali‘ i (royal), namely O‘ahu’s 
Governor Boki, who did the crucial work of translating between those scales, 
organizing the beans’ journey from Brazil to Hawai‘i, and Hawaiian 
entrepreneurs—alongside Japanese and others—who tended and promoted 
the plants. The migrant ecology of coffee plants intersected with both the 
voyages of humans and their rootedness in specific soils of the Pacific.

If Kona coffee was one delicious, stimulating result of global and local 
intersections, migratory ecologies could also bring devastation to Hawai‘i. 
As N. Ha‘alilio Solomon reveals in his examination of Maunalua, O‘ahu—
now called Hawaii Kai—introduced species, residential development, and 
stream channelization have had profound, often detrimental effects on 
Hawai‘i’s nearshore ecosystems. These changes were particularly intense from 
the 1960s on, a function of the islands’ urbanization and integration into a 
growing tourist economy. Solomon uses endonyms, traditional place names, 
and Indigenous narratives, alongside careful archival research, to re-create 
Maunalua and recover the holistic Hawaiian landscapes and concepts that 
integrated land and sea. As he notes, such attendance to local place, termed 
“kuleana” by Hawaiians, helps re-establish an ethics of responsibility toward 
the land and sea that colonial schemes of private property and profit seem to 
reject.

The pelagic Pacific inscribed somewhat different environmental stories 
in the twentieth century. There, extraction, rather than development, 
continued to be humanity’s most consequential role as an ecological agent. 

Beattie, Jones, and Melillo  7
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Kristen Wintersteen explores the antagonism between American fishermen 
and South American Pacific states that grew from their divergent interests 
in the Southeastern Pacific. The “tuna wars” of the 1940s–1970s saw Ecua
dor, Peru, and Chile articulate a new relationship to oceanic space—territorial 
claims 200 miles offshore—that infuriated North Americans who considered 
the ocean’s biomass as a resource available to anyone who invested the capital 
and labor to capture it. This history, too, was shaped by the migratory patterns 
of tuna, as well as the pronounced oceanographic fluctuations that El Niños 
cause in the Humboldt Current. Here, migrating North American fishermen 
pursued migrating tuna straight into webs of conflict around how tightly 
oceanic space would be attached to Pacific shores.

Pacific species not subjected to human predation could also entangle 
national interests. Emily O’Gorman examines scientific practice, racial 
ideology, and national exceptionalism in the twentieth-century history of the 
Latham’s snipe, a bird that migrates every year between Australia and Japan. 
Australians interpreted this seasonal visitor alternately as an avatar of their 
own migrations, a dangerous disease vector, and an object of conservationist 
concern. The last development, which occurred in the 1970s, led to the 
country’s first migratory bird treaty with Japan. This product of Australia’s 
integration into a larger East Asian bioregion demonstrates how international 
migrations could lead to domestic innovations, as the treaty introduced new 
ways of dealing with wetlands. As O’Gorman writes, a look at migratory 
birds in the Pacific “challenges simpler stories of exceptionalism or cosmo-
politanism and points to the need to think both together.”

Franko Zelko’s chapter on the fallout from the heyday of Pacific nuclear 
testing combines the macro with the micro environmental scale. Here, the 
distance between those scales is even greater, and their integration is even 
more insidiously tight. Invisible radioactive particles produced in the Pacific 
quite literally entered every human body around the globe after the 1950s. 
Zelko points to another poignant irony, that the science used to diagnose 
the global spread of strontium-90, and later to oppose nuclear testing, came 
from seminal ecological studies done on the very local Bikini Atoll lagoon. 
Its intense contamination resulting from the 1954 Castle Bravo test provided 
an ideal laboratory for such studies. The humans, Marshall Islanders in this 
case, who had inhabited the island, endured their own migrations, first forced 
to vacate Bikini and later sent to Washington, DC, to serve as test subjects 
for studies on the effects of radiation on the human body.

Finally, Ruth Morgan addresses one of the largest, and most contro-
versial, frameworks developed for human history. This is the concept of the 
Anthropocene, the notion that human impact on the globe has become so 
pervasive as to constitute a new geological epoch. Morgan cuts the concept 



down to size, arguing that historians need to “place” the Anthropocene and 
emphasize the “material differences in its manifestation around the globe.” 
Through the 1980s, scientists and novelists alike considered the South Pacific 
a refuge from Northern Hemisphere environmental problems. Even as those 
claims have receded in the recognition of the planetary scale on which cli-
mate change operates, differences remain. One has been Australia’s out-
sized contribution to global carbon dioxide emissions, another that Pacific 
islands have experienced some of the earliest, and worst, impacts of sea 
level rise. With the Anthropocene, as with so many other environmental 
histories examined in this volume, the tension between the local and the 
global is irresolvable. The dual scales exist inside each other, while it is the 
Pacific Ocean that encircles, interpenetrates, and connects them and their 
histories. Morgan refers to Fijian prime minister Frank Bainamarama, who 
told the assembled United Nations in 2017 that we are “all in the same ca-
noe.” But Morgan and the other authors in this volume offer a more pre-
cise analysis. We are all buffeted—sometimes swamped and sometimes 
propelled—by an ocean rich with inscrutable intention, but we travel the 
waves of past, present, and future in boats of our own design.
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ONE

Long-Distance Animal Migration and  
the Creation of a Pacific World

A History in Three Species

Ryan Tucker Jones

When in 2012 scientists caught tuna off the coast of Oregon and 
found elevated levels of radioactivity derived from Japan’s Fu-
kushima Daiichi meltdown the year before, they had not only 

brought home some dodgy sashimi.1 In demonstrating conclusively that these 
large predatory fish migrate frequently from one side of the vast Pacific to 
the next, the scientists had also pulled up a significant clue about the past 
and present of the Pacific World. Animal migrations like these, which are 
becoming increasingly well known and whose scope continues to surprise 
researchers, have the potential to reshape historians’ conceptions of Pacific 
history (see figure 1.1).

The creation of—or even the existence of—a “Pacific World” is a 
question that has preoccupied scholars to a much greater degree than 
existential doubts have bothered historians of other oceanic basins. Economic 
historian Eric Jones and colleagues have written that “there can be no 
meaningful history of the whole Rim or Basin [of the Pacific] since there 
has never been such an integrated unit,” while environmental historian David 
Igler worries that “numerous issues urge caution against embracing a concept 
like the Pacific World.”2 Matt Matsuda carefully delineates the Pacific as a 
space of “multiple translocalisms” and stresses the radically different expe-
rience of people around the ocean.3 Finally, criticizing both Igler and Mat-
suda for too hearty an embrace of the Pacific, David Hanlon has pointed to 
the “methodological shortcomings of both a Pacific history and a Pacific 
Worlds approach.” 4 Part of the angst around the Pacific World concept comes 
from the size of the ocean itself, which, if considered a coherent whole, 
constitutes the largest geographical feature on Earth. As many scholars have 
rightly pointed out, geographical concepts have no inherent meaning, but 
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are rather created and sustained or rejected through the practices of human 
culture.5 The concept of oceanic basins is itself relatively recent, replacing 
ancient Western notions of one gigantic encircling sea and more recent 
conceptions of much smaller navigational basins united by prevailing winds 
and routes of trade.6 There is much, then, to recommend skepticism about 
the coherence of histories laid out over such large and contingent spaces.

From the perspective of environmental history, however, there are some 
strong, but still mostly unexplored, arguments for considering as a coherent 
historical unit the Pacific Ocean as it is depicted on maps humans make. 
Many of these arguments are coming from marine science. On the broadest 
scale, maps of tsunami energy propagation in the Pacific give powerful 
testimony to the way local events can radiate their effects to every corner of 
the ocean, effects that either do not trickle into any other oceans or rapidly 
lose their power once they leave the cartographic Pacific. Because of the 
coherence of the Pacific, humans in Japan, for example, have to care about 
the effects of earthquakes in Alaska, Chile, or New Zealand, but not those 
in Western Indonesia (see figure 1.2). In important ways, the geographical 
Pacific periodically gathers all the humans living on its shores into com-
munities experiencing similar, sometimes transformative, events.7

Perhaps the most promising new avenue of scientific research for Pa-
cific historians involves long-distance animal migrations. Thanks to con-
certed efforts to tag and track large Pacific predatory marine animals, 
along with other research programs, we now have a picture of the excep-
tional migratory patterns of animals around the entire ocean.8 From great 
white sharks to stormy petrels to gray whales to tuna, many of the con-
sumers of the Pacific’s biomass visit distant corners of the ocean in pursuit 
of prey or breeding and birthing opportunities. The scope of these migra-
tions is startling (and has surprised many of the researchers), topped by 
the forty-thousand-mile journeys sooty shearwaters execute every other 
year to the four corners of the ocean. At the same time, very few—if any—
ever leave the Pacific, for reasons that are not always clear, but which have 
to do with the geographical constraints imposed by the continents and is-
lands bounding the ocean, as well as the lack of food available in the polar 
exits from the ocean. To look at a map of Pacific animals’ migrations is to 
see the Pacific’s limits traced and its spaces filled. These animals inhabit—
and have long inhabited—a Pacific World, one that also has drawn human 
histories into its web.

The important insights these migrations can offer to Pacific historians 
are twofold. First, these migratory species significantly reduce the amount 
of ecological discontinuity between the vast spaces of the Pacific Ocean. 
While local, relatively small species in different parts of the ocean may vary 
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substantially across latitudinal and longitudinal gradients, they often face a 
common suite of large predators. As predators are usually the most impor
tant structuring factors in ocean ecosystems, this situation encourages 
convergent species evolution and convergent ecosystem assemblages in 
response to similar threats. Large predators also travel in response to changing 
oceanic conditions, and thus level out energy disparities around the Pacific. 
Secondly, large predators—which are frequently in turn preyed upon by 
humans—have produced common human experiences around the ocean and 
in some cases directly linked the activities of distant human societies. Pacific 
humans, while possessing venerable migratory histories of their own, have 
not been nearly as mobile as their maritime co-predators. A history of humans’ 
place in larger ecosystems linked by animal migrations, then, reveals a Pacific 
Ocean much more deeply connected, and much earlier, than usually described.

Writing about the yolla, or shearwater, and the ways its travels con-
nected vast spaces around the Pacific, ethnohistorian Greg Dening once 
opined, “There are many other tracks, too, of whales in seasonal migration, 
of tuna, of birds . . . ​mysteriously . . . ​directed by systems of knowledge.”9 
This chapter attempts to take some of the mystery out of Dening’s specula-
tions, using new insights about these same three animals to describe a much 
more materially connected Pacific than even Dening imagined. It examines 
the long-distance migrations of sooty shearwaters, several species of 
whales, and tuna and traces their interaction with humans to argue for 
new chronologies and geographies of the Pacific World. These histories 
(meant to be broadly suggestive of wider trends rather than exhaustive ac-
counts of Pacific integration) reveal that wide expanses of the Pacific have 
been integrated since at least c. 1200 CE, far earlier than claimed for most 
human-centric Pacific worlds. It is also apparent that the North Pacific has 
been better connected and more influential in the creation of these worlds 
than is commonly assumed. Taken together, these stories of sea-spanning 
animals and the ways humans dealt with them suggests that long-distance 
migration is one of the most important historical themes in the Pacific. 
Thus, only a frame as expansive as the Pacific itself can make sense of the 
thousands of local histories that almost never played out in isolation.

SEABIRDS: SOOTY SHEARWATERS, YOLO, MUTTONBIRDS, TĪTĪ

No other bird has so consistently and for so long integrated Pacific ecologies 
as the sooty shearwater, a species that takes on central importance in Pacific 
history as well. These modestly sized birds (15–20 inches in length) have, 
from an unknown antiquity, migrated annually throughout nearly the entire 
width and length of the Pacific Ocean. Their travels trace a figure eight from 
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the austral summer in New Zealand and the Bass Strait in Australia, 
northward to California and Alaska, westward to Siberia and Japan, then 
sometimes south to the Chilean coast before returning to New Zealand 
around September.10 Shearwaters expend enormous amounts of energy and 
time to take advantage of seasonal abundances of fish and squid in transitional 
latitudinal zones in either hemisphere. In the North, they concentrate their 
feeding along the upwelling systems of the California, Japanese, and Kam-
chatka coasts and along the Emperor Seamounts in between the conti-
nents. In the South, they feed in the subantarctic Southern Ocean as well as 
the southern Polar Front.11 This migrational-feeding strategy, despite its 
risks, has paid off handsomely for the species, which numbers among the 
most abundant in the world.

With such great numbers and such vast travels, shearwaters have played 
a key role in Pacific ecosystems from pole to pole and from hemisphere to 
hemisphere. In the words of one biologist, the birds “integrate peak oceanic 
resources on a global scale throughout the year.”12 The meaning of this phrase 
works two ways—first, the Pacific was an integrated space for shearwaters, 
a place that existed as a whole in whatever conception they may have formed 
of it. Secondly, shearwaters, through their wide-ranging generalist predation, 
have exerted a similar force throughout Pacific ecosystems on fish and squid 
populations. While shearwater numbers may be small in comparison with 
fish populations in the Pacific, predators exert an outsized influence on the 
makeup of ecosystems, especially when they feed at high trophic levels (the 
measurement of a number of species below them in a food chain), as sooty 
shearwaters do.13 The numbers can be shocking. “Each year,” according to 
recent research, sooty shearwater off the Oregon coast “consume . . . ​as much 
as 22% of the annual production of pelagic fish.” While migrating in the bo-
real autumn, the birds “consume twice as much energy per day than the peak 
of any of the other species.”14 This impact—and the way it integrates the 
Pacific—can be shown in reverse as well, as shearwater numbers depend to a 
large degree on oceanic conditions far from their breeding grounds. Con
temporary analysis of the bird’s abundance in New Zealand, for example, has 
demonstrated that it is correlated with weather regimes in the North Pacific 
in the year prior.15

Thus, to understand species assemblage and abundance at nearly every 
point in the Pacific, it is not enough to know that place’s primary productivity 
(the amount of energy available to living creatures), but also the presence of 
shearwaters. When humans began exploiting the birds in large numbers, they 
were unknowingly taking hold of one of the ocean’s most powerful levers, 
with the potential to reshape ecosystems nearly everywhere from New 
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Zealand to Japan to Oregon to Chile. Shearwaters were, metaphorically, the 
local fault line that could send tsunami waves to unseen and still unimagined 
shores (see figure 1.3).

Figure 1.3. ​ The migration of three twenty-first-century sooty shearwaters.

There is some disagreement about when the birds came under sustained 
exploitation, but all agree it resulted from the first great human migration in 
the Pacific—Polynesian voyaging. In particular, the tail end of the eruption of 
humans out of Melanesia and into the open Pacific, beginning around 1200 
BCE, brought humans and shearwater histories together in Aotearoa New 
Zealand. Polynesian expansion everywhere decimated bird populations, as 
much through the introduction and depredations of the kiore—the Polynesian 
rat—as through human predation. If anything, New Zealand saw greater im-
pacts on the aviafauna than elsewhere in the Pacific, as human immigrants 
found no alternative terrestrial sources of protein there.16 Aotearoa’s South Is-
land (Te Wai Pounamou), and especially the far south’s Murihuku, are the 
most important breeding places in Polynesia for shearwaters—called tītī by the 
Māori colonists and muttonbirds by later British colonists.17
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Archaeologist Atholl Anderson deems the eighteenth century the most 
probable start for sustained Māori hunting of the birds, but archaeological 
evidence suggests that a date as early as 1470 might have seen at least 
intermittent harvesting.18 Historian Michael Stevens believes that the harvest 
of shearwaters increased substantially with the arrival of Europeans to 
Murihuku in the early nineteenth century, as they brought with them dinghies 
that proved more effective than the Māori canoe, the waka.19 On Rakiura/
Stewart Island and the nearby “muttonbird” islands, Māori would raid 
shearwater burrows just as the fledglings (called muttonbirds at this stage) 
were getting ready to fly, thus at their fattest but still easy to catch. They were 
then eaten fresh or preserved in kelp, practices still vital to some iwi (tribal) 
identities. Estimates of the catch vary widely, but some early twentieth-
century reports claim 200,000–250,000 birds taken annually.20 This is a 
small dent indeed in an estimated global population of over twenty million, 
but combined with the introduction of rats, shearwater populations have 
likely suffered several serious depletions in their history since human colo-
nization.21 Given shearwaters’ importance for Pacific ecosystems every-
where, much of the ocean must have changed as well.

While we can only surmise the Māori’s prehistoric impact on the rest 
of the Pacific, at least one piece of concrete evidence has appeared. The onset 
of Murihuku muttonbirding, especially if assigned an early date, likely played 
a significant role in Northeastern Pacific human economies. In one of the 
most important midden sites on the Northwest Coast, near Grey’s Harbor 
in present-day Washington State, shearwater remains appear as a significant 
prey species for inhabitants of the early tenth century—likely Coast Salish—
but then nearly entirely disappear by the 1500s. Archaeologists rule out 
local overexploitation as a cause of shearwater decline, and though some of 
the disappearance could be due to a warming ocean, other similar birds that 
also depend on coastal upwelling do not drop out of the record. The most 
likely explanation for shearwater disappearance at Grey’s Harbor, then, was 
human exploitation elsewhere. The only known location around the 
shearwater’s range that was then experiencing increased hunting pressure was 
colonial Aotearoa. It seems likely, then, that Māori muttonbirding in 
Murihiku directly impacted Northwest Coast culture at least five hundred 
years ago. Whatever the cause of decline, the Salish people had to refocus 
hunting attention on smaller murres, scoters, and ducks.22 This remarkable 
story presents an early lesson in the power of the ocean and the air to transmit 
change quickly and over vast spaces. As early as 1500 CE, before Magellan 
first sailed across the entire Pacific, these two distant corners of the ocean 
had been brought together, even if these two societies had no knowledge of 
each other.
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WHALES: GREYS AND BOWHEADS

As with human and shearwater migrations coming into contact, the 
movements of whales and humans in the North Pacific have deep linkages. 
Siberian peoples likely crossed the Bering Strait and migrated southward 
down the American coast just as gray whales were beginning to colonize the 
seas north of Mexico (a similar synchronization can be traced between human 
and salmon migration).23 Scientists have recently determined the extent of 
these whales’ epic peregrinations from Russia’s Sakhalin Island all the way 
to the sheltered lagoons of Baja California, a journey of over fourteen thousand 
miles.24 Meanwhile, from the Southern Hemisphere, some blue whales move 
from summer feeding grounds in the Antarctic to their presumptive breeding 
areas off Costa Rica. Whales normally do not feed in their warm-water 
haunts, so their impact on tropical oceans is slight, but they are the most 
important species in high-latitude Pacific ecosystems, where their eating and 
swimming rearranges life and churns up rich nutrients.25

Pacific peoples hunted whales in Japan, Chukotka, Alaska, British 
Columbia, and Washington State (and, speculatively, in Oregon) by at least 
eight thousand years ago, while Europeans first entered the Pacific for whales 
in the late eighteenth century.26 Takes in lower latitudes were relatively small. 
Chukchi and Inupiat in the far north were more active, but as they mostly 
hunted bowheads, whose migrations are relatively short, their heavy impact 
on the whales’ numbers barely affected others around the Pacific. But 
commercial whaling began reshaping the Pacific from the start; the hunt for 
migrating sperm whales off the coasts of Chile, Japan, and along the equator 
was the most important factor in bringing Euro-Americans in contact 
with Pacific Islanders. Hawaiians, Māori, Evenki (from Siberia), Fijians, and 
other Pacific people joined the scouring of the seas for moving wealth and 
energy, a large-scale integration of people and place that probably peaked in 
the mid-nineteenth century.27

The darkest side of these migrant ecologies stripped of whales became 
particularly apparent in the North Pacific after 1848. That year, Yankee 
whalers first began killing bowheads in the Bering Strait. Though initially 
the hunting ground was far from the Inupiat and Chukchi farther north who 
depended upon the whales, the killing choked off this narrow line of energy 
into the cold north, and those living in the north began to weaken and starve. 
In 1872, an American whaler wrote, “Twenty years ago whales were plenty 
and easily caught, but the whales have been destroyed and driven north, so 
that now the natives seldom get a whale.”28 Foreigners killed some 7,000–
9,000 of the creatures, and by 1856 whalers abandoned the Bering Strait 
grounds.29 In both Siberia and Alaska, people began to die in the thousands; 
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in the 1870s on St. Lawrence Island bodies were reportedly “everywhere in 
the village as well as scattered along in a line toward the graveyard for half 
a mile inland.”30 Fast-moving diseases buttressed this starvation and shared 
its dark, distant origination. Other species, such as fur seals and smaller 
whales, may have even then been taking advantage of this hole in the 
ecosystem to experience population growth, but few northern Pacific humans 
remained to profit from this possible boon.31

Elsewhere, Indigenous people both participated in pelagic Pacific 
whaling and felt its effects most keenly. The Makah people, with a whaling 
tradition stretching back at least two thousand years, began selling whale 
oil to European hunters in the 1840s. They continued killing seven to ten 
whales, mostly gray whales, per year through the early 1900s, equal to—or 
more than—European shore stations at the same time. However, the Euro-
American pelagic hunt exploded at the same time, and—crucially—expanded 
to whales’ calving grounds in the subtropical Pacific. In 1845, American 
whalers discovered the gray whale lagoons in Baja California, and in several 
short seasons devastated the population. Biologists estimate that gray whale 
numbers were reduced from around 24,000 to 2,000 by the 1880s, work done 
mostly far from the Makah homeland, but whose effects were felt perhaps 
most keenly there.32 As historian Josh Reid has written, Makah whalers, 
unnerved by their declining success, engaged in ever more elaborate ritual 
preparation for the hunt to try to coax profits from the dwindling number of 
whales. Some blamed the intense brightness of a new lighthouse nearby for 
scaring away the whales, while one hunter claimed—perhaps not completely 
in jest—that the new smell of coffee on their breaths was keeping the whales 
away. But the real cause was thousands of miles distant. The Makah engaged 
in one last ceremonial hunt in 1928 and then ended whaling for the next 
seventy years.33 The whales’ disappearance also imperiled the Makahs’ fi-
nancial and political independence, a threat resulting in significant part 
because of the long-distance integration of the Pacific Ocean.

Bereft of whales, Makah and other Pacific people turned increasingly 
to fur seals, another long-distance migratory species, which ranges from 
California to Siberia. Now it was the Indians’ turn to cut the thread of 
migration as they purchased mechanized ships capable of intercepting the 
seals while they migrated through the open waters of the North Pacific. 
“Sealing from ships allowed this tribal nation to expand Makah marine 
space,” as Reid puts it, from local waters “to the south off the coast of 
California, to the north in the Bering Sea, and eastward [sic] to Japan.”34 
Canadian First Nations people joined this hunt, which also brought in Japa
nese sealers before it was ended by international treaty in 1911. Thus, the 
Pacific’s migratory connections not only had the potential to cut Indigenous 
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people off from the ocean but also opened new opportunities for their own 
migrations.

These stories repeated themselves in altered form nearly a century later, as 
massive fleets of industrial whaleships colonized the Pacific, especially from 
the 1950s.35 While the greatest beneficiaries of sail whaling might have been 
non-target species such as fins and seis who now had much more food to them-
selves, the industrial whaling of the twentieth century cut huge holes in every 
species. The Soviet Union made attempts to shield the Chukchi from a second 
starvation by guaranteeing them access to the hunt, and the United States tried 
to wean the Inupiat onto processed foods instead of whale, but neither could 
stop the changes that crested through ecosystems far from whaling’s focal 
points in the Antarctic and the North Pacific. While some nations worried 
about pelagic whaling’s effect on their own shore-based industries, it was 
whales’ ceaseless movements that nations like Russia referenced to resist effec-
tive conservation of whales. If they restrained themselves from catching the 
creatures, the Soviets argued, then the whales would simply fall prey to the 
Japanese (with equivalent bogeys postulated elsewhere).36

As whales disappeared, fish took their place as the dominant factor in 
ecosystems from New Zealand to Alaska, boosting the commercial industries 
that were developing there from the mid-twentieth century.37 At the 
same time, the mysterious declines of sea lions, fur seals, and sea otters dating 
from the 1970s have been traced to increased predation by killer whales that 
used to prey on their larger brethren and have now been forced to expand 
their diets down the food chain.38 Whales thus integrate the Pacific not only 
over space but also over time, as the effects of a now-discontinued whaling in-
dustry continue to show themselves on the ocean forty years later. The eating 
away of these medium-sized mammals came just as Indigenous Pacific people, 
like Aleuts, Haida, and others, had returned to these creatures as part of 
reclaiming their pre-colonial cultural traditions. Thus, unlike muttonbirds, 
whales’ contribution to Pacific integration has come largely in the form of 
tragedy—as the heralding angels of the Euro-American plagues of starvation, 
disease, and dispossession; and then in a second wave as the ghosts of eco-
systems past. If Indigenous Pacific peoples often jumped at the chance to fol-
low whales around the ocean, they then returned to local seas radically im-
poverished by their prey’s absence.

FISH: TUNA

The removal of whales gave opportunities for other species, such as Pacific 
tuna, to boom. Tuna vie with whales and shearwaters for the extent of their 
distribution around the Pacific; found almost everywhere from Oregon to 
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Australia, they are especially abundant in one of the prime whaling grounds 
of the nineteenth century, “the Line,” or the seas around many-islanded 
Micronesia—especially around the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), 
Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Palau—and parts of Melanesia, including 
Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands.39 Tuna migration is also 
among the most complex in the Pacific. Notably, some tuna species migrate 
mainly east-west, rather than north-south as do whales and shearwaters. 
Yellowfin tuna (Thunnus albacares), commercially the most important spe-
cies, consists of at least three sub-populations, with adults migrating and 
juveniles staying close to shore. Skipjacks (Katsuwonus pelamis) move east 
then back west to spawn in the tropical Pacific.40 The largest and most valu-
able of the Pacific species—the bluefin (Thunnus thynnus)—spends its youth 
in the Western mid-latitude Pacific before traveling east to feed in the Cali-
fornia Current (as the irradiated fish mentioned in the introduction helped 
demonstrate), with some adults then traveling to the South Pacific.41 Like 
the other species discussed here, tuna feed at a high trophic level and thus 
exert powerful downward pressure on ecosystems. Similarly, by virtue of 
their long lives and long migrations, they “reduce temporal and spatial varia-
tions in ecosystem structure”—in other words, providing stability and simi-
larity over large parts of the equatorial and temperate Pacific.42

While tuna have been important food for tropical Pacific Islanders for 
a long time, they were not staple foods for any, with the possible exception 
of those living in Kiribati.43 The fish were found relatively far offshore and 
were in constant movement—Japanese, Micronesians, and Polynesians all 
caught them, but in small numbers. Even such small-scale work required years 
of study of complex tuna migration routes in order to become productive. Lo-
cal tuna fisheries, though, would be quickly overwhelmed by the introduction 
of industrial trawling. For example, the traditional tuna fishing grounds of one 
man in Tokelau (a group of atolls north of Samoa) was big enough to occupy a 
modern purse seiner for less than an hour.44 Those seiners, which deploy a wall 
of netting that scoops up huge numbers of fish, followed the initial movement 
of Japanese long-liners, catching fish with individual poles, into the North 
Pacific in the 1920s.45 Soon thereafter, Japanese fishermen entered Southeast 
Asia and Micronesia, especially after inheriting the region’s German colonies 
after World War I.

Meanwhile, scattered American ventures were beginning the first 
surveys of open-ocean tuna fishing as early as 1899, looking at various parts 
of the central Pacific from Guam to Tahiti to the Galapagos.46 World War 
II’s Pacific theater afforded more chances—and motivation—to follow up 
these lone ventures, and in 1944, a team of scientists led by University of 
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Washington biologist W. M. Chapman explored much of the central and 
western Pacific looking for commercial possibilities. As Chapman reported, 
“The region from the Gilberts east to the Marquesas and south through the 
Fiji, Cook, Tonga, Samoa, Society and Tuamoto [sic] islands have never 
been exploited commercially for tuna. . . . ​It is in this great area that the ex-
pansion of the American tuna fishery will first enter.” 47 It did, especially in 
American Samoa, where Americans built a large cannery in 1949.48 Nor did 
defeat in war long stem the tide of Japanese expansion, as their fishermen 
returned to these same waters from the 1950s, now establishing canneries 
and fishing bases as well. Soviet, South Korean, Taiwanese, and Chinese 
seiners followed from the 1980s. Filipino and Indonesian fishermen often 
did (and do) the work on board the seiners, making the tuna fishery another 
great motor of Pacific human migration.

A major question facing the early developers of the tuna fishery was 
the interrelationship between various fish populations. To their dismay, the 
fishermen learned there was little possibility of drawing clear lines between 
them.49 What is more, large oceanographic changes, such as the El Niño 
phenomenon, could move tuna from one end of the Pacific to another for 
seasons at a time.50 As the United States and Japan were increasingly engaged 
in catching tuna near other countries’ shores, they dusted off arguments made 
in the whaling industry about the absurdity and impossibility of ceding 
control of fish to any one nation. However, determined to protect their own 
waters from Japanese salmon fishermen, who were then expanding into 
Siberia and Alaska, Americans also insisted on the right to protect fisheries 
imperiled by overharvest.51

But in an era of decolonization, the story of whaling would not repeat 
itself with tuna. Pacific Island countries and Latin American nations fronting 
the Pacific argued instead that they maintained exclusive rights to catch the 
fish when they were in territorial waters, as they constituted part of a country’s 
biomass.52 Each side, it should be noted, made arguments that were most 
likely to benefit their own fishermen or potential fishermen. In 1952, Ecua
dor and Peru, whose waters American tuna seiners were mercilessly exploiting 
for bait fish, cooperated with Chile, which was concerned about Soviet 
whaling ships, to insist on a 200-mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ) around 
their coastlines.53 The United Nations ratified this concept in the 1982 Law 
of the Sea. Though the United States never signed the convention, it respects 
it in practice.

In this new regulatory environment, tuna fishing in the central Pacific 
exploded further. However, with a highly migratory fish like tuna, national 
jurisdiction proved only of minor assistance in dealing with the problem of 
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management. The two-hundred-mile EEZ is equal to only a day-and-a-half ’s 
journey for a bluefin.54 Thus, while EEZs have been profitable for Pacific 
Island nations, which can now lease out their territorial waters to better-
capitalized fishing fleets, migrating fish have also encouraged something 
equally consequential for Pacific history—large-scale, regional cooperation. 
The South Pacific Forum, where regional leaders met, had existed since 1971, 
but it gained significant coherence and power in response to foreign tuna 
fleets. In 1976, Papua New Guinea and Fiji decided they needed to present a 
common front toward outside fishing nations, and discussion in the Forum led 
to the creation of the Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency. The Agency has 
proved to be the strongest form of cooperation among Pacific nations, a “shin-
ing example” of regional cooperation.55 Particularly notable was the so-called 
Palau Arrangement, instituted in 1992, which has been termed “the largest 
and most complex fishery management ever to be put in place.”56 The Ar-
rangement enjoins cooperation among all member states to limit the overall 
fishing effort in place across a large portion of the tropical Pacific; as such, it 
benefits both Pacific Island states and the state of tuna stocks.

It is worth noting that none of this cooperation—which has rippled 
out from fisheries management to encompass many other matters—would 
have made much sense if tuna migrated from north to south instead of 
primarily from east to west. A north-south migrational pattern would instead 
have delivered fish to Japanese, Korean, and other trawlers whenever they 
left South Pacific waters and merely encouraged as quick and thorough a 
destruction of tuna stocks as possible.

In the early twenty-first century, the Forum Fisheries Agency has not 
yet solved the problem of overfishing tuna—researchers believe yellowfin, 
bluefin, bigeye, and even skipjack numbers are in decline.57 Distant fishing 
by other outside fleets has seriously eroded tuna stocks that migrate past the 
Cook Islands, hampering plans to create a domestic industry there.58 Still, 
in 2008, Kiribati created the world’s largest Marine Protected Area, banning 
fishing in a tuna-rich 157,626 square mile portion of its EEZ (the Phoenix 
Island Protected Area), and in 2011, the Forum Fisheries Agency set aside 
a huge amount of the Eastern Pacific for hook-and-line fishing only.59 These 
measures are interesting not only for their ambitious attempts at preserving 
an important part of the Pacific ecosystem but for the way they came out of 
regional agencies and concepts of marine tenure developed in large part in 
response to the migratory habits of tuna and—earlier—whales. If Pacific 
tuna do indeed survive into another century, it will be in large part thanks 
to the integration of Pacific politics and identities that responded to the 
integration of Pacific ecosystems.60
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CONCLUSION

Of course, stories of the Pacific’s expanse and expansive identities—from 
Polynesian migrations to post-colonial diasporas—have been the lifeblood 
of Pacific history since at least the 1990s.61 Historians have described Pacific 
Worlds in constant motion, as people have created social connections around 
the ocean and formed various conceptions of large oceanic communities that 
sometimes qualify as an entire Pacific World.62 A deeper focus on the mi-
grations of non-humans reinforces these narratives. But it does more. It also 
helps us recognize that the Pacific World is not just a human creation, but a 
world that created connections between humans. These connections have 
not always been immediately apparent—Northwest coasters had no notion 
their shearwaters disappeared because of Māori migration—but they played 
important roles in the way Indigenous histories, Euro-American colonial-
ism, and post-colonialism developed in the Pacific. The extraordinary inte-
grating force possessed by migrating predators demonstrates that a closely 
connected Pacific World has long been in existence.

This Pacific World, though, does not stick to canonical geographies or 
chronologies. Muttonbird connections reveal that the North Pacific was long 
connected to the South; though the human migratory streams across the 
Bering Strait and through Melanesia were quite different, all alighted on a 
shared ocean. In fact, humans from Siberia to the Northwest Coast shared 
connections with each other and with humans in the South Pacific that were 
sometimes stronger than connections with those living behind the inland 
barrier of high mountains springing from the Pacific’s tectonic hyperactivity.63 
North Pacific people again found themselves tightly bound to distant eco-
systems as an era of sealing and whaling washed them into a colonial Pacific 
unified by a squalid search for living commodities at any cost.64 Only in the 
late twentieth century, when industrial tuna fishing rose so quickly to such a 
great extent, do we see a South Pacific so interwoven. While Alaskans and 
Siberians, in particular, are still often thought of as particularly isolated, an 
awareness of the intense relationship they have often had with migratory ani-
mals makes their worlds begin to look much, much larger—in short, like a Pa-
cific World.65

This Pacific World also has a distinct chronology. The histories of the 
three species discussed suggest the Pacific was first integrated in about 1500 at 
a few important birding sites around its four corners. As whaling exploded 
after c. 1815, important connections between the temperate and tropical 
Pacific were created, connections that did not always cross the equator, but 
looked very similar in both halves of the ocean, and that paralleled the 
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increasing voyaging of Pacific peoples. Finally, an era of industrial fishing 
that began in earnest after 1945 left nearly no portion of the ocean detached 
from another, especially along the tuna migration lines across the equatorial 
and subtropical Pacific (and the salmon commons of the temperate North 
not discussed here). Perhaps this does not constitute one Pacific World, but 
it does hint at much larger and much deeper Pacific Worlds than historians 
have noticed.
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TWO

Many Diasporas
People, Nature, and Movement in Pacific History

Gregory Samantha Rosenthal

The resources of Samoans, Cook Islanders, Niueans, Tokelauans, 
Tuvaluans, I-Kiribatis, Fijians, Indo-Fijians, and Tongans, are no 
longer confined to their national boundaries; they are located 
wherever these people are living permanently or otherwise . . . ​
One can see this any day at seaports and airports throughout the 
central Pacific where consignments of goods from homes-abroad 
are unloaded, as those of the homelands are loaded. Construction 
materials, agricultural machinery, motor vehicles, other heavy 
goods, and myriad other things are sent from relatives abroad, 
while handcrafts, tropical fruits and rootcrops, dried marine 
creatures, kava and other delectables are despatched from the 
homelands.

—Epeli Hau‘ofa (1993)

The land is the people, is the money, is the phosphate, is the farm, 
is the grain, is the cattle, is the development and pollution of a 
nation.

—Katerina Martina Teaiwa (2005)

The above statements are not really lists. They are maps. Epeli Hau‘ofa, 
in his essay “Our Sea of Islands,” wrote that Oceania—the lived-in 
and peopled Pacific Ocean—was interconnected, not disconnected, 

by the vast amount of water lying between islands and continents. Not only 
did Pacific Islanders move through oceanic space, but nature moved, too: 
“construction materials, agricultural machinery, motor vehicles, other heavy 
goods,” as well as “handcrafts, tropical fruits and rootcrops, dried marine 
creatures, kava and other delectables.” Oceania was animated and integrated 
by people and nature in motion. Movement, circulation, travel, production, 
and consumption mapped out worlds much larger and less isolated than the 
“tiny worlds” usually ascribed to the histories of Island peoples and Island 
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nature. One decade later, Banaban scholar Katerina Martina Teaiwa retold 
Hau‘ofa’s tale, this time adding another dimension: the land itself. In “Our 
Sea of Phosphate,” Teaiwa meditates on the simultaneous, interdependent 
histories of human and non-human dispossession and dislocation as twentieth-
century phosphate extraction pushed both Banaban people and Banaban land 
out to sea. People scattered and became migrant workers; capitalists turned 
the land into fertilizer and scattered it upon foreign lands. “The writing on 
diaspora,” Teaiwa notes, “focuses on the movement of bodies, labour, peoples, 
ideas and cultural productions, usually as a consequence of colonialism and 
imperialism, but rarely of land in its physical sense.” However, “the experi-
ences of Banaban and Nauruan land mined, shipped, transformed into fertil-
izer and then literally scattered across the fields of Australia and New Zea-
land come close to the original meanings of diaspeirein.” Diaspora: the 
scattering and sowing of people, like seeds; the scattering and sowing of na-
ture to seed someone else’s environment. Teaiwa writes, “The land is the 
people,” and Hau‘ofa claims, “We are the ocean.” Movement, of both people 
and nature, animates the histories of Pacific Islands and Islanders, the ocean, 
the rim, and the world beyond.1

This chapter argues that movement has been—and remains—a key 
variable in Pacific Islander lives. In the Pacific, people and nature moved as 
in no other world-historical region.2 More specifically, diaspora, as Teaiwa 
suggests, presents a useful lens for examining and analyzing the ways in which 
human migration is related to plant and animal migrations. In this chapter, 
I focus on Oceanian migrations and diasporas, with an emphasis on Polynesian 
historical experiences. The term “Polynesia”—meaning “many islands”—
originated in early colonial definitions of Oceanic space; other terms, such as 
“Micronesia” (little islands) and “Melanesia” (black/dark islands), represent 
similarly colonial geographies. While some Pacific peoples have embraced 
these terms and others resist them, I want to suggest that these terms, even 
in their most literal sense, are simply inaccurate. Rather than thinking of 
Polynesia as “many islands,” we might consider the entire Pacific to be a world 
of many diasporas.3 There are Pacific Island people diasporas, plant diasporas, 
animal diasporas, even disease diasporas.4 Below, I examine several of these 
globetrotting natures. I focus on Pacific peoples whose histories reflect unique 
connections and active integrations of distant and disparate peoples, places, 
and processes through human and non-human movement, just as Hau‘ofa 
and Teaiwa have suggested. Not only were Pacific peoples agents of epic 
transoceanic migrations in millennia past, but these migrations continue 
apace in the twenty-first century. Pacific Islanders have carried nature with 
them and rearranged Pacific environments all across the ocean, from the past 
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to the present, just as the environment has also guided and delimited the 
contours of human movement and migration upon the waves.5

The diasporic nature of Pacific environmental history is in stark con-
trast to two canonical ideas within both Pacific and environmental historiog-
raphies. These are, one, that outsiders rather than insiders effect ecological 
change; and, two, that Indigenous peoples’ histories largely unfold in situ, or 
in place.6 But the truth is that for the past one thousand years, Pacific 
peoples have been at the forefront of ecological change and biological trans-
formations in the Pacific Ocean, and, although native to many islands, they 
have yet made the whole world their home, a world of many diasporas, a 
world made by people and nature in motion.

PEOPLE IN DIASPORA

At a time when “Western civilization” was confined simply to the Medi-
terranean Basin, the seeds of a diaspora that would stretch thousands of 
miles across the Pacific Ocean in all directions took root in Fiji, Samoa, and 
Tonga. This triangle is known as the Polynesian homeland. Prior to the 
Common Era, Polynesian ancestors settled in these islands. They carried pigs, 
chickens, dogs, and other faunal stowaways, as well as over a dozen “canoe 
plants”: taro, sugarcane, breadfruit, coconut, and others.7 The first fifteen 
centuries of the Common Era were a time of both “rootedness” and “rout-
edness” for Polynesian peoples. Complex societies developed in the home-
land as well as in the Society and Marquesas Islands, while others contin-
ued to travel, discovering and colonizing islands as far away as Rapa Nui 
(Easter Island) in the southeast, Hawai‘i in the north, and Aotearoa (New 
Zealand) in the southwest. These three points form the edges of what is 
known as the Polynesian Triangle, a cartographic representation of the 
world’s most expansive human diaspora on the cusp of global early modernity. 
Long before 1492 and the famous Columbian exchange, Oceania was a 
theater of its own transoceanic exchanges. Not only did Polynesian migrants 
settle upon so many islands across the Pacific Ocean, bringing their own 
“portmanteau biota” with them—canoe plants and all—but they also created 
“neo-tropics” in far-flung places such as Hawai‘i in the north and Aotearoa 
in the south (see figure 2.1).8

Pacific peoples also encountered the American continent and American 
nature. It should not be too shocking to imagine Indigenous Pacific Islanders 
sailing up to American shores before 1492. Polynesians were not the only 
maritime people in the Eastern Pacific Basin. For example, Chumash moved 
between the Channel Islands and the North American mainland for 
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thousands of years, and there were many other Indigenous maritime migrants 
up and down the American Pacific coast from Alaska to Chile. Europeans, 
too, sailed to the northern reaches of North America in the centuries before 
Columbus’ voyage. Rather than thinking of the Americas as a sealed vessel 
prior to 1492, historians are now recognizing the fluidity and mobility of 
peoples and natures in and out of the Americas in the centuries before 
Columbus sailed the ocean blue. 

Figure 2.1. ​ Map of Pacific Ocean Diasporas (People, Sweet Potatoes, Breadfruit, Salmon, 
Tuna). Map by Bill Nelson.

In the case of the Polynesian Diaspora, 
researchers have found little convincing evidence that Polynesian peoples 
lived in the Americas before 1492—or that their DNA mixed with Indige-
nous Americans—but there is strong evidence that Polynesian animals 
came to South America before Spaniards did, and that a South American 
plant most certainly left the continent and traveled across the Pacific Ocean. 
The most cutting-edge research on these exchanges looks at what are called 
“commensal animals” and “commensal plants.” These are plants and animals 
theorized to have moved with, and because of, humans, but, where solid 
evidence of human migrations is irretrievable, researchers look instead for 
the lingering presence of certain DNA in local plant and animal popula-
tions that point to genetic intermixing of native and non-native species. For 
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example, researchers have studied whether Polynesian rats interbred with 
local South American rat populations in the period prior to Spanish con-
quest. Early evidence suggests they did. Whereas the “commensal” ap-
proach relies on genetic testing, archaeologists have also recently discov-
ered strong evidence of Polynesian–South American contact in Chile in an 
even more tangible source: the existence of prehistoric Polynesian chicken 
bones. These bones have been dated to at least the early fifteenth century, if 
not earlier. The findings from these combined genetic and archaeological 
studies strongly suggest that Pacific peoples reached American shores prior 
to 1492. The Americas were just one node in the world’s greatest maritime 
diaspora.9

A SWEET POTATO DIASPORA

Evidence left behind by Polynesians in South America is somewhat limited, 
yet there is abundant evidence of South American natures in Oceania. Look 
no further than the humble sweet potato. It was likely no later than the 
twelfth or thirteenth centuries that the South American sweet potato began 
to appear on Pacific Islands all across the Polynesian Diaspora. The best ex-
planation for this comes from evidence that Polynesian peoples were regularly 
moving throughout this human web, connecting home islands with distant 
islands and even continents. Within centuries a veritable sweet potato dias-
pora fanned out across the Pacific. This was an Indigenous-people-powered 
environmental transformation. Pacific Islanders adopted the sweet potato into 
Indigenous agricultural practices and foodways, growing it alongside such 
traditional tubers as taro and yams.10 While Indigenous Pacific Islanders 
moved rats and chickens, perhaps as far as South America, they also moved 
South American nature in the other direction, flipping the dominant histori-
cal narrative of continental empires exerting powerful influence over discon-
nected and powerless islands and Islanders. Long before Chile annexed Rapa 
Nui (Easter Island), the ancestors of the Rapanui may have come to Chile. 
That Pacific peoples moved their own natures throughout the ocean, but also 
moved other peoples’ natures across the ocean, demonstrates that the early 
Pacific was a world made and maintained by powerful Indigenous actors.

In the early modern era, the sweet potato diaspora continued. Spanish 
conquistadores brought potatoes to the Philippines, and from there, thanks 
to the Manila Galleon trade then dumping Spanish-American silver in Ming 
China (1368–1644), Spanish-American sweet potatoes got dumped on the 
Asian continent, rapidly making their way into the interior of China, where 
they played no small role in an agricultural revolution that displaced Indig-
enous peoples and contributed to rapid population growth and environmen-
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tal change. In an early article on Pacific environmental history, John McNeill 
wrote, in 1994, that there “was no Magellan exchange” comparable to the 
Atlantic Ocean’s Columbian exchange. This is true—Pacific nature did 
not need Ferdinand Magellan to set it into motion. When he arrived on the 
scene in the early sixteenth century, many centuries of transoceanic eco-
logical exchanges had already occurred. Although Polynesian transoceanic 
trading and the exchange of natures certainly quieted down in the centuries 
leading up to James Cook’s famous voyages of the 1760s and 1770s, Pacific 
nature was still on the move throughout the early modern period. It is easy 
to think of the Manila Galleons as a story of Spanish empire linked with 
Chinese empire. But as historians are starting to uncover, the galleons did 
not just move goods, but also Pacific peoples. Chinese migrant workers, and 
Indigenous Filipino laborers, came to New Spain (Mexico) as early as the 
sixteenth century. These laborers were involved in the movement of Pacific 
natures, a process already set in motion by Pacific Islanders.11

A BREADFRUIT DIASPORA

Magellan’s circumnavigation certainly expanded the spread and distribu-
tion of migrant natures; Captain James Cook’s late eighteenth-century voy-
ages provided the next great push. After Cook’s death in 1779, Oceania was 
reanimated by new transoceanic migrations—human and non-human—in 
which Indigenous peoples again were central to effecting change in both 
local and global environments. Just as Polynesian peoples moved chickens 
and potatoes in the pre-Cookian world, in the post-Cookian world they 
moved sea otter furs, breadfruit, sandalwood, whale oil, and salmon. When 
Captain William Bligh of the ill-fated Bounty came to Tahiti for breadfruit 
in the late 1780s, Tahitian knowledge and Tahitian labor played a central 
role in shaping the coming breadfruit diaspora. Even Fletcher Christian 
and his mutineers were joined by Tahitian women who powerfully shaped 
the mutineers’ desires and aspirations. Tahitian breadfruit eventually made 
its way to colonial Jamaica to feed African-descended slaves. This was, on 
the one hand, a tale of British ecological imperialism, moving nature from 
one periphery to another. But African and Tahitian peoples were also part 
of the story. When Christian and his fellow mutineers fled to Pitcairn Is-
land, the Tahitians who traveled with them re-created Pitcairn Island as a 
“neo-Tahiti,” planting yams, sweet potatoes, and other crops. This was a 
continuation of Polynesian-induced ecological exchanges in the Pacific. The 
colonization of uninhabited islands by Pacific peoples was a story that had 
begun thousands of years earlier and continued right up until the brink of 
the nineteenth century.12
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Breadfruit continued to pop up in strange places. When German 
warships forced the Samoan leader Mālietoa Laupepa into exile in the late 
1880s, he was held for a time on the coast of West Africa in German-occupied 
Cameroon. His captors fed him “bread, and tea, and rice, and bananas,” but 
Laupepa was most pleased, on a walk near the prison, to discover a breadfruit 
tree in an English garden. He offered to purchase fruit from the tree’s owner, 
but was met with the reply, “I am not going to sell breadfruit to you people.” 
Instead, the tree’s owner allowed Laupepa to take as many fruits as he wished 
at no cost. As Pacific peoples traveled the world’s oceans in the nineteenth 
century, sometimes voluntarily and sometimes as forced migrants, they not 
only carried nature with them, but also brought ideas, associations, desires, 
and nostalgias for natures left behind, including breadfruit. A plantation in 
Jamaica and a tree in Cameroon became part of the story of the Pacific’s 
many diasporas.13

A SALMON DIASPORA

In the long nineteenth century, Native Hawaiians were recruited en masse to 
work on European and Euro-American ships. Perhaps as many as ten 
thousand Hawaiians left Hawai‘i prior to 1876 to work on ships at sea and 
in foreign lands.14 Many traveled to the Northwest Coast of North America 
to hunt sea otters. The furs of these animals were sent to Guangzhou, the 
great emporium of Qing China (1644–1911), where they were sold at a great 
profit. Toiling alongside the Columbia River, Hawaiian migrant workers 
developed a taste for a local food source: salmon. The fish were almost always 
on the move, hatching in the rivers, feeding in the great ocean, then returning 
to their riparian homelands to reproduce and die. In the early nineteenth 
century, the Hudson’s Bay Company, which employed hundreds of Hawaiian 
men, salted and barreled salmon for export to distant places including 
Honolulu. Two centuries later, Hawaiians still eat lomilomi (“massaged”) 
salmon as a popular dish. The reason salmon became part of Hawaiian cuisine 
is related to this history of Polynesian migrant labor and the way Indigenous 
migrant workers bridged two worlds, Hawai‘i and the salmon-spawning 
Northwest Coast of North America.15

By the late nineteenth century, canned salmon had entered Polynesian 
foodways both near and far. Native workers consumed it on Hawaiian sugar 
plantations, linking their bodies with a diasporic ecology of salmon and sugar, 
just as the cane they were cutting was likely consumed by Hawaiian brothers 
and sisters living and working in San Francisco and in Sacramento.16 
Meanwhile, in Samoa, itinerant writer Robert Louis Stevenson thought it 
“curious” that “the common food of one race should be the delicacy of the 
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other.” As he sat on the coast of Tutuila eating pig, taro, and miki (coconut 
sauce)—all Samoan foods—his Native comrades lay “upon their sides, eating 
tinned salmon from home [North America].” But this was not strange. 
Centuries earlier, Polynesian peoples had incorporated the South American 
sweet potato into their diasporic foodways. In the nineteenth century, Pacific 
peoples encountered American shores for a second time and brought home 
yet another American nature: salmon.17

DIASPORIC STORIES AND IDEAS

The nineteenth-century whaling industry presents yet another theater of 
Polynesian movements and transoceanic migrations. Hawaiian men worked 
on American whaling ships in prodigious numbers; as many as three thousand 
likely worked aboard American vessels at the industry’s peak in the 1840s 
and 1850s. In Hawaiian-language newspapers, these migrant workers wrote 
letters home describing the things they had seen. Most notably, their stories 
and songs of distant and foreign environments circulated throughout a 
workers’ diaspora. Whales, ice, snow, gale force winds, and contact with 
Inupiat peoples in Alaska became part of a Hawaiian national (and trans-
national) geography as migrant workers’ experiences were translated into print 
and oral media that not only returned to Honolulu from distant points of 
production but also recirculated upon the ocean’s currents—to California, to 
guano islands, and wherever Hawaiian-language newspapers were sold.18

Not only did Hawaiian migrant workers experience sea otters and cattle 
in Alta California and whales and ice in the Arctic, but they also experienced 
nature that was on the move. Wherever whales moved, whalemen followed. 
Hawaiian whale workers came to know the ocean through the act of following 
prey across the waves, throughout the seasons, and in the momentary chase 
of the hunt. As guano miners, Hawaiians encountered seabirds on the move: 
seabirds that flew thousands of miles away to capture energy from the ocean 
and then bring that energy back in the form of feces—guano—to nesting 
islands. Pacific nature moved both because people moved it but also because 
of the agency of whales and birds themselves, as well as ocean waves and 
wind currents. Pacific workers intimately knew and reported upon these vari
ous movements and migrations.19

In an age of increasing scientific racism, European and Euro-American 
employers of Pacific Islander labor contributed to misunderstandings of 
indigenous movement and mobility. Employers contended that Polynesian 
men, for example, were only fit for work in tropical and maritime environ-
ments and were unsuited for work in the cold or on land. Employers sought 
to bind Pacific peoples in place: to fix their “nature” in situ as “tropical” and 
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brand them as “amphibious” peoples.20 Unsurprisingly, Pacific peoples fought 
back. Hawaiian workers, told that they were unsuitable for work in the Arc-
tic whaling industry, actually proved themselves better than their “Yankee” 
counterparts, according to one US Navy admiral. Similarly, European-
descended peoples in the California Gold Rush wrote to newspapers asserting 
that Hawaiian migrant gold miners were unfit for the Sierra Nevada environ-
ment, but Hawaiian working-class authors responded. They refuted these 
claims, asserting their own narratives of success (and adventure and persever-
ance) in the gold fields. By the late nineteenth century, even the sovereign 
Kingdom of Hawai‘i was convinced that Native subjects were unfit for labor in 
a modern, globalizing, capitalist economy. The Hawaiian state sought to save 
the Indigenous people yet replace them with foreign contract laborers. Once 
again, Indigenous workers fought back. They struggled against essentialist dis-
courses that regarded their bodies as weak and immobile, and they strug
gled—through words and sometimes through fists—with rival workers at 
worksites near and far. They were defending not only their pride and their 
masculinity, but also an expansive history of Indigenous exploration, discovery, 
and power in the Pacific World—a narrative of Indigenous peoples on the 
move, moving nature with them, and facilitating the rearrangement of the 
world rather than falling victim to the rearrangement dreams of others.21

TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY DIASPORAS

In the late nineteenth century, Pacific Islander circulations and Indigenous 
diasporic formations—especially those based on extractive, maritime 
industries such as whaling and the fur trade—were in decline. But these were 
replaced by new circulations: the coerced migration of Chinese contract 
workers (the “coolie” trade) to Hawai‘i, California, Peru, and elsewhere, and 
the forced migration of Melanesians (“blackbirding”) to the cotton plantations 
of Queensland, Samoa, and beyond. New labor regimes opened up new 
worlds of Indigenous mobility and encounters with local and foreign natures. 
Chinese migrants encountered Hawaiian sugarcane and California minerals. 
Melanesian migrants encountered Australian cotton. Indian “coolie” workers 
encountered Fijian cotton. Banabans encountered phosphate mining. Pacific 
peoples continued to move, and Pacific nature moved in turn.22

When Epeli Hau‘ofa wrote his essay “Our Sea of Islands” nearly thirty 
years ago, his motivation was to decolonize the way that Pacific peoples saw 
themselves. Following a long twentieth century of European, Asian, and 
American empire in the Pacific, Hau‘ofa sought to convince Pacific Islanders 
that they could make it on their own despite the impression that their newly 
independent countries were like thousands of tiny islands in a far sea. 
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Decolonization necessitates reimagining Oceania as an interconnected “sea 
of islands,” he wrote. Hau‘ofa turned to history—the history of epic trans-
Pacific migrations, island settlements, and inter-island exchanges—to show 
that Pacific peoples have always been on the move and have always been 
influential agents of historical change. Pacific peoples were global actors 
in  the second millennium, and they will continue to be so in the third 
millennium.23

In this chapter, I have built upon Hau‘ofa’s idea. Whereas he sought to 
demonstrate a continuum from migrations past to the movements and 
circulations of the present, I have similarly sought to show how a thousand-
year history of diasporic lives, of people and nature in motion, has led to a 
diasporic present. Migrations of human and non-human natures continue 
apace in the twenty-first century and show no signs of letting up.24 This is 
revealed by the spread of yet one more Polynesian nature: tuna.

Pago Pago, capital of American Samoa, has one of the Pacific’s most 
prized harbors. In the nineteenth century, one writer described it as the “safest 
port” in Samoa; another wrote that its “shelter cannot be equaled in the world.” 
Robert Louis Stevenson wrote in the 1890s that the “tongue of water sleeps 
here in perfect quiet.” The harbor’s “colour is green like a forest pool,” sur-
rounded on all sides by “woody mountains.”25 Today Pago Pago’s harbor is 
ringed on one side by huge metal containers stacked up to fifty feet high along 
the wharf with Danish and German names splashed upon their sides. On the 
other side of the harbor stand crumbling tuna canneries guarded by a painted 
statue of Charlie the Tuna. The US Navy administered American Samoa as a 
military colony for the first half of the twentieth century. Then, following clo-
sure of the US naval installation at Fagatogo in 1951, commercial shipping 
and industrial fishing rose to become the centerpiece of a new post-military-
industrial economy. Van Camp (also known as Chicken of the Sea) established 
a tuna cannery in Pago Pago in 1954. StarKist followed in 1963. American 
Samoa became the center of a new global tuna diaspora (see figure 2.2).26

Five decades later, Pago Pago in the late 2000s was described as “one of 
the largest sites of canned tuna production in the world.” The StarKist and 
Chicken of the Sea canneries then employed approximately five thousand 
workers, representing almost half of the territory’s total workforce. Thou-
sands of men and women were migrant workers from the neighboring state 
of Samoa. Samoan nationals came to Pago Pago to make wages of over three 
dollars an hour; their remittances flooded home with the smell of tuna-
derived wealth. In American Samoa, the cannery workers spent part of their 
wages each month on housing, food, and entertainment. One study even 
suggested that tuna workers and their expenditures accounted for 80 percent 
of the territory’s private-sector economy. In this tuna diaspora, millions of 
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fish caught in the waters off of Samoa, Fiji, Niue, and other Pacific Islands 
were carried to Pago Pago’s canneries, from which they ended up in Ameri-
can children’s lunchboxes—including my own—in the 1980s and 1990s.27 

Figure  2.2.  Twenty- First- Century Shipping Containers, Pago Pago Harbor, American 
Samoa, 2015. Photo graph by the author (Rosenthal).

On the other hand, while the Samoan group is the ecological homeland of 
this tuna diaspora, economically, their role and rewards are peripheral to the 
global industry. Increasing labor costs in the territory, along with the threat 
of multilateral “free trade” agreements between the United States and tuna-
canning countries, such as Ecuador and Thailand, have pressured companies 
such as Chicken of the Sea to leave American Samoa, as they did in 2009.28

Pacific peoples have never been the sole agents moving Pacific nature. 
Foreigners have brought colonialism and capitalism and set people and nature 
in motion in their own ways. But the Pacific’s many diasporas continue, and 
Indigenous people are part of this twenty-first-century process. Diners in 
Brooklyn today can choose between either a basic tuna fish sandwich, made 
with canned tuna and mayonnaise, or eat Hawaiian-style poke at a new hip 
restaurant in Williamsburg. Not only does tuna move—from the hands of 
Pacific Ocean fisherfolk to Samoan cannery workers to California long-
shoremen to Jewish delicatessen owners in Brooklyn—but so do Polyne-
sian ways of thinking about tuna: Hawaiian poke, Samoan oka, Chicken 
of the Sea, have your pick. The labor of Polynesian workers is embodied in 
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these goods. American Samoa’s congressional representative reminds us—as 
we chow down on Pacific Ocean tuna—that “the U.S. tuna industry was 
built on the backs of Samoans and our workers are among the best in the 
world.” Tuna’s stories are Polynesian in nature, and yet they are diasporically 
spread out across the world’s many ships, seas, and stomachs.29

Epeli Hau‘ofa noted in the 1990s that “at seaports and airports” the 
“delectables” of the world are moved by Polynesian hands. While living in 
Honolulu in 2015, I kept a P.O. box at my local post office where I regularly 
witnessed Hawaiians shipping coconuts to the US mainland and Micronesian 
residents sending coolers jam-packed with goods, sealed with packing tape, 
to places such as Saipan and Guam. In Samoa, one ship a week and five 
flights a day shuttle family members and their goods across the International 
Date Line between Samoa and American Samoa, separated by just seventy 
miles. Today’s customhouses reveal what nineteenth-century customhouses 
also showed: Polynesia is more than a sea of “many islands”; it is a sea of many 
diasporas. From canoe plants to sweet potatoes to breadfruit, salmon, and 
tuna, Pacific history is the history of powerful Indigenous peoples effecting 
ecological change and environmental transformations both at home and 
abroad.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have sought to provide a brief overview of a longue durée 
environmental history of the Pacific, focusing specifically on Indigenous 
peoples and natures in motion. While environmental historians have 
adequately catalogued the movements, mobilities, and migratory natures of 
elite European and Euro-descended peoples over time, there remains a 
tendency to neglect non-elite and non-white peoples as somehow locked in 
place, as in situ. These are the people “in nature,” fighting back, yet somehow 
stuck in space and time. In Oceania, Pacific scholars such as Epeli Hau‘ofa 
and Katerina Martina Teaiwa, among others, have railed against this racist 
discourse, recognizing how such narratives are a perpetuation of a centuries-
old “Western” conception of Islands and Islanders as isolated and as passive 
victims of global economic change and colonization. This view not only 
deprives Islanders of their agency, but also of their history.

I have shown not only that Pacific peoples moved nature—such as sweet 
potatoes, breadfruit, and salmon—but that Pacific peoples have also moved 
through, in, and with natures—such as with whales and seabirds—and how 
disparate environments both near and far have shaped Pacific Islander 
movements. While I argue that Indigenous peoples have been at the forefront 
of ecological exchanges in the Pacific Ocean for one thousand years, I have 
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not shied away from the fact that European explorers and colonizers have 
also influenced these Indigenous relationships with the natural world. For 
example, resource extraction and labor migration, propelled by changes in 
political economy and diplomacy, were key factors in the expansion of 
Hawai‘i’s diaspora in the nineteenth century. Although Indigenous Islanders 
have effected great ecological change across the ocean for over a millennium, 
some of these changes have been harmful to both humans and nature. Many 
of the processes examined in this chapter resulted in the decline of plant and 
animal species, the spread of disease epidemics, and the devaluation of Native 
lands. These ecological transformations, in turn, occasioned yet more human 
migrations and the creation of yet new diasporic ecological formations. 
Capitalism and globalization have increasingly shaped the nature of human 
and non-human diasporas; yet anti-colonial frameworks such as Hau‘ofa’s and 
Teaiwa’s also point toward the continued resistance of Pacific peoples to 
foreign domination.

Today, in the twenty-first century, billions of people bounce around 
from place to place, living neither here nor there. This may be especially true 
of marginalized peoples: the poor, the displaced, the dispossessed; Indigenous 
peoples and migrant workers. The story of the Pacific’s many diasporas is a 
reminder for twenty-first-century humans that migration and economic and 
ecological globalization are nothing new. Indigenous peoples have been and 
remain mobile actors in global contexts, notably as workers, and they have 
exercised an ability to effect transformations in environments near and far. 
Similar stories continue to unfold around the world, and these tales rightly 
deserve our attention.

Not all environmental historians will be inspired to unfix that which 
seems fixed: to see people and nature in motion. But to not do so is to ignore 
a key element of the human experience as well as a huge swath of humanity 
who, right now, as I write these words, are on the move, moving between 
and among natures and moving nature with them. When Epeli Hau‘ofa 
wrote “we are the ocean,” he referred not only to a contemporary understanding 
of Pacific Islander lives, like seeds, spread far and wide across the ocean, but 
also to an incredible history, spanning one thousand years, of Indigenous 
relationships with oceanic nature—a world of many diasporas.
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THREE

Chinese Resource Frontiers, Environmental 
Change, and Entrepreneurship in the South 

Pacific, 1790s–1920s

James Beattie

Over the nineteenth century, several million Chinese exploited re-
source frontiers opening up around the Pacific. European imperi-
alism and American westward expansion helped generate these 

new extractive zones. As goldminers, plantation laborers, and railroad navvies, 
as market gardeners, merchants, and in myriad other occupations, several 
million Chinese people—coupled with China’s demand for raw materials—
contributed to the great acceleration of environmental change in the seas and 
countries of the nineteenth-century Pacific.1

In exploring the environmental dimensions of what Henry Yu has 
coined the “Cantonese Pacific,” I first survey how China’s market demand 
created Pacific migrant ecologies.2 Next, I explore the nature of explosive, 
boom-and-bust Pacific resource frontiers, notably goldmining. Goldmining, I 
show, stimulated Chinese migration by opening new resource frontiers, en-
couraging capitalist accumulation and new colonial investment, and, longer 
term, linking Pacific places and resources. I then examine Chinese entrepre-
neurship in the British Empire by focusing on a Chinese merchant—Chew 
Chong (c. 1830–1920)—whose enterprises opened up new local-level migrant 
ecologies between New Zealand, Australia, and China.

The chapter frames Pacific resource demand, and later Chinese enter-
prises like market gardening and agricultural investment, as examples of 
ecocultural networks—interlinked labor flows, migrant connections, and 
capital systems that transformed Pacific environments and made nature into 
commodities. Unlike other models, an ecocultural framework attempts to 
integrate cultural and material motivations and impacts related to environ-
mental exchange and transformation. It focuses on the different compo-
nents (such as technology and capital infrastructure), ecologies, and peoples 
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brought together to form a network to commodify nature. It demonstrates 
the feedback loops of specific environmental exploitation on social systems, 
technologies, and ecologies, while also recognizing the sometimes-short-
term duration of ecocultural networks. In a period dominated by the devel-
opment of nationalism and the nation-state, an ecocultural approach can 
highlight the sub-national-level connections fashioned by non-state actors 
and the linkages between different locales. In the period under discussion, an 
ecocultural approach underlines the linkages of new energy regimes derived 
from fossil fuels with the resources of the so-called biological old world of 
the Pacific in which sun-powered photosynthesis released a series of energy 
transfers from plant to animal.3 Examining the role of Chinese merchants 
and Chinese markers in developing Pacific ecocultural networks complicates 
the dominant narrative of Europeans as being the main drivers of Pacific 
resource exploitation.4

CREATING “CHINA’S PACIFIC”: TRADE AND ENVIRONMENTAL  
CHANGE, 1790S–1860S

As Ryan Tucker Jones has observed, from the eighteenth century to the 1910s, 
China’s demand and Europe’s desire to meet it transformed the Pacific “into 
the world’s larder,” by expanding China’s environmental footprint from South-
east Asia into the wider Pacific.5 The epicenter of China’s Pacific was Canton, 
a bustling, polyglot trading port that engulfed American silver, English and 
Indian textiles, Pacific sealskins, furs, and sandalwood, and many other 
commodities besides.6

The Pacific dimension of the Canton trade challenges China’s reputation 
as one of the world’s great land empires. For the peoples of southern coastal 
China—today’s provinces of Fujian and Guangdong—their frontiers were not 
the lands and waters, mountains and steppes of inland China, as it was for 
most other Chinese, but the bodies of oceans and islands, their peoples and 
resources, lying immediately to their south and accessible via Nan Hai (South 
Sea) and Nanyang (the Southern Ocean). Although China’s Nanyang trade 
and the migration of its people to those countries began many centuries 
earlier, it particularly flourished in the eighteenth century.7 In this period, 
Chinese junks were plying Nanyang waters, selling manufactured goods, and 
returning with raw materials and food. The placement of Chinese traders at 
the center of this flourishing exchange complicates the traditional picture of 
Yankee or European traders dominating China’s foreign commerce; in real
ity, “the largest number of merchants to take [to] the seas [from the late 
seventeenth century] . . . ​were Chinese.”8
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In the eighteenth century, the processing, shipment, and labor re-
quirements of China’s monocultures linked different parts of China as well 
as Chinese regions with Nanyang countries.9 Ecological simplification and 
the shift away from food crops to cash crops contributed to China’s nineteenth-
century socio-ecological crisis: interconnected problems of land degradation, 
population, government instability, and infrastructural collapse.10

By the eighteenth century, European powers were becoming more active 
in Asia. The English East India Company (EIC), after muscling out rivals, 
had established permanent trading bases, then settlements, in India (Bengal 
and Madras). Like Nanyang residents, in this period Europeans and North 
Americans were importing Chinese manufactured goods in large volumes—
tea, porcelain, silks, and other luxury items. They largely paid for them with 
New World silver, which reached China through the Canton trading system 
(1757–1842). Carefully controlled by Chinese authorities, the Canton system 
intentionally restricted foreign trade to one port alone, to be conducted with 
a limited number of Chinese merchants only at certain times of the year.11

The limitations of this system, coupled with a ballooning balance-of-
payments deficit, spurred European and American traders from the late eigh
teenth century to look to Pacific resources to send to Chinese markets. Pacific 
resource exploitation set up often transitory ecocultural networks lasting 
only so long as a resource did—and that was usually relatively short, given the 
rapacious demands of the period, and the smallness of islands and their 
limited resources.12 Trade rapidly depleted resources, leading to a range of 
ecological and related social effects. Islanders commonly gained new tech-
nologies, as well as economic advantages and travel opportunities. Invari-
ably, they experienced high mortality rates through exposure to new diseases, 
and a host of related social and economic effects.13 Trading encounters also of-
ten laid the basis for an island’s later colonization. Sealing, sea cucumber col-
lecting, and sandalwood cutting illustrate the interrelated effects on people 
and nature of China’s Pacific resource demand.

The hunting to near extinction of the southern fur seal (Arctocephalus 
forsteri) hinged on Britain’s establishment in Australia in 1788 of the Botany 
Bay Penal Colony. This gave American and British traders a base in the 
Southern Ocean from which to exploit seals and other marine resources. 
Within a short time, a pattern for the exploitation of seals had emerged. 
Vessels would drop off sealers in remote locations—often for months at a 
time—to catch and prepare skins. There they would engage in an orgy of 
killing. Contemporaries describe rocks stained red with the blood of seals, 
and seals—unaccustomed to human contact—seemingly allowing themselves 
to be clubbed to death. In 1802, French Commodore Baudin aptly described 
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hunters’ activities in Bass Strait (off Australia’s southeastern coast) as “a 
destructive war carried on against” seals. “You will soon hear that they have 
entirely disappeared,” he warned.14

Baudin’s warnings went unheeded. By 1802, sealers had destroyed Bass 
Strait rookeries. Sydney-based sealers then turned their attention to New 
Zealand and, soon afterward, to the small islands lying to its south, west, 
and east, as they gradually exhausted one rookery after another. The large 
number of skins collected explains the rapid decline of southern Pacific seal 
populations. In the first decades of the 1800s, a Sydney newspaper recorded, 
“it was not uncommon for a vessel to obtain in a short trip from 80,000 to 
100,000 skins.”15 Sealing gangs arrived on the Antipodes Islands in 1804. 
By 1809 crews had skinned as many as a quarter of a million seals (this figure 
counted only seals skinned, not killed).16 Sealers operating in New Zealand 
and its outlying islands, Rhys Richards estimates, killed some seven million 
fur seals before 1833. Slaughter peaked twice, in 1804–1809/10, and 1823–
1826/7. Most sealskins—air-dried—went directly to London or Canton, as 
well as going from London to Canton. (The figures also ignore “illegal” [i.e., 
non-EIC] trade, pre-1833, the year it lost its monopoly on eastern trade.17) 
In China, “frontier products like fur became markers of elite Chinese 
fashion,” and immensely popular.18 Fur was “high value, low weight, easy to 
carry, and durable and so remarkably well suited for long-distance trade.”19 
In Canton, furriers made garments from seals’ thick fur, also using the guard 
hairs removed in this process to make cheap felt hats. Oversupply meant the 
bottom fell out of the Canton market in the early 1830s, with many traders 
subsequently turning to the London market, even though the China market 
later picked up.20

In New Zealand, both Māori and foreign crews participated in killing 
seals and preparing skins.21 The lengthy onshore stays of sealers—and their 
occasional marooning—commonly fostered relationships with local peoples. 
(Indeed, my daughters’ Māori ancestry dates to this period of contact in 
1810s southern New Zealand.) Contact through sealing brought new iron 
tools, animals (e.g., pigs), and food crops (especially the potato), which to-
gether revolutionized diet and contributed to changing settlement patterns 
among southern New Zealand Māori. It also brought unwanted migrant 
ecologies, such as disease, as well as paving the way for later colonization.22

Sea cucumbers and sandalwood, often exported together, experienced 
similar pulses of boom and bust to sealing. Sea cucumber—or bêche-de-mer 
(Holothuroidea spp.)—is a marine animal eaten and used in Chinese medi-
cine.23 Prior to European interest in it, Chinese traders had obtained the 
dried delicacy from Indonesia, India, and the Philippines. Macassan traders 
also visited northern Australia during the monsoon, collecting and curing 
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bêche-de-mer—a trade of considerable size. In 1803, for example, Matthew 
Flinders estimated that the sixty Macassan vessels he encountered were carry
ing about six million cured sea cucumbers.24 Europeans and New Englanders 
began to enter the lucrative sea cucumber trade in the late eighteenth century, 
often also peddling other commodities like shells and sandalwood.25

The sea cucumber trade varied by timing and extent, but it encompassed 
much of the Pacific at one stage or another, as traders exhausted one source 
after another. Fijian trade boomed from 1828 to 1835, averaging thirty-five 
to seventy tons per annum, and enjoyed another spurt from 1842 to 1850.26 
In Noumea, trans-shipments to China via Sydney peaked from 1864 to 
1873.27 Relying on trans-shipment from Queensland (Australia), New 
Guinea’s trade crested between 1873 and 1885 but diminished thereafter.28

Aside from its effects on Pacific sea cucumber populations, the Chinese 
trade drew in considerable local labor supplies and consumed a large volume of 
timber.29 The involvement of Pacific peoples in this trade was paramount, since 
its preparation required long onshore time and considerable labor resources. 
Bêche-de-mer traders constructed large drying houses—American-built ones 
commonly measured 100–120 feet in length and 20 feet in width. Larger op-
erations employed as many as 200 people to source sea cucumber, 100 to cut 
firewood, and perhaps 50 to keep fires burning.30 Because its drying required 
constantly lit fires, timber consumption rapidly depleted scarce island forests. 
For example, bêche-de-mer–induced deforestation on western Viti Levu (Fiji) 
further disrupted “an ecosystem already in a delicate state of balance [and] 
made conditions for tree regeneration difficult.”31 In Fiji alone, R. G. Ward 
estimates the trade consumed one million cubic feet of timber.32

Traders commonly exported sandalwood (Santalum spp.) alongside sea 
cucumber. Chinese carpenters made furniture and chests from sandalwood, 
while its aromatic oils found use in perfumes, medicines, and incense. With 
China’s Indian supplies dropping in the nineteenth century, traders had 
turned to Pacific resources to meet Chinese demand. Traders and local 
peoples systematically worked out this resource on a number of islands: 
moving from Fiji (1804–1816) and then Marquesas (1814–1820) to “Hawaii 
(1811–31), where an efficient royal monopoly expedited depletion, and lastly 
to Melanesia, especially the New Hebrides (1841–65).”33

Sandalwood-getters commonly cut and killed young trees, effectively 
consigning their enterprise to the short term.34 Like bêche-de-mer, sandalwood 
extraction required a large labor force, its control enriching some Native lead-
ers. For example, King Kamehameha I’s (c. 1736–1819) control of Hawai‘i’s 
sandalwood supply enabled him to consolidate power and contributed to com-
plex social, political, and demographic changes occurring within Hawai‘ian 
society. Labor redistribution from local agricultural production to sandalwood 
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extraction and food production for trade contributed to famine in 1811–1812, 
while diseases introduced by traders appear to have led to considerable 
depopulation.35

COLONIZATION, GOLDMINING, AND MIGRATION, 1840S–1870S

While China’s resource demand in the Pacific from the latter eighteenth 
century has attracted scholarly attention, much less well examined is the role 
of Chinese as agents of environmental change, and it is on this topic the rest 
of the chapter focuses.

The unequal treaties imposed by Britain on China in the wake of the 
Opium Wars (1839–1842; 1856–1860) unintentionally provided the mecha-
nism for large-scale Chinese migration.36 The Opium Wars not only swept 
aside the old trading order by opening China to foreign interests, but the 
establishment of British Hong Kong (ceded in 1842) connected Chinese 
migrants and capital with international shipping networks and newly opening 
commodity frontiers around the world. Originally envisaged as an entry point 
into the lucrative China market and Chinese coastal trade, Hong Kong’s 
future was changed by California’s gold rush (1848). This signal event 
transformed Britain’s new possession “into Asia’s leading Pacific gateway . . . ​
linking North America and Asia.”37

By 1939—nearly 100  years after its establishment—an astonishing 
6.3 million Chinese had embarked from Hong Kong, with 7.7 million return-
ing via the island.38 Hong Kong served as a gateway to the Pacific and else-
where, including Britain’s new possession of Singapore. Chinese merchants 
and then laborers established new migrant ecologies in the expanding Euro
pean colonial spheres. In 1840s Singapore, for example, Chinese shifting cul-
tivators grew pepper and gambier for commercial production, using horticul-
tural practices that maximized productivity but left land exhausted and useless 
within a few years. The extent of this destruction, likely coupled with racist 
sentiments, moved one European observer to liken the Chinese planter to a 
locust, in leaving behind a trail of desolation. Land exhaustion in Singapore 
encouraged Chinese to develop plantations in Peninsular Malaya.39

After 1848, commodities, people, and ideas flowed from Hong Kong to 
California, and then to a series of other Pacific rushes (e.g., Victoria, Aus-
tralia; Otago, New Zealand; Yukon, Canada). Chinese institutions, families, 
and businesses made use of these thickening networks of trade, transpor-
tation, and communication wrapping around the Pacific to move people, 
goods, and money to and from South China.40 Chinese merchants con-
trolled Pacific labor migration, from recruitment and transportation to ac-
commodation and working conditions. Their multinational firms linked kin 
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in different parts of the Pacific, and often also controlled a good’s production 
and marketing. Although Chinese were commonly sojourners, permanent 
settlements developed around the Pacific, notwithstanding anti-Chinese leg-
islation later in that century.41

Chinese migrated and worked claims in groups, bound together by 
common threads of kinship, place, and language. Most Cantonese arrived 
uninvited in the goldfields (only Otago Province invited Chinese miners, 
guaranteeing them equality before the law and providing Chinese-speaking 
constables). Even if, as in Otago, they might have initially received a reasonably 
warm welcome, most Chinese experienced hostility, and sometimes even vio
lence, at one stage or another.42 Chinese initially took up alluvial goldmining. 
It appealed because it was relatively low tech, highly labor intensive, and 
cheap, requiring in effect only picks and shovels, pans and cradles. Although 
some Chinese later participated in hydraulic sluicing and quartz mining, 
these activities required more capital than alluvial mining, and so were not 
as common.43

In following successive Pacific rushes, Chinese goldmining polluted 
waterways, washed away soil, removed vegetation, and irrevocably changed 
landscapes.44 In this respect, they transformed nature into commodities 
and caused environmental problems, just like Europeans and other groups 
did.45 For example, on Otago’s Round Hill goldfield, Chinese mining con-
tributed to polluting and sludging up ninety-one-hectare Lake George/
Uruwera and Whakapatu Bay.46 While in this respect Chinese impacts mir-
rored those of other nationalities, in some cases Chinese technology and 
networks, and hence their environmental impacts, differed from Europeans’. 
For example, the environmental footprint of Chinese miners’ demand for goods 
and food—rice and other foods, opium, and traditional medicines—reached 
China.47 Later, Chinese also developed specialized ecocultural networks reli-
ant upon connections with China (discussed later in this chapter).

With respect to water management in Pacific environments, Chinese 
miners utilized skills honed over generations of living in the Pearl River Delta 
to build sophisticated water races on goldfields, skills recognized by private 
companies and colonial governments, which employed Chinese teams to 
build races and sludge channels. Chinese also adapted technology or developed 
their own ingenious solutions to particular mining problems. For example, 
Cantonese adapted the traditional waterwheel from their homeland, using 
it to raise or lower water levels in mining areas, and to bring water uphill, 
something copied by Europeans.48 Some utilized other techniques different 
from Europeans. Victorian miners obtained very small grains of gold by using 
much longer sluicing boxes than those used by Europeans. It is difficult to 
ascertain with certainty the differential impacts of Chinese technology, 
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especially given the prevalence of technology transfer between regions, 
countries, and different groups, and the parallel development of technology, 
which might also have multiple introductions into a region. A case in point 
is the technological adaptation of a mobile dredge by Choie Sew Hoy 
(c. 1836–1901). Utilizing Chinese and Euro-American engineering, his de-
sign sparked Otago’s major 1890s dredging boom. Subsequently adapted, 
the design was used around the world.49

POST-MINING INDUSTRIES, 1870S ONWARD

When mining ended in one area, Chinese moved on to other newly opening 
Pacific goldfields, returned home (if they had made enough money), or moved 
into other occupations. As an example of the last, Chinese market gardeners 
supplied goldfields and later other settlements with fresh produce. Chinese 
truck laborers transformed Californian agriculture, leasing land and providing 
settlements with fresh vegetables, until the impacts of Chinese exclusion acts 
limited their activities.50 Despite similar racially exclusionary policies in 
Australasia, Chinese market gardeners dominated this industry as the main 
suppliers of fresh produce well into the twentieth century.51 Chinese also suc-
ceeded as fruit growers, introducing a variety of new edible and ornamental 
species from South China into Australasia.52 In horticulture, Chinese utilized 
the highly intensive manuring and watering methods of their homeland, 
which meant that, as a European writer observed of Queensland Chinese, 
“as gardeners they are preeminent.”53 Chinese market-gardening success pro-
voked complaints (and sometimes attacks) from European rivals, but this did 
not seem to diminish the popularity or importance of Chinese-grown foods 
in colonial Australasia.

As plantation workers in northern Queensland, Chinese helped to 
transform environments and simplify ecologies through deforestation and the 
introduction of monocultures. Chinese merchants pioneered Queensland’s 
banana trade by controlling investment, labor, production, sales, and 
marketing, just as on Hawai‘i they had developed its early sugar industry.54 
Chinese workers labored on major railway projects and in Pacific phosphate 
mines (see figure 3.1). By cutting, blasting, and digging their way through 
and over the Sierra Nevada Mountains, Chinese laborers played a major role 
in the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad, which linked markets 
and centers of production and enabled goods, capital, and people to flow along 
a west-east axis.55 As phosphate miners, they extracted minerals that fertilized 
the late nineteenth-century agricultural booms of Australasia and Britain.56 
Here, as plantation workers, and throughout the Pacific, they endured often 
appalling conditions.57
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Traditional cultural ideas and belief systems offered Chinese interpre-
tive frameworks through which to view overseas environments. 

Figure 3.1. ​ Central Pacific RR—Snow Sheds P.2, Utah State Historical Society Classified 
Photo Collection, Image No. 00560. Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society.

For example, 
some Cantonese interpreted overseas landscapes in light of traditional 
Chinese geomancy, identifying places efficacious for settlement or modify-
ing their dwellings’ situations accordingly. Likewise, cosmological geogra-
phies, mediated by religious rituals, as well as by visitations of ghosts, 
friends, and ancestors, enabled Chinese to both transcend the geographical 
divide between their homeland and place of residence outside China, and 
bridge the world of the living and the dead. Materially, self-help orga
nizations oversaw transfers to China of the remains of those who died 
overseas.58

Whether indentured laborers or merchants, Cantonese yoked their ex-
tensive migrant networks onto colonial systems. In places like New Zealand, 
as I show, some naturalized citizens utilized colonial financial and legal ap-
paratuses to develop land and other resources, and to set up ecocultural net-
works linking resources, people, and markets in one part of the world with 
those elsewhere.
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THE FUNGUS KING: CHINESE ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
CHANGE IN TARANAKI, NEW ZEALAND, 1880S–1910S

To the first settlers who faced the wilderness with determination 
and hope as their only capital the little Chinese pedlar . . . ​came 
as a general benefactor.

—“The Chinese Benefactor,” Hawera &  
Normanby Star, July 5, 1923

Chew Chong’s story illustrates how a Chinese person with initiative could 
succeed in a British colony. Chew Chong directed profits from selling New 
Zealand fungus in China to pioneer a regional North Island dairy industry. 
Born in Canton around 1828, Chew Chong left China for household service 
in Singapore in the 1830s, before trying his luck as a goldminer and mer-
chant in Victoria, Australia, from 1856.59 He arrived in Otago, New Zea-
land, in 1868, then traveled to the North Island, settling in Taranaki in 1870.

Chong identified a potential commodity growing abundantly on rotting 
logs in Taranaki’s undeveloped forests: edible tree fungus, Wood Ear 
(Auricularia polytricha), prized in Chinese cuisine and medicine. Realizing 
its potential value, Chew Chong secured a market for this product, leaving 
instructions (and money) with a local storekeeper to purchase as much fungus 
as possible.60 Over the next decades, fungus exports generated significant 
revenue for Chew Chong and others involved in the industry; from 1880 to 
1920, New Zealand fungus exports totaled £401,551.

Chew Chong established an ecocultural network marrying colonial 
labor and resources with Chinese investment, business connections, and 
markets. He collected fungus from poor white bush settlers and Māori. Once 
dried, he shipped it to Dunedin for export to China via Sydney. This op-
eration took place in conjunction with other Chinese merchants. In New 
Zealand, this included Dunedin-based Choie Sew Hoy (1836–1901), 
Auckland-based Chan Dah Chee (c. 1850–1931), as well as possibly a hand-
ful of Europeans. It also tapped into Sydney merchant and shipping connec-
tions with China, and relied upon Canton merchants, who took over its sale 
and distribution in China.

Chong’s enterprise stimulated Taranaki’s stagnant economy, moving it 
from a barter system to a cash economy. Regional investment and agricultural 
development lay in the doldrums after decades of intermittent warfare be-
tween settlers and some Māori tribes. Most settlers simply lacked the capi-
tal to convert forest to farmland. Until Chong’s arrival in 1870 and his pay-
ment in cash, a newspaper explained, many had struggled even to pay their 
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annual rates, and “but for the fungus . . . ​would have had ruin staring them 
in the face.” 61 In particular, Māori, desperately poor following war and land 
confiscation, benefited from the money earned through its collection. In-
creases in payments for dried fungus chart the industry’s growth. Collectors 
initially received payments of “only a halfpenny per lb.” This rose in the 1890s 
to “as high as threepence and fourpence per lb.” 62 Chew Chong’s model 
stimulated other North Island bush settlements to start collecting fungus.

The fungus grew abundantly on mahoe (Melicytus ramiflorus), pukatea 
(Laurelia novae-zelandiae), and tawa (Beilschmiedia tawa), and required careful 
preparation. Collectors had to pick it in dry weather (difficult in the region’s 
damp climate) and avoid destroying its roots, otherwise the organism dies. 
Next, they dried it. A newspaper report recommended placing fungus on iron 
sheets, in the sun. It noted the need to keep the fungus “clean and free from 
sand, dirt, or grit—a very necessary precaution as the fungus is used chiefly 
in the concoction of soups for human consumption.” Unlike other commodities 
sent to China such as bêche-de-mer, which required drying over a fire, any 
artificial heating diminished the fungus’s value by corrupting its taste. And 
even when “thoroughly dried and bagged,” care was still required to ensure 
it remained moisture free.63

Chew Chong—styled “the Fungus King of New Zealand” by one 
colonial newspaper—pioneered a largely sustainable industry, provided over-
harvesting did not occur and the forest remained.64 Profits from fungus 
collecting enabled Chew Chong to open three stores in Taranaki.65 Each 
bought dried fungus and cocksfoot seed (sown in the soils of newly fired 
forest) locally and on-sold them. Chew Chong’s stores sold a variety of goods 
to settlers, including imported Chinese silks, fancy goods, camphor boxes, 
preserved ginger, and even Chinese export oil paintings.66

FROM FOREST TO FARMLAND: “CHEW CHONG ESTABLISHES  
THE FACTORY SYSTEM”

In the late 1880s, Chew Chong helped to transform and industrialize South 
Taranaki’s landscape by pioneering the refrigerated butter industry, which 
he financed with profits made from fungus exports.67 The new industry 
effectively destroyed the earlier because dairying accelerated the conversion 
of forests to farmland (see figure 3.2).

In contrast to an economically buoyant North Taranaki in the 1880s, 
South Taranaki was languishing because of environmental barriers posed by 
the area’s wetlands and forests, coupled with difficulties of transportation 
and the lack of a well-paying industry to stimulate development. Amid 
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South Taranaki’s forested landscape, settlers eked out family farms in small 
clearings that at best provided a living, not a livelihood. Most settlers kept 
eight to ten cows, supplementing income with fungus collecting and grass 
seed growing (cocksfoot).68

Chew Chong’s experience of buying poor quality milk for butter-
making spurred him to drive for improvements to the whole industry 
through the introduction of dairy factory production to South Taranaki. 
In concert with developing transportation networks and growing global 
demand, Chew Chong introduced technological innovations enabling him 
to produce high-quality butter. In 1887, he opened three butter factories, as 
well as creameries.69 

Figure 3.2. ​ An illustration of the impacts of converting forest to dairy farms. Unknown 
photographer, Dairy Farm on Auroa Road, South Taranaki (1890), collection of Puke Ariki, 
New Plymouth, PHO2008-267. Reproduced by permission of Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.

Chew Chong’s Jubilee Butter Factory cost £3,700 to 
build and equip, boasting the latest imported technology, as well as his own 
ingenious inventions.70 Two Danish cream separators enabled processing of 
150 gallons of milk an hour.71 A new type of butter churn and air cooler, 
both of which Chew Chong patented, further improved production.72 Chew 
Chong built the air cooler himself by dynamiting a tunnel to channel water 
over one hundred meters underground. This drove an eight-horsepower 
waterwheel, which powered the machinery and cooled the butter.73 A few 
years later, he improved processes further, by installing a steam engine and 
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Hall’s refrigerating machine, “probably the first freezing machine in a New 
Zealand butter factory.”74 Chew Chong’s efforts illustrate a pattern writ large 
across much of the nineteenth-century world: the application of fossil fuel 
technology to drive for improvements in efficiency, transportation, and, 
ultimately, the exploitation of nature.75

As well as investing in new technology, Chew Chong took full control 
of milk production, sales, and marketing. He introduced the key innovation—
now characteristic of all modern dairy farming—of share milking to ensure 
a reliable supply of milk, as well as owning 200 stock. Chew Chong also 
custom designed the packaging of his new product, in easily stackable one-
pound parchment-wrapped blocks. He named it “Jubilee” Butter for Victoria’s 
Jubilee, a clever marketing ploy to British customers wanting to buy empire-
made products.

Chew Chong was able to develop Taranaki’s dairy industry only because 
refrigerated shipping enabled milk products to reach British consumers at a 
time when Danish butter production was tailing off. (In time, New Zealand 
butter usurped Danish butter’s role as the primary supplier for the UK 
market.)76 Although difficulties of transportation remained in Taranaki, 
Chew Chong also benefited from recent government investment in port 
infrastructure and railways, developments he cannily made use of—five 
minutes’ walk took one from his Jubilee Factory to Eltham railway station.77 
Eltham’s line linked producers with international and national markets via 
the ports of either Patea or New Plymouth. From 1885, businesses could rail 
products directly to Wellington and Auckland consumers and from their 
ports to overseas consumers.

By shaping the region’s natural endowments through the application 
of technology, the butter produced from Chew Chong’s factories was far 
superior to the salty, poor quality product made by settlers on bush farms. 
At the 1889 Dunedin Exhibition, his butter “gained two certificates and a 
silver cup for the best half-ton available for export.”78 Government inspectors 
and experts praised his factories and their products.79 The quality of his 
products earned him more money than milled butter. Chew Chong’s first 
shipment realized “a hundredweight more than milled butter in the same 
shipment. Passed onto the farmer this meant more income and [the] possibil-
ity of better conditions.”80 Once his factories became established, farmers’ 
incomes increased. Chew Chong paid twopence a gallon to suppliers in 1888, 
threepence the next year. “In short,” a correspondent wrote in 1894, “the 
factory system realized the district, bettered the condition of the people, and 
placed them in a position they would never otherwise have achieved in so 
short a space [of time].”81
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“ISLANDS OF LOG LITTERED GRASSLANDS”: ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE  
AND THE DAIRY INDUSTRY

Dairy factories and creameries owned by Chew Chong acted as bridgeheads 
of social, economic, and environmental change in South Taranaki.82 Dairying 
moved deforestation inland, drawing it “from the coastal belt in the west, 
Hawera in the south and from the mountain road (main road from Hawera 
to Stratford) and railway in the East.”83 It also provided the impetus and 
capital for settlers to take up most of South Taranaki’s bush districts, which 
they did from 1893 to 1920, a frontier charted by burnt forests, introduced 
pastureland, and rising European populations and livestock.84 Demand 
created by dairying increased land prices six-fold to 1900, stimulating 
improvements to transportation and further reinvestment in the industry.85

Chew Chong’s enterprise contributed to deforestation in two main ways. 
First, it stimulated conversion of forests into grassland and, second, it provided 
demand for Taranaki timber to supply butter boxes. For example, in 
establishing his Jubilee Factory, Chew Chong engaged contractors to fell bush 
and sow in grass seed several acres near his factory.86 Dairying also drove 
other environmental modification. Chew Chong’s creamery, located on the 
edge of swampland inland from Eltham, encouraged the area’s draining, 
deforestation, and development, a process all but complete by 1920.87

Dairying had far-reaching ecological consequences.88 Much of the rich 
mosaic of life associated with the region’s dense forest disappeared, replaced 
by introduced pastureland, and eventually, in some parts, by a grass monocul-
ture. Dairy cows altered soil composition. Effluent runoff reached streams. 
Fertilizers, excavated from Nauru and Ocean Island by Chinese navvies and 
dumped onto Taranaki’s soils to maintain grass growth, leached into soils and 
waterways.89 Deforestation, meanwhile, exposed some farms and orchards to 
storms screaming in from the coast, bringing salt-laden water that stripped 
orchards, gardens, and grasslands.90 Even the hastily introduced shelter-
belts of introduced plants to replace the trees they had removed caused later 
problems—many of these introductions (such as boxthorn and barberry) 
later became weedy species.

Faced with stiff competition from newer co-operatives, Chew Chong 
retired in the early 1900s, but not before earning respect from Māori and set-
tlers for his entrepreneurial nature and role in kick-starting South Taranaki’s 
economy. He received an illuminated address and eighty-five gold sovereigns 
as thanks from prominent citizens for his civic-mindedness, and an honorary 
chieftainship in recognition of his role in helping struggling Māori.91 His 
ventures share some characteristics with other Chinese Pacific enterprises. In 
developing the fungus industry, Chew Chong yoked knowledge of China, 
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and Chinese networks and markets, with New Zealand resources and labor. 
In contrast, his dairying enterprises utilized Australian and British markets, 
rather than Chinese ones, and also drew on colonial and family labor. Despite 
increasingly stringent anti-Chinese immigration laws and amid growing rac-
ism from the late 1800s, Chew Chong still moved within the upper echelons 
of Taranaki society. He served as a founding member of the New Plymouth 
Chamber of Commerce and supported several civic projects. (Unlike other 
colonies, New Zealand permitted aliens to purchase land in this period.) Flu-
ency in English and Chinese, as well as marriage to a European woman 
(Elizabeth Whatton), further smoothed his passage into colonial society (see 
figure 3.3).92 Other Chinese merchants in Australasia negotiated between co-
lonial and Chinese worlds much as Chew Chong did, enabling them to forge 
successful careers reliant on developing colonial and Chinese resources and 
markets, sometimes in partnership with European investors.93

Figure 3.3. ​ Chew Chong and family, unknown photographer, c. 1903, collection of Puke Ariki, 
New Plymouth, PHO2004-292. Reproduced by permission of Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.

CONCLUSION

Demand from Chinese markets (1790s onward) and the later activities of Can-
tonese people (1840s onward) accelerated the exploitation and commodifi-
cation of Pacific resources. Moving resource frontiers created ecocultural 
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networks connecting people, places, and natures through environmental 
exchanges and their associated technologies, labor systems, and capital ex-
changes. Sealing, sea cucumber collecting, and sandalwood-getting chart 
China’s impact, as European traders and local peoples scoured the oceans 
and islands of the Pacific for products for the China market, with resulting 
social, demographic, and environmental impacts.

From the mid-nineteenth century, millions of Cantonese took advan-
tage of opportunities presented by British imperialism and American ex-
pansion to seek their fortune on a series of Pacific goldfields. As well as 
goldmining, Chinese took up other occupations, such as laboring and mar-
ket gardening, each of which brought significant environmental impacts. 
Cantonese networks spanned the Pacific. Ideas, organisms, and technolo-
gies traveled with workers, not necessarily in a linear fashion, because re-
source commodification connected different local places in South China 
and the Pacific. Exchanges and interactions with different groups also 
took place, from technology to intermarriage. Like Chew Chong and Choie 
Sew Hoy, some Chinese merchants married colonial labor and resources 
with Chinese investment, business connections, and markets. Profits from 
one enterprise, when invested in others, fashioned new migrant ecologies, 
some of which overlapped with Indigenous and colonial systems.

For far too long the ethnocentric bias of writers has masked the story 
of the Chew Chongs and many other less well-known Chinese who traveled 
to the Pacific. This chapter argues that it is time for historians to give a voice 
back to the Chinese and to recognize their agency in the creation of a 
nineteenth-century Cantonese Pacific and in the fashioning of sometimes 
distinct migrant ecologies.
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FOUR

The Third Vector
Pacific Pathogens, Colonial Disease Ecologies, and Native 

American Epidemics North of Mexico

Benjamin Madley

The epidemics that Native Americans endured following the arrival 
of newcomers are formative events in North American history. In 
what are now the continental United States and Canada, diseases, 

colonialism, and violence reduced the Indigenous population from perhaps 
18,000,000 or more to some 365,137 by about 1900.1 Pathogens served as 
invaders’ invisible allies, cutting down untold numbers of Native American 
people. Diseases helped to make invasion and, ultimately, the modern United 
States and Canada, possible.

Our understanding of the epidemics endured by Indigenous peoples 
north of the Rio Grande River is shaped by a paradigm in which these 
epidemics are generally conceptualized as moving overland from east to west 
and from south to north. This Atlantic-World-focused understanding is based 
upon substantial evidence. Epidemics scythed through the Indigenous 
populations of Mexico in the sixteenth century, and some of these outbreaks 
moved north via overland routes.2 Seventeenth-century epidemics then tore 
through New England and west to the Great Lakes.3

There was, however, a third direction by which exotic microbes arrived 
in North America: from the Pacific. As the historian David Igler has shown, 
pathogens traversed the world’s largest ocean as part of the “global exchange 
that transformed the Pacific . . . ​the spread of epidemic diseases from trading 
vessels to native communities.” 4 This chapter will explore how Pacific patho-
gen vectors likely introduced four extremely lethal epidemics to California 
between 1827 and 1844, how colonial disease ecologies magnified their 
impact, and why exploring Pacific World migrant ecologies can help us to 
better understand Native American histories.5
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COLONIAL DISEASE ECOLOGIES

Diphtheria, influenza, malaria, measles, plague, scarlet fever, smallpox, 
typhus, whooping cough, and other “Old World” pathogens devastated 
Native American populations. Many have argued that this happened largely 
because American Indians had never before been exposed to such diseases 
and thus had limited biological resistance to them. In 1976, the historian 
Alfred Crosby coined the phrase “virgin soil epidemics” to describe such 
outbreaks, defining them as “those in which the populations at risk have had 
no previous contact with the diseases that strike them and are therefore 
immunologically almost defenseless.” 6 For Crosby, “virgin soil epidemics” 
were theoretically inevitable: “In theory, the initial appearance of these 
diseases is as certain to have set off deadly epidemics as dropping lighted 
matches into tinder is certain to cause fires.”7 Such immunological determinism 
largely blames Native American population declines on Indigenous immune 
systems while muting both contingency and the roles of colonialism, violence, 
and other factors.

Recent scholarship has complicated the “virgin soil epidemics” equation 
to consider how colonialism amplified the lethality of “Old World” pathogens 
in the Western Hemisphere.8 Native American people often encountered 
these pathogens when their bodies and immune systems were most 
compromised, that is in the context of colonial disease ecologies. Colonialism 
routinely involved invasion, violence, and the loss of clothing, food, housing, 
medicine, resources, tools, and community members. Dispossession, dis-
placement, further violence, and institutionalized oppression routinely fol-
lowed. Meanwhile, newcomers introduced non-indigenous flora and fauna. 
These invasive organisms destroyed the plants, animals, agricultural systems, 
and environments upon which Indigenous peoples built their civilizations. 
Large-scale hunting, fishing, fur trapping, logging, and mining further 
stressed traditional food systems and economies. In short, invasion often 
transformed or destroyed Indigenous ecologies. These were the conditions 
in which Native American people often encountered Eastern Hemisphere 
pathogens: without adequate access to customary foods, clean water, housing, 
or clothing let alone medical care, all of which made them more likely to 
contract and less likely to recover from sicknesses. By making so many people 
ill, epidemics also sometimes catalyzed the abandonment of traditional land 
management practices, crops, fishing nets, bows, and traps. Epidemics thus 
contributed to malnutrition and even starvation that either killed people 
outright or made them vulnerable to successive microbial assaults. “Old 
World” diseases also sometimes rendered Indigenous people sterile, created 
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widows and widowers, suppressing birth rates, increasing infant mortalities, 
and ultimately thwarting Indigenous demographic recovery. Scholar John 
Ware has argued simply: “If Native mortality was higher, it was because 
Natives were subjected to many additional stresses.”9 Colonial disease 
ecologies were a major stress.

Beginning in 1492, colonial disease ecologies began spreading. They 
transformed much of the Americas, fostering conditions in which Eastern 
Hemisphere pathogens generated epidemics among Indigenous communities. 
The numbers are staggering. The epidemiologist and microbiologist Francis 
Black conservatively estimated that “approximately 56 million people died 
as a result of European exploration in the New World [and] most died of 
introduced diseases.”10 The Indigenous peoples of California endured multiple 
microbial assaults, including four introduced between 1827 and 1844, all of 
which seem to have arrived from the Pacific at a time when colonialism was 
radically transforming California environments (see figure 4.1).

THE 1827–1828 EPIDEMIC

During 1827–1828, an epidemic raged along California’s coast. The Ken-
tuckian adventurer James Pattie was there and later wrote that some time 
before December 20, 1828, “the small pox began to rage on the upper part 
of the coast, carrying off the inhabitants by hundreds.”11 According to a 1973 
study by the medical historian Rosemary Valle, this epidemic first appeared 
at Southern California’s Mission San Gabriel in 1827, near present-day Los 
Angeles, before expanding up and down the coast, with Pacific shipping 
helping to spread the disease. The epidemic was devastating. Valle reported 
a 76 percent death rate increase in California’s Franciscan missions during 
the epidemic, with higher than normal death rates at seventeen of them.12

The devastation wrought by this and other epidemics was—in part—a 
product of colonial disease ecologies that had been spreading since Spaniards 
first began colonizing California in 1769. Exotic plants overran the land in 
and around the missions, competing with the native species that California 
Indians harvested. Introduced animals were even more damaging. By 1821, 
the imported animal population had surged to 1,469 goats, 1,633 pigs, 2,011 
mules, 19,830 horses, 149,730 cattle, and 191,324 sheep.13 As the historian 
John Ryan Fischer observed, “Spanish livestock . . . ​exacted a toll on re-
sources.”14 Indeed, these quadrupeds reshaped entire ecosystems. The eth-
noecologist M. Kat Anderson explained, “Grazing was among the activities 
that caused the greatest damage. Coastal prairies, oak savannahs, prairie 
patches in coastal redwood forests, and riparian habitats, all rich in plant 
species diversity and kept open and fertile through centuries of Indian 



Figure 4.1. ​ California missions, forts, and towns, 1769–1844. Map made by Bill Nelson.
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burning, became grazing land for vast herds of cattle, sheep, goats, hogs, and 
horses owned by the Spanish missions.” Imported animals devoured plants 
central to many California Indian diets and competed for forage with game 
animals that California Indians hunted. 

Figure 4.2. ​ José Cardero, “Vista del Presidio de Monte Rey,” 1791–1792. Drawing on paper, 
ink, wash, pencil. Robert B. Honeyman, Jr. Collection of Early Californian and Western 
American Pictoral Material, BANC PIC 1963.002:1310—FR. Courtesy of the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley.

Anderson emphasized, “Overgrazing 
eliminated native plant populations [and] brought about extensive and 
irreversible changes in many ecosystems.”15 New colonial policies also changed 
ancient land management regimes (see figure 4.2).

Spanish officials banned the traditional California Indian land 
management practice of burning grasslands. These bans decreased the yields 
of customary hunting and gathering, both of which relied upon pyrogenic 
land management.16 Imported plants and animals, in concert with these new 
restrictions, all tore at the fabric of traditional California Indian economies, 
decreased nutritional intake, and made California Indian people more 
vulnerable to pathogens and less able to recover from illnesses.

Meanwhile, the concentration of thousands of Native Americans in 
California’s missions created local disease ecologies that facilitated pathogen 
transmission. As one eyewitness wrote of California mission Indians under 
Mexican rule, “confinement behind infected walls was very harmful to them”: 
concentration, poor ventilation, and unsanitary conditions led to illnesses, 
while a lack of medical care providers mitigated against recoveries.17
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A Mexican smallpox vaccination program, in which Pattie reported 
playing the lead role, may have limited the spread of smallpox—which causes 
painful, oozing sores.18 Smallpox inoculations and vaccinations were not new to 
California. As early as 1798, the military surgeon at Monterey distributed in-
structions to California missions and presidios on how to administer small-
pox inoculations.19 Spaniards in California began vaccinating against the dis-
ease in 1817, if not earlier, using vaccine lymph brought by the Spaniard José 
Verdia. Over the next twelve years, ships brought vaccine lymph to Califor-
nia from as far across the Pacific as Lima, Peru. Several of these vessels were 
Russian, suggesting that lymph might also have come to California on ships 
sailing from Russian Alaska or even Siberia.20 Either way, Pattie claimed to have 
personally vaccinated 23,500 people—both American Indians and non-
Indians—from San Diego to Russia’s colonial outpost at Fort Ross, north of 
San Francisco, by July 1829. Sherburne F. Cook, however, challenged Pat-
tie’s narrative as “unreliable and highly exaggerated.”21

Pattie may have misidentified the epidemic. Valle insisted it was measles, 
and there is evidence to support her claim.22 In 1831, California governor 
Emanuel Victoria reported: “Smallpox is almost unknown, nevertheless 
vaccination has been indifferent . . . ​practiced only during the last few years 
by amateurs.”23 Some might have confused measles and its full body rash with 
the pustules that cover the bodies of smallpox victims. Whatever the malady, 
it likely came to California via a Pacific vector, given that in the late 1820s 
ships were California’s main connection to the non-Indigenous world.

THE 1830–1833 MALARIA EPIDEMIC

In late February 1829, the United States brig Owyhee moored in the lower 
Columbia River at Fort Vancouver, across the water from what is now 
Portland, Oregon. The Owyhee had just completed a six-month-long voyage 
from Boston, sailing south around Cape Horn and then north across the 
equator to the Pacific Northwest.24 On March 3, her sister ship, the Convoy, 
arrived.25 In April, both sailed further north seeking furs in the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca and southeastern Alaska.26 In August, the Owyhee returned to the 
Columbia and overwintered there.27 Meanwhile, in September, the Convoy 
sailed southwest to Hawai‘i and Tahiti before returning to the Columbia in 
March 1830.28 During their Pacific peregrinations, both ships visited multiple 
ports, taking on food, water, furs, trade goods, and perhaps a group of mi-
croscopic stowaways: Plasmodium protozoans.29

In July or August 1830, after the two ships’ crews had been trading on 
the Columbia and beyond, an epidemic erupted at Fort Vancouver in 
Chinookan territory.30 Malaria—with its debilitating fatigue, fevers, chills, 
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vomiting, and death—now spread through the lower Columbia River Valley, 
among both Chinookan-speaking Native Americans and newcomers.31 In an 
October 11 letter from the “Entrance of the River Columbia,” the Scottish 
botanist David Douglas reported how “a dreadfully fatal intermittent fever 
broke out in the lower parts of this river about eleven weeks ago, which has 
depopulated the country.” He explained, “Villages, which had afforded from 
one to two hundred effective warriors, are totally gone; not a soul remains! 
The houses are empty . . . ​while the dead bodies lie strewed in every direction 
on the sands of the river.” Douglas added, “I am one of the very few persons 
among the Hudson Bay Company’s people who have stood it, and sometimes 
I think, even I have got a great shake, and can hardly consider myself out of 
danger.”32

The Owyhee or the Convoy likely brought either a person infected with 
the Plasmodium protozoans that cause malaria or the female Anopheles 
mosquitos that spread the protozoans between humans.33 Multiple sources—
both Native and non-Native—suggest that one of these ships introduced the 
epidemic.34 Still, as Cook observed, malaria might have come from “the 
Dryad, the Isabella, or the Vancouver, all British ships, which . . . ​dropped 
anchor in the Columbia during the years 1829 and 1830.”35 It is also possi
ble that a combination of vessels brought the pestilence. Whichever ship 
transported the protozoans to the lower Columbia, they seem to have come 
via the Pacific.

Over time, they apparently migrated south, carried by whining mos-
quitos and traveling humans.36 Fur trappers headed south to California from 
Fort Vancouver, as well as California’s four existing species of Anopheles mos-
quitos, likely assisted the migration. As the historian Linda Nash empha-
sized, “the temperate climate and long, hot summers of California were 
conducive to an epidemic outbreak, as they fostered multiple cycles of mos-
quito reproduction.”37 The consequences for many California Indians would 
be disastrous, in part because of the changing environmental conditions cre-
ated by newcomers.

California Indian communities faced the disease in the context of ex-
panding and intensifying colonial disease ecologies. By 1832, California’s 
twenty-one missions had perhaps 420,000 cattle, 320,000 sheep, goats, and 
hogs, and 60,000 horses and mules.38 Meanwhile, Mexican officials granted 
lands for twenty new private ranchos between 1822 and 1832.39 According to 
Anderson, cattle and sheep ate “native plants such as California bromes, 
blue wild rye, and clovers, which produced seeds, grains, and greens used as 
food by the Indians.” These plant populations thus “shrank dramatically.” 
Newcomers also cut down large numbers of oaks, diminishing the supply of 
acorns, a dietary staple of many California Indian communities.40 In addition, 
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as Fischer noted, exotic flora “displaced native plants like chia (Salvia co-
lumbariae) and purple needlegrass (Nassella pulchra) [whose seeds] had 
served as an important food source for California Indians.” 41 Mission culti-
vation of wheat and other crops also wrought significant changes to the 
land.42 

Figure 4.3. ​ Emanuel Wyttenbach, Rodeo, no date. Pen and ink drawing. Courtesy of the 
California History Room, California State Library, Sacramento, California.

Russian farming and ranching likewise modified northwestern 
California’s Fort Ross region. Colonialism’s ecological impact was greatest in 
the coastal zone between San Diego and Fort Ross, but as invasive flora and 
fauna pushed inland, the new ecologies created by colonialism affected more 
and more California Indian people, helping to set the stage for catastrophe 
(see figure 4.3).

On December 2, 1832, the Hudson’s Bay Company fur trapping ex-
pedition leader John Work wrote of Northern California Indians, possibly 
Maidus, “There appears to be some sickness resembling an ague prevailing 
among them.” 43 On August 6, 1833, he observed: “Some sickness prevails 
among the [Konkow or Maidu] Indians on feather [sic] river. The villages 
which were once so populous and swarming with inhabitants when we passed 
that way in Jany and Febry last seem now almost deserted & have a desolate 
appearance.” 44 The illness also infected Work’s expedition. By August  20, 
sixty-one expedition members were “ill, a good many of them attacked with 
trembling fits.” 45 Moving north to the upper Sacramento River Valley, Work 
observed: “the villags [sic] seem almost wholly depopulated.” 46 The malady 
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seems to have been new to Northern California Indians. A “trapper” ex-
plained that along the Sacramento, “it was a fever of the remittent class. . . . ​
We were informed by the Indians that they have no traditions of any similar 
scourge in past time.” It was “the ‘malaria of the marshes.’ ” 47

By the summer of 1833, the malady had torn through California’s Sac-
ramento and San Joaquin River valleys.48 Tens of thousands of California 
Indians inhabited these food-rich regions, and the impact was awful.49 On 
March 26, 1837, the United States Navy officer William A. Slacum reported: 
“The ague and fever, which commenced on the Columbia in 1829,” moved 
south, deep into Oregon, while “still further south, in Tularez, near St. Fran-
cisco, California, entire villages have been depopulated.”50 Recollecting that 
summer, Colonel Philip L. Edwards described “an intermittent fever” among 
his trapping party, which “prevailed with such mortality that the few survi-
vors of a village sometimes fled from their homes.” Yet Edwards also em-
phasized Indigenous survival: “Still, the Indians in this [Sacramento River] 
valley are numerous.”51 Later, in the early 1870s, “an old [Yokuts] Indian, 
named Chuchuka,” told the ethnographer Stephen Powers “that many years 
ago there was a terrible plague, which raged on both sides of the Fresno 
[River], destroying thousands of people. According to his account, it was a 
black-tongue disease.” Powers added, “Abundant evidences of his truthful-
ness have been discovered in those localities, in the shape of human bones.”52 
Indeed, in 1879 the former trapper J. J. Warner recollected how, “late in the 
summer of 1833, we found the valleys depopulated.” Warner explained,

From the head of the Sacramento, to the great bend and slough of the San 
Joaquin, we did not see more than six or eight live Indians; while large 
numbers of their skulls and dead bodies were to be seen under almost every 
shade tree, near water, where the uninhabited and deserted villages had 
been converted into graveyards; and, on the San Joaquin river, in the imme-
diate neighborhood of the larger class of villages, which, the preceding year, 
were the abodes of a large number of those Indians, we found not only 
many graves, but the vestiges of a funeral pyre.53

In total, perhaps 20,000 to 50,000 Central Valley California Indians died 
in 1833.54 The epidemic may also have taken the lives of Indigenous people 
living to the south.

The Luiseño Indian man Pablo Tac of Mission San Luis Rey, on the 
Southern California coast, may have described this epidemic. In about 1835, 
Tac wrote, “In Quechla not long ago there were 5,000 souls, with all their 
neighboring lands. Through a sickness that came to California 2,000 souls 
died, and 3,000 were left.”55 What Tac did not emphasize—perhaps because 
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he was writing in Rome while studying for the priesthood and surrounded 
by Catholic clergy—was that the loss of 40 percent of his people was a result 
of contact with non-Indians and that the epidemic, likely amplified by colonial 
disease ecologies, smashed his world. It deprived him of friends, relatives, 
and much of his community’s social fabric. Like other epidemics that arrived 
from the Pacific, this biological scourge devastated California Indian 
communities. Sadly, it would not be the last.

THE 1837–1840 MIRAMONTES SMALLPOX EPIDEMIC

In 1812, agents of the Russian-American Company established Fort Ross Col-
ony on the coastal bluffs north of San Francisco. It served as a base from which 
to supply and support sea otter hunting along California’s coast. By the 1830s, 
dozens of vessels a year plied the Pacific sea-lane between the Russian-
American Company headquarters at Sitka, Alaska, in Tlingit territory, and 
the company’s southernmost outpost in Northern California, in Kashaya Pomo 
territory.56 As Igler observed, “trading vessels provided the primary means for 
diseases to travel around the Pacific’s vast waterscape, reach isolated island 
populations, and strike various communities along the American coastline.”57 
One such ship carried the deadly cargo that triggered a major California 
epidemic.

In 1835, smallpox broke out in Sitka. According to the anthropologist 
Robert T. Boyd, the Variola virus likely arrived there via one of four Pacific 
vectors: on the Diana from China, on the America from Kamchatka, on the 
Russian-American Company bark Sitka from Latin America, or via the dis-
tribution of “contaminated vaccine,” which itself likely arrived overwater from 
the Pacific.58 In September 1836, the epidemic spread south to the Hudson’s 
Bay Company’s Fort Simpson, in Tsimshian territory, within what is now 
British Columbia.59

The disease next seems to have sailed to California with the tide. Boyd 
suggested that fur-trading vessels, such as the Diana, Joseph Peabody, Llama, 
or La Grange, might have carried the virus to northwestern California.60 Yet 
it may have arrived via another vessel or vessels. In February 1837, the Llama 
sailed through the Golden Gate into San Francisco Bay from Honolulu, 
Hawai‘i.61 Either it or the Sitka, which anchored at Fort Ross from Alaska, 
may have brought the lethal virus.62 Whichever ship carried it, the virus 
landed at Fort Ross. According to Cook, “Late in 1837 [the Mexican] General 
Mariano S. Vallejo sent to Fort Ross a corporal of cavalry named Ignacio 
Miramontes to bring back a cargo of cloth and leather goods for the troops 
stationed at Sonoma. When Miramontes and his men returned they also 
brought with them the smallpox.” 63 Catastrophe followed.
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As elsewhere in Native America, smallpox proved extremely contagious 
and lethal. According to the Mexican official J. Fernandez, the epidemic 
“propagated with an incredible velocity,” first affecting the people of Sonoma 
in Pomo territory.64 It also spread south and east, likely along established 
trade routes, bombarding Indigenous communities already struggling with 
the material conditions imposed by Mexican colonialism. According to the 
colonist and historian E. Cerruti, “the smallpox spread with such virulence 
that it almost exterminated all of the Indians of the valleys of Sonoma, 
Petaluma, Santa Rosa, Russian River, Clear Lake, Sugano[?], the Tulares, 
and extended to the skirts of Mount Chasta or Shasta.” Cerruti added that it 
“also invaded the missions.” 65 If accurate, the Miramontes smallpox epi-
demic infected Miwok, Nomlaki, Patwin, Pomo, Wappo, Wintu, and Win-
tun communities, and perhaps others as well.

The impact was cataclysmic. According to a survivor named Caskibell, 
ten to twenty members of his Russian River Indigenous community died each 
day during the worst days, while “nearly all died” in some tribes.66 Recollect-
ing the epidemic’s impact at Mission Santa Cruz, the Ohlone/Yokuts man 
Lorenzo Asisara explained: “la peste de viruelas [the plague of smallpox] fin-
ished the Indian population” of Ohlone and Yokuts people there.67 The Mexi-
can rancher José Manuel Salvador Vallejo later estimated that the epidemic 
killed “upwards of sixty thousand.” 68 Others reported higher death tolls. Ac-
cording to Fernández the number was approximately 100,000.69 Cerruti in-
sisted that it killed “200 whites, 3000 mestizos and mission Indians, and 
100,000 free Indians.”70 This too may have been an underestimate. Juan Bau-
tista Alvarado, California governor from 1837 to 1842, recollected that the 
“viruelas Miramontes” killed three-fifths of California Indians during 1838, 
1839, and 1840, or “two or three hundred thousand Indians.”71 Whatever the 
precise numbers, the epidemic killed many thousands. Four years later, Cali-
fornia would suffer another major smallpox outbreak, once again likely intro-
duced via maritime vectors into environments increasingly transformed by 
colonialism.

THE 1844 SMALLPOX EPIDEMIC

Under Mexican rule, California ranchos multiplied and expanded as Mexican 
officials privatized mission lands and issued land grants further afield. Mex-
ican authorities issued twenty titled land grants between 1822 and 1832, ninety 
between 1832 and 1836, and approximately six hundred ninety between 1836 
and 1846.72 Such grants were large: typically ten to twenty thousand acres. 
Supplying the thriving hide and tallow trade, some of these new ranches—
with their cattle, other animals, and grain and grape production—pushed into 
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previously uncolonized areas, such as the Sacramento River Valley. Such 
ranchos rapidly transformed local environments, undermining traditional 
Indigenous economies and food security. Ultimately, Mexican-era ranchers 
came to own some ten million acres, or roughly 10  percent of California.73 
Thus, by the mid-1840s, expanding and intensifying colonial disease ecolo-
gies made more California Indians more vulnerable to imported pathogens 
than ever before. These diseases also helped newcomers to seize and trans-
form the land, further undermining Indigenous subsistence strategies and 
feeding back into colonial disease ecologies. It was a vicious cycle.

On January 27, 1844, the Mexican government schooner California 
sailed north from Mazatlán for California. During the voyage, a trio of Native 
Hawaiian crewmembers came down with smallpox.74 All three recovered.75 
Yet, when the California reached San Pedro on February 23, its crew or 
passengers apparently brought the Variola virus ashore in Southern Cali-
fornia.76 On May 17, P. H. Reid wrote, “The number of smallpox cases is 
three and I think the smallpox is of the type Variola vacinae which is relatively 
milder and less contagious.”77 Later that month, when the California anchored 
further north in Monterey Bay, the passenger and United States Consul 
Thomas Larkin sent apparently infected laundry from the ship to the pueblo 
of Monterey.78 Larkin thus inadvertently introduced the virus into his 
hometown. He and Mr.  Hartwell then vaccinated some three hundred 
people.79 Still, according to the historian Steven Hackel, smallpox killed “a 
minimum of 125 of the town’s residents, at least eighty-five of whom were 
Indian. As many as hundreds more succumbed without their deaths’ being 
recorded in local Catholic Church records.”80 The outbreak also took a deadly 
toll on California’s Central Coast. On August 22, 1844, Father José J. Jimeno 
reported: “the horrible plague of the smallpox finished the poor [Mission La] 
Purisima, very few Indians are left and the infirmity continues there.”81 This 
epidemic also spread into California’s interior.

From the white adobe buildings and dusty streets of Monterey, the 
disease apparently spread north to San José. There, the stockman David 
Kelsey “went to see a sick Indian who had the small-pox.” In August, Kelsey 
carried the virus to what is now Stockton, on the San Joaquin River.82 In or 
near Stockton, the epidemic “broke out among the tribes and caused a great 
mortality among them.” Thus, “hundreds died.” Moreover, “one after another 
died until those who survived fled from the vicinity.”83 The disease also spread 
to the Miwok people of what is now Amador County, killing an unknown 
number there.84 It may also have extended further north. While visiting Clear 
Lake in 1851, treaty-making expedition member George Gibbs blamed 
Indigenous population losses there on “the ravages of the small-pox, at no 
very remote period. Some old Indians, who carry with them the marks of 
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the disease, state it positively; and it is reported, by native Californians, that 
over 100,000 perished of this disease in the valleys drained by the Sacra-
mento and the San Joaquin.”85 Perhaps referring to this epidemic, in 1877, 
Powers wrote: “About 1846 there was an epidemic among [the Wintun] 
which produced fever and raging thirst.”86 Clearer than the total death toll 
is the fact that the 1844 smallpox outbreak arrived via the Pacific.

CONCLUSION

Of the four California epidemics considered in this chapter, measles or 
smallpox very likely arrived via the Pacific in 1827, malaria apparently came 
from Oregon via the Pacific in 1832, and smallpox arrived on ships in both 
1837 and 1844. Understanding the origins of these epidemics does not change 
their cataclysmic outcome. We cannot bring back the dead. Yet, epidemics, 
in combination with colonial invasion and violence, are crucial to under-
standing Native American and Western Hemisphere histories. Epidemics 
killed untold numbers of Indigenous people while facilitating colonial in-
vasions and, ultimately, transforming the hemisphere. Thus, it is vital to un-
derstand how connected they were to Pacific World migrations—both human 
and non-human—and the making of our modern world.

New studies of Pacific World migrant ecologies, and their profound 
impacts on Indigenous peoples, demand our attention. The history of patho-
gens in interaction with colonial disease ecologies and Indigenous peoples 
has been extensively studied within the framework of the Atlantic World.87 
However, they have yet to be studied with such rigor in the Pacific World. 
Indeed, the historical movement of organisms throughout and across this vast 
oceanic space remains poorly understood and undertheorized. Pathogens 
did arrive in California via Pacific vectors and arrived in zones transformed by 
newcomers into colonial disease ecologies with cataclysmic consequences for 
Indigenous people. California Indians survived. Yet, these epidemics were 
formative events in California history.
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Sentiment and Gore
Whaling the Pacific World

Lissa Wadewitz

American whalers began entering the Pacific in the 1790s, but the 
height of the industry in that vast ocean was between the 1830s 
and 1860s. In those decades, thousands of mixed-race crews pene-

trated the far reaches of the Pacific World in pursuit of whales and other 
animals.1 They caught, tormented, maimed, and killed thousands of marine 
animals, but whales were the most prized. Indeed, the indiscriminate hunt-
ing of whales contributed to the decline of both the whale populations and 
the industry as a whole. These events also had significant, albeit uneven, 
environmental, cultural, and economic repercussions for people located 
closest to the most popular hunting grounds.2

From our twenty-first-century perspective, the violence that per-
vaded the whaling industry of these decades is striking.3 This is admit-
tedly due to the nature of our contemporary relations with animals. Most 
Americans today are far less likely to have experience killing animals as 
did our nineteenth-century counterparts. Still, the sheer volume of animal 
blood shed is a critical part of this history that deserves more attention 
from historians. Somewhat surprisingly, many seafarers of this era in fact 
expressed a level of wonder and sentimentality toward whales that was at 
odds with both their role as market hunters and the gore that typified the 
industry.4 This chapter seeks to assess how American debates regarding 
both human–non-human relations and the aesthetics of nature appear to 
have filtered into the Pacific whaling fleet and influenced whalers’ behav
ior. The evidence, although predominantly produced by literate Euro-
Americans, further suggests that the unique social, cultural, and eco-
nomic relations that emerged on board nineteenth-century vessels also 
factored into whalers’ interactions with the leviathans they pursued across 
the Pacific World.
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SIGNS OF SENTIMENTALITY

Whalers’ behavior toward many creatures suggests that they viewed most 
animals as sources of food, potentially life-threatening, and/or fully 
expendable. They caught porpoises and turtles for food variety, toyed with 
albatrosses and other birds, and took great pleasure in catching and tormenting 
sharks.5 But whales, so much larger and distinct from terrestrial fauna, were 
different. Many seafarers recognized the intelligence and human-like qualities 
of whales, and they frequently described their encounters with a sense of awe 
and humility. It seems that discussions about the human place in nature and 
the proper treatment of animals that permeated American popular culture 
in the 1800s influenced such reactions. Given the aims of the commercial 
whaling industry, it is easy to overlook the capacity of whalers to express 
appreciation for the mammals they pursued, but the sentiments are there.

Like both land-based sports and market hunters, whalers quickly 
learned the habits of their prey. They could identify spouting patterns from 
great distances and noted different species’ habits and personalities. They also 
observed and marveled at the whales’ curiosity and intelligence. Sailors soon 
realized, for instance, that over time, whales could identify whaling boats 
and gave them wide berth. After striking a large male whale in the summer 
of 1852, novice whaler Enoch Cloud noted, “He was well acquainted with a 
boat it seems! He allowed no chance to get a lance at him & after running 
‘til night we cut the line & let him go!” 6 Mariners further imbued whales 
with other human qualities, such as the ability to taunt or feel emotions. 
According to another seasoned hand, “ ‘Whales has [sic] feelings as well as 
any body. They don’t like to be stuck in the gizzards, and hauled alongside, 
and cut in, and tried out in them ‘ere boilers no more than I do.’ ”7

Whalers regularly also remarked upon the sociability of the whaling 
groups they encountered. As the Reverend Henry Cheever observed, “It is 
evident that the societies of these great sea monsters seldom go to war, but 
live together in cordial and happy amity, and render each other all the help 
in their power when in distress.”8 In the spring of 1840, Francis Olmsted 
witnessed the lancing of a pilot whale that had been playing about the ship’s 
bow. When the boats towed the bleeding animal to the vessel, they were 
“accompanied by all his companions spouting and foaming around the boats 
like attendant tritons. So affectionate are these poor fish, that when one of 
their number is struck by the whaler, the school continues around the sufferer, 
appearing to sympathize with him in his agonies.” “Even when dead,” he 
continued, “they do not desert him, and it was not until a long time after the 
victim had been hoisted upon deck, far from their sight, that they abandoned 
him.”9 That same season Olmsted also watched a large school of sperm whales 
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feeding and playing on the open ocean. However, “let one of the school 
become alarmed at the approach of danger, and with a flourish of his flukes, 
well understood, the alarm is instantly communicated to the others, though 
scattered for several miles over the ocean, and they betake themselves to 
precipitate flight.”10 Whalers recognized that these creatures had both a sense 
of community and forms of communication.

Even seasoned seafarers were not immune to the enchanting characteris-
tics of whales. Arctic whaler Herbert Aldrich was surprised to learn that several 
captains in the fleet had heard whales sing. “I at first took this for a sophomoric 
joke, slyly intended for me to bite at, so I kept quiet,” he remarked. “But one day 
there was a rehearsing of experiences, and I found that the masters really be-
lieved that whales do sing.”11 William Whitecar was similarly impressed by a 
sperm whale breach in the 1850s: “I was struck with the greatness of the Cre-
ator’s works in this, to us, almost unknown element.”12 Seaman and memoirist 
Richard Henry Dana’s description of a school of whales he encountered off 
Cape Horn in the 1830s echoes the experiences of other men at sea:

We were surrounded by shoals of sluggish whales and grampuses, which the 
fog prevented our seeing . . . ​heaving out those peculiar lazy, deep, and 
long-drawn breathings which give such an impression of supineness and 
strength. Some of the watch were asleep, and the others were perfectly still, 
so that there was nothing to break the illusion, and I stood leaning over the 
bulwarks, listening to the slow breathings of the mighty creatures.13

Tellingly, whalers often recorded the touching maternal behavior of 
female whales. By the 1840s, for instance, American whalers found that 
attacking gray whales on their birthing grounds was a highly effective way 
to kill female whales. According to one whaler, the calf ’s mother “will not 
readily desert her offspring, and in her extreme solicitude for her young, is a 
frequent victim. The taking of one of a school, almost always ensures the 
capture of another, for his [or her] comrades do not immediately abandon 
the victim, but swim around him, and appear to sympathise with him in his 
sufferings.”14 A whaling captain’s wife recorded a similarly haunting scene 
in Magdalena Bay off the coast of California in 1846: “A plenty of boats 
stove every day and they all say these are the worst whale to strike they ever 
saw. The only way they can get fast [harpoon] is to chase the calf till it gets 
tired out then they fasten to it and the whale [the mother] will remain by its 
side and is then fastened too.”15 In his remarks on the behavior of the right 
whale, Reverend Cheever noted that “its immediate recourse is to flight, 
except when it has young to look out for, and then it is bold as a lion, and 
manifests an affection which is itself truly affecting.”16
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Many of these attitudes and observations suggest that cultural move-
ments back in the states may have factored into American whalers’ attitudes 
toward their prey. The expanding animal welfare movement that emerged out 
of the Second Great Awakening of the early 1800s seems to especially be at 
work here. Children’s literature and Sunday school curricula increasingly pre-
sented anthropomorphized stories of animals with human-like feelings and 
animal families that showcased maternal love.17 This attention to animal 
families in popular culture may have prompted Euro-American whalers in 
particular to pay closer attention to these behaviors among the whales they 
encountered. Given that providing a “voice” to “dumb animals” was becoming 
a central tenet of this movement by the mid-nineteenth century, it is possible 
that witnessing various forms of intra-whale communication and human-like 
qualities added to the ability of whalers to appreciate the leviathans in their 
midst.18

Although predominantly engaged in by Euro-American elites, the rise 
of Romanticism and debates regarding the meaning of nature may have 
further influenced how some whalers perceived the mammals they pursued. 
In particular, the concept of the sublime as articulated by Edmund Burke 
and Immanuel Kant in the mid-to-late 1700s and then perpetuated in the 
works of painters and writers like Thomas Cole and Henry David Thoreau 
in the 1800s seems to animate the whalers’ language and reactions to seeing 
whales firsthand.19 Both Cole and Thoreau especially grappled with the natu
ral world’s sublimity, that is, the ability of nature to evoke both terror and 
awe simultaneously. After experiencing a violent thunderstorm in the Catskill 
Mountains in the 1820s and venturing to the White Mountains of New 
Hampshire, for instance, Cole observed that “man may seek such scenes and 
find pleasure in the discovery, but there is a mysterious fear [that] comes over 
him and hurries him away. The sublime features of nature are too severe for 
a lone man to look upon and be happy.”20 Thoreau had a similarly sobering 
experience climbing Maine’s Mt. Katahdin in the 1840s. As historian 
Roderick Nash notes, “The line between the sublime’s delightful horror and 
genuine terror was thin.”21 Coming face-to-face with an angry eighty-ton 
sperm whale might have easily evoked such mixed feelings among American 
whalers as ruminations about the meaning of nature swirled through popu
lar culture forms of this period.

THE HUNT PROCEEDS

Whalers thus often admired the whales they encountered for various reasons, 
but, as the above examples demonstrate, this reverence did not interfere with 
the hunt for several reasons. As with land-based market hunters, some of 
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these motivations are fairly straightforward given the demands of the industry 
and the economic goals of individual workers. But to fully grasp whalers’ 
ability to both revere whales and then indiscriminately kill them requires a 
more in-depth examination of the ways in which ideas about the human place 
in nature and human–non-human relations were changing over the course 
of the nineteenth century and what those ideas meant for life aboard Ameri-
can whaling vessels as they increasingly expanded across the Pacific Ocean.

Perhaps the most compelling driver of whaler behavior was the desire 
to make money. When whalers signed onto a voyage, they agreed to both a 
specific position on board and a set “lay,” or percentage of the ship’s total 
profits at the conclusion of the trip. A captain might receive 1/12th of the 
cut and officers 1/25th, but the average unskilled crewman usually earned 
just 1/200th of the final profits.22 Because the length of the voyage and the 
crew members’ pay were both directly related to how much whale oil and 
baleen a ship accumulated, everyone kept careful track of the vessel’s total 
supplies.23 Mary Lawrence, a whaler’s wife, worried about the strain on her 
husband when his ship experienced a bout of bad luck. “What long faces 
greet my eyes. Everybody is discouraged,” she wrote in her journal in the 
summer of 1858.24 The need to return home with a specific amount of oil 
and bone in the hold so as to make the voyage worthwhile could provide 
tremendous incentive for whalers to harden their hearts against the animals 
around them.

The fact that chasing and harpooning whales was also a highly danger-
ous activity most certainly compelled these men to feel animosity toward their 
prey.25 Every time whalers engaged in the chase, they were acutely aware they 
were putting their lives at risk. Indeed, stories about angry whales smashing 
boats and summarily tossing men into the sea pervaded whaling lore (see 
figure 5.1). Whalers regularly broke bones, suffered from exposure, and, of 
course, lost their lives in pursuit of these creatures.26 As one whaler remarked 
in the 1850s, “It gives a faint idea of the monstrous size of the terrible animals 
with which we have to deal! But . . . ​to be an eyewitness of their amazing 
strength & agility . . . ​to be seated in a frail boat, in the middle of the ocean, 
exposed to their fury . . . ​there is no sport connected with any part of it!”27

Chasing whales could also be an incredibly frustrating experience, 
particularly if the whales were elusive or made off with expensive equipment. 
Such encounters would no doubt have heightened the whalers’ desire to kill 
their quarry. Enoch Cloud’s ship ran into a spate of such bad luck in 1852. 
Although the crew pursued whales for nearly seventy successive days, more 
than half of those days were spent chasing whales for hours on end, with 
nothing to show for the effort.28 Even if a harpooner managed to “fasten to” 
a whale, the animal often escaped by diving or, if dying, by sinking; many 
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vessels lost thousands of dollars of equipment when this happened, which 
then affected the overall profit margins.29

Less obvious motivations likely emanated from the class tensions that 
pervaded most whaling ships in this period. Like most marine vessels, status 
and skill determined both wage rates and the strict hierarchy by which 
whalers were organized. 

Figure 5.1. ​ A whale staving a boat. Painting by Charles Sidney Raleigh (1877). Courtesy of 
the New Bedford Whaling Museum. Catalog No. 2001.100.4329.

The captain and the ship’s officers tended to be 
experienced men who earned the ship’s largest returns. Because they also 
generally hailed from more privileged backgrounds, officers often believed 
themselves to be of a higher social status than the rest of the crew. If the 
captain or an officer were also prone to corporal punishment and cruel be
havior, as many were, these class/status tensions were often exacerbated 
further.30 Harpooning a whale might thus affirm an officer’s sense of authority 
and superiority. For their part, the crew sometimes deliberately defined 
themselves in opposition to the ship’s officers, using these divisions to 
strengthen the bonds among the men of the forecastle.31 Successfully killing 
the voyagers’ primary prey could also be a way for “lowly” forecastle workers 
to assert power and highlight the value of their contributions to the ship.

Such class concerns likely often intersected with expressions of mas-
culinity that could potentially unify the crew as well. Whalers’ rituals and 
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social interactions might build gender solidarity in the forecastle, for ex-
ample. The historian Margaret Creighton argues that many men—
especially younger men from New England—embarked on whaling voyages 
as a rite of passage toward independent manhood. According to Creighton, 
this expectation then fueled these whalers’ actions toward one another, their 
attitudes toward women and sex, and their desire to create a collective 
masculine identity while on board ship.32

As American whalers more regularly entered the Pacific, racial ten-
sions grew in overall intensity as well. Since finding adequate hands for the 
entire fleet became more difficult over time, whaling captains started leav-
ing New England ports with mere skeleton crews, seeking to hire addi-
tional laborers en route to the Pacific.33 The result was that American whal-
ing crews grew strikingly diverse. Over three thousand African Americans 
worked aboard New Bedford whaling ships between 1803 and 1860, while 
one in six whaleships had at least one Native American on board, and some 
had as many as six or seven Native men per voyage.34 After leaving New 
England, these ships made for the Azores, or “Western Islands,” whose 
population was Portuguese, Catholic, and mixed-race. Next was the Cape 
Verdean archipelago, which had a darker-skinned population that white 
Americans often referred to as “Portuguese blacks.” Once in the Pacific, 
whaling captains acquired additional islander crewmembers, particularly 
Hawaiians and Māori (see figure 5.2).35

Given that the crews were so diverse and the dominant racial discourse 
of the nineteenth-century United States so predicated on Euro-American 
men’s sense of cultural and biological superiority, tensions between racial 
groups were bound to erupt. Historians have found that African American 
men, due to white racism, stereotypes about their abilities, and the fact that 
they were often hired to do “women’s work,” fared the worst in the American 
whaling fleet.36 They had fewer opportunities overall, were often poorly 
treated, and were sometimes murdered.37 Racial animosities were so pro-
nounced on some vessels, living spaces were segregated by race.38

Despite instances of violence and inter-racial tensions, whaling still 
generally offered thousands of men of color a way to achieve some sense of 
freedom, self-respect, and a chance to advance in their careers (see figure 5.3). 
In the words of one African American boardinghouse master, while aboard 
American whaling vessels, “A coloured man is only known and looked upon 
as a man, and is promoted in rank according to his ability and skill to perform 
the same duties as the white man.”39 Native American men ironically benefited 
from stereotypes about their skills as hunters to advance to officer positions 
after the 1830s. According to historian Nancy Shoemaker, rank trumped 
race. “That a man of color as an officer had special privileges could have fueled 
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white foremast hands’ resentment,” she argues, “but ship rules protected and 
legitimated those privileges.” 40

Did this unfamiliar world of race relations affect whalers’ relationships 
with or attitudes toward the whales of the Pacific World? It is difficult to 
say with certainty, but the lines between animal and human were definitely 
blurry, especially for Euro-Americans thrown into new situations and places 
inhabited by “exotic,” dark-skinned people who were rumored to eat human 
flesh. 

Figure  5.2. ​ Portrait of Captain Amos Haskins, a Wampanoag Indian 
(1850s). Courtesy of New Bedford Whaling Museum. Item No. 00.231.27.

Although debates about race, racial origins, and the link between the 
worlds of human and animal had a long history in Europe and the United 
States, Euro-American ideas about the proximity of non-whites to the animal 
kingdom intensified over the course of the 1800s.41 That Americans also were 



94  Chapter 5

unsure about how to classify whales (fish or mammal?) merely added to the 
confusion about the accuracy of existing taxonomies of the natural world.42 
It is certainly possible that these uncertainties influenced how whalers 
perceived and acted toward the whales they so eagerly killed. 

Figure 5.3. ​ Japanese artist Usui Shozo’s depiction of American whalemen in Japan in 1845 
affirms the diversity of American whaling crews. Courtesy of the New Bedford Whaling 
Museum. Catalog No. 1986.36.

Many Euro-
American whalers in fact specifically referred to the new dark-skinned peoples 
they encountered as not only lesser human beings but as actual animals. 
Whaler George Blanchard, for instance, expressed repugnance for the women 
of Cape Verde: “Love could never nestle on the thick Black Lips of a Portugee 
niggar . . . ​Saving their faces (the best resemblance to which is their imitative 
companions of the woods, the monkeys) the young ladies . . . ​might rival 
the finest figures in our own Country. In purchasing one of these Animals, 
you don’t buy a Pig in a Poke, you see your bargain.” 43 With regard to some 
Pacific Islanders with whom his expedition was having trouble, mariner 
William Reynolds took these sentiments further when he fumed, “So that I 
regard the bloody fiends as I do the sharks, and would feel the same kind of 
inward joy in killing them in battle, as I exult in when one of those mon-
sters of the sea is torn from his hold on life.” 44 Likening human beings to 
lowly beasts no doubt gave Euro-Americans license to treat people of color 
both poorly and violently—if they could. But what if such behavior was 
not only unsanctioned, but punishable?45
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The Pacific whaling grounds thus presented a racially mixed-up world 
where whites continually articulated their deeply held beliefs about Euro-
American superiority and the clash between “savagery” and “civilization,” 
despite the racially diverse reality of the whaling fleet and the actual power 
structures they lived under every day.46 Unable to freely lash out at the men 
of color aboard their ships and seeing the special privileges afforded all officers 
regardless of skin color may have pushed Euro-American whalers to channel 
their frustrations at the animals they did have license to harm.

But what about whalemen of color? Despite a paucity of written rec
ords, available evidence suggests men of color may have felt compelled to join 
the hunt due to their frustrations with racist treatment or abuse. Although 
whalers of all ethnicities also saw the whale hunt as a way to distinguish 
themselves as men and prove their worth to their fellow crewmembers, men 
of color may have more acutely felt a need to appear brave, skilled, and thus 
worthy of their positions. Surrounded by potentially hostile white crewmates, 
some men of color may have more zealously pursued the whales they en-
countered as a result.47

Unlike animal slaughter involving smaller species, the whale hunt was 
inherently a collective enterprise. The whaleboat required all hands to act in 
concert as they determinedly rowed toward their quarry on the open water. 
That their target was revered as intelligent and powerful heightened the 
challenge. During the hunt, differences of race and class fell away out of 
necessity, and the goal at hand pitted man against leviathan.48 As Enoch 
Cloud observed following a particularly arduous, but ultimately successful, 
whale chase in the winter of 1851, “It was the most terrible sight I ever 
witnessed. Three hearty cheers burst from the four boats as a stream of blood 
shot from her spout-holes, full 30 feet into the air! . . . ​And when I saw this, 
the largest & most terrible of all created animals bleeding, quivering, dying 
a victim to the cunning of man, my feelings were indeed peculiar!” 49 Such 
cohesiveness in the heat of battle does not mean, however, that issues of power 
and perceived social or biological difference were not continually at work in 
this watery world, affecting the ways these diverse peoples interacted and 
negotiated their roles on board ship.

CONCLUSION

Nineteenth-century whalers had an impact on many of the animal popula-
tions of the Pacific World, not just their primary prey.50 Yet their attitudes 
and actions toward whales were based on complicated and evolving under-
standings of human–non-human relations and perceived ethno-racial hierar-
chies. Emerging debates regarding slavery, taxonomies of the natural world, 
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the aesthetics of nature, and the proper treatment of animals also all appear 
to have combined and seeped into the whaling world of the 1800s, particu-
larly for whalers of Euro-American descent. A closer examination of the 
relationships between whalers and whales, and the social, cultural, and 
economic tensions that increasingly infused the Pacific whaling fleet, thus 
adds nuance to our understanding of the daily experiences of the thousands 
of diverse workers whose muscles powered this vital industry. The wanton 
destruction of whales and its attendant environmental consequences are 
important pieces of the larger story of imperial ambition, cultural contact, 
and global exchange that characterized the nineteenth-century Pacific World.
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SIX

Changes on the Plantation
An Environmental History of Colonial Samoa

Holger Droessler

With their tropical climate and ample rainfall, the Samoan Islands 
have sustained human inhabitants for three millennia. Sur-
rounded by coral reefs, the Samoan archipelago consists of ten 

inhabited islands. The three biggest islands—Savai‘i, Upolu, and Tutuila—
were home to over 35,000 inhabitants at the end of the nineteenth century.1 
In contrast to other Pacific archipelagos, such as Hawai‘i or the Philip-
pines, Samoa lacks substantial areas of flat land that could be turned into 
large-scale plantations. The islands’ volcanic origin accounts for their steep 
and rugged terrain, susceptible to soil erosion and coastal floods in the wake 
of cyclones and tsunamis. Only a third of Tutuila and the Manu‘a islands 
have ground slopes of 30 percent or less.2 Due to its narrow coastal plains, 
overall arable land in Samoa encompasses not more than a fifth of its total 
area. The largest island in the archipelago, Savai‘i, is also the best suited for 
plantation agriculture because its central peak, the volcano Mt. Matāvanu, 
rises gradually from the coast. The rainforest that stretches over 280 square 
miles across Savai‘i’s volcanic center is home to most of Samoa’s native species 
of flora and fauna. Despite Savai‘i’s topographical advantages, most large 
Euro-American plantations emerged in Upolu, the traditional center of 
population and commerce.

From the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth century, the natural 
environment of Samoa changed dramatically, as Germany, Great Britain, 
and the United States vied for control over the islands. Over the course of a 
half century, long-standing Samoan farming practices came under in-
creasing pressure by the expansion of Euro-American cash crop planta-
tions. To maximize profits and control, Euro-American plantation owners 
and colonial officials introduced clearly defined and permanent lines into 
the Samoan natural and social landscapes. Putting fences and barbed wire 
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around parcels of land, as Euro-American settlers did, challenged Samoan 
conceptions of space and time. Ultimately, Samoa’s integration into the 
global capitalist economy at the turn of the twentieth century had pro-
found environmental consequences. Colonization brought changes on 
Samoan plantations by alienating land, turning coconuts into cash crops, 
and introducing new plants and animals. Confronted with migrant ecolo-
gies, Samoans protected their sustainable farming practices and adapted to 
the new world of copra.

RELATING LAND AND LANGUAGE

Since first human settlement, Samoa’s tropical climate has shaped patterns 
of living and laboring. On tiny Ofu Island in the eastern Manu‘a chain, as 
on other Samoan islands, permanent human settlements emerged close to 
coastlines with access to the ocean.3 Trading and fishing took place there, 
and the occasional breeze promised relief from the humid air. Samoa’s location 
just south of the equator minimizes differences in temperature throughout 
the year, which ranges from 65ºF to 105ºF. Life in Samoa is dominated by 
a rainy season between November and April, followed by a dry season from 
May to October, with at times strong trade winds from the southeast.4 
Samoans developed their own nomenclature to demarcate five distinct sea-
sons throughout the year: vāipalolo (more rain), vāitoelau (nice and cool 
trade winds), vāituputupu (when plants grow in abundance), aununu (hur-
ricanes and cyclones), and tuiefu (when the sun becomes unbearable and the 
soil hard as rock).5 To Samoans, wind, water, and sun are inextricably con-
nected to the changing fortunes of the soil.

Samoans also divided their land into five different categories of owner
ship and use. First, village house lots were located close to the sea and 
typically included a small patch of taro plants and the family tombs. Village 
house lots were not used for full-scale agriculture, which was practiced on 
designated plantation lots, the second land category. These plantation lots 
were family owned and were located behind villages, hosting major stands 
of coconut and breadfruit trees, together with occasional taro and banana 
plots. On their plantation lots, Samoans cultivated food crops both for their 
own consumption and for sale. In this primary “coconut zone,” irregularly 
spaced palm trees of varying ages overshadowed extensive thickets of scrub.6 
Third, family reserve sections, further uphill from the plantation lots, con-
sisted of taro, yam, and banana plots, and were not under steady cultivation. 
Harvested crops had to be carried a long way back to the village on the nar-
row paths zigzagging through the dense forest.7 Together with the plantation 
lots, the family reserve sections yielded the majority of food crops to Samoans. 
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When the denser secondary tropical rainforest in these higher-lying sections 
was cleared, the soil provided a base for taro production.

The other two categories of land—village lands and district lands—
were also significant for Samoan food production. The village lands were 
located further uphill from the family reserve sections, but also included the 
reef and village common (malae) and the areas between village boundaries. 
Cultivation established use right on village lands, which the village council 
(fono) often subsequently confirmed. Samoans hunted pigs in the wilder 
village lands uphill, whereas communal fishing with large nets took place in 
the reef. District lands, finally, were primarily claimed by district councils 
to establish political boundaries between separate districts. There, Samoans 
hunted pigeons and pigs and also collected wild forest products.8 Crucial to 
this Samoan taxonomy of land was the fact that ownership of land did not 
necessarily entail ownership of the crops the land yielded.

Social conceptualizations of agricultural land and of space, more 
broadly, are reflected in the Samoan language. For example, the word vā is 
used to describe “spaces in between” in several Polynesian languages, in-
cluding Samoan. These spaces can be located between things like coconuts 
on a family field (vānui) or between people. Teu le vā (tend to the space 
between) functions as an important social imperative in Samoan society when 
parents admonish their children to pay respect to status hierarchies and their 
proper place within them. In general, social, political, and spatial boundaries 
in Samoan society derive from shifting relationships between points (mata) 
rather than from sharply defined boundaries, such as those set by colonial 
settlers around their plantations.9 Hence, matāmutia literally means “grassy 
area” (mutia) made up of “points” (mata) and refers to the small taro plots 
next to Samoan homes. Matāvao, to pick another example of this point-field 
spatiality, describes the dynamic area between the edge of a Samoan plan-
tation and the virgin bush.10

PRODUCING FOOD CROPS

Informed by these understandings of space, Samoans cultivated a variety of 
root and tree crops, from taro to coconuts and breadfruit. Due to the 
advantageous climate, planting could be done all year around. Taro (talo) was 
the most important food crop that most Samoan families relied on. Many of 
the bigger taro plantations were located on family reserve sections, further 
away from home. Taro planting and harvesting continued throughout the 
year, except during the drier months of July and August. On average, a half-
acre taro plantation could yield more than 1,200 tubers a year for a family.11 
Taro was so important to Samoan life and culture that a family’s inability to 
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serve taro to guests indicated a fundamental breakdown in family and village 
relations. Several Samoan proverbs attested to the cultural significance of 
taro. The saying “Let each plant two taros in a particular spot” conveyed the 
importance of economic self-reliance and the advantage of having both 
household and plantation taro in times of need.12 During droughts, Samoans 
cherished giant taro (ta‘amu), a related species that could be grown with little 
initial investment.13 Overall, taro and its bigger brother demonstrated the 
central aim of Samoan farming to ensure not only physical survival but also 
cultural continuity.

Like the taro, the coconut (niu) combined economic and cultural 
functions. As nourishment for body and mind, the coconut fed generations 
of Samoans and held their houses together. Coconut trees are among the 
most widespread plants in the South Pacific, providing Samoans and other 
Islanders with both calories and canoes (see figure 6.1). A medium-sized 
coconut yields more than 1,400 calories and is rich in iron, potassium, and 
saturated fat. Samoans often cultivated coconut trees close to their homes, 
using the different parts of the tree for different purposes.14 Because growing 
coconut trees required little sustained attention, Samoans were fond of saying, 
“Give a coconut a day and it will give you a lifetime.”15

A well-known story from Samoa and other parts of Polynesia explains 
the origins of the first coconut tree. According to oral tradition, a beautiful 
girl named Sina had a pet eel (tuna) who fell in love with her. Afraid, Sina 
ran away, but Tuna followed her to a pool in a neighboring village. Before 
village chiefs could kill Tuna, Sina granted him his last wish: cut his head 
off and plant it in the ground. From her planting grew the first coconut tree. 
The face of the eel—two eyes and a mouth—can still be seen in the three 
round marks of the husked coconut.16 When Portuguese explorers brought 
back the first coconuts to Europe in the mid-sixteenth century, they called 
the fruit coco, or grinning face. The round form of the coconut with its three 
indentations, indeed, resembles a human skull, an association that influenced 
even Samoan Plantation Pidgin: “White man coconut belong him no grass 
he stop [The white man’s head is bald].”17

The coconut’s anthropomorphic appearance was matched by its great 
practical use for humans. Shells served as drinking cups and to carry water, 
the palm and midrib were used to make baskets, and coconut fiber was plaited 
into sennit by older Samoan men to build houses and canoes.18 The husking 
and splitting of nuts, followed by the grating and squeezing of the meat 
inside, were arduous and time-consuming labor processes. As a consequence, 
the time invested into the preparation of a coconut tended to correlate with 
the special occasion or the status of the guests to be treated.19 An average 
family coconut grove was less than one acre in size, but could yield up to sixty 
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nuts per tree per year.20 

Figure  6.1. ​ Cocospalme, 1900. In Ländereien und Pflanzungen der 
Deutschen Handels- und Plantagengesellschaft der Südseeinseln zu Ham-
burg in Samoa, Hamburg Chamber of Commerce/Library of Commerce, 
1964/546 Anhang, Figure 5.

Coconut trees took between six and eight years to 
mature, but some trees bore fruit for seventy years. Samoans did not plant 
coconut trees in a particular order or distance from one another, but they 
made sure to plant them close to taro and yam fields to have quick refreshment 
available for workers.21 That way, Samoans knew that no spot on their islands 
was farther than half an hour from the nearest coconut, which could provide 
food and drink in times of need.22 While coconut trees were owned by the 
families on whose ground they stood, passers-by had the right to pluck or 
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pick up a few nuts to refresh themselves.23 Fallen nuts, in particular, were 
often left free to be picked up by anyone who found them.24

To harvest the still-green fruits, Samoan men climbed up coconut trees 
that grew as tall as 100 feet. Using only a sling wrapped around their feet as 
support, they hugged the tree trunk with their arms and scaled the tree like a 
caterpillar. Once at the top of the tree, the climber plucked the nuts from 
their stems and dropped them onto the ground.25 Mature coconuts could be 
more conveniently picked up from the ground and collected in baskets, usually 
made out of coconut leaf midribs.26 As Samoans quickly found out, ripe 
coconuts also made better copra, the dried meat of the coconut.27 Traditionally, 
young women carried the harvested fruits in two baskets, one on the back and 
one on the front of their bodies, connected with a stick across their shoul-
ders.28 Filled to the top, two baskets of coconuts could weigh up to 150 
pounds. Young men then further processed the coconuts, making use of their 
individual components. First, the husk of the coconut was split off and re-
moved by pounding the nut against a sharpened wooden stick (mele‘ i) that 
was rammed into the ground. Next, Samoans straddled a wooden scraping 
stool (‘ausa‘alo) to scrape the open coconut against the seashell-like part of a 
coconut shell fastened to the stool’s point. The scraped-off pieces of the co-
conut kernel were then collected in a vessel or on a leaf placed below the stool. 
Finally, the scraped matter was poured into a strainer and its juice squeezed 
into a bowl for further mixing with other foodstuffs.29

In addition to taro and coconuts, Samoans also cultivated other food 
crops, such as bananas, yams, and breadfruit. The most prominent among 
them was the breadfruit (‘ulu), which could be stored in pits to prepare for times 
when food was scarce. The breadfruit derives its English name from the tex-
ture of the cooked fruit, which resembles baked bread. Like yam, bread-
fruit was more susceptible to drought than taro or the coconut, which made it 
a less reliable part of the Samoan diet. Still, breadfruit trees are among the 
highest-yielding food plants in the world, yielding between 50 and 150 fruits 
per year in the South Pacific environment. Like the coconut, the breadfruit 
could not only be eaten but also provided excellent timber for the construction 
of durable houses. The breadfruit tree’s lightweight wood, resistant to termites 
and shipworms, was ideal for housing structures as well as boats. Moreover, 
Samoans were able to tap latex from the trees, which they used to caulk fish-
ing canoes. Finally, breadfruit leaves served as oven covers, food wrappers, 
and platters.

Samoans had millennia of experience with sustainable agriculture to 
produce food crops and other useful items. Accustomed to this non-capitalist 
mode of production, Samoans gradually grasped the new opportunities 
that presented themselves with the increasing presence of Euro-American 
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missionaries and traders beginning in the 1830s. After the introduction of 
export-oriented agriculture by German traders in the 1860s, Samoans fought 
to maintain their economic and cultural autonomy as they adapted to the new 
world of copra.

ENCLOSING LAND, PARTITIONING ISLANDS

In the mid-nineteenth century, the German trading house Godeffroy & Co. 
began its business activities in the South Pacific, establishing its headquarters 
in Apia in 1857.30 From Apia, Godeffroy expanded its trade in tropical fruit 
throughout Polynesia and into Melanesia and Micronesia. In its first years, 
Godeffroy relied on local Samoan producers to supply the increasingly 
valuable cash crops. In the mid-1860s, the young Godeffroy manager Theodor 
Weber took advantage of a long drought, a hurricane, and a pest plague, and 
bought twelve acres of land from starving Samoans to set up the first cotton 
plantation.31 During the global cotton famine caused by the US Civil War 
in the mid-1860s, a few Samoans had worked for wages on these cotton 
plantations.32 By 1868 when the Samoan cotton boom was over, the firm 
owned 2,500 acres, almost 1 percent of the total land area of Upolu.33 After 
its reorganization into the Deutsche Handels- und Plantagengesellschaft der 
Südseeinseln (DHPG) in 1878, the German firm continued to prosper.34

By the 1870s, copra had become Samoa’s main export to Europe and 
North America, where it was processed into a variety of products, including 
high-quality soap, margarine, and even dynamite.35 Driven by growing 
demand for copra, the DHPG dramatically expanded its plantation holdings 
by purchasing land from Samoan titleholders (matai). Samoans were divided 
over these escalating land sales to outlanders. Some feared that foreign owner
ship would undermine long-standing ways of life based on subsistence agri-
culture, while others welcomed the considerable profits they reaped from the 
sales. These profits often came in the form of Western arms, which matai 
used to gain the upper hand over their rivals. The result was what outside 
observers called “civil war,” which belied the active support that Euro-
American traders and plantation owners provided to different sides of com-
peting Samoan parties. A vicious cycle of selling land for arms ensued.

Throughout the late nineteenth century, violent conflicts among 
competing Samoan factions had put severe limits on the time and resources 
Samoans could devote to subsistence agriculture, often resulting in famines.36 
During the turbulent years of the tridominium (1889–1899), German 
diplomats in Apia regularly reported on the relationship between war and 
economic stagnation.37 Consul Max Biermann noted in April 1894 that 



Droessler  107

during Samoan wars subsistence production was interrupted, forcing many 
Samoans to consume their coconuts instead of selling them as dried copra. 
Even worse, the consul observed, Samoans had to be supplied with provisions 
from German plantations, which offered the only sources of food in times of 
war. As a result, Biermann concluded, the copra trade came to a halt, plan-
tation output decreased, Samoan purchasing power declined, and imports 
and exports dropped.38 Because continued warfare among Samoans—fueled 
by the competing interests of the colonial powers—had a negative impact 
on agricultural exports, the pressure to ensure political stability on the islands 
increased. After decades of proxy wars, international treaties, and hundreds 
of casualties, an international treaty divided the Samoan islands between 
Germany and the United States in December 1899, while Great Britain 
withdrew in exchange for concessions elsewhere. The European and Ameri-
can  diplomats who agreed on Samoa’s division in distant Berlin did not 
bother to consult the islands’ inhabitants.

After political partition, German and American colonial officials and 
plantation owners also tried to impose boundaries on Samoa’s economy. As 
a consequence, they expected Samoans to produce cash crops in ever-greater 
quantities. To be sure, Samoans had always produced a small surplus of food 
crops to have a reserve in case of emergencies or to host traveling parties and 
ceremonies.39 Most Samoans continued their sustainable farming practices, 
but they increasingly began to sell their surplus crops to Euro-American 
traders. And occasionally, Samoans entered into wage contracts on larger 
Euro-American plantations to earn additional cash. Among other uses, 
Samoans saved their hard-earned money as insurance against environmental 
crises, such as cyclones, droughts, or pests.

While Samoans worried about a steady supply of food, colonial officials 
were preoccupied with increasing copra production. Throughout the nine-
teenth century and into the colonial era, Samoans remained, by far, the 
largest producers of copra. In 1896, Samoans produced as much as 80 percent 
of overall copra exports that year on their family plantations.40 The remaining 
20 percent was produced by the DHPG, the largest foreign trading company 
operating in Samoa at the time. Given Samoans’ preponderant role in copra 
production and their general unwillingness to work on foreign plantations, 
Euro-American plantation owners, traders, and colonial officials sought to 
devise different means to increase agricultural output.

Driven by the economic interests of German traders and plantation 
owners, the German colonial administration lost little time in putting 
pressure on Samoan farmers. On August 31, 1900, only a few months into 
formal annexation, Governor Wilhelm Solf passed a regulation that required 
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every Samoan head of family to plant fifty coconut trees a year. On average, 
it took around six thousand mature Samoan coconuts to produce a single ton 
of copra. The German administration appointed Samoan officials to inspect 
plantations on a regular basis and punish individuals who failed to meet their 
quota.41 This stricter policy was hard to enforce but did lead to a considerable 
increase in the number of coconut trees in German Samoa. In 1908, there 
were 455,280 coconut trees on German plantations, more than 90 percent 
of which belonged to the DHPG.42 Between 1900 and 1913, Samoans 
planted an astounding one million new coconut trees in Savai‘i and Upolu 
(see figure 6.2).

Over the same time period, however, overall copra output did not in-
crease significantly.43 This was mainly due to the fact that most Samoans, while 
following the official dictate to plant new trees, did not substantially increase 
their workload and generally only produced and sold as many coconuts as 
they needed to survive and earn cash. Even so, Samoan stands of coconut trees 
covered three times the area of European copra plantations.44 To protect the 
“natural fruit lands of Sāmoans,” the Berlin Act of 1899 had prohibited the sale 
of all lands outside of the municipal district of Apia.45 In November 1907, a 
regulation passed by the German colonial administration confirmed this ban 
in principle, but enlarged the area in which the sale of Samoan lands was al-
lowed.46 From then on, no Samoan lands were to be sold outside of the so-
called “plantation district,” an area of roughly seven square miles around Apia 
where most of the foreign-owned, large-scale plantations were located. In 
addition, every Samoan was guaranteed at least 3.2 acres of land to cultivate. 
Its good intentions notwithstanding, the regulation clearly benefited the larg-
est landholder outside of the plantation district: the DHPG.47 The German 
company now enjoyed a “virtual monopoly of land which other Europeans 
could buy.” 48 A DHPG business report from 1907 duly noted that the company 
could now proceed to sell the majority of its uncultivated lands at a profit.49

Other strategies the colonial administrations pursued to increase ag-
ricultural production among Samoans included restrictions on Samoan 
malaga (visiting parties), the introduction of copra kilns, and head taxes. Yet 
despite these attempts by colonial administrations to force Samoans into wage 
labor on foreign plantations, the overwhelming majority of Samoans con-
tinued sustainable farming that offered greater control over their lives. Since 
Samoans owned most of the land on which coconut trees grew, their surplus 
production dominated the copra export market throughout the colonial 
era. Their vibrant subsistence and cash crop economy provided Samoans 
not only with an insurance against environmental disasters, but, equally im-
portant, with a strong foundation to protect their political and social self-
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determination against colonial demands. In addition, they continued tak-
ing fruit from commercial plantations and founded their own producer 
cooperatives to cut out Euro-American traders from the lucrative copra trade. 

Figure 6.2. ​ Fruit-Bearing Coconut Tree (Cocos nucifera Linné), c. 1900, Alfred Tat-
tersall. In Ferdinand Wohltmann, Pflanzung und Siedlung auf Samoa (Berlin: Süsse-
rott, Kolonialwirtschaftliches Komitee, 1904), 100. Bildarchiv der Deutschen Ko-
lonialgesellschaft, Universitätsbibliothek Frankfurt am Main (042-0245-31).

Samoans were thus able to respond to the introduction of a large-scale planta-
tion economy largely on their own terms.
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REORDERING SAMOAN PLANTATIONS

Despite considerable Samoan control, cash crop agriculture radically trans-
formed the natural environment of the islands. The reordering of Samoan 
plantations took many forms. In the late 1890s, German plantation owners 
were so worried about Samoans stealing valuable cash crops that they secured 
large parts of their plantations with barbed wire.50 Euro-American plantation 
owners also replanted coconut trees, which had been growing in uncontrolled 
fashion in Samoa for centuries, in straight lines to control workers and mea
sure their work progress. Samoans usually planted coconut trees twenty to 
twenty-six feet from one another, while on foreign-owned plantations the 
average distance between trees was thirty-three feet.51 Plantation owners 
also introduced clear divisions both among different plantation lands and 
within them, according to the different uses to which they were put. A map of 
the largest DHPG plantation in Mulifanua, twenty-five miles west of Apia, 
listed five distinct categories of plantation lands: ripe palm trees; not-yet-ripe 
palm trees; palm trees and cotton; cotton; and a mixed category including 
provisions, bananas, and sheds (see figure 6.3).52 Plantation owners carefully 
classified every parcel of land into one of these categories and numbered them 
from 1 to 115. A system of pathways bounded and linked these different cate-
gories of land in straight and parallel lines. The resulting geometrical system of 
lands with different degrees of exploitation provided not only a grid of intelli-
gibility for plantation managers but also allowed for better control of the 
workers who were tasked with making the land useful.

As the DHPG map indicated, copra plantations in colonial Samoa did 
include other crops (such as cotton, cocoa, and rubber), but grew increasingly 
monocultural as global demand for copra began to soar in the years around 
1900.53 And with crop monoculture came the imperative to protect the most 
valuable crop—the coconut—from threats by other plants and insects. A 
sturdy and fast-growing plant with a telltale name posed a particular threat 
to the efficient management of copra plantations: the touch-me-not (Mimosa 
pudica). Touch-me-not plants not only concealed fallen coconuts but also 
painfully stung human and animal feet. Concerned about the plant’s spread, 
plantation managers weeded out older plants and allowed cattle, which only 
grazed on young touch-me-nots, to take care of the rest. In addition, planta-
tion owners introduced Buffalo grass (Bouteloua dactyloides) from North Amer
ica, which helped to push the touch-me-nots aside. Soon, however, the Buffalo 
grass threatened to replace the touch-me-nots it was meant to contain by de-
priving the soil of humidity. The Buffalo grass, in turn, then had to be checked 
by fires.54 Alongside controlled fires and the free-roaming cattle, plantation 
workers had to bend down low to cut smaller bushes around the coconut trees 
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to help protect them from migrant plants and ensure their growth into 
cash crops.55

Another threat to the expanding plantation economy came in the shape 
of a rather large insect with an even larger appetite: the rhinoceros beetle 
(Oryctes rhinoceros). 

Figure 6.3. ​ Map of DHPG plantation in Mulifanua, 1900. In Ländereien und Pflanzungen 
der Deutschen Handels- und Plantagengesellschaft der Südseeinseln zu Hamburg in Samoa, 
Hamburg Chamber of Commerce/Library of Commerce, 1964/546 Anhang, Table No. 5.

Native to South and Southeast Asia, the mighty beetle ar-
rived in Upolu in 1909, probably hidden in rubber seedling pot plants from Sri 
Lanka, and quickly spread to the neighboring islands of Savai‘i and Tutu-
ila.56 One of the largest and strongest beetles in the animal kingdom, the 
rhinoceros beetle is especially fond of the heart of coconut trees, and its arrival 
thus threatened the very heart of the Samoan plantation system.57 In the fol-
lowing years and decades, the rhinoceros beetle proceeded to devastate Samoan 
copra plantations.58 To combat the spread of the rhinoceros beetle, both Ger-
man and American administrators passed regulations to force Samoans to 
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collect the insects. At first, in American Samoa, the administration offered four 
cents for an adult rhinoceros beetle and two cents for larvae. Over the next year, 
the US naval administration paid cash to Samoans who delivered beetles and 
their larvae, but the threat to copra plantations remained.

As a consequence, in July 1911, Governor William Crose reformed the 
existing financial incentive scheme with a more draconian measure: all male 
Samoans were from then on required to devote every Wednesday morning 
to seeking and eradicating beetles and larvae—without payment.59 Around 
the same time, the German colonial administration in Upolu passed a sim-
ilar regulation to combat the rhinoceros beetle that empowered the police to 
enforce mandatory collecting of beetles on plantations. However, these more 
aggressive attempts to combat the voracious beetle had only limited effect. In 
the summer of 1915, the US consul in Apia, Mason Mitchell, reported that 
the rhinoceros beetle had destroyed more than half of the coconut trees in 
infected areas in Tutuila.60 In German Samoa as well, the beetle contin-
ued to eat away at the copra plantation economy. Susceptible to newcomers 
such as Buffalo grass and the rhinoceros beetle, plantation monoculture 
fundamentally changed the Samoan environment.

Beyond plants and insects, the Samoa environment experienced the im-
pact of another, much smaller, kind of organism: microbes. While Samoa was 
free of malaria, a virus more common in Europe and North America proved all 
the more dangerous to Samoans: the H1N1 influenza. Samoa had been hit by 
flu outbreaks throughout the 1890s.61 After 1903, the newly arrived Chinese 
contract laborers were susceptible to the flu due to the new disease and labor 
environments in which they found themselves. But that was little preparation 
for the pandemic that would hit the islands fifteen years later. In the fall of 1918, 
trailing the destruction and malnutrition of World War I, the flu spread across 
the world like a bushfire. Sailing from Auckland on October 31 and arriving in 
Apia on November 7, the New Zealand steamer Talune brought good news 
about the armistice in Europe and, at the same time, several flu-infected pas-
sengers who would spell bad news for Western Samoa. As the pandemic quickly 
spread throughout Upolu and Savai‘i, the New Zealand military administration 
failed to quarantine the islands. As a result, more than 8,500 Samoans, repre-
senting over a fifth of the total population, died of the flu in a matter of weeks.62

In fact, the New Zealand military administrator, Colonel Robert 
Logan, had deliberately cut the wireless link to American Samoa, which 
made it impossible to determine the severity of the pandemic and learn about 
potential ways to keep it from spreading further.63 While Logan blamed “ill-
disciplined” Samoan nurses for this human disaster and deliberately refused 
outside help, his counterpart in American Samoa, Commander Poyer, 
managed to prevent the epidemic from entering, and no casualties resulted.64 
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A strict quarantine enforced by Samoans who patrolled the shores to keep 
unwanted visitors from Upolu away and a good amount of luck kept the flu 
epidemic away from Tutuila. Partly in response to this drastic difference in 
colonial governance, Samoan leaders in Western Samoa presented a petition 
to the new Governor Tate in January 1919, demanding unification with 
American Samoa.65 An Epidemic Commission, launched by the New 
Zealand authorities after the pandemic, blamed the high mortality rate on a 
general administrative failure by New Zealand and British colonial officials.66 
The dismal handling of the flu helped to alienate many Samoans from the 
New Zealand administration, paving the way for greater calls for self-
determination in the 1920s.

CONCLUSION

Over the course of the nineteenth century, Samoans sold large tracts of their 
land to Euro-Americans to be turned into profitable cash crops. As a result, 
long-grown social and economic structures such as the matai system and 
household-centered farming came under pressure but survived through 
the colonial era. At the same time, the forceful introduction of plantation 
monoculture also altered the natural and social landscape of colonial Samoa 
in lasting ways. Migrating organisms—such as Buffalo grass, the rhinoceros 
beetle, and, most consequentially, the influenza virus—reshaped and some-
times devastated the islands and their inhabitants. Through it all, Samoans 
defended their sustainable food agriculture and adapted ecological changes 
on plantations to their own needs.
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SEVEN

“One Extensive Garden”?
Citrus Schemes and Land Use in the Cook  

Islands, 1900–1970

Hannah Cutting-Jones

Kai Kainga, or land eating [is] getting unjust possession of each 
other’s lands [and is] a species of oppression.

—John Williams, missionary to the Cook Islands, 1838

In Cook Islands’ mythology, Rongo, the god of cultivated crops, and 
his brother Tangaroa, god of the sea, were born of the earth mother 
Papa into a universe shaped like the hollow half shell of a coconut. Rongo 

went on to create taro irrigation and obtain the first kumara (sweet potato) 
from the heavens. Thereafter, small wooden carvings of Rongo’s image 
placed at the edges of kumara plantations blessed the harvest, and parcels of 
cooked taro presented to the god signaled peace (see figure 7.1). Similar to 
other island societies in Oceania, Cook Islanders held a sacred and an-
cient connection to their environment, out of which grew not only creation 
myths and genealogical lineages, but life itself. Kumara, taro, breadfruit, 
coconut, bananas—these foods provided more than subsistence; they rep-
resented wealth, status, and cultural survival.

Cook Islands soil would also be the arena of a century-long struggle 
over intensive, commercialized agriculture. Missionaries sent by the London 
Missionary Society (LMS) were the first Europeans to settle in the Cook 
Islands in the 1820s, and although they altered land-use patterns, the most 
significant environmental changes took place after the Cooks became a 
Protectorate of Britain in 1888 and accelerated even further when New 
Zealand annexed the islands in 1900. Waves of European settlement and 
influence by missionaries, traders, and government officials affected land 
tenure patterns. The exploitation of natural resources pulled Cook Islanders 
into a global marketplace and permanently altered their ecology and landscape. 
New Zealand’s direct political involvement from 1900 shaped and directed 
citrus production for export, in particular. As land and labor for oranges and 



Figure 7.1. ​ Rongo, the Māori god of kumara and cultivated plants and Mangaian 
god of agriculture and war. Source: Internet Archive Book Images, no restrictions, 
via Wikimedia Commons.
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other cash crops displaced subsistence production, a greater reliance on 
imported labor and foodstuffs developed, with migration both feeding and 
responding to this cycle.

Unlike the experience of many other Pacific Islands, however, Cook 
Islanders retained ownership of their land throughout the political, economic, 
and cultural changes brought about by the establishment of an export market. 
Leaders never permitted land sales or allowed the implementation of “alien 
plantation economies,” though hopeful settlers repeatedly sent letters asking 
for permission to plant lucrative crops in the islands.1 The relationship between 
Cook Islanders and their land proved strong yet flexible enough to survive 
participation in a century-long agricultural export economy—a market that 
eventually collapsed, at least in part because of the clash between European 
and Indigenous land-use customs. By 1970, the rainforest had begun to re-
envelop abandoned citrus plantations, and Cook Islanders, now running an 
independent nation, reconsidered land use—this time on their own terms.

Rarotonga, the largest, most populous, and capital island of the Cook 
group, is located 1,634 miles northeast of Auckland, New Zealand. With 
its fifteen islands occupying over 850,000 square miles of Pacific Ocean, the 
Cooks have a total landmass of 88 square miles, with just 16 percent suitable 
for agriculture.2 The southern islands, including the capital Rarotonga, are 
primarily volcanic and support a variety of crops, while the northern group 
are atolls where few plants grow and people traditionally subsisted on a diet 
of coconuts and fish.

Polynesian settlement in Rarotonga goes back a thousand years, with 
two independent parties of immigrants arriving at the end of the twelfth 
century. Two men, Tangiia of Tahiti and Karika of Samoa—who would 
both become ariki, or chiefs, of Rarotonga—proceeded to ally with settlers al-
ready inhabiting the island. The leaders then allocated a slice of land reaching, 
as one local recounted, “from the sea to the mountain,” or a tapere, to the head 
of each family group.3 These plots fell across three zones, the coastal, lowland, 
and upland, with most plantings traditionally located in the lowland areas.4 
Kin groups bickered constantly, yet “every inch of land on the island was 
claimed by one party or another.”5 These quarrels did not prevent the planting 
of food crops.

Considered living descendants of the gods, ariki could institute ra‘ui, 
or sacred prohibitions, over lands or lagoons to secure resources for feasts or 
important occasions. For generations the practice of ra‘ui provided a way to 
avoid the overexploitation of coconut groves, taro plantations, and fishing 
grounds that otherwise might lead to scarcity and starvation. Ariki might also 
declare a piece of land or particular food permanently tapu, or forbidden, and 



120  Chapter 7

therefore beyond the reach of lower-status individuals. Breaking tapu or ra‘ui 
was punishable by death. Those who lived on and planted an ariki ’s land lived 
by these guidelines and contributed crops as tribute, thus affirming the chief ’s 
authority as their leader and protector.6

While titles were significant, in pre-contact Rarotonga “there was no 
conception of the sale of land or its produce,” no individual ownership of 
surplus resources, and no trade. This gave little incentive to produce food 
beyond what was necessary for subsistence, tribute, feasts, or gifts.7 Islanders 
usually worked on their kin group’s tapere and were expected to contribute 
willingly to the productivity of that community. Rows of coconut palms or 
chestnut trees marked boundaries between breadfruit, bananas, taro, 
plantains, and coconuts grown in the rich soil between Rarotonga’s rugged 
mountainous interior and the coast.8 Gardens established in coastal swamp 
areas risked greater devastation from floods and hurricanes.9 Wild orange 
trees, introduced in 1789 by the mutineers of the infamous Bounty, grew wild 
in the valleys.10 Missionaries later criticized Rarotongans’ cultivation patterns 
and intermittent destruction of crops.11 Initially, however, they were 
impressed.

MISSIONARIES INFLUENCE LAND USE

Shortly after his visit to Rarotonga in 1827, John Williams, the indefatigable 
LMS representative, painted the island as a picture of beauty, abundance, and 
successful agriculture. Williams planned to continue Christianizing the 
Cooks, a process begun by the two Tahitian missionaries he left on the island 
in 1823, Papeiha and Rio. As Williams wrote:

The whole island was in a high state of cultivation [and] there are rows of 
superb chestnut-trees planted at equal distances, and stretching from the 
mountain’s base to the sea, with a space between each row of about half a 
mile wide [and] divided into small taro beds, which are dug four feet deep, 
and can be irrigated at pleasure. . . . ​The pea-green leaves of the Taro, 
the extraordinary size of the Kape [gigantic taro] lining the sloping 
embankment, together with the stately bread-fruit trees on the top, 
present a contrast which produces the most pleasing effect.12

In 1830 Williams sailed again to Rarotonga, this time with Rever-
end Charles Barff and his family (see figure  7.2). The Barffs joined the 
Pitman and Buzacott families, who had arrived in 1827 and 1828, re-
spectively. Stunned anew by the island’s lush vegetation, Williams noted 
in his journal:
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June 3. Saw the fine island of Rarotonga. . . . ​It had a fine romantick [sic] 
appearance from the vessel, the lofty mountains separated by deep ravines 
and all covered with a beautiful foliage, formed a majestic [sic] landscape. 
The extent of Cultivation was to us a novel sight, almost every Individual 
having his . . . ​small farm cultivated with plantains . . . ​taro, yams, etc., so 
that the whole settlement appeared one extensive garden.13

These glowing descriptions suggest Rarotongans cultivated the land to 
its utmost, industriously mixing crops to utilize shade and soil. Leaders 
expected every able-bodied person to farm, with individuals publicly shamed 
if they shirked their duties.

Most Islanders resided in kin groups near their lowland plantations. 

Figure 7.2. ​ An engraving depicting the confiscation and destruction of idol gods by European 
missionaries in Rarotonga. John Williams, A Narrative of Missionary Enterprises in the South Sea 
Islands, 1837.

Missionaries swiftly targeted non-nuclear living arrangements as a potential 
spiritual stumbling block. Thus, one of their first goals was to relocate 
Rarotongans from their ancestral lands and communal homes to individual 
houses for nuclear families situated near one of three missions constructed 
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at Avarua, Aorangi, or Ngatangiia. But tensions developed as Islanders settled 
on others’ lands or abandoned common-law spouses; some chose to return to 
their gardens.14

By the early 1830s, missionaries had introduced the first cash crops and 
encouraged locals to grow sweet potatoes, coffee, copra, and citrus to trade 
with passing merchant and whaling ships in exchange for a variety of goods. 
As Cook Islands historian Ron Crocombe asserted, in support of both the 
growing cash economy and church projects “settlement became nucleated and 
concentrated on the coastal plain” while cultivation continued in the valleys.15 
Market houses constructed next to each mission allowed the ariki of cor-
responding regions to oversee commercial exchanges by 1840.16

Rapid conversions and social restructuring impacted land use in 
unexpected ways. The “extra wives” of polygamous relationships returned to 
their families of origin and their children went on to inherit land through 
the maternal rather than paternal line.17 Epidemics drastically reduced 
populations.18 Lands abandoned through death or relocation reverted to the 
heads of various descent groups or were absorbed by neighbors.19 All the while 
interactions with the outside world increased as Rarotonga became a well-
known pit stop where ships could re-provision and recruit deckhands.

Missionaries worked to eradicate or modify cultural practices they 
considered ungodly, but they also advocated for Cook Islanders to retain the 
titles to their lands.20 This approach was not altruistic, but part of a range of 
actions to shore up their own power and lessen the influence of the worldly 
whalers and beachcombers increasingly washing up on shore, and the guns 
and liquor they brought with them. Further, missionaries for decades reaped 
the rewards of cash-crop production in support of church projects. Similar 
to Tonga, Hawai‘i, and Tahiti, ariki in the Cooks agreed to work within 
mission-proscribed laws to consolidate their authority and gain access to 
imported goods. Within just two decades of European settlement, in fact, 
the chiefs were proudly exporting produce. In 1852, E. H. Lamont, recently 
shipwrecked on Penrhyn, the northernmost island in the Cook Group, 
recounted with surprise that the three ariki of Aitutaki presided over regular 
markets and had already organized a sizable shipment of oranges to California. 
As a result, they “were in great glee, hoping it was the commencement of a 
new and successful trade.”21 The ariki also understood that increased settle-
ment would lead to more commerce, and by 1855, as the whaling industry 
waned and market houses folded, they negotiated limited European settle-
ment and allowed individual traders to open shops. Ariki continued to control 
crop production and distribution—primarily wild oranges at this time—
although ideas of a free market and elective democracy remained anathema 
to Cook Islands custom for many years.22
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Loads of fresh produce began arriving in New Zealand from Rarotonga 
in the 1860s, primarily through a renewal of Māori–Cook Islands connections. 
Paora Tūhaere, paramount chief of the Ngāti Whātua in Auckland, worked 
to establish trading and cultural relations with the Cook Islands in the early 
1860s. On July 5, 1863, Tūhaere’s ship the Victoria, which had sailed to 
Rarotonga on June 19, returned to Auckland carrying 43,000 oranges, 1,000 
coconuts, 270 pounds of pears, 200 pounds of arrowroot, 8 tons of taro, and 
an important Rarotongan chief, Kainuku Tamako. Nineteen New Zealand 
Māori made the voyage, including Tūhaere himself.23 The visit marked 
a Māori reconnection that would be strengthened through future commer-
cial exchange, migration, and intermarriage. By 1865, the Cook Islands 
sent between ten and fifteen shipments of oranges annually from Rarotonga 
to New Zealand.24

In the 1870s, with New Zealand’s demand for tropical produce increas-
ing, and against the admonitions of missionaries, ariki began permitting 
larger numbers of prospective traders and planters free entry to Rarotonga. The 
chiefs also bought several schooners and organized most of the inter-island 
trade in the Cook group as well as commerce with Tahiti and New Zealand. 
By 1885, ariki-led trade was flourishing, “worth an estimated 60,000 pounds a 
year.”25 In addition, many chiefs formed partnerships to open teashops and 
trade stores.26 Ariki took full advantage of new economic prospects.

As export revenue increased, however, European traders tried to wrest 
profits away from ariki. Avarua store owner J. H. Garnier complained in an 
1890 letter of Tahitian traders bribing Rarotongan ariki, outbidding local 
traders such as himself and making away with “thousands of dollars’ worth 
of produce which should have been entering the harbour of Auckland.” 
Garnier’s message was clear: “I am most anxious to see the entire trade of 
these beautiful and fertile islands secured to New Zealand,” and to his own 
wallet.27 Overall, the Church’s influence lessened during this period as other 
Europeans and New Zealanders intensified their efforts to control the 
bourgeoning citrus trade.

Still, missionaries to the Cooks and other Pacific islands felt their work 
of civilizing as well as planting the seeds of faith had borne fruit. William 
Wyatt Gill, first a missionary to Mangaia and later to Rarotonga, wrote in 
1876 that “the outward condition of these islanders has been marvellously 
improved since the introduction of Christianity. The soil is better cultivated, 
waste lands have been reclaimed [and] numerous places once sacred to the 
gods are now planted for the good of mortals.”28 They had successfully 
transplanted a Protestant vision of land management. Yet looking back in 
1885, Reverend Gill also noted the unintended environmental effects of the 
mission era:
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The woods of Rarotonga, when I first knew the island some thirty-two 
years ago, were everywhere vocal with the song of birds . . . ​[But now] I 
have more than once ridden round the island without hearing the cry of any 
but sea birds. The stillness of the forest would be intolerable but for the 
pleasing hum of insects as the sun declines.29

Scholars have corroborated Gill’s impressions; as native land bird stocks 
became depleted and could no longer serve as a food source, attention turned 
to agricultural expansion.30

As James Beattie and John Stenhouse have illustrated, Christian 
contemporaries of Reverend Gill who settled in New Zealand also worked 
to “make wild nature bountiful” by introducing European farming practices 
to Māori Christians. And like their Māori relatives, Cook Islanders soon 
pursued the production of produce for trade, as well.31 The relationship that 
both Europeans and Islanders shared with the natural world was complex 
and varied, with some seeing extractive potential and others leaning toward 
conservation.

Ariki privilege superseded customary occupation rights of common 
planters during this period, for example, and the chiefs acquired great wealth 
in the process. In a juxtaposition of the traditional and the modern, chiefs 
turned again to ancient customs of land use, reinstituting restrictions on 
planting lands, or ra‘ui. Now, however, rather than safeguarding resources, 
they adapted the practice to commercial trading by fixing the price of island-
grown produce and fining those who broke ra‘ui by selling below the set price. 
Unscrupulous chiefs could declare crops ra‘ui in wait for the highest bidder.32 
European traders fought against the use of ra‘ui, but government officials, fol-
lowing a laissez-faire policy and wanting to shore up Cook Islanders’ trust, 
upheld the local planters’ rights. Even so, Europeans influenced the market 
by controlling the sale of copra bags, fruit cases, and other manufactured 
items needed for the trade.

In their bid to further control the citrus market, by 1900 foreign trad-
ers had formed a “fruit ring” of several hundred members to set prices and 
trading terms. Cook Islanders organized protests and boycotts.33 The rise 
of the Union Steamship Company—the New Zealand business founded in 
1875 and known by the turn of the century as the “Southern Octopus” due 
to its far-reaching grip on Southern Hemisphere trade—further disrupted 
Cook Islander–run exports by transporting oranges to New Zealand from 
Tahiti and reducing demand for Cook Islands produce there.34 Meanwhile, 
locally owned and expensive-to-run schooners struggled to compete with 
Union and other large steamers arriving from California, Australia, and 
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New Zealand. Ariki-led trade declined further following the formal annexa-
tion of the Cooks in 1900.

THE LAND COURT, 1903–1910

As New Zealand began the process of governing the Cook Islands, land 
reform sat at the top of the colonial agenda. One of the primary goals of 
administrators was to increase fruit production solely for New Zealand 
consumers, which would ostensibly benefit both economies, as Cook Islanders 
could spend cash-crop earnings on imported goods manufactured in New 
Zealand.35 One agriculturalist noted that although “the total acreage is not 
large, the soils [in the Cook Group] are capable of producing a wide range 
of tropical crops, all of which are needed by this Dominion.”36 Cook Is-
lands’ growers at first seemed happy to comply with New Zealand adminis-
trators as long as they received timely and fair compensation. The main fo-
cus for all involved became the increased production of bananas, tomatoes, 
and particularly oranges at the expense of subsistence crops like kumara and 
taro, if necessary. As a result, export agriculture increasingly modified 
plant distribution and ecological diversity.

But establishing a successful fruit export industry during this political 
transition faced steep obstacles. The ariki balked at relinquishing control as 
growers experimented with various, and often disappointing, cash crops. 
Coffee trees, for example, were easily planted but, when prices faltered, 
neglected in the bush. By 1900, hundreds of acres of arable land sat unused.37 
Walter Gudgeon, the first resident commissioner appointed after annexa-
tion, regarded traditional land tenure and the control wielded by ariki as the 
primary obstacle to commercial development. Only land redistribution, Gud-
geon believed, could overcome this problem.

And so, striking at the heart of Cook Islands land traditions by 
modifying people’s relationship with their chiefs and resources, Gudgeon 
conducted a series of hearings from 1903 until his retirement in 1909. 
Collectively termed the “Land Court,” the hearings attempted to erode 
ariki privilege by reallocating land ownership according to use and occupa-
tion, not customary status. Gudgeon argued that the ariki had co-opted 
common peoples’ land rights during the missionary era. He hoped the 
chiefs might go along with ideas of modernization and use their influence 
to support the court’s goals. Officials assumed a more equitable distribu-
tion of land rights would incentivize and thus increase cash-crop produc-
tion for individual planters. In addition, smaller plots might increase the 
number of long-term leases offered to Europeans residing in the Cooks, 
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whom administrators viewed as models of efficient farming methods.38 
However, loyalty to one’s ariki and kin group—largely reflected through 
regular contributions and sharing of food resources—formed the basis of 
the Cook Islands’ social structure. As Richard Gilson observed, with ariki 
in charge of the market, most Islanders could (literally) “not retain all the 
fruits of their labour,” even with the promise of a paycheck. This, com-
bined with the fact that exports through the 1920s mainly depended on 
simple and immediate returns on wild-growing oranges, meant many lost 
interest in planting cash crops. Gilson concluded that “one of the greatest 
mistakes of the European merchants [and officials] was to assume that 
commercial opportunities and credit would encourage the islanders to culti-
vate their land more intensively.”39

The Land Court’s decisions were ultimately problematic, and its 
achievements limited. New Zealand’s belief in the superiority of individual 
land ownership clashed with Cook Islanders’ tradition of quick earnings and 
communal distribution. New land titles ensured security of tenure for 
Indigenous planters but resulted in “excessive fragmentation of ownership” 
and ever-smaller, co-owned plantations that left little incentive to cultivate 
cash crops. The court (re)awarded to ariki over half of the lands in question 
as many Islanders were either unaware of the court proceedings or too 
intimidated to submit a claim. Steep tributes to ariki were formally abolished, 
however, as were the assumed rights of “parasitic relatives,” while potential 
monetary gains for planters remained complicated.40 Overall, the process 
eroded ariki support for an administration that ended their absolute control 
over the land, and with it, much of their wealth.41

Not only did the court’s decisions disrupt cultural norms, but it was 
increasingly evident that intensive cash-crop production also threatened 
subsistence farming and caused environmental problems. In the early 1900s, 
planter Varopaua M. Mana Taiava in Aitutaki complained bitterly about the 
effects of the Land Court rulings:

All our natural food supply we used to have in abundance before the 
investigation is no more. Each man is required to put his hands in the soil 
all the time now in order to get a living or else start stealing which is about 
the rule of the day. There is no more “tapu” and the sacredness of the “raui” 
now is a thing of the past. The water supply is bad and filthy.42

He went on to say that “the court chained us” when residents, required 
to “put [their] land into cultivation,” had to then pay all expenses incurred. 
Otherwise, he faced the “seizure of his property.” People had little recourse 
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to challenge Gudgeon’s rulings, but some resented what they perceived as 
forced participation in a market economy.43

For all of these reasons, the Land Court’s reforms did not immediately 
lead to a profitable export market. After two years, a frustrated Gudgeon 
asked New Zealand officials to empower him to force Cook Islanders to plant 
their lands; they refused.44 Wide-scale planting had not been undertaken by 
World War I, either, when New Zealand officials asked the Cooks to con-
tribute not only soldiers but surplus foodstuffs to the war effort. Planting 
continued, but unsystematically. Another large push to efficiently export 
produce from the Islands would have to wait until the 1930s.

ORANGE REPLANTING SCHEMES AND ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Wild oranges comprised the bulk of Cook Islands exports between 1900 
and 1930, with the 1920s being the most profitable decade.45 Taking cues 
from the thriving Southern Californian citrus market, New Zealand of-
ficials attempted to put the Cook Islands’ orange industry—which then 
consisted primarily of fruit from scattered inland groves—on a more sci-
entific and technological footing.46 The first director of agriculture to the 
Cooks, Mr. Bouchier, died from injuries he sustained while attempting to 
save his botanical research during a 1935 hurricane.47 Affected by the global 
economic depression, Cook Island growers petitioned New Zealand for as-
sistance in 1936. The government responded, taking control of the market-
ing and export of fruit in 1937.48 Maurice Baker, a citrus expert from Ja-
maica, arrived the same year to replace Bouchier and reinvigorate the 
industry. Baker worked quickly to implement a series of Citrus Replant-
ing Schemes (CRS) and presented new strains “evolved by grafting exotic 
orange buds to lemon stock.” He pressed growers to establish model groves 
of ninety trees each supplied by the government’s nursery, and promised 
these would produce fruit in only six years.49 Baker and others had high 
hopes for the one hundred plantations created under the scheme and pre-
dicted a huge increase in overall output by 1950.

But Baker’s plans failed. The initial scheme of 1939 was “virtually still-
born,” according to New Zealand geographer W. B. Johnston. Even after 
officials agreed to organize cultivation and give 50 percent of the profits to 
landowners once their debts were repaid, growers still rejected the plan due 
to concerns over land titles and planting methods. As Johnston wrote in 
frustration, “The most jealously guarded heritage of the native is his right to 
the land which, by law, he cannot sell. The Cook Islanders detested leasing 
their land, and the administration failed to gain their cooperation.”50 In 
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response, officials passed an Occupation Rights law of 1946 allowing multiple 
landowners to grant one owner full planting rights on shared property, 
dependent on his continuous occupation of the land. Cook Islanders remained 
wary, but by 1960 724 plots had been established on 450 Rarotongan acres 
and produced almost 50 percent of the total agricultural exports from the 
Cooks.51 Exports increased again in the 1950s, but shipping and storage prob
lems continued. A canning plant constructed in 1961 on Rarotonga was 
soon using most of the island’s excess oranges to make “Raro,” a popular but 
low-value juice sold in New Zealand.

This partial success held mixed results for Cook Islanders. They desired 
the imported goods oranges could buy; entire families gathered the fruit 
between April and July from wild and cultivated trees scattered far from 
packing sheds. But, according to Ron Crocombe, for some growers “the 
planting of citrus” became “a strategy for protecting their land rights rather 
than a commitment to [commercial] citrus production.”52 In addition, inter-
cultivation, or growing plants for local consumption, such as watermelons, 
manioc, kumara, and taro, among the wild orange trees, was common 
practice and encouraged casual growth of citrus. Interdependent crops pro-
vided shade, lessened erosion, and bolstered food security.

The benefits that more traditional agriculture provided were important 
because industrialized citriculture came with serious environmental conse-
quences. Pacific Islands have highly dynamic ecosystems “particularly vulner-
able to rapid and irreversible changes resulting from human activities.”53 Pests 
like fruit flies and European-introduced rats consumed as much as one-third 
of Rarotonga’s subsistence crops in the first years of the twentieth century and 
attacked the wild orange groves that made up an “overwhelming proportion” 
of fruit trees until the 1950s.54 Before officials initiated the replanting schemes, 
they reported that “most of the [orange] trees were old and were suffering from 
a variety of untreated diseases. As they were planted at random through bush 
and undergrowth, caring for them was arduous and time-consuming.”55 Under 
the citrus schemes, workers removed wild trees in suitably flat locations to 
make room for cultivated orange groves or tomatoes, at four months a fast-
growing cash crop option. This “short-sighted exploitation of the islands’ forest 
resources” later returned to haunt those involved in transforming the land.56

Environmental impacts were soon evident. As resident commis-
sioner H. F. Ayson wrote in 1941, “The island is rapidly becoming unfertile 
due to erosion by rain and also due to a lack of humas [sic] in the soil aggra-
vated by the lack of shelter trees.”57 Attempts to convince growers to spray, 
fertilize, and prune their new trees were initially unsuccessful, as Cook Is-
landers questioned both how these practices affected the land and whether 
(and when) they would result in higher returns.58 Officials continued to invest 
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in the new plans, even holding an Agricultural Field Day in 1941 advertising 
“the progress [already] made in the replanting scheme and for the purpose of 
interesting the leaders of the island in replanting shelter trees.”59

An expanded Department of Agriculture transformed the land. They 
paid workers to plant thousands of trees, shelter belts, and cover crops, all 
the while managing spraying and pruning on a wide scale. By 1940, the 
department had constructed twenty-eight gassing rooms on Rarotonga, 
Aitutaki, Atiu, and Mauke. New chemical fertilizers reduced waste caused 
by disease and pests from 30 percent to 1 to 5 percent, but at significant 
environmental cost.60 Pesticides and chemicals coated the trees and leached 
into the soil and streams; workers extracted centuries-old chestnut trees. In 
their place, Baker directed growers to plant “quick-growing pistache” trees 
(Albizzia falcata) brought from Samoa, whose wood was also used to construct 
fruit crates.

To the frustration of local administrators and resident Europeans, Cook 
Islands planters found creative ways to resist the new guidelines, such as 
leaving the impostor trees on their land “untrimmed and unchecked.” They 
also carried out more violent opposition, such as uprooting the newly planted 
shelterbelts and leaving their gardens exposed. Through these actions Cook 
Islanders pushed back against altering the landscape in such extreme and 
permanent ways.61 Today, some blame the replanting scheme pesticides for 
long-term health effects and lagoon pollution and cite the widespread culling 
of chestnut trees with critical loss of shade for a variety of crops.

The impact of intensive agriculture was also emotional and cultural. 
Geographer Kenneth Cumberland wrote that even with limited economic 
growth created by the Citrus Replanting Schemes, the post-war period was 
“accompanied by both economic and spiritual depression amongst the Cook 
Islanders,” as shipping again lagged, fruit spoiled, and workers abandoned ag-
ricultural for wage jobs both in Rarotonga and in New Zealand.62 Initially, 
growers had been happy to accept loans, but came to feel the administration 
lured them into debt and measly reimbursements. In addition, Cumberland 
estimated that due to the focus on cash crops over food production, between 
1945 and 1960, people’s traditional diet was “replaced by a diet composed 
largely of store products” consisting of tea and bread for breakfast and tinned 
meats for lunch.63 The story of commercial citriculture can be directly linked to 
import dependency and its resultant health problems in the Pacific Islands.

Nor were the consequences of modern agriculture and the measures 
used to protect cash crops limited to the land. In the Pacific Theater of World 
War II (1939–45), fishing diminished in the lagoons of Rarotonga. Rules of 
tapu and ra‘ui had been nearly abolished, and this combined with increased 
fishing with toxic plants and explosives led to a shortage of the former dietary 
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staple.64 Over-fishing and new agricultural techniques exacerbated and 
accelerated soil erosion and insect infestation. By the end of the war, “incipi-
ent erosion of the hill-country” due to excessive scrub burning and other 
factors carried large quantities of silt into the lagoons, which, along with 
runoff from pesticide use, poisoned inland streams on Rarotonga and fur-
ther impacted fish populations and the health of the reef ecosystem. By the 
1960s, fishing, according to some visitors, was virtually non-existent.65 Se-
vere leaching and erosion on Atiu and Mangaia also led to the implemen-
tation of reforestation projects in 1951 and 1959, respectively, primarily to 
produce more fruit-case timber.66 In 1963, a Rarotongan elder, Tongareva, 
spoke out against plans to establish a joint Japanese-New Zealand tuna fish 
cannery on the island, arguing, “Next they will be asking for land.” The 
cannery was never established.67

CONCLUSION

Cultivated orange trees take six years to produce fruit. As Cook Islands 
planters waited—and watched their young people move away or take up wage 
labor—they sank ever deeper into debt and disillusionment. Shipping and 
transportation problems, low prices, labor disputes, competition, migration—
all of these played a part in the final collapse of the citrus industry in the 
early 1970s, but none were as significant as incompatible ideas of land use 
and the determination of Cook Islanders to control their own environment 
and resources.

In 1965, the Cook Islands gained political independence but remained 
in “free association” with New Zealand, and plans to construct an international 
airport in Rarotonga commenced. With its completion in 1974, tourism 
became the new economic mainstay of the Cook Islands, replacing agricul-
ture. Citrus replanting efforts continued, albeit on a much smaller scale, and 
the islands continued to produce fruit for New Zealand, now mainly in the 
form of canned “Raro” juice. Opportunities in New Zealand and Australia 
pulled many away, some of whom never returned. Most adults balanced 
limited subsistence farming with other jobs, producing enough root crops 
and fruit for their families and selling any surplus at local markets.68

The migrant ecology envisioned and imported by missionaries, Euro
peans, and New Zealanders—one that attempted to implement intensive 
export agriculture and transform traditional land tenure—failed, due to a 
large extent to Cook Islanders’ resistance and cultural resilience. As a result, 
land use in the Cook Islands today is probably quite similar to what it was 
two hundred years ago. The amount of land dedicated to cultivating subsis-
tence crops has lessened significantly, but commercial cash crops are rele-
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gated to history. An industrialized system of agriculture proved unsus-
tainable, as evidenced by the repeated attempts of the Land Court and 
replanting schemes to modify land use. Valuing land simply as a commodity 
clashed with the values of Cook Islanders, both ariki and commoner, and 
with the health of island ecosystems. Poisoning their beautiful lagoons, 
increasing erosion, and introducing pests, commercial agriculture never 
gained a secure place in these islands.

An example from my time in the Cooks helps illustrate the enduring 
power of connections there between people and place, environment and cul-
ture. A series of rainstorms pummeled Rarotonga the week before my re-
search trip in 2015. While at the National Archives a few days later, the main 
archivist in hushed tones described two landslides that occurred on the island 
the previous day. I assumed flooding or erosion caused them, but she under-
stood the events as signs foretelling the impending deaths of prominent Cook 
Islanders. The next day a beloved and well-known Catholic nun died, once 
again linking legacies of outside influence with ancient beliefs. I was re-
minded that land on Pacific Islands is “imbued with the spirits of the ances-
tors and binds together those who share rights in it.” 69 On the way back to my 
apartment, I stopped by an outdoor market to pick up locally grown taro, 
breadfruit, bananas, and kumara. I then visited a small family run store to 
purchase tinned biscuits and coffee. Cook Islanders, in step with their tradi-
tions and environment, continue to cultivate an adaptive and ever-changing 
landscape.
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EIGHT

Settler-Colonialism, Ecology, and  
Expropriation of Ainu Mosir

A Transnational Perspective

Katsuya Hirano

This chapter examines a cross-pollination of the concept terra nullius 
(unoccupied or uninhabited land) across the Pacific Ocean in the 
settler colonization of Ainu Mosir (now Hokkaido) and its violent 

effects on the Ainu’s relationships with the natural world. It argues that 
recounting Ainu people’s encounter with settler-colonial policies grounded 
in terra nullius confirms the truism that “settler colonialism is ecological 
domination”1 as much as political and economic domination, and that any 
meaningful inquiry into settler-colonial history demands a transnational 
perspective that probes the ways in which colonial ideas and practices, in-
cluding those that cause serious ecological damage, are transmitted across 
borders. In other words, this chapter offers a decolonial reading of the Ainu’s 
encounter with a modern settler-colonial form of domination.

AINU–WAJIN RELATIONS IN THE EARLY MODERN ERA

Matsuura Takeshirō (1818–1888) traveled from 1844 to 1858 in Ainu Mosir 
or Ezo (in Japanese)—now Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands—and 
became closely involved with the Indigenous Ainu, learning their language 
and documenting his encounter with Ainu culture and the natural environ-
ment.2 He filled a massive number of notebooks with minute observations 
and lively drawings of Ainu customs as well as flora and fauna he “discov-
ered.” With Ainu help, Matsuura made the region’s most detailed maps, 
with names of rivers, mountains, bays, and settlements in the Ainu language. 
Contrary to his fellow Wajin (Japanese) merchants who discriminated and 
exploited Ainu for very lucrative trade in fishery products, Matsuura devel-
oped respect for the Indigenous people and grew increasingly critical of the 
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Matsumae clan, a Tokugawa vassal who ruled the southwestern part of Ezo 
and oversaw the trade between Wajin and Ainu. For example, Matsuura 
lamented in his 1858 report that one-third of 111 Ainu villagers, all of 
whom were men of prime age, were taken away from Nibutani, an Ainu vil-
lage in south-central Ezo, by the Wajin merchants to perform forced labor 
for sardine fishing. Only the elderly, women, and children were left in the 
village.3 Those men were confronted by harsh working conditions and were 
not allowed to leave the workplace without the permission of their supervisors.

Matsuura’s vast knowledge of Ezo and special connections with the 
locals earned him fame as an expert on the region and led to a position in 
the new Meiji government (1868–1912). The government appointed him as 
an officer for the newly established department of kaitaku (settler-colonial 
development) in 1869 and had him rename Ezo. He named the land 
Hokkaido, which means a “northern land belonging to the Indigenous 
people.” 4 However, merely six months after his participation in the new 
government, Matsuura resigned from the post in sharp disagreement with 
the government on its continuous exploitation and expropriation of Ainu 
labor. Matsuura never returned to Hokkaido.5

In 1869, despite Matsuura’s protest, the Meiji government declared the 
Ainu lands to be terra nullius (mushuchi) and began aggressive settler colo-
nization. The purpose was twofold: to establish Japan’s sovereignty over the 
island against Russia and to start the cycle of capitalist accumulation by 
expropriating water, trees, minerals, fishes, and animals from the Ainu. The 
Ainu’s relations with the natural world would forcibly become altered as a 
result of Wajins’ complete domination over the lands.

As Matsuura recorded, Ainu people called their land Ainu Mosir—
“peaceful land for humans”—and believed that every material form, including 
plants, insects, and animals, and natural phenomena such as sun, wind, 
thunder, water, and fire, were the manifestations of and precious gifts from 
spiritual beings (Kamuy). Among the many Kamuy, the most important were 
Repun Kamuy—the killer whale, who was the god of the sea, fishing, and 
marine animals; Kim-un Kamuy—the brown bear, who was the god of 
mountains; Kotan Kor Kamuy—Blakiston’s fish owl, who protected Ainu 
communities; and Kamuy Fuchi—senior goddess of fire and hearth. The Ainu 
considered Kamuy essential to their material and spiritual existence and 
therefore expressed their gratitude through daily rituals and seasonal 
ceremonies. According to Matsuura’s reports, this richly spiritual view of the 
natural world was directly intertwined and deeply entangled with the material 
conditions of Ainu communities. Ainu dwellings were sited near sources of 
drinking water and fishing and hunting grounds, as their livelihood was based 
on these activities. One of the most important factors was the spawning 
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ground of salmon, a major food source that sustained Ainus’ diet all year 
round. Thus, the houses were usually situated on or near the edge of a river 
terrace close to the spawning grounds.6

Although it was the Meiji government’s settler-colonial policies that 
violently altered the Ainu’s relations with the natural world, Wajins’ aggressive 
intrusion into Ainu lands began much earlier during the Tokugawa period 
(1603–1868).7 In the early seventeenth century, the Matsumae, a clan that 
was a direct vassal of the Tokugawa shogun, was authorized to control all the 
Wajin settlements in southwest Ezo. They built a small castle in the town of 
Matsumae and started setting up trading posts. While imposing restrictions 
on Ainus’ extensive trading networks, the Matsumae gave their loyal vassals 
the exclusive rights to operate the posts, allowing them to facilitate the lu-
crative trade in rice, cotton, and artifacts for dried salmon, herring, and kelp. 
The  shogunate granted the Matsumae the privilege to limit Ainus’ trade 
only to these posts. As the vassals steadily turned over the business of trade to 
well-established merchants (mainly from Osaka, but especially to traders from 
Ōmi near Kyoto), the merchants quickly transformed their voluntary “trad-
ing” relationship with the Ainu into coerced corvée labor.8

From the mid-eighteenth century on, as the Matsumae put increasing 
pressure on the merchants to yield more profit from the trade, Ainus’ working 
conditions in the fisheries worsened, and Wajins’ unfair and deceptive trade 
practices became rampant. Dishonest merchants traded sake to the Ainu in 
barrels with false bottoms and diluted the sake with water. They encouraged 
Ainu to drink in order to make them intoxicated and accept unfavorable 
trading terms. Matsumae authorities also prohibited Ainu from raising crops 
and buying seeds or hoes. The prohibition of farming kept the Ainu depen-
dent on trade for rice for their own consumption.9

The Ainu people’s steady subjection to contractual relations with 
Tokugawa merchants in the late eighteenth century transformed many Ainu 
from trading partners to corvée laborers. As their anger and frustration 
grew, the Ainu from Furukamafu initiated the Menashi–Kunashir War in 
1789. Ainu attacked Wajin at the Kunashir trading post and on a ship 
nearby, leaving at least seventy-one dead. In retaliation, the Matsumae au-
thorities, with assistance from the shogunate, captured eighty-seven Ainu and 
executed thirty-seven.10 After Wajin conquered Kunashir Ainu, they forcibly 
recruited Ainu in Shari and Abashiri as replacement labor and compelled 
them to move to Kunashir.11 The fisheries system also allowed Wajin fishery 
managers to create a division of labor based on gender difference, splitting 
Ainu families by sending husbands and wives to distant fisheries across Ezo. 
Wajin managers took advantage of this gender-segregated arrangement of 
labor by instituting “a system of sexual colonization, forcing Ainu women to 
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serve as mistresses or ‘local wives’ for mainland Japanese bosses, or subject-
ing them to sexual assault at the hands of Wajin laborers.”12

Some historians consider this process of Wajins’ encroachment in the 
southern part of Ainu Mosir and violent subjection of Ainu in an exploitative 
trading relationship as an exemplary case of settler colonialism.13 I agree with 
this assessment to the extent that the process created Japanese settler 
communities in Ainu lands and destroyed the Ainu people’s social relations 
of production, mode of livelihood, and connection to the places deeply 
integrated with spiritual practice. However, two decisive features of settler-
colonial formation—namely, systematic dispossession of land (Indigenous 
peoples’ means of livelihood) and demographic replacement or elimination—
were not part of the Matsumae’s colonial policies. As Patrick Wolfe, 
Lorenzo Veracini, and Glen Coulthard have incisively argued, the logic and 
structure that drive settler-colonial policies aim not for exploitation but 
elimination.14 Wolfe argues:

The primary object of settler-colonization is the land itself rather than the 
surplus value to be derived from mixing native labour with it. Though, in 
practice, Indigenous labour was indispensable to Europeans, settler-
colonization is at base a winner-take-all project whose dominant feature is 
not exploitation but replacement.15

Neither the Tokugawa shogunate nor the Matsumae clan attempted to 
systematically replace Ainu with Wajin settlers or took the elimination of 
Ainu communities as the precondition for their economic gains. Indeed, as 
argued above, they depended on the overexploitation of Ainus’ labor to 
increase their profit. Although Tokugawa Japan’s aggressive control of 
southwestern Ezo undermined long-established Ainu communities in the 
region, it was not until the Meiji government adopted the concept of terra 
nullius to systematically displace Ainu and expropriate their land that the 
logic of dispossession and thus the eliminatory impulse became the primary 
feature of Wajins’ domination of Ainu Mosir.

Furthermore, what I would like to argue in this chapter is that modern 
settler-colonial dispossession is simultaneously a violent reconstitution of In-
digenous ecology. It entails the aggressive conversion of interdependent rela-
tionships, which long sustained Indigenous peoples’ material and epistemo-
logical worlds, into a relationship that is conducive to the cycle of capitalist 
production and accumulation. This drastic remaking of Indigenous ecology 
constitutes an essential and distinct characteristic of modern settler-colonial 
dispossession, as manifested in the notion of terra nullius, a genocidal concept 
that negated Indigenous peoples’ centuries-long modes of living as primitive, 
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obsolete, and meaningless. Ainu Mosir too came to be re-articulated not only 
as a Japanese borderland that defined the northern limits of the nation’s sov-
ereign territory but also a rich reservoir of natural “resources” for capitalist 
industrialization. Meiji settler-colonial policies epitomized a distinct logic of 
national capitalist formation grounded in expropriation and monopolization 
of the productive forces of the natural world while simultaneously convert-
ing the Indigenous inhabitants into a dispensable population or a remnant of 
the prehistoric past—living fossils with no relevance in a world dominated by 
the requirements of capitalist production and accumulation. As I will soon 
articulate, the combined forces of the Meiji government and the US experts 
and technology carried out this process of Indigenous displacement and 
dispossession.

HOKKAIDO AS TERRA NULLIUS

Language like terra nullius and “virgin lands” worked as a colonial tool to 
justify the total expropriation of Ainus’ means of sustenance and fundamen-
tal negation of their relationship with the natural environment. These stra-
tegic idioms drew from United States’ policies for the American West.16 A 
narrative of “wide open spaces” in the West just waiting to be filled by en-
terprising white settlers underwrote US homesteading policies and made 
westward expansion a kind of nationalist moral imperative. The Meiji 
government implemented a similar set of colonial strategies, starting 
with the same linguistic moves. Indeed, Horace Capron, who hailed from 
the United States, working as the chief adviser for the Meiji government’s 
colonial polices in Hokkaido, called Hokkaido a virgin land and wilder-
ness and proposed in his 1872 report a Japanese version of his country’s 
allotment and land redistribution policies for Indian Territory set out in 
the US Homestead Act of 1862.17 By urging the Meiji government to adopt 
“settlement on liberal terms offered by the government of the United 
States” as a means to spur the speedy occupation of Hokkaido, Capron 
proposed that a program of public land grants to small farmers should 
enable each settler in the new frontier “to become the bona fide owner of a 
tract of 160 acres of the public domain without cost, except the payment of 
$10 to the land officer of the district.”18

The translation of the Ainu’s heterogeneous world into familiar colonial 
idioms marked the decisive moment when the aggressive policies of expro-
priation came to signify the positive value of “opening” or kaitaku in the name 
of supposed civilizational development and progress.19 Once this inscription 
gained legitimacy in the public discourse during the 1880s and 1890s, the 
colonial logic of the “civilizing mission” meant that the Ainu’s practical and 
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conceptual world soon came to signify backwardness to be effaced from the 
earth. By the 1900s, the social relations and values that had sustained Ainu 
communities were commonly rendered as the direct cause of their displace-
ment and deprivation. The Japanese government argued that the Ainu’s 
struggle and poverty were due to their own innate inability to understand 
the concept of private ownership and learn a way of life beyond primitive 
hunting and fishing. The self-serving idea came to dominate the governmen-
tal and popular discourses: the Ainu were a feeble race destined to die out 
according to the universal law of social Darwinism because they could not 
compete with the Japanese or develop the “frontier.” Furthermore, Japanese 
intellectuals, educators, and policy makers all came to harbor the notion that 
the only means by which the Ainu people could ensure their own survival 
was through cultural assimilation.

MODERNIZING JAPAN, AMERICAN EXPERTS, AND THE REMAKING  
OF AINU MOSIR

In 1871, Kuroda Kiyotaka, concerned about Russia’s push eastward, visited 
the United States looking for a leader to oversee the initial settler-colonial 
development of Hokkaido.20 On President Ulysses Grant’s recommendation, 
Kuroda met with Horace Capron, who served in Grant’s administration as 
commissioner of agriculture, and successfully persuaded him to accept an 
appointment as special adviser to the Japanese government. Kuroda hired 
Capron for $10,000 per year and additional funds for expenses to undertake 
the mission.21 It is quite likely that Capron’s earlier experience managing the 
forced removal of Native Americans, including those affiliated with 
Delawares, Shawnees, Creeks, Comanches, Kickapoos, Wichitas, and others, 
from Texas to new territories after the Mexican–American War, appealed 
to Kuroda and his government.22 Capron remained in Japan from 1871 to 
1875 with a singular task: “find [the] best way to utilize the resources of Yesso 
[Ezo] for the material enrichment and elevation of imperial Japan.”23 During 
his first tour in Hokkaido in 1872, Capron became convinced that because 
of climate and vegetation that were similar to the northeastern parts of the 
United States, Hokkaido would be an ideal place to adopt American farming 
methods. He wrote:

I perceive a marked similarity to the climate of the same parallels in the 
interior of the American Continent. The oak, the beech, the ash, in short all 
the trees of the forests of New York, Pennsylvania and Ohio, even includ-
ing the sugar maple, grow in abundance and to perfection in Yesso. In Yesso 
on the same parallel these trees thrive even on the high mountain slopes, 
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while in America at the same altitude they are gnarled and stunted. . . . ​The 
great fall of snow in Yesso is a great advantage, serving, as it does, to protect 
grains and grasses from the frost and to prevent the freezing of the ground to 
any depth. Carefully weighing these facts and considering my own experi-
ences in the more northern American States, I am forced to the conclusion 
that the obstacles to a profitable and permanent development of the recourses 
of the island of Yesso lies neither in the soil nor in the climates.24

In 1873, Capron and Kuroda established a demonstration farm in To-
kyo to promote agriculture using American plants, crops, and livestock and 
soon invited more US experts in these fields to visit his facility.25 W. S. 
Clark, Capron’s successor who arrived in Japan in 1876 to take up a teaching 
position at Sapporo Agricultural College (today, Hokkaido University), 
later echoed Capron that American farming methods would be a perfect fit 
for the land, noting some local vegetation such as mistletoe and magnolia 
that were found in Virginia.26

Capron brought in American civil engineer A. G. Warfield and chemist 
and geologist Thomas Anticell to investigate the soil quality and geography of 
the island. Before they embarked on their first expedition to Hokkaido, Cap-
ron and his scientific advisers created an extensive preliminary proposal based 
on the reports of the Hokkaido Development Agency, which later served as 
the groundwork for the Japanese government’s Hokkaido ten-year plan:

1.	 Hokkaido’s weather is similar to the more northern American States 
and is thus suitable for extensive farming. It is desirable to bring in 
more settlers to fully utilize the wealth of natural resources.

2.	 A thorough land survey should be carried out and the law of private 
property should be introduced to settle matters related to land 
ownership.

3.	 A machine factory needs to be built. It will help open a road that 
connects Ishikari and Muroran, Hakodate, and Sapporo. The 
machinery shall [also] elevate and increase the value of human labor. 
This is crucial for the wealth of a country in proportion to its aggregate 
labor.

4.	 Silver and lead in the Yu-rappu area, sulfur in southern Hokkaido, and 
coal in Ishikari are all valuable as an ever-increasing source of wealth. 
A Bureau of Mines should be established. But private management of 
the enterprise is more desirable for securing the highest productiveness, 
as proven in England and America. The government’s role is to be 
limited to enacting and enforcing the necessary laws for the regulation 
of mining interests and rights of property.27
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On the heels of these recommendations, Capron and his team set off 
on a tour of Hokkaido in 1872. During the expedition, Capron wrote, 
“[Yesso] is a wonderful island. But its true value has not been sufficiently 
appreciated. It is rich in mineral resources, its fishery is unlimited, lumber 
has excellent quality, and agriculture has unlimited possibilities. . . . ​It could 
easily provide for several million people.”28 Then he added, “The resources 
and climate of this island have been misunderstood, or misrepresented, at 
least to me. . . . ​If the natural products of a soil are any indication of its 
fertility or climate, this Island will compare favorably in these respects with 
some of the wealthiest and most populous portions of the United States.”29

After returning to Tokyo, he advised Meiji leaders to invest in the 
development of coal mines, railroads, fishing, capital-intensive agriculture 
(including livestock), orchards, and irrigation systems, and to build a public 
school.30 Capron began introducing capital-intensive farming, with American 
methods and implements, imported seeds for Western crops, and European 
breeds of livestock, including his favorite Devon and Durham cattle. He 
established experimental farms on Hokkaido, had the land surveyed for 
mineral deposits and farming opportunities, and recommended water, mills, 
and road improvements.

He also urged Meiji leaders to hire more foreign experts and bring in 
foreign (American) farmers and capital to initiate and speed up the process. 
Kuroda and his government followed most of Capron’s advice, but while Ku-
roda was enthusiastic about inviting American capital and settlers to Hok-
kaido, the latter chose not to pursue foreign labor and investment as it was 
feared that they could give the United States a toehold for the virtual coloni-
zation and control of the island.31 In 1876, based on Capron’s advice, the 
Meiji government established Sapporo Agricultural College to foster new 
leaders and the skills needed for development.32

The Japanese settler colonization of Hokkaido was thus outlined and 
facilitated by the joint forces of the Japanese state and US experts and 
technology. Japanese leaders focused on the occupation of Hokkaido through 
the systematic migration of former samurai lords, samurai retainers, and 
ordinary citizens—in particular, displaced farmers and peasants—from the 
1870s to the 1880s by supplying them with “free” land and financial support. 
Such change was also facilitated by depending on American experts, who 
offered various technologies of colonization, to reshape Ainu Mosir into a 
land suitable for Japan’s capitalist farming.

The reality of settlers’ lives in the colony was far from rosy. Settlers 
received subsidies and funds to start their new lives. However, shortages 
leading to 300 percent inflation and very slow progress in building infra-
structure such as paved roads and railways inhibited economic production and 
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aggravated people’s lives. The obstacles eventually pushed many settlers to 
return to their home prefectures.

The prospect of the colonial policy’s failure posed a major threat to the 
governmental vision of accelerated cultivation and privatization of Hokkaido’s 
land. In 1872, the Meiji government tried to prompt wealthy Japanese 
landlords to invest their capital in purchasing land at a bargain price.33 The 
policy did increase land sales but was most effective as a strong impetus for 
migration, generating a new wave of peasants and workers looking for 
employment on the newly purchased lands. In 1873, Japanese settlers 
numbered about 160,000; that population nearly quadrupled over the next 
four years.34 Many of the settlers, however, did not stay in the colony very 
long due to the harsh winter weather and difficult living conditions caused 
by the lack of modern infrastructure such as roads, railways, hospitals, and 
schools.35 Capital also stopped flowing in, as the real estate brokers often 
appropriated investors’ money.

The Meiji government responded with a new strategy: while accelerating 
the construction of infrastructure such as telegraph lines in 1874, regular sea 
routes in 1880, railways in 1880 and 1883, a Mitsui bank branch in 1880, a 
lighthouse in 1883, mail steamer service in 1885, and the modern ports of 
Kushiro, Muroran, and Otaru in 1899, it introduced in 1886 the Regula-
tion for the Sale of Hokkaido Land. The law shifted the focus from com-
mon settlers and wealthy landlords to emergent capitalists and large-scale 
modern corporations such as Mitsubishi and Mitsui for the development of 
trading networks as well as light and heavy industries. The government sold 
state-run factories and enterprises on Hokkaido such as breweries, farms, 
fishery processing factories, shipyards, soy sauce/soybean-paste factories, and 
sugar mills to private investors in 1881–1882;36 it offered capitalists and corpo-
rations a free ten-year land lease with the additional incentive that if their en-
terprises succeeded, they could purchase the land at a steep discount. If they 
failed, they could simply return the land to the government. The new policy 
did not directly benefit working-class settlers, but the development of infra-
structure and commerce and the establishment of banks in 1896 and 1899 
stimulated rapid urbanization in the southern part of Hokkaido and brought a 
new wave of migration to major settlements such as Hakodate, Sapporo, 
Otaru, and Kushiro. In 1901, a new ten-year development plan announced 
the construction of more bridges, roads, and railway stations. The number of 
incoming immigrants began to surge after 1900 from 50,000 to 80,000 an-
nually, leading to accelerated colonization of Ainu land. In 1909, the Japanese 
population of Hokkaido reached 1.5 million.37

Japanese settler communities continued to expand into not only Ainus’ 
long-established settlements along rivers and coastal areas but also inland, 
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where the Meiji government had forcibly relocated the Ainu. Meiji officials 
also took steps to prohibit traditional Ainu means of sustenance. In 1876, 
Japanese authorities outlawed the traditional Ainu bow and poison ar-
rows,  claiming that they represented barbarism.38 According to Yamada 
Shinichi, Capron’s view that “[the use of poison] is not only a wasteful but a 
barbarous practice” influenced the Hokkaido Development Agency’s deci-
sion to implement the law.39 Anticipating that the ban would drive the Ainu 
into grave difficulties, the law stipulated that the government would lend 
rifles to the Ainu with the condition that it would receive 20 percent of the 
deer hide they hunted.40

Ainu people made several appeals to the Hokkaido authorities asking 
them to lift the ban because “the use of rifles is not familiar, and when only 
one or two out of 10 people have learned to use them, they cannot supply for 
the family.” 41 Their appeals were denied on the grounds that “staying consis-
tent in policies is the best way to cleanse old customs.” 42 At the same time, 
overhunting by Japanese settlers—armed with rifles—contributed to such a 
sharp decline of wild animal populations that the agency enacted other laws 
to regulate hunting in 1878. These laws were intended to protect not the 
Ainu, but Japanese hunters, whose reckless overhunting of animals such as 
deer, bears, and raccoon dogs—all major game animals central to the Ainu 
diet—began as part of the Meiji government’s initial policy of extracting 
capital through predatory colonial development of Hokkaido. The Japanese 
hunters systematically slaughtered more than half a million Ezo deer between 
1873 and 1878 alone and sold the resulting venison and deerskin to meet the 
high demand in China, France, and the United States.43

In addition, Benjamin Smith Lyman, an American mining engineer 
working for Capron and the Meiji government, advised the Hokkaido 
Development Agency in 1874 to encourage the extermination of bears, 
wolves, and wild dogs by “offering bounties, as is done in other countries,” 
because their presence “in the mountains will perhaps be some hindrance to 
the introduction of sheep and even larger cattle.” 44 This advice was put into 
law in 1877.45 Lyman was not alone in advocating the mass killing of native 
wildlife species for the sweeping reconstitution of Ainu Mosir’s ecosystem. 
Seeking to build livestock industries of the new colony, the Hokkaido 
Development Agency put together a team of American specialists who had 
gained expertise in the methods of settler-colonial reconstitution of the 
American West. Among them was Edwin Dun, who was a rancher from 
Ohio and lived in Hokkaido as an adviser for the development of farms from 
1876 to 1883 (see figure 8.1). Soon after his arrival in this new Japanese colony, 
Dun started horse-breeding programs to raise high-quality ranch horses and 
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proposed the purchase of strychnine to poison wolves, bears, and wild dogs 
at new ranches such as the 35,000-acre Niikappu Ranch.46 

Figure 8.1. ​ Edwin Dun and imported horse from the United States in 1878 in Hokkaido. 
Hokkaido University Library.

The overhunting 
of Ezo deer aided this quest to eliminate wolves, as hungry wolves lost a major 
source of prey and turned on horse foals, only to consume strychnine-laced 
flesh. In March 1880, the Hokkaido Development Agency reported to To-
kyo that “the strychnine campaign had been a success and should be contin-
ued.” 47 Dun even supported the Hokkaido Development Agency’s decision 
to extend these policies of extermination to domestic dogs kept by Ainu people 
for the reason that they posed a threat to livestock.48

Deforestation for land development and lumber production further 
aggravated the ecological damage and displacement of Ainu communities. As 
“reclamation” progressed steadily based on the American model of “fron-
tier” policies, and the settlers formed extensive communities in and around 
the Sapporo area, deforestation became a serious concern. The logging industry 
also contributed to the rapid deforestation. To formulate forest protection 
policies, the Meiji government sought the American advisers’ opinions. In 
1877, the Hokkaido Development Agency presented the following ques-
tions to Clark: 1) Which country should serve as the standard for imple-
menting forest protection law? 2) What would be the proper measures by 
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which to understand the need of forest protection? 3) What was the job of 
forest watchers? How many are needed? 4) What steps could prevent moun-
tain fires? 5) What trees should be protected in the Sapporo area?49

Clark’s responses were not of much help. Stating that infant nations 
such as the United States did not have forest protection policies, while older 
nations such as Great Britain had developed them as part of animal 
conservation for hunting as well as aristocratic estates, Clark discouraged the 
Development Agency from taking an active role in controlling forestry and 
recommended that settlers be in charge of clearing woodlands.50 He reasoned 
that since Hokkaido was like the American frontier with rich natural 
resources, deforestation would not harm settler communities. Partial 
protection around river areas would be sufficient.51 He made no mention of 
the Ainu and their reliance on natural woodlands for hunting and gathering.

Clark’s noninterventionist approach and complete disregard for 
Indigenous communities directly reflected policies implemented in the United 
States. The 1862 Homestead Act prioritized public land grants to small 
farmers. Forests were considered an obstacle to this process of settler 
colonization and even became an incentive for “cut-and-run” logging.52 De
cades passed before the so-called frontier line disappeared and reckless 
deforestation became a serious concern. The US government finally imple-
mented national forest management with the Forest Reserve Act of 1891.53 
In short, Clark’s advice was consistent with the United States’ general lack of 
environmental consciousness and indifference to the devastating damages 
of deforestation for its Indigenous communities.

Although Capron and Clark influenced the Meiji government’s forest 
policies, the Hokkaido Development Agency nevertheless decided to 
introduce forest protection laws that restricted deforestation and sale of timber 
in 1878. They also appointed guards to prevent illegal logging. Logging in 
government and private forests was strictly forbidden, subject to heavy fines. 
Between 1910 and 1920, forestry produced up to 12 percent of the Hokkaido 
economy’s total revenue.54 Paper manufacturing companies such as Ōji and 
Tomakomai dominated the forestry and logging industries (see figure 8.2). 
Places such as Teshio in the northern part of Hokkaido, where vibrant Ainu 
fishing communities once thrived, became a boomtown for logging and paper 
manufacturing. Furthermore, from the 1880s on, the high volume of timber 
harvesting caused by the rapidly increasing number of Japanese settlers 
seeking to expand the agricultural land dried up rivers in Ainu communities.

During this time, Meiji authorities also moved to outlaw Ainu fishing 
practices, including nighttime fishing and traditional fishing nets (see 
figure 8.3). While the Japanese state during the early modern era had rec-
ognized nocturnal trout and salmon fishing in Ainu rivers and their tribu-
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taries as a legitimate Ainu activity, by the beginning of the Meiji period, this 
formal endorsement was considered a “failure to address a long-standing 
abuse” against natural resources.55 

Figure  8.2. ​ Ōji paper manufacturing company in Tomakomai in the 1900s. Hokkaido 
University Library.

The Hokkaido Development Agency 
summarily prohibited nocturnal fishing in 1878.56 The Meiji government 
justified this action as a means of transferring the right to fish from the Ainu 
to the Japanese, while promoting commercial fisheries on a massive scale 
under the rubric of policies to “increase production in industrial enterprise” 
(shokusan kōgyō). From the 1870s to 1890s, as Japanese settler communities 
grew in size and number, fisheries made up more than 60 percent of Hok-
kaido’s overall revenue, compared to agriculture (20 percent) and industries 
such as iron manufacturing, brewing, and paper making (15 percent). By 1910, 
however, fishery outputs fell to 15 percent of the revenue, while the agricul-
tural economy grew to nearly 50 percent and industry to nearly 20 percent.57

Robbed of their crucial means of sustenance, the Ainu appealed to 
governmental agencies to delay the nighttime fishing ban, which covered not 
only major rivers, but smaller tributaries as well. The Development Agency 
denied the appeal on the basis of the “former natives’ illiteracy and ignorance 
of law.”58 Wajin pioneers or “openers of the frontier,” with the backing of 
the Meiji government, legally expropriated and monopolized the fishing 
industry in Hokkaido in the same way they had acquired the land. These 
displacement and assimilation policies had a devastating effect on Ainu health 
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and well-being. The traditional staple foods, salmon and deer, were replaced 
by cultivated crops as the Ainu were denied their right to hunt and fish and 
required to farm for subsistence. 

Figure 8.3. ​ This early modern illustration depicts Ainus’ use of traditional fishing nets in 
the 1850s. Hokkaido University Library.

Foraged wild plants, which had been an 
important part of their food consumption, also steadily lost importance to 
the Ainu, since the settlers’ farming and livestock devastated patches of edible 
plants.

After the implementation of the Former Native Protection Law in 1899, 
some Ainu people managed to adapt fairly successfully to life based on farming. 
But, displaced from their eco-communal way of life, many Ainu failed, fell 
ill, and suffered starvation and impoverishment. According to the survey 
conducted twelve years after the inauguration of the law, many Ainu men 
returned to fishing while leaving farming to women and children. This 
virtually meant the abandonment of farming.59 Another survey, which was 
carried out in 1916, reported that out of 4,007 Ainu households, about 
57 percent of them lived on farming. The result appears to point to the new 
law’s success in transforming Ainu people into farmers, but the Ainu’s harvest 
was only one-fourth of that of an average Wajin farming family.60 The land 
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granted to Ainu families under the law between 1899 and 1910 was about 
16,810 acres, but most of it was wasteland unsuitable for farming. Therefore, 
Ainu families were expected to labor extraordinarily hard to cultivate the land, 
and many eventually gave up. According to the law, land left uncultivated 
for fifteen years had to be returned to the government—and that was exactly 
what happened to many Ainu families. Thirty percent of the 57 percent of 
Ainu farming families actually became low-wage laborers in the fishing and 
farming industries.61

CONCLUSION

What the story of Hokkaido’s settler-colonial experiences tells us is twofold: 
Japan’s ideas and practices of settler colonialism were transpacific from 
the outset, shaped by frontier politics developed in the United States; and the 
cross-pollination of the settler-colonial project resulted not only in the massive 
displacement and dispossession of the Ainu people but also in the violent 
reconstitution of Indigenous ecology. It meant a genocidal transformation of 
the Ainu’s “relationships with plants, animals, physical entities, and eco-
systems of those places” from which they derived “economic vitality, cultural 
flourishing and political self-determination.” 62 As Kyle Whyte succinctly 
puts it:

Settler colonialism is deeply harmful and risk-laden for Indigenous peoples 
because settlers are literally seeking to erase Indigenous economies, 
cultures, and political organizations for the sake of establishing their own. 
Settler colonialism, then, is a type of injustice driven by settlers’ desire, 
conscious and tacit, to erase Indigenous peoples and to erase or legitimize 
settlers’ causation of such domination.63

It comes as no surprise that Ainu people came to be called by the 1910s 
a “vanishing race,” similar to Native American and Australian Aboriginal 
peoples.64 The adjective “vanishing” erased or legitimized the historical pro
cess of their dispossession, impoverishment, and near extinction carried out 
through colonial governments’ migration and developmental policies—all in 
the name of the law of progress and capitalist modernization. And what 
accompanied this process of erasure was ecological violence. Ainus’ encounter 
with Japan’s systematic settler-colonial domination evinces the truism that 
modern settler colonialism, especially in its capitalist form, is not simply 
displacement of Indigenous peoples but also a total reconstitution of the natu
ral world that sustained their livelihoods and cultures. I would like to close 
this chapter with the words of Emiko Chikappu, a late Ainu weaver, poet, 
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and activist, who fought for Ainu sovereignty and human rights as well as 
environmental justice throughout her life. Reflecting on the history of Japan’s 
settler colonization of Ainu Mosir, Chikappu contended in 1988 that the 
“opening” of Hokkaido by the Meiji government was the beginning of the 
destruction of the great chain of life, the deeply entangled relationships 
between nature and humans, rooted in Ainu livelihood as well as their 
conception of the world:

In Ainu language, the phrase “thank you” literally means “I kill myself.” 
Why does “thank you” mean “killing oneself ”? You cannot understand it 
unless you know the backgrounds of Ainu life. We believe that wild 
animals offer their lives to us. “Thank you” expresses our understanding of 
life as a great chain that connects wild lives and humans. It means an endless 
circle of life. But this circle of life in Ainu Mosir was rapidly destroyed when 
the development of Hokkaido (under the Japanese government) began in 
1869. Don’t they know that destroying the circle of life leads humans to 
death?65

Chikappu asserts:

Have people forgotten that we live on this earth? People have been cutting 
down trees. Human hands are threatening this beautiful earth. People, just 
like trees, make their livings by being firmly rooted in this earth, but they are 
taking away trees’ lives. Ainu people call tree roots shinritsu which means 
ancestor. Tree roots are our ancestors. People have been destroying the great 
chain of life. Life that connects the natural world and the humans is being 
threatened. How much longer is such a (destructive way of) life sustainable?66
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NINE

Pearl of the Empire
Conservation, Commerce, and Science  

in the Tuamotu Archipelago

William Cavert

In the 1880s, the French colonial government in Pape‘ete faced a 
dilemma—how could it simultaneously conserve and exploit the undersea 
banks of pearl-bearing oysters in the lagoons of the Tuamotu archipel-

ago. French presence in the lagoons was light and largely invisible despite 
the pearl-shelled oysters being one of the colony’s chief exports. In order 
to address concerns that the oyster banks faced imminent exhaustion, the 
colonial administration solicited metropolitan authorities to fund a series of 
scientific missions. These missions, they argued, were necessary to accurately 
establish the nature of the lagoons and formulate a rational, cost-effective 
method to regulate the nacre, or pearl-shell, industry.

The local administration assumed that government-sponsored natu-
ralists would support and strengthen their regulatory measures. Further-
more, they would establish a framework for a sustainable pearl oyster industry 
based on lagoon-farmed oysters that enriched the colony through export 
duties and licensing while providing employment for Islanders in the Tua-
motu Archipelago and merchants in Pape‘ete. The solicitation of Germain 
Bouchon-Brandely in late 1883 was the first occasion a naturalist had been 
employed to advise and undertake a comprehensive study of the lagoons. 
While his work would be feted in France, his recommendations were found 
untenable by those tasked with implementing them and irrational by local 
merchants and divers. The story of Bouchon-Brandely and the subsequent 
and aborted merchant rush to establish oyster farms in the lagoons constitutes 
a compelling episode in the interconnected environmental, cultural, and 
colonial histories of France and Oceania—an episode in which science served 
as a tool of state to assemble the lagoon as a manageable object.

The colonial state employed naturalists in the Tuamotu Archipelago to 
render the marine environment, the aquatic, unseen, and rarely visited space, 
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into something governable and manageable from afar. Arun Agrawal ob-
serves a similar usage of science for the development of new technologies of 
governance in forestry practices in British colonial India. Through the gen-
eration of statistics and categories, the condition of the forest could be ab-
stractly represented as data that allowed the state to expand its claim to be 
carrying out a modern rational regulation of forestry resources.1 Scientific 
knowledge production was an important technology for environmental gov-
ernance and one that promised valuable resources could be protected and 
exploited effectively and simultaneously by realizing a more rational, data-
driven, and systematic model for resource management.2

In his study of scientists, scallops, and fishermen off the coast of France, 
Michel Callon highlights this as an issue of mistranslation. In this instance, 
naturalists from France brought with them their own conceptions of the 
environment and society. They translated their observations in Oceania 
through the lens of their preexisting ontology, which brought them into con-
flict with competing views of the social and natural world. Callon points to 
the role played by the identity of the storyteller, or actor making a claim to 
eco-authority, as an important consideration as well as the identity of the 
scallops, or oysters, studied by science and taken to stand as ambassadors for 
an entire species. Translation involved disruption as expert claims influenced 
a network of decision makers.3

The relocation of lagoon management away from traditional local 
decision-making toward distant administrators enabled an over-harvesting 
of the lagoons so that by 1950 the oysters were extinct in all but a few. The 
lagoons were subject to what Rob Nixon calls slow violence—a delayed de-
struction that is “dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that 
is typically not viewed as violence at all.” It is a violence that is often imper-
ceptible and invisible due to its gradual unfolding in areas peripheral to power 
centers.4 The lagoons, so distant from the colonial center in Pape‘ete, itself dis-
tant from Paris, were out of sight to those with administrative power. Though 
naturalists were intended to bridge this gap and make the invisible visible, the 
status of the marine environment was obscured by statistics such as the ever-
increasing export in pearl shell. The transitory nature of government agents 
and the steadily rising tonnage of exported shell masked any larger awareness 
that the oysters were declining in size and population in the distant lagoons.

LIFE ON THE LAGOONS

European arrival brought swift change to the Oceanic lagoons of the black-
lip pearl oyster, Pinctada margaritifera. For a millennium, Islanders had 
harvested the oysters for their shells to fashion fishhooks, razor-sharp edges, 
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harpoon heads, and decorative embellishments. European ships brought a 
revaluation of the oysters as a commercial resource, a raw material for the 
manufacture of luxury goods, prized for its lustrous dark mother-of-pearl 
shell and ability to produce small black pearls. In 1798, in search of the 
oyster’s smokey mother-of-pearl, the Australian Pearl Fishing Company 
outfitted visits to the atolls, beginning the practice of exchanging western-
manufactured products for pearls and pearl shell. European manufactured 
goods, such as metal fishhooks, knives, and sharp edges, replaced the local 
usage of the oyster shell. By 1827, the burgeoning pearl-shell industry had 
transformed the oyster-rich lagoons of the archipelago into the center of a 
great commercial web as merchants arrived from both sides of the Pacific, 
recruiting divers regionally, and bringing with them cargoes of in-demand 
goods and foods.5

As the century progressed, divers harvested oysters in greater numbers, 
cutting them one at a time from the rocky coralline lagoon depths. On the 
surface Islanders sorted the shells, discarding those that were pitted or deemed 
too thin, too small, or blemished in some way. Merchants stowed the 
commercially viable oysters to be weighed before making the long journey 
to the auction markets of London and Hamburg. Most of these made their 
way to the hands of jewelers in France and Austria, their mother-of-pearl 
shell destined to be used as inlay on a multitude of luxurious goods such as 
buttons, cabinets, utensils, and combs. By the time France raised the flag of 
its protectorate over the Tahitian Kingdom in 1842, the potential for the 
pearl-shell oysters and their lagoons to be an important commercial resource 
was readily apparent.6

The profitability of the pearl-diving industry attracted foreign invest-
ment such as the transnational Hamburg-based trading firm Godeffroy & 
Co. The firm established agents in the Tuamotu Archipelago to purchase 
shells and sell European goods during the 1860s as part of a larger expansion 
into copra production in Samoa and transpacific shipping. However, the value 
of the pearl oysters proved unpredictable, subject to a boom-and-bust cycle 
determined by the vagaries of European fashion. Within a decade, Godeffroy & 
Co. divested its assets in the archipelago after pearl-shell prices hit an 
unusually low trough in 1867. The first official warning that the lagoons might 
not be able to sustain a rapacious extractive industry accompanied this greater 
commercial interest. In 1863, Edmund de Bovis, a naval officer overseeing 
the lagoons, recommended state regulation to stave off resource exhaustion.7 
In 1868, this took the form of a rahui placed over the lagoon at Anaa for three 
years so the oyster population could recover. In announcing a rahui, the gov-
ernment borrowed a local cultural practice in which access to a resource or 
place could be restricted for a time.8 In 1873, the rahui was extended to five 
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other lagoons and ten specific additional oyster banks, closing them off to oys-
ter harvesting. That same year the first oyster farms were established by Ger-
man merchant Christian Schmidt, at Kaukura, and a local chief, Mapuhi a 
Tekuravehe, at Takaroa. Their establishment proved fortuitous as the 1873 
Vienna Weltausstellung, or World Exposition, prominently featured beautiful 
displays of nacre and nacre inlaying, which led to an increase in demand and 
prices. However, 1878 brought twin disasters to the industry; a destructive 
typhoon wiped out cultivation sites and the Bank of New Caledonia col-
lapsed, leaving the industry without easy means to raise new capital.9

Despite the implementation of the rahui, or open/closed seasons for 
diving, the state engaged in little serious surveillance or enforcement of its 
regulations. Lieutenant Mariot, the naval Résident of the Tuamotus in 1875, 
reported that several formerly rich lagoons had become nearly emptied due 
to overharvesting. Mariot blamed the overexploitation on the “avarice of 
merchants” who encouraged indiscriminate harvesting of oysters, even those 
too small to have any commercial value. He believed the development of 
oyster farming was the best hope for the industry and described the favorable 
results of his own trials.10 That year, another radical new development also 
arrived, the diving machine or scaphandre. Captain Clark of the American 
schooner Florence Bayley received the first license to use a scaphandre for oyster 
diving in the lagoon at Aratika. The scaphandre promised to increase pro-
duction and efficiency by opening up the depths to anyone who could use the 
diving machine. It challenged the position of the islander divers as the sole 
intermediary between the world of the depths and the surface.11

The ability of the administration to regulate commerce in the lagoons 
was limited by the dispersed nature of the archipelago’s vast collection of 
low-lying atolls. Though Tahiti was not more than a day’s sail from the closest 
island, a tour of the major diving centers of the Tuamotu archipelago took 
well over two weeks to complete. The administrative presence was light and 
naval duties kept most officials assigned to the Tuamotu archipelago in 
Pape‘ete instead.12 The prominence of the pearl-shell industry further cur-
tailed government action to restrain overharvesting. Paul Deschanel, future 
president of France and proponent of colonial expansion, judged, “that which 
is certain, is that the Tuamotu archipelago is the principal source of Tahiti’s 
wealth.” Exports of pearl shell were three times as valuable as the second-
largest colonial export, copra.13

There was never any question of completely closing down the lagoons 
or the industry. The wealth of the lagoons contributed significantly to funding 
the local administration. Administrators believed the pearl-shell industry was 
a key pillar in the civilizing mission as it encouraged atoll residents toward 
wage and contract labor as divers, guides, sailors, and oyster cleaners. Yet, if 
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the resource became exhausted the colonial budget and civilizing mission 
would both be in jeopardy.14 It was in this context of uncertainty that Governor 
Morau appealed to France for a scientific mission to study the lagoons. The 
naturalist would make the distant lagoons visible through careful observation; 
he would take the unseen undersea habitat of the oysters and render it visi
ble and therefore manageable. Quickly, government correspondence settled 
on one name for the mission: Germain Bouchon-Brandely.15

THE MISSIONARY OF SCIENCE

Bouchon-Brandely was already conducting a study of the pearl oysters from 
Ceylon with the goal of acclimatizing them to the coastal waters of France 
when he was offered the mission. Under-secretary for the Ministry of the 
Marine, Félix Faure, wrote that Bouchon-Brandely was his first choice for 
the mission. Faure described Bouchon-Brandely as uniquely capable of 
undertaking a study of the oysters for their scientific value, as well as their 
commercial and economic potential.16 The Ministry of the Marine presented 
Bouchon-Brandely a series of questions to answer regarding measures that 
could be taken to stop the exhaustion of, and efficaciously restock, the oyster 
banks. Despite concerns within the Ministry that the mission would be “long, 
difficult, and costly,” arrangements came together quickly in France, and by 
the end of the spring he was on his way.17

When Bouchon-Brandely disembarked at Pape‘ete on May 31, 1884, 
the paper L’Océanie Française heralded the arrival of a “Missionary of 
Science.”18 Despite the fanfare, the mission got off to a slow start. Bouchon-
Brandely had trouble finding suitable boarding in Pape‘ete and discovered 
the local administration had never secured him a vessel he could use to survey 
the fisheries. It fell on Governor Morau to step in and offer an apartment in 
his own residence for the naturalist and open up the local budget to hire a 
private vessel for Bouchon-Brandely.19 Despite the work of the governor to 
get the mission back on track, Bouchon-Brandely spent his first four weeks 
in relative comfort as he made observations off the coast of Pape‘ete. He 
experimented with different methods of raising young oysters brought over 
from the Tuamotu lagoon at Anaa.20 The encircling lagoon of Tahiti was 
never renowned for oyster production, and it is a remarkably different 
environment than the Tuamotu atolls, which made it a peculiar place for 
Bouchon-Brandely to center his research. He made an attempt on June 24 
to visit the Tuamotu archipelago, but the weather was poor and he landed 
on Tahiti’s neighboring island of Moorea instead. For the next week he stayed 
on Moorea before departing on July 1 for the Tuamotu archipelago, cruising 
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among the atolls for a little less than two weeks before returning again to 
Tahiti on July 13.21

The governor reported back to France that Bouchon-Brandely had 
quickly verified the lamentable state of the oyster banks and believed nothing 
short of urgent action could save them from imminent ruin. His initial 
research into artificial reproduction and oyster farming proved promising and 
guaranteed a bright future for the colony. To that end, the governor hoped 
Bouchon-Brandely would spend the rest of the year instructing and training 
students to carry on his important work.22 The popularization of oyster 
research was an important goal of the project so that the findings could be 
instructive for individuals interested in oyster farming. Yet, Bouchon-
Brandely offered no practical advice for lagoon oyster farming after he 
abruptly concluded his mission nearly five months early, announcing his 
departure, preliminary findings, and policy recommendations in a letter to 
the governor published in L’Océanie Français.23

In his final report to the Ministry of the Marine, Bouchon-Brandely 
identified four factors he believed responsible for the decline of the lagoons. 
Foremost he blamed “unscrupulous foreign merchants” whose greed drove 
abusive fishing practices. Second, he argued the lack of state supervision over 
the lagoons permitted divers and merchants to harvest oysters without any 
commercial value in order to fill out their cargo holds. Third, he reasoned that 
administrative measures intended to regulate the lagoons had been insuffi-
cient and scientifically unsound. Bouchon-Brandely interpreted the rahui, a 
ban on diving in a lagoon for two to five years, as analogous to the regulatory 
measures used in the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf fisheries. He believed 
this prohibitory measure was based on a sound principle, but he failed to ac-
count for the special geography of the lagoons and differences in species be-
tween pearl-shell oysters in the Tuamotu archipelago and those of the East 
Indies. Bouchon-Brandely translated traditional local authority, the rahui, as a 
global practice, only so he could dismiss it as not applicable in the islands. Fi
nally, he concluded that the absence of any “efficacious provisions for restock-
ing the lagoons” prevented a quicker recovery of oyster populations.24 His 
final report was critical of the local administration, which he believed had 
mismanaged the resource. He argued the transitory nature of the colonial 
officials prevented any stable set of government regulations from being im-
plemented. Each new administration seemed caught unaware by issues in the 
nacre industry and struggled to formulate its own policies.25

Bouchon-Brandely wrote that after his preliminary report had been 
published, he had been contacted by French oyster farmers expressing a desire 
to immigrate to Tahiti. Bouchon-Brandely argued that the state should 
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provide financial support to these “hard working, active, economical” oyster 
farmers to develop an industry of oyster cultivation among the islands.26 
Though the suggested immigration measures were never implemented, they 
did prompt accusations in the Conseil Colonial, the highest locally elected 
body in the colony, that Bouchon-Brandely desired to expropriate the 
communal property of the Tuamotu Islanders.27 In his final report, it was 
not local knowledge or practices that could save the lagoons, but science that 
would reveal the reproductive nature of the oyster. Science would describe 
the principles upon which a sound regulatory system could be based—a 
system that appeared remarkably like that which was practiced by oyster 
farmers in the coastal waters of France.28

CONTESTED CONCLUSIONS

The publication of Bouchon-Brandely’s findings was well received in France 
and widely distributed by the Service des Colonies, which dispatched one 
thousand copies of the report to various chambers of commerce in France’s 
coastal ports and the prefects of Brest, Lorient, Rochefort, Cherbourg, and 
Toulon.29 Bouchon-Brandely’s status as France’s foremost expert on the 
pearl fisheries of the Tuamotus inspired Félix Faure to privately fund an at-
tempt by Simon Grand, an expert oyster cultivator from France, to verify 
Bouchon-Brandely’s theories in the colony. However, on Tahiti, Bouchon-
Brandely’s reputation as a highly qualified scholar of marine resources and 
fisheries was challenged after his departure. His findings were disputed by 
Edmond Liais and Clary Wilmot, members of the Conseil Général, who 
faulted Bouchon-Brandely as “a great savant, without a doubt, in the art of 
the reproduction of carps and trout,” but one who had learnt nothing about 
the particular environment of the Tuamotu lagoons during his abbreviated 
stay.30 The local government had requested his mission with the goal of im-
proving the local oyster industry, and they were not satisfied with his sug-
gestion that French oyster farmers relocate to the lagoons and establish an 
industry analogous to that of France. Wilmot, Liais, and others who as-
serted an intimate knowledge from working in the Tuamotu archipelago, as 
well as Grand who professed a practical knowledge from decades raising 
oysters in France, made competing claims to authoritative knowledge.

Simon Grand arrived with letters of introduction supplied by Félix 
Faure, silver medals in oyster cultivation from the 1878 Exposition Universelle, 
and a promise that he could establish practical applications for Bouchon-
Brandely’s work. The director of the interior in Pape‘ete provided Grand 
with an initial grant of 2,000 francs and marine concessions off Tahiti at 
Motu-Uta and Fareutu to establish oyster farms. When Grand reported he 
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was unable to reproduce Bouchon-Brandely’s results during his initial 
experiments at Motu-Uta, he faced attacks that, like Bouchon-Brandely, he 
assumed too much similarity between France, Tahiti, and the Tuamotu 
lagoons. Subsequent funding requests from Grand were rejected when he 
could offer little in the way of results and an investigation sent by the Conseil 
Général found Grand had done no more than attempt to transplant oyster 
cultivation practices from France. His methodology discredited and accused 
of spending most of his grant money in the local saloons, Grand followed 
the recommendation of those government officials who still defended him 
and relocated to the colony’s more distant Gambier Islands.31

After dealing with two experts from France who accomplished little, 
Victor Raoulx, an elected member of the Conseil Général, proclaimed that 
“since the passage of M. Bouchon-Brandely, we have no need of professors 
to teach us the great difficulties for the artificial reproduction of the 
pintadine.”32 From that point the Conseil Général privileged the production 
of knowledge by local experts in order to protect the nacre industry. Neither 
the work of Bouchon-Brandely nor that of Grand had produced effective 
technologies of governance or conservation. In 1887, the Conseil Général 
dispatched two of its own members, Liais and Wilmot, to study the Tuamotu 
archipelago and create a counter-authority to that of Bouchon-Brandely. The 
goal of their mission was to more accurately inform the metropolitan officials 
crafting legislation of the reality of the life in the lagoons.

In the first instance, Edmond Liais departed for the Tuamotu archi-
pelago to investigate petitions received from island communities requesting 
government protection of their lagoons. Liais was directed to study the situ-
ation and report back on ways to improve basic governance over the islands.33 
His report painted a bleak picture for enacting or enforcing any meaningful 
regulation. The Tuamotu archipelago, he asserted, was as big as Europe and 
largely governed from distant Pape‘ete by one naval officer. Liais reported that 
the illegal harvesting of young oysters proved the impotence of the state. 
Open defiance of state regulations engendered further exploitation by Islanders 
and merchants who understood they had little to fear. The report concluded 
that it was beyond the current resources of the state to regulate the industry, 
protect the nacre, and prevent the tragic exhaustion of the oysters.34

A second report was compiled by Clary Wilmot, who led the advisory 
Commission on Nacre in its response to Bouchon-Brandely. The Commission 
argued Bouchon-Brandely’s findings were faulty, attributable to his failure 
to consult local experts and his inability to bridge the language barrier and 
consult Islanders.35 The Commission argued that all size requirements for 
harvesting nacre were impractical and illogical. Size and weight were difficult, 
even impossible, for the diver to judge while ten to thirty meters below the 
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lagoon surface; furthermore, the two shells of the oyster were often unevenly 
sized. How, they asked, could half an oyster be legal and the other half 
criminal?36 Finally, the local experts on the commission argued that the 
lagoons had been threatened with exhaustion before the nacre industry. They 
claimed that rather than rapacious and unregulated commerce, the primary 
threat to the oysters was natural geological evolution. As the encircling reef 
belt gradually uplifted, the undersea canals that fed water into the lagoons 
became blocked, causing a progressive filling in of the lagoon. Happily, they 
reported, this could be averted with a few well-placed kilos of dynamite to 
open new passages between ocean and lagoon.37

ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

Critiques of overexploitation centered on the role played by the scaphandre, 
or diving suit, in the late 1880s. Thanks to weights and air pumped down 
from the surface, divers equipped with the scaphandre went deeper and 
stayed down longer as they harvested previously unreachable banks of oys-
ters. The accompanying rise in exports gave the impression that the lagoons 
were stable and not on the verge of collapse. The diving suit masked the 
slow violence and degeneration taking place in the lagoons through the in-
creasing tonnage of oyster shell exported during the 1880s and 1890s. For 
distant observers, market demand and price drove production, and the dire 
warnings of exhaustion from scientists or naturalists appeared to have 
been greatly exaggerated.

In 1885, Bouchon-Brandely celebrated the scaphandre as safer than the 
unassisted diving of the Islanders. It was also more productive as European 
divers in the scaphandre stayed down longer, sending up buckets of oysters, 
while the island diver had to be satisfied with only one or two oysters each 
dive.38 The scaphandre was not cheap and required a team to operate. The 
naturalist Albert Seurat described a typical operation of ten men, two to don 
the diving gear and harvest in the depths, one to man the lifeline and com-
municate with the divers, four to turn the crank handle air pump, and two 
more to clean the oyster shells on the boat.39 In 1888, Wilmot reported hir-
ing a scaphandre crew to carry out observations on the oysters and their habi-
tat; he detailed expenses of 6,000 francs for the scaphandre, two Islanders 
working the surface at 5 francs a day, one European diving at 10 francs a day, 
and supplies for the four of them at 10 francs a day.40 The expense only in-
creased in the 1890s after the Conseil Général, in response to petitions from 
Islanders in the Tuamotu archipelago demanding a total ban on the 
scaphandre, levied an annual 1,000 franc licensing fee and decreed diving suits 
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could only be used at a depth of eighteen meters or below. They hoped these 
measures would limit the number of scaphandre in the lagoons, but the number 
only increased. The license became just one more expense for merchants to 
pay off, and they did so by extracting even more pearl shell than before.41

In 1892, the chamber of commerce in Pape‘ete sent a letter to the 
Conseil Général in conjunction with the administrator of the Tuamotu, 
Aubert, requesting that the issuance of licenses be suspended and the use 
of the diving suit be restricted to only a few of the deepest lagoons. In the 
letter they argued that there was no enforcement of the eighteen-meter 
rule and that pearl oysters were so rare at that depth that merchants had to 
exploit shallower waters to cover their costs. They claimed that forcing div-
ing suits to exploit only the deepest banks of oysters was scientifically un-
sound and impaired the ability of a protected oyster population to replenish 
the lagoon. François Cardella, longtime president of the Conseil Général, 
gave testimony in support for the ban from administrators and ship cap-
tains, all of whom agreed it was better to allow for diminished production 
than see the lagoons ruined. Cardella stated that island chiefs had wit-
nessed diving suits eluding the depth restriction by descending in the 
deeper parts of the lagoon and then traveling underwater to the shallower 
areas to harvest oysters, communicating with the lifeline if authorities 
showed up. The undersea world of the lagoons, he declared, was the domain 
of poachers and absent any state surveillance.42

The ban on diving machines received a largely negative response from 
metropolitan officials who contended the ban was based on the clamoring of 
unscientific partisans and resulted in the lagoons being underutilized. Export 
statistics stood as proof that the use of diving machines had had no noticeable 
deleterious effect on the industry.43 They argued that diving-suit operators 
encouraged oyster repopulation by exploiting deeper banks and spreading 
reproductive material from the oysters in shallower waters when they pro
cessed and cleaned them at the end of the day. Otherwise, they concluded, 
the deep banks of oysters sat inert, their reproductive material never rising 
to the shallower waters, and they became nothing more than “unhealthy 
conglomerations.” 44 The diving suits, rather than exhausting the lagoons, 
cleansed them for repopulation; by this logic it was unhealthy to not use the 
diving suit. Little thought seems to have been given to how the oysters had 
naturally spread across the lagoon in the first place. What was certain was 
that technology could solve the problem.

The declining condition of the lagoons was difficult to discern for people 
who never saw them. Cries of exhaustion and scientific findings hit a flat note 
in the late 1890s for those who noted that the commerce had been successfully 
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going on for a half century and, despite all the proclamations of doom, seemed 
to be doing just fine.45 Arguments that the diving machine ban was irratio-
nal won out and it was lifted in 1902. Governor Gallet explained that while 
the interdiction of the diving suit was done with the laudable goal of end-
ing the impoverishment of the lagoons, it had had in effect, “the contrary 
result of leaving the wealth of the lagoons unproductive and leaving the 
depths of the lagoons smothered and unable to regrow.” The diving suit 
was necessary to excise abnormal oysters that had not grown into com-
mercially viable commodities, the only goal of the oyster.46 The end of the 
ban led to a round of protest from the islands and this time physical con-
frontation between Islanders and merchants in 1903. That year a terrible 
typhoon and tsunami decimated the islands and the diving industry; the 
surviving divers on Hikueru seized the equipment of newly arrived foreign 
diving machine crews and requested the government again ban the ma-
chines so they could use the industry to finance the rebuilding of their com-
munities. In 1906, the local administration prohibited diving machines 
after yet another destructive typhoon hit the islands. The commercial suc-
cess of the pearl-shell industry during World War I forestalled any ques-
tion on the necessity of again lifting the ban. However, in 1925 when a new 
administrator and naturalist arrived, they decided the ban was unnecessary 
and lifted it yet again.47

CONCLUSION

By the 1950s, commercial production had entered a steep decline as pearl 
oyster populations were extinct or nearly extinct in every Tuamotu lagoon. 
With the diving industry apparently doomed, the administration funded a 
new research program to develop pearl oyster farming. In 1961, the Territorial 
Assembly passed legislation regulating oyster cultivation in the lagoons to 
help establish the industry. French nationals with a land claim in the Tuamotu 
archipelago could now apply for concessions for state property to begin 
farming oysters in their neighboring lagoon. The industry did not prove to be 
as sustainable as Bouchon-Brandely had hoped. Intensive oyster cultivation 
placed competitive pressure on the rest of the lagoon ecosystem for resources 
and space, which ultimately led to a new sort of slow violence as the declining 
lagoon environment negatively impacted the ability of the oysters to be 
farmed.48 This reincarnation of an extractive low-level violence is driven by 
the same sort of distance and invisibility as the first; the Tuamotu lagoons 
remain the hidden production center for pearls and nacre marketed as 
“Tahitian.”
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The recommendations of Bouchon-Brandely took eighty years to be pro-
mulgated into law. The distance of the lagoons from Pape‘ete and the distance 
from Pape‘ete to Paris left the archipelago on the periphery of political power 
within the French colonial empire. The expedition of Bouchon-Brandely had 
been summoned to settle questions over environment and industry, and his 
findings provided a scientific pretext for the expansion of state power and au-
thority over the lagoons, but the distance was too great. The presence of a few 
gendarmes or police and one administrator meant that most of the archipelago 
and commerce were largely free from state surveillance. The lagoons were sub-
jected to a slow violence in spite of scientific and official recognition that over-
harvesting oysters was damaging the lagoon environment. Answers to the 
dilemma of how to conserve and exploit a resource simultaneously were cir-
cumscribed by the spacial and jurisdictional position of the Tuamotu lagoons 
and constantly contested by different eco-interpretations.
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TEN

From Boki’s Beans to Kona Coffee
The ‘Ōiwi (Native) Roots of an Exotic Species

Edward Dallam Melillo

He ali‘i nō ka ‘āina, he kauā wale ke kanaka.
[The land is a chief, the people merely the servants.]

—Mary Kawena Pukui, ‘Ōlelo No‘eau: Hawaiian Proverbs & 
Poetical Sayings

In 1866, a young correspondent for California’s Sacramento Daily Union 
visited the Kingdom of Hawai‘i and declared, “I think that Kona coffee 
has a richer flavor than any other, be it grown where it may and call it by 

what name you please.”1 The reporter’s name was Samuel Langhorn Clemens, 
better known to his readers as Mark Twain. The beverage that Twain so 
effusively praised was brewed from the fruits of an exotic species, Arabian 
coffee (Coffea arabica), which had taken root on Ka Pae ‘Āina ‘o Hawai‘i (the 
Hawaiian Archipelago) only a few decades earlier.2

Today, coffee connoisseurs concur with Twain’s appraisal. Coffee grown 
in the Kona District on the western side of the Island of Hawai‘i—known 
to many as the Big Island—ranks among the world’s most desirable (and 
expensive) varieties.3 Despite such international renown, Kona coffee has 
received little attention from historians. Its development has been discussed 
in fragmented and episodic accounts.4 This chapter plunges beneath the 
surface of Hawai‘i’s fabled brew to uncover a history that complicates our 
basic assumptions about environmental change in the Pacific World.

Three arguments frame this discussion. First, although coffee cultivation 
evokes the terrestrial imagery of verdant hillsides and loamy soils, its expansion 
depended upon a watery world of ocean crossings. Ships often served as vectors 
for the long-distance dispersal of coffee plants, causing botanical relocations 
that did not always follow established trajectories. Second, most historians 
have assumed that major Polynesian influences on the composition of the Pa-
cific’s flora and fauna receded in the eighteenth century, giving way to the 
dominant environmental impacts of European explorers. The story of Kona 
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coffee upends this conventional narrative. It was a Kanaka Maoli (Native 
Hawaiian)—namely O‘ahu’s governor Boki Kamā‘ule‘ule (c. 1785–c. 1830)—
who brought thirty coffee plants from Brazil to Hawai‘i in 1825. The cuttings 
from Boki’s bushes became the stock for the first successful Kona coffee crop. 
Third, expressions of a unique ‘ōiwi (native) Kona coffee identity, and its asso-
ciated notions of the value added by the region’s volcanic landscapes and local 
cultivation techniques, developed far earlier than scholars and industry ana-
lysts have previously thought. This extended chronology emerges only through 
extensive research among nineteenth-century Hawaiian-language newspapers. 
Taken together, these three arguments frame a new interpretation of coffee 
culture and environmental change in Hawai‘i and beyond.

Before focusing on the unique attributes of Hawai‘i’s coffee history, this 
chapter reviews the celebrated bean’s thousand-year transcontinental journey 
from Ethiopia to Brazil. This overview situates coffee as an Islamic beverage 
that captivated European taste buds and social institutions, and it illuminates 
why Boki’s visits to London and Brazil were crucial maritime stopovers in 
coffee’s journey to Hawai‘i.

HOW AN ETHIOPIAN BEVERAGE SHAPED LATIN AMERICA’S GEOGRAPHY

The Horn of Africa was the cradle of coffee domestication.5 According to 
popular legend, an Ethiopian goat herder named Kaldi discovered the 
stimulating effects of the coffee plant sometime around 850 CE. After 
noticing that his goats became frisky when they nibbled on the bright red 
berries of a fragrant bush, Kaldi chewed on the fruits and experienced their 
exhilarating effects. He enthusiastically shared his discovery with an Islamic 
monk at a nearby Sufi monastery, but the holy man disapproved of the mood-
altering substance and threw the coffee cherries (as the seed-containing ripe 
fruits are called) in the fire. The enticing aroma that wafted forth from the 
charred pile persuaded the monk to rake the beans from the embers, grind 
their roasted hulls, and dissolve them in hot water. This auspicious incident 
yielded the world’s first cup of coffee.6

Regardless of the veracity of this time-honored fable, we know for 
certain that by the ninth century, coffee culture and its associated flora had 
crossed the Red Sea, reaching the Arabian Peninsula aboard lateen-sailed 
ships known as dhows. The Persian polymath Rhazes penned the first written 
testimonial to the novel beverage. In his medical text, Al-Haiwi (The 
Continent), Rhazes chronicled the rousing effects of bunchum (coffee) made 
from the seeds of a plant called bunn. As he explained, “Bunchum is hot and 
dry and very good for the stomach.”7
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Sufi mendicants embraced coffee’s nourishing properties. The beverage 
heightened their mental focus during lengthy devotional ceremonies known 
as dhikr (literally, “remembrance”). Coffee reached Mecca by the end of the 
fifteenth century, and public coffeehouses became a prominent fixture of 
Islam’s holiest city shortly thereafter.8 Following the sixteenth-century 
Ottoman conquest of Yemen, Turkish pashas from Istanbul asserted control 
over the increasingly lucrative coffee trade. For the next three centuries, the 
Yemeni port of Mocha retained its status as the world’s leading coffee market. 
It is no coincidence that “Mocha” is still a metonym for high-quality beans. 
What is less readily apparent to today’s consumers of “the world’s favorite 
beverage” is that they are drinking one of Islamic civilization’s many 
contributions to global culture.9

Countless new ecocultural networks emerged during the Age of Sail 
(1571–1862).10 In earlier times, one might have expected that Europe’s first 
coffeehouses would have sprung up along the Mediterranean in close 
proximity to their Middle Eastern forebears. Indeed, coffee had become a 
popular Venetian beverage by the 1640s. However, Britain’s sprawling 
nautical linkages in the Early Modern Era allowed the Near Eastern brew 
to find a new home in the West. Oxford (1650) and London (1652) hosted 
Europe’s first coffeehouses.11

Coffee’s maritime expansion continued in the early 1720s when French 
naval officer Gabriel-Mathieu Francois D’ceus de Clieu transported several 
Coffea arabica plants from Paris’ Jardin royal des plantes to the Caribbean col-
ony of Martinique. Reflecting on the journey, de Clieu made much of his 
heroic sacrifices to safeguard the fragile seedlings en route. He described his 
vessel’s narrow escapes from a wily Tunisian corsair and a furious tempest, 
both of which had threatened to annihilate passengers and crew. When 
the ship began to run out of supplies, de Clieu surrendered his own “scanty 
ration of water to moisten [the plants]” in their time of dire need. De 
Clieu’s delicate wards were among the first Coffea arabica bushes to arrive in 
the Americas.12

No less embellished are the tales of coffee’s arrival in South America. 
In 1727, Sergeant Major Francisco de Melho Palheta planted Brazil’s first 
coffee bushes in the northern state of Pará. Prior to this inaugural event, 
Palheta had been sent to Cayenne, French Guiana, by the governor of Belém 
under the pretense of resolving a diplomatic spat between French and Dutch 
Guiana. Palheta’s underlying motivation was to abscond with coffee, a crop 
over which the French and Dutch exerted a duopoly. According to legend, 
Palheta became entangled in a passionate affair with the wife of French gov-
ernor Claude d’Orvilliers. As her lover was preparing to depart, d’Orvilliers’ 
wife presented the Brazilian with a bouquet in which she had concealed a 
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branch laden with ripe coffee berries. Coffee chronicler Anthony Wild dis-
missed this tale as a prime example of “coffee mythology,” but other scholars 
have been more hesitant to reject it completely.13

Regardless of the anecdote’s authenticity, we do know that coffee fever 
quickly consumed Brazilians. Coffea arabica had become a mainstay of Rio 
de Janeiro’s gardens and orchards by the 1750s; a century later, Brazil was 
producing more than half of the world’s coffee.14 The southeastern states of 
Minas Gerais, São Paulo, and Paraná offered ample slave labor and a tropical 
climate ripe for plantation crops. Brazil’s nineteenth-century coffee boom was 
so far-reaching that it threatened national food security. As a British observer 
noted in 1886, “Brazil is suffering severely for having overdone Coffee 
cultivation and neglected the raising of food products needed by her people.”15 
Although it came at enormous cost to other crops, the entrenchment of Coffea 
arabica in Brazilian soils would prove vital to the maritime diffusion of coffee 
elsewhere in the world.

COFFEE ARRIVES IN HAWAI‘I IN THE WAKE OF A TRAGEDY

Historians credit a flamboyant Spaniard named Don Francisco de Paula 
Marín (1774–1837) with the first attempt to cultivate coffee in Hawai‘i. Marín 
was born in Jerez de la Frontera, a city in southwestern Spain that had once 
been a thriving center of Islamic culture—and, thus, of coffee consumption—
under four centuries of Moorish rule (711–1231). On July 30, 1789, the fifteen-
year-old Marín departed the entrepôt of Cadíz as an apprentice pilot with 
Alessandro Malaspina’s scientific tour of the Pacific. Shipboard life was not to 
Marín’s liking. As soon as Malaspina’s vessels reached Alta California’s 
Monterey Bay, the young sailor deserted. Soon thereafter, he found his way to 
the Kingdom of Hawai‘i aboard the US fur-trading brig Lady Washington.16 
Marín never looked back.

By all accounts, Don Francisco was a raffish jack-of-all-trades. De-
spite a lack of formal training, he served as a military adviser, bookkeeper, 
physician, and interpreter for King Kamehameha I and his favorite wife, 
Ka‘ahumanu. Within a few years, Marín had acquired at least three intimate 
partners of his own, with whom he fathered no fewer than twenty-three 
children. His fertile tendencies also extended to the soil. Hawaiian histori-
ans frequently credit Marín with introducing at least forty plant species 
to Hawai‘i, although visitors who called on the well-known Spaniard 
likely brought most of the seeds and cuttings as gifts for him.17

Marín’s estate near Wai Momi (sometimes known as Pu‘uloa or Pearl 
Harbor) was home to an astounding array of food crops. These included 
onions, pineapples, horseradish, cabbages, asparagus, corn, chili peppers, 



172  Chapter 10

limes, lemons, oranges, coffee, carrots, plums, figs, mangos, lettuce, ol-
ives, avocados, parsley, peas, guava, apricots, peaches, pears, apples, papa-
yas, eggplants, potatoes, tea, cotton, and cocoa. Marín was also Hawai‘i’s 
first vintner. Today, Honolulu’s Vineyard Boulevard offers an enduring 
reminder of Don Francisco’s grape-growing legacy.18

Despite these horticultural triumphs, the Spanish émigré’s Coffea 
arabica plants were not destined for greatness. In 1857, twenty years after 
Marín’s death, a visitor wrote to the Pacific Commercial Advertiser that they 
had toured the site of the Spaniard’s estate and found the tangled vestiges of 
coffee bushes among the remnants of other fruitless botanical experiments. 
Most of Don Francisco’s vegetal aspirations had been reduced to gnarled 
limbs and weed-choked garden plots.19

It took a catastrophe of global proportions to secure coffee’s central place 
in Hawaiian history. In 1823, King Kamehameha II (born Liholiho), his 
beloved queen Kamāmalu, and their retinue traveled to Great Britain aboard 
L’Aigle (The Eagle), a rickety, 114-foot whaling ship. The repurposed vessel 
was quite a sight to behold. On the day of its November 27th departure, “the 
decks were crowded with queens and chiefs, pigs and poultry. Of pigs there 
were about 300; goats, 36; sheep, 6; and bullocks, 4; with 8 dozen of fowls, 
and 4 dozen of ducks—all adrift together; and potatoes and powey [poi, or 
pounded taro root] from stem to stern.”20 At the helm of the 476-ton ship 
was Nantucket-born Valentine Starbuck, a salty (and often inebriated) veteran 
of the Pacific whaling fleet whose surname would achieve immortality in 
Melville’s 1851 novel Moby-Dick and later as the trademark for the world’s 
foremost coffee retailer. The ali‘ i (royalty) aboard Starbuck’s ship sought an 
audience with King George IV to discuss a diplomatic alliance against the 
escalating imperial incursions of the United States and Russia. L’Aigle’s 
intrepid voyage across the world’s two largest oceans came at the highest pos
sible price; tragically, Liholiho and Kamāmalu died of measles—a disease 
for which they lacked immunity—two months after arriving in England. 
Although they toured London, visiting Westminster Abbey and the Royal 
Military Asylum, and attended the theater, the opera, and an assembly hosted 
by Countess Bathurst (wife of the secretary of state for the colonies), their 
much-anticipated meeting with the British monarch never took place.21

Following the untimely deaths of Kamāmalu and Liholiho at Osborn’s 
Caledonian Hotel, George IV invited the survivors of the Hawaiian com
pany to his court. The group, now led by Boki and his wife, Liliha, received 
the king’s condolences, heard his assurances of British interest in the 
protection of the Hawaiian Kingdom’s sovereignty, and accepted his offer to 
send the bodies of the mō‘ī (king) and mō‘ī wahine (queen) back to their 
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homeland aboard the 46-gun frigate HMS Blonde. The funerary expedition 
departed Portsmouth on September 8, 1824, under the command of Admiral 
George Anson Byron, cousin of the famous poet George Gordon Byron. The 
voyage was as much a scientific exploring mission as it was a ceremonial duty. 
Among the distinguished crew were botanist James Macrae, naturalist 
Andrew Bloxam, and horticulturalist John Wilkinson.22

After an uneventful Atlantic crossing, the ship arrived at the port of 
Rio de Janeiro on November 27, 1825. Bloxam was distressed by the barbari-
ties of the transatlantic slave trade that he witnessed along the wharves. As 
the twenty-three-year-old Oxford graduate remarked in his diary: “During 
our short stay, not less than three full shiploads arrived with their wretched 
beings. There is a regular slave market where they are kept and sold like so 
many sheep and oxen.”23 The Blonde soon sailed southward along the coast to 
Ilha de Santa Catarina (Santa Caterina Island) where it anchored on De-
cember 24 to acquire provisions and take on fresh water. Boki and Macrae 
disembarked and obtained thirty coffee plants, which they took aboard the 
ship and deposited in soil-filled crates on deck.24 This seemingly inconse-
quential act would have a lasting impact on Hawaiian and world history.

The Blonde’s procurement of these Brazilian cultivars was Boki’s 
brainchild. He had first encountered coffee while exploring London’s vibrant 
café scene. The city’s celebrated “penny universities” had aroused the politi
cal ambitions of an emerging middle class from the mid-1600s onward.25 
Their legacies also stirred the imaginations of many political theorists. In The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962), German sociologist and 
philosopher Jürgen Habermas portrayed London’s coffeehouses as central 
institutions in the creation of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 
bourgeois public life (bürgerliche Öffentlichkeit), arguing that these sobering 
venues for conversation kindled democratic social exchanges. According to 
Habermas, the caffeinated milieu of the coffeehouse fostered the rapid 
expansion of public opinion in the political realm and laid the foundations 
for an age of democratic revolutions.26 Despite his tremendous ingenuity, 
Habermas was unaware of how these venues also shaped the aspirations of a 
perceptive Hawaiian whose newfound respect for coffee would alter the 
environmental history of an archipelago in the north Pacific.

Before departing from England, Boki had convinced John Wilkinson, 
a grower with experience managing sugarcane and coffee plantations in the 
West Indies, to join the voyage. The governor of O‘ahu, ever the entrepreneurial 
opportunist, hoped that Wilkinson would remain in Hawai‘i to supervise 
the cultivation of sugarcane and coffee there. Coffee, which entered the 
Hawaiian vocabulary in the 1820s via the loanword kope, was generally 



174  Chapter 10

unknown in Hawai‘i at the time. Until European sailors introduced brandy 
and rum in the 1790s, the social beverage of choice for most of Hawaiian 
history had been ‘awa (Piper methysticum). Known as kava (and by a multitude 
of other names) elsewhere in the Pacific, the dried and ground roots of this 
heart-leafed shrub can be chewed or mixed with water and drunk to relieve 
tensions, encourage camaraderie, consecrate ceremonial transactions, and 
induce a host of health benefits. The nineteenth-century Kanaka Maoli 
historian Samuel Mānaiakalani Kamakau remarked that “‘Awa was a refuge 
and an absolution. Over the ‘awa cup were handed down the tabus and laws 
of the chiefs, the tabus of the gods, and the laws of the gods governing 
solemn vows and here the wrongdoer received absolution of his wrongdoing.”27

Unbeknownst to Islanders in the 1820s, coffee was also destined for 
cultural prominence in Hawai‘i. Boki had many obligations to meet before 
he could begin experimenting with his exotic plants. After a brief stop at 
Lahaina on the island of Maui, the Blonde anchored at Honolulu Harbor on 
May 6, 1825. Thousands of Hawaiians, including the powerful queen regent 
Ka‘ahumanu, her co-regent Kalanimoku, and the twelve-year-old Kame-
hameha III (born Kauikeaouli), greeted the ship with displays of profound 
sorrow and kūmākena (mourning).

Once the funeral ceremonies and diplomatic exchanges were over, 
Wilkinson supervised the planting of Boki’s Brazilian coffee bushes, along-
side a thirty-acre crop of sugarcane, in a lush valley near the present-day Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i, Mānoa campus. Boki and Wilkinson paid Hawaiian la-
borers twenty-five cents per day to prepare the land with ‘ō‘ō, or traditional 
digging sticks.28 Unfortunately, on September  17, 1826, just as the coffee 
bushes were bearing their first fruits, Wilkinson died of a mysterious ailment. 
Missionary Elisha Loomis chronicled the event in his journal: “Boki called 
after dinner for some medicine to take to Mr. Wilkinson the English planter 
lately established at Manoa, he being near his end. . . . ​But the poor man was 
insensible when Boki reached his house and expired shortly after.”29

The “expired” English planter left behind a robust botanical legacy. In 
the late 1820s, the tender cuttings—known to horticulturalists as “slips”—
of Boki’s and Wilkinson’s Mānoa bushes served as stock for various at-
tempts to grow coffee elsewhere in Hawai‘i. A Scot named Captain Alexan-
der Adams was among the first to plant some of Boki’s cuttings; his bushes 
in Kalihi and Niu Valleys on O‘ahu “produced excellent coffee.”30 In 1828, 
Samuel Ruggles, a thirty-three-year-old missionary from Brookfield, Con-
necticut, cultivated several of these slips in the soils mauka (inland and up 
the mountain) from Kailua Kona on Hawai‘i Island’s west coast.31 Ruggles 
could hardly have chosen a more suitable location for the plants. The west-
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ern slopes of Kona’s volcanoes—Hualālai and Mauna Loa—provide one of 
the world’s most suitable microclimates for coffee cultivation. Kona’s Coffea 
arabica plants thrive between the altitudes of 800 and 2,500 feet. The re-
gion’s sunny mornings, cloudy afternoons with light to moderate precipita-
tion, and mineral-rich volcanic soils have long fostered a thirty-mile stretch 
of small farms. This combination of favorable conditions has allowed the 
Kona region to achieve the world’s highest yield per acre of Coffea arabica 
coffee.32

From the 1840s onward, Hawaiian coffee cultivators benefited from 
extensive state support. In 1842, the Hawaiian government enacted legisla-
tion to accept payment of land taxes in either coffee or pigs.33 Six years later, 
the Kingdom of Hawai‘i’s minister of finance, Gerrit Parmele Judd—an 
American physician and missionary who renounced his US citizenship and 
became a trusted adviser and translator to Kamehameha III—wrote to the 
French consul in Hawai‘i: “It is also desirable, as I have already mentioned in 
conversation, to impose a Duty of one or two cents per pound upon the Cof-
fee and Sugar of Manilla [sic], in order to sustain for a few years our infant 
agricultural establishments, which are now just rising from great discour-
agements and hopes to supply the new markets in our neighborhoods.”34 Dur-
ing the mid-1800s, unexpected commercial outlets frequently appeared 
overnight. Skyrocketing demand from California’s gold rush boomtowns 
caused a sevenfold increase in Hawai‘i’s coffee production between 1849 
and 1850.35

While such commercial stimuli proved short-lived, they lasted long 
enough to give Hawai‘i’s coffee production a stable foundation. Addressing 
members of the Royal Hawaiian Agricultural Society in 1853, the organ
ization’s president, Judge William Little Lee, emphasized, “The Society has 
taken no measures to introduce new seed from other coffee growing countries; 
for it is generally admitted by the best judges, that the Kona coffee of Hawai‘i 
is not surpassed by any in the world.”36 Among the early successes were the 
luxuriant bushes raised by English merchant Henry Nicholas Greenwell. His 
Kona coffee, cultivated at an elevation of 1,500 feet, was considered among 
the best being grown in Hawai‘i at the time and even won international 
accolades.37 Attempts to produce coffee elsewhere in the archipelago were 
less successful. By the 1860s, droughts, labor shortages, kakani (a Hawaiian 
term for tropical plant blights), and competition from the sugar industry had 
shuttered all of Hawai‘i’s coffee farms, with the notable exceptions of those 
in Kona and Hāmākua on Hawai‘i Island.38

The extent of Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) involvement in shaping 
the dimensions of the burgeoning Kona Coffee business is uniquely documented 
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in nā nūpepa ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘ i (the Hawaiian-language newspapers) (see 
figure 10.1). 

Figure 10.1. ​ Masthead from the January 7, 1871, edition of Ka Nupepa Kuokoa. Among the 
most popular of the Hawaiian-language newspapers, this broadsheet circulated from 1861 
to 1927.

The magnitude of this literary output is stunning. In the words of 
Hawaiian language scholar Puakea Nogelmeier, “In just over a century, from 
1834 to 1948, Hawaiian writers filled 125,000 pages in nearly 100 different 
newspapers with their writings.”39 As well as providing clearinghouses for the 
latest news from home and abroad, nūpepa featured mele (chants and songs), uē 
(laments), kaua paio (intellectual debates), mo‘olelo (histories and legends), and 
ka‘ao (folklore). An exceptionally erudite population of Kānaka Maoli craved 
this material. The rapidity and extent to which Hawaiians mastered an or-
thography developed in the 1820s by missionaries have few precedents in 
world history; by the mid-1800s, Hawai‘i’s remaining population of 69,800 
had attained nearly universal literacy.40

Early Hawaiian-language articles on Kona coffee often adopted pro-
motional or didactic approaches. An 1857 editorial in Ka Hae Hawaii, a 
government-run paper, suggested that coffee was among the crops “by which 
one is wealthy” with “almost no end to consumers’ desire.” The author added 
that the farmer’s “responsibility is minimal. The yield of coffee is high on a 
small piece of land when done correctly.” 41 Other stories offered instruction 
to aspiring Kānaka Maoli growers. As a writer for Ka Nupepa Kuokoa noted 
in 1862, “Gather cherries that have properly matured and ripened sufficiently; 
do not gather cherries that are only half-ripe or perhaps pale, do not gather 
withered cherries that have dried up in the sun and the like. Aerate until 
completely dry and firm, unless said coffee is left someplace for a few years, 
it will not become moldy, rancid, or bumpy.” 42

Haole (foreign) planters dominated coffee-cultivation efforts in the first 
half of the 1800s, but Kānaka Maoli were prominent players in the devel-
opment of Kona’s coffee business during the quarter century 1860–1885. 
When coffee trader John Gaspar Machado arrived on Hawai‘i Island in 1872, 
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“Kanackas [sic] were the only coffee planters. They lived down on the beach 
and went up to the coffee patches only to pick coffee. Coffee trees grew wild 
without being hoed or pruned.” 43 Kona’s prominent ali‘ i also planted coffee. 
In 1878, a correspondent for the widely circulated Hawaiian-language 
newspaper, Ka Nupepa Kuokoa, described a prolific grove of coffee bushes in 
South Kona that were “laden with fruit.” Princess Miriam Likelike 
Kekāuluohi Keahilapalapa Kapili—sister of the last two ruling monarchs of 
the Kingdom of Hawai‘i—had planted them “with her own hands.” 44

In the decades following the turn of the century, nūpepa focused on 
the global reach of Kona Coffee’s product identity. At Seattle’s Alaska-
Yukon-Pacific Exposition, held in the summer of 1909, coffee was a focal 
point of events at the Hawai‘i Building. During the eighteen-week fair, 
which hosted 3,700,000 visitors, a correspondent reported to his Hawaiian 
readers, “Kona coffee is also being prepared to pour for those who will 
gather during those days.” He added, “[We are] bringing some fine young 
girls from Hawai‘i to pour coffee for the public.” 45 Hawai‘i was on display 
for the world to see, and a crop that had found a receptive home on its 
mountainsides less than a century earlier was among the archipelago’s most 
distinctive features.

Appeals to a sense of aloha ‘āina—or patriotic duty to the Hawaiian 
homeland—were also a leitmotif of early twentieth-century coffee advertising. 
The Honolulu-based McChesney Coffee Company asked its Hawaiian-
language readers:

When it is your time to buy coffee do you ask for Kona coffee? Do you look 
at the outer seal so you can know if what you are getting is Hawaiian coffee 
or adulterated coffee? We ask you to do so the next time you go buy. Why 
take the coffee that was adulterated? Why not invest in the land by buying 
Hawaiian coffee? Help Kona’s fine people by buying their coffee.46

The existence of such entreaties as early as 1913 shows that the much 
more recent efforts of “buy local movements” have deep roots.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the dominant variety of 
coffee grown on Kona’s farms was no longer descended from Boki’s bushes. 
In 1892, a German expatriate named Herman Widemann introduced a 
Guatemalan coffee variety that attained increasing popularity with cultivators 
for its higher yields and reduced fertilizer needs. By 1900, Widemann’s vari-
ety had become known as “Kona typica.” 47 Despite the fact that the descen-
dants of Boki’s Brazilian bushes had jumpstarted the Hawaiian coffee indus-
try and provided it with nearly seventy years of growth, these progeny are 
now found only growing wild in gullies and isolated patches of forest.
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During the twentieth century, Kānaka Maoli growers continued to play 
key roles in the ongoing growth of the Kona coffee industry. In 1938, a group 
of these farmers orchestrated a lobbying campaign “in our own language” to 
persuade the Hawaiian Territory’s United States congressional delegate 
Samuel Wilder King to secure a contract with the US Department of Defense 
to purchase 300,000 pounds of Kona coffee annually for US soldiers stationed 
in Hawai‘i. Ironically, Brazilian coffee had previously occupied this market 
niche.48

Simultaneously, other ethnic groups discovered their own roles in an 
enterprise that fostered unusual opportunities for newcomers. Kona’s coffee 
farms offered a refuge from the harsh labor conditions of Hawai‘i’s sugarcane 
plantations. It is no coincidence that immigrants, many from the western 
Pacific, fled the harsh circumstances of Hawai‘i’s low-elevation sugarcane 
fields for the more hospitable conditions of upland coffee cultivation. As 
ninety-one-year-old Japanese-born immigrant Torahichi Tsukahara re-
counted in 1980:

There were lots of people who had run away from sugarcane plantations 
before their contracts had expired. They came to Kona because it was a big 
place. There were some people who changed their last names. I knew this 
because some of them told me that their real name was such-and-such. 
There were lots of them who ran away from the plantations, breaking their 
contracts. And most of them started in coffee farming.49

Some of these refugees ended up as the owners of small coffee-farming 
operations. Anthropologist Carol A. MacLennan has noted that, as of 1932, 
Kona was home to 1,077 coffee farms (see figure 10.2). Japanese managed 
959 of these, Filipinos owned 58, and the rest were in the hands of Hawaiians, 
Portuguese, Puerto Ricans, and Koreans.50

From a cursory read of the literature on Kona coffee, one gets the 
impression that the worldwide success of this specialty beverage was the result 
of forces from beyond Hawaiian shores. For example, in their chapter on 
Kona coffee for a book titled Guide to Geographical Indications: Linking Products 
and Their Origins, scholars Danielle Giovanucci and Virginia Easton argue 
that “Kona’s reputation was built through alliances with larger industry 
players whose marketing and distribution networks brought Kona to a wide 
audience.”51 Unfortunately, such conclusions mimic a colonial mindset and 
further mystify the links between this product and its origins.

As the tale of Boki’s maritime transplantation of Brazilian coffee bushes 
to Hawai‘i and the documentary evidence on display in nūpepa stories from 
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the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries so vividly attest, Kānaka Maoli 
built Kona coffee’s reputation from the ground up, quite literally.

Figure 10.2. ​ A woman harvests Kona coffee cherries on Hawai‘i Island.

Despite repeated attempts by settlers and continental corporations to es-
tablish industrial production regimes, Kona coffee cultivation remains in the 
hands of family farmers whose holdings rarely exceed five acres. Rocky, volca-
nic soils on steep grades have limited the ability of production up-scaling. Mean-
while, an array of idiosyncratic traditions, such as Japanese sun-drying tech-
niques introduced in the late 1800s, have frustrated the efforts of larger 
operations to enter this lucrative market.52 The persistence of such small-scale, lo-
cally owned operations in the face of countervailing trends in global coffee 
production suggests strategies for mobilizing the discourse of terroir—the 
taste of place—to support a more ambitious agenda than previously realized.

The unique, local history of Kona’s most important crop is celebrated 
annually at the weeklong Kona Coffee Cultural Festival. Each November, 
since 1970, coffee farmers on Hawai‘i Island have welcomed their harvest of 
the bright red “cherries” that contain their prized beans.53 Although the 
event showcases cultural activities—ranging from traditional Hawaiian 
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quilt-making to the stringing of flower lei—organizers have not highlighted 
the ‘ōiwi roots of a plant brought to Hawai‘i by one of its most prominent 
nineteenth-century ali‘ i, nor have they emphasized that coffee cultivation is 
a tradition that has been nurtured and promoted for decades by Kānaka 
Maoli and Hawaiian-language nūpepa. Such explorations would more deeply 
historicize and localize the “richer flavor” of Kona’s celebrated beverage.
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ELEVEN

Maunalua
Shifting Nomenclatures and Spatial  

Reconfiguration in Hawaii Kai

N. Ha‘alilio Solomon

In surveys of marine algae, reef fish, and invertebrates, a higher percentage 
of introduced species was found in Maunalua Bay (18%), than in Waikīkī 
(6.9%). Inside Koko Marina, the percentage of introduced species reaches 
40%, the highest percentage recorded in Hawai‘i.1

The above passage appeared in a 2016 newsletter published by the Hawaiian 
Islands’ Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary under the Office of 
National Marine Sanctuaries, a division within the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration. These statistics constitute a microcosm of the 
greater, statewide threat facing Hawai‘i’s marine environments. The colonized 
hard bottom of mushy brown silt on Maunalua Bay’s floor is the result of five 
decades of sustained terrestrial drainage through nearby urban channels.2 The 
ecological invasion of Maunalua Bay is analogous to the changes happen-
ing on “land.”3 Similar to the upheaval beneath the water, the transforma-
tion sweeping across terrestrial Maunalua is equally foreign and invasive (see 
figure 11.1).

On the southeast end of Honolulu—Maunalua—O‘ahu has under
gone massive transformation since the 1960s. When Hawai‘i became the 
fiftieth state of the Union in 1959, new legislation spurred the urban chan-
nelization of the region’s natural streams. This coalesced with residential 
development, generating changes that rippled across Maunalua, creating a 
new sense of place bearing a new name, Hawaii Kai.4 Other environmental 
historiographies detail the dynamics in spaces of transcultural contact. In 
his book Islands of Truth, scholar Daniel W. Clayton describes the “imperial 
refashioning” of the Pacific Northwest as a “geopolitical shell” under which 
the colonial enterprise advanced upon the formation of Western ideologies, 
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including “imaginative geographies” that contribute to the creation of im-
perial space and underpin geopolitical control.5 

Figure 11.1. ​ View of Maunalua from atop Kohelepelepe, Pu‘uma‘i, taken in 1915 by L. E. 
Edgeworth. Courtesy of Bishop Museum Archives.

Historian Debjani Bhat-
tacharyya details the “technologies of property” that have transformed the 
Bengal Delta into what it is today through processes of “forgetting,” predi-
cated on tensions between geographic naming systems, land ownership, and 
territorial appraisal.6

In Hawai‘i, the colonial overlay not only erased the traditional Maunalua 
toponym (herein referred to as an endonym) but effaced several other place 
names as well. The area’s shifting nomenclature and its spatial reconfiguration 
are the parameters that motivate, premise, and inform this chapter. Its lin-
guistic transformation is symbolic of Maunalua’s ongoing physical, eco-
logical, economic, and sociopolitical transformation. Such change is most 
visibly marked by the dredging of Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua, a traditionally 
built and managed fishpond whose prolific yield once sustained a large portion 
of the local population.7 Cement tycoon Henry Kaiser dredged parts of the 
fishpond as early as the 1960s.8 This quite literally paved the way for Hawaii 
Kai’s ongoing urban sprawl. The fishpond has since been repurposed as a 
small-boat harbor and marina for aquatic recreation.

Previously dissuaded by territorial law that excluded aliens from private 
property ownership, Hawai‘i’s new “state” legislation eased the anxieties 
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prospective transplants to Hawai‘i like Henry Kaiser likely felt before the 
state’s legal transformation took effect. To meet the demands of Hawai‘i’s 
growing population, retailers and restaurateurs set their sights on Hawaii 
Kai’s shores. Corporate outcroppings enjoyed the burgeoning consumerism 
that accompanied this influx. In 1970, the most symbolic maneuver of Hawaii 
Kai’s metamorphosis occurred when several trustees of the Bishop Estate—
the largest private property holder in Hawai‘i—evicted some 150 multigen-
erational families from their homes in Kalama Valley.

In this chapter, I use endonyms, traditional place names, and Indigenous 
narratives to reconstruct Maunalua before its transformation into Hawaii Kai. 
Against colonial and English names that currently map the space in its con
temporary context, this recasting remembers the area’s Hawaiian sense of 
place before it succumbed to urbanization and residential development. By 
tracing the changes throughout the last five decades, I argue that Maunalua’s 
place names, when rescued from obscurity, stitch together a holistic is-
landscape imbued with historical information and cultural value. Further, 
they reconstitute the land-sea continuum typical to spatial understandings 
of islands and access to natural resources. I contend that this continuum has 
been severed by the colonial logic that favors a binary land-sea boundary, 
separating them not only in the cognitive imagination, but also, by imple-
mentation, as two distinct physical spaces. Importantly, here, I analyze the 
abstractions of the kai-uka directionality significant in a Hawaiian cos-
mology, often misconstrued by English translations as mountain and sea, or 
effectively, mountain or sea. I also compare English landscape terms (ma-
rina, land, harbor) against Hawaiian landscape terms (loko i‘a, ‘āina, awa), 
whose spatial and utilitarian delineations contrast, reflecting larger 
fundamental differences that emerged during the area’s transcultural contact.

These distinctions have shifted the ideologies of generating, procuring, 
and supplying natural resources. Hawaii Kai is but one example of this among 
hundreds across the island chain. Such disruption of islandscape prefigures 
other colonial ideas like urban channelization, which, by the close of the 
1970s, led to the conversion of fifteen natural streams into drainage canals 
that empty into Maunalua Bay. The impact of watershed urbanization in 
Hawaii Kai constitutes the most severe, most visible, and most lasting 
ecological transformation that undermines traditional practices of resource 
access, sustainability, and food production. The local ecology has been 
permanently impacted by the incessant development of real estate and retail 
space presumed by the colonial logics of urbanization and subdivision.9 The 
area’s marina houses yachts and fishing boats, indicative of Hawaii Kai’s 
coastal geography, though no different in appearance than boat harbors in 
San Diego, California or Tampa, Florida. Residential neighborhoods now 
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obstruct most views of the nearby shore and lake, as well as access to them. 
Yet, the consequences of privatized access are mitigated in light of the defunct 
marine environment, where fish and seafood populations have significantly 
declined. Together, all of these factors have degraded Maunalua in its 
Hawaiian sense of place, grossly repurposing it to suit the demands of 
Americanism.

The recovery of traditional place names, then, challenges the current 
land-use practices in Hawaii Kai by re-envisioning traditional land and water 
use as typified in a Hawaiian islandscape, worldview, and cosmology. How-
ever, if my goal is to reconstruct Maunalua in its pre-colonial vision, then it is 
necessary to address certain tensions that surface during such an endeavor. 
For reasons obscured by the marginalization of Hawaiian indigeneity vis-à-
vis the colonial legacy, the matter of reviving endonyms as a way to re-center 
indigeneity and destabilize colonial hegemony poses ethical consequences.10 
The difficulty is rooted in the Hawaiian concept of kuleana. Mary Kawena 
Pukui, one of Hawai‘i’s most celebrated Native intellectuals, defines kuleana 
as: “Right, privilege, concern, responsibility, title, business, property, estate, 
portion, jurisdiction, authority, liability, interest, claim, ownership, tenure, 
affair, province; reason, cause, function, justification.”11

To understand kuleana, then, is to understand how and where we pledge 
our loyalty, responsibility, and stewardship, such that we may gain the 
privileges afforded by such kuleana.12 To use (recover) an endonym requires 
kuleana on the user’s behalf. While the constitution of kuleana may have 
evolved over the last century for reasons beyond the scope of this chapter, at 
the very least, those who wish to employ endonyms must fulfill their kuleana 
to that place that bears the name. The result of fulfilling this kuleana generates 
more kuleana, as in the form of privilege, maintained by ongoing account-
ability. Essentially, using the name Maunalua is one step toward fulfilling 
kuleana as a resident in this place, but mere usage (recovery) of the place 
name should not be the extent of that kuleana.

If fulfilled, kuleana affords one privilege by accountability. The same 
can be said to the contrary: Does one who neglects kuleana to a place deserve 
to know its traditions? Its lore? Its names? To this arrives the matter of spatial 
multiplicity, or layers of differently constructed space existing simultaneously 
in the same area. As an example, I reference Kahikina de Silva, professor at 
the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa and a kama‘āina (native-born) of Ka‘ōhao. 
Today, after radical subdivision, soaring real estate value, and the commer-
cialization of a world-famous beach destination, the imposition of the area’s 
exonym “Lanikai” atop Ka‘ōhao prevails. Regarding her hometown, de Silva 
asserts that there was community discussion about the appropriateness of re-
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viving its endonym. Her reasoning was that even in spite of the contemporary 
expansion and recovery of its endonym, the question still remains: “Who 
really lives where?” To answer, de Silva asserts, “I may live in Ka‘ōhao, but 
some of my neighbors certainly live in Lanikai.”13 Her words not only ac-
knowledge spatial multiplicity but also begin to address the struggle be-
tween the privilege of using an endonym and fulfilling the kuleana by 
which one deserves to use it.

De Silva’s statement also justifies the anxieties surrounding one’s de-
cision between the endonym and the exonym, between Ka‘ōhao and Lani-
kai, between Maunalua and Hawaii Kai, in a way that recognizes two distinct 
spaces, two histories, two communities, and two names imposed unto one 
another at the same time and in the same space. Given these considerations, 
it is perhaps easier to spare the tension and acknowledge current space by 
current names, as they seem more suited to the way those spaces exist, that is, 
the means for which they are purposed today. Ka‘ōhao and Maunalua name 
Hawaiian wahi pana (traditionally storied places imbued with lore), whereas 
Lanikai and Hawaii Kai name spaces where there is a marked transforma-
tion in the way of urbanization, real estate, and retail space, all of which 
favor the transplantation of non-local homeowners and beachfront vacation 
rental occupants at the visible displacement of Hawaiian kama‘āina and other 
locals. This reconfiguration of place has obscured the Indigenous lens on the 
land insomuch as the endonyms for these places often feel foreign and out of 
place.

Before the Hawaiian Kingdom’s overthrow in 1893 and subsequent 
illegal annexation to the United States as a territory in 1898, the moku (dis-
trict) to which Maunalua belonged was ambiguous. Even recently, it seems to 
have vacillated between two delineations. As of 1859, the Hawaiian King-
dom declared it as an ahupua‘a (smaller district within a moku) in the moku of 
Kona.14 During other periods, such as the Māhele (1848), it was designated as 
an ‘ili (smaller district within an ahupua‘a) of the Waimānalo ahupua‘a, in the 
moku of Ko‘olaupoko. In a 2014 report by the Office of Hawaiian Affairs, 
cultural specialist Holly Coleman notes:

Traditionally, land divisions in Hawaiian society reflected shifting resource 
use and availability; it is likely that the areas which were considered to be 
part of Maunalua changed over time. Historical records suggest that 
Maunalua was alternately considered an ahupua‘a (land division) and an ‘ili 
(small land parcel) of Waimānalo or Honolulu (Maly & Wong, 1998). In 
the late 1700s, Maunalua was considered to be an ‘ili of the ahupua‘a of 
Waimānalo in the moku (district) of Ko‘olaupoko.15
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Coleman’s own research suggests why Maunalua moved historically 
between two neighboring moku, Kona and Ko‘olaupoko. While land divisions 
depended on yield and availability of resources, it may be that ali‘i ‘aimoku 
(district-ruling chiefs) passed Maunalua between both chiefs’ respective 
purviews based on the seasonal productivity of Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua 
fishpond, a traditional Hawaiian aquaculture technique; if the deficit in one 
moku was the abundance in the other, Maunalua’s moku shifted to meet 
production demands.

In her 1983 publication ‘Ōlelo No‘eau: Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical 
Sayings, Pukui displays an ‘ōlelo no‘eau (proverbial saying) of cartographical 
nature: “Kona, mai ka pu‘u ‘o Kapūkaki a ka pu‘u ‘o Kawaihoa,” meaning “Kona, 
from Kapūkaki Hill (the petulant land shell) to Kawaihoa Hill (the setting 
aside).”16

Kapūkaki is the endonym for the widely used exonym Red Hill, an 
area near Makalapa Crater. At the opposite end of the Kona district, Kawai-
hoa is the Southeasternmost point of Kuamo‘okāne, which divides Mau-
nalua and Hanauma.17 The spatial relationship between Kapūkaki Hill 
and Makalapa Crater is similar to that of Kuamo‘okāne Hill and Pu‘uma‘i 
Crater in terms of distance (visible proximity) and direction (uka-kai). 
Kapūkaki and Kawaihoa are in the land sections of Moanalua (two en-
campments) and Maunalua (two mountains), respectively.18 As typified in 
Hawaiian memory culture, mnemonic function can be seen in the allitera-
tion and assonance of both names, as well as the suffix—lua (two), encoding 
numerical information.19 Beyond these relations, Kapūkaki and Kuamo‘oakāne 
are similar in shape and size, and their resemblance facilitates geographical 
epistemology in Hawaiian oral tradition and memory culture. This type of 
cartography is exemplified in oral histories, as noted by anthropologist Julie 
Cruikshank, who comments on conclusions made by fellow anthropologist 
Frances Harwood:20

Harwood contends that mnemonic function of place names may reflect 
universal cognitive processes. She suggests two possible axes for ordering 
events, a temporal one for literate societies and a spatial one for non-literate 
societies. Place names, then, are not decorative embellishments but structural 
markers, dividing the corpus into cognitive units and spatially anchoring 
stories so that they can be recalled by remembering the land.21

Since 1859, the district’s eastern border has moved, possibly more than 
once. According to archaeologists Elspeth P. Sterling and Catherine C. 
Summers, “the many previous acts referring to Oahu districts never did 
make this sufficiently clear . . . ​the descriptions of Honolulu and Koolaupoko 
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districts clarified this point.” In 1932, the territorial government moved the 
border from Kawaihoa to Makapu‘u (Makapu‘u Head), although Maunalua 
still remained within the Kona district, as either an ahupua‘a or an ‘ili, or 
both. In recent years, the boundary between the Kona/Ko‘olaupoko moku 
was re-situated east of the Kuli‘ou‘ou ‘ili in the Waikīkī ahupua‘a, excluding 
Maunalua. This relocation now placed it as an ‘ili in the Waimānalo ahupua‘a 
in the moku of Ko‘olaupoko.22

Maunalua’s fluctuation between two moku may be seen as the prescient 
foretaste of its current condition. On the eastern boundary of Kona and the 
southern boundary of Ko‘olaupoko, it has historically occupied a liminal and 
peripheral position, both on the land and in the imagination. Coleman 
demonstrates such liminality, asserting, “Historical records indicate that the 
occupation of certain villages in Maunalua was not always sustained or 
permanent, and that Maunalua likely had a shifting population.”23

In a place marked by such egregious outmigration and extinction, it is 
easy to imagine the ease and expedience with which spatial reconfiguration 
happened in the area. The reconfiguration of Maunalua began via the 
imposition of exonyms at the expense of endonyms. Researcher John Clark 
writes, “In 1936, when Bishop Estate converted some pastureland at the base 
of Koko Head into a subdivision, Albert F. Judd, Bishop Estate trustee and 
Hawaiian historian, named the subdivision after Captain Portlock. Kawaihoa 
Point was then also named Portlock Point.”24

The deliberate replacement of Indigenous toponyms by colonial 
designations—names of the father—is no foreign practice to those of any 
region reeling in the aftermath of imperial conquest. By the colonialist 
agenda, replacing Indigenous place names with new and foreign exonyms 
seems obligatory, even ceremonial, and the practice of stamping a name of 
the father upon the new shore prevails as celebratory and commemorative 
of the visiting party’s “discovery.”

The erasure of traditional Hawaiian place names and markers of wahi 
pana indicates more than a nominal transformation. In many instances, the 
replacement of the endonym, both discursively and cartographically, is a 
superficial indication revealing deeper motivations and intentions to trans-
form the space, to reimagine it, and to reconstruct it for new purposes.25 
R. K. Herman comments on the practice of imposing names of the father 
that “mark a second phase of naming, a second overlay of toponyms that cor-
respond with the ʻmodern’ period of the Islands. . . . ​This layer of West-
ern family names was largely imposed during the Hawaiian Kingdom, 
and as one additional means by which the resident foreigners asserted their 
control over a territory not their own, but over which they desperately 
sought to gain control.”26
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Portlock was likely the first exonym to replace the Kawaihoa endonym 
and eventually the entire (Pu‘u ‘o) Kuamo‘okāne (Hill called Kuamo‘okāne). 
This endonym also has a variant, Mo‘okua o Kāne ‘Āpua. Both kuamo‘o and 
mo‘okua refer to the backbone of Kāne. Kāne is the deity and provider of 
fresh water, said to have visited Maunalua alongside Kanaloa, a fellow deity, 
with his ‘ō‘ō digging stick to spade the earth and create freshwater springs.27 
The reason for naming the hill after a backbone is evident in its spine-like 
appearance. According to Hawaiian historian and Native informant J. K. 
Mokumai‘a, traditional land use in this area is likely suggested in one of many 
of Kāne’s bodily forms as Kāne‘āpua, where ‘āpua is a type of fish trap.28 
Etymologically, the name Mo‘okua o Kāne‘āpua marks an area named for 
the “spine of fish-trapping Kāne.” This endonym connects to one adjacent, 
Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua, or “Maunalua’s Shrine of Young Mullet.” Both 
endonyms attest to the ecological value of the area and map the natural re-
sources found there.

Given the cultural, ecological, and topological value encoded in end-
onyms, replacing them with exonyms is the first step toward spatial recon-
figuration. Below, I present a list of endonyms in the Maunalua area that have 
been replaced by colonial exonyms. I utilize the Papakilo Database, a digital 
archive of Hawaiian-language newspapers, to track this shift discursively (see 
table  11.1). The column labeled “Last” indicates the last year the respective 
endonym appears in the Hawaiian-language newspapers. The column labeled 
“First” indicates the first year the corresponding exonym began circulating in 
Hawai‘i’s Hawaiian and/or English newspapers. Further, I note the traditional 
land use of the particular space in contrast to its contemporary use, while pro-
viding the meanings of the endonyms to provide an idea of Hawaiian place-
naming traditions. It should be noted that the Hawaiian-language newspa-
per archive represents a national dialogue in which most Hawaiian and 
non-Hawaiian Kingdom and Territory subjects were participating. I use this 
archive as a means to reveal public discourse by way of print media.29

There is a scarcity of mo‘olelo (Hawaiian history and folklore) for which 
Maunalua is the prominent setting around which the story is centered. In 
traditional Hawaiian literature, there are a handful of references to Maunalua 
or places within, cited as a stopover more than a destination. Hi‘iaka, a patron 
deity of hula, is said to have passed through on her way to another archipe-
lagic destination during her journey across the island chain.30 Another story 
tells of the shape-shifting trickster Kamapua‘a, who chases Hawai‘i’s vol-
cano deity, Pele, so Kapo, Pele’s sister, flies her kohe (vagina) to distract 
Kamapua‘a, giving Pele time to rest.31 Kapo’s kohe left an indentation on 
the rim of Pu‘uma‘i, only visible from the Wāwamalu (Awāwamalu) side. 
Other Hawaiian folklore relates to ancestral stones of resident deities and 



Table 11.1. ​ Endonyms changing to exonyms in Maunalua (Hawaii Kai), their 
respective uses, and years when renaming happened, as attested to in historical  
local newspapers

Endonym 
(meaning) Last Traditional Use Exonym First Current Use

Awāwamalu 1930 Beach Sandy Beach 1950* Beach park
Wāwamalu 1924
(shaded valley)

Hālona
(peering place)

1922 Cove, blowhole, 
lookout

Cockroach 
Cove

n/a Beach

Kawaihoa
Pu‘uokawaihoa
Keawahili
(setting aside)
(smiting harbor)

1980
1877
1865

Easternmost  
point of 
Maunalua Bay

Former house  
site of  
Kamehahema I

Spitting 
Caves

 n/a Cliff-jumping 
site

Kahauloa
(long hau tree)

n/a Plain Koko Head 1877 Shooting 
range

Ka‘ili‘ili
Kaloko
(pebble)
(pond)

1865
n/a

Fishing shrine
Pond

Alan Davis 1980* Recreational 
area

Ke-Ahupua-o-
Maunalua
(shrine of young 
mullet)

n/a Inland lake, 
aquacultural 
farm

Koko Marina 1972* Marina, small 
boat harbor

Kuamo‘okāne 1885 Hill Portlock 1988* Subdivision
(backbone of 
Kāne)

Maunalua
Mauna Lua
(two mountains)

1936
1926

‘Ili/Ahupua‘a  
land division

Hawaii Kai 1979* Municipality, 
subdivision

Kamilonui
(large milo tree)

1985 Valley Mariner’s 
Ridge

n/a  Subdivision

Pai‘olu‘olu
(lift gently)

n/a Point Witches’ 
Brew

n/a Point

Palea 1866 Point Toilet Bowl n/a Point
(brushed aside)

(Continued)
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kama‘āina who were solidified as rock formations across the coasts and val-
leys, whose names became the endonyms, most of which have slipped away.

Literature hardly identifies specific, long-standing stewardship of the 
area, for reasons likely relevant to Maunalua’s shifting territory. Like its local 
population, stewardship, land use, and resource distribution changed over 
time. However, Missionary Levi Chamberlain identified a settlement of eigh
teen houses belonging to Kalola, a chiefess.32 Further, a 1921 map by the 
Bishop Estate names Kuhina Nui Victoria Kamāmalu as the owner of the ‘ili 
known as Maunalua and Kuli‘ou‘ou, who inherited these lands as a ranking 
descendant of her royal family.33 Since then, these Crown Lands have been 
absorbed by the state of Hawai‘i and private entities like the Bishop Estate.

Some research traces as far back as the whaling era during the early 
nineteenth century. Handy noted a “Famous Potato Planting Place”:

According to the last surviving kamaaina of Maunalua, sweet potatoes were 
grown in small valleys, such as Kamilonui, as well as on the coastal plain. The 
plain below Kamiloiki and Kealakipapa was known as Ke-Kula-o-Kamauwai. 
This was the famous potato-planting place from which came the potatoes 
traded to ships that anchored off Hahaione in whaling days. The village at 
this place, traces of which may still be seen, was called Wawamalu.34

In small valleys like Kamilonui and on the coastal plain (kula), known 
then as Ke-Kula-o-Kamauwai, below and between Kamiloiki and Kealakīpapa 
valleys, residents grew sweet potatoes, as the regional soil is less favorable for 
other crops. The name “Kalama Valley” is commonly found on contemporary 
maps, but a 1927 geological survey by the US Department of the Interior 

Table 11.1.  (Continued)

Endonym 
(meaning) Last Traditional Use Exonym First Current Use

Pu‘uokīpahulu
(fetch from 
over-farmed soil)

n/a Historic feature Pele’s Chair 1996* Landmark, 
hiking spot

Pu‘uma‘i
Kohelepelepe
(genital hill)

1877
n/a

Peak, crater, 
historic feature

Koko Crater/
Koko Head 
(Stairs)

1988* Hiking 
destination

(vaginal fringe)

Source: Papakilo Database, https://www​.papakilodatabase​.com/ (accessed March 31, 2021).
* Denotes an exonym found in English-language media only and does not seem to appear in the 
Hawaiian-language newspapers.

https://www.papakilodatabase.com/
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gives the name of another valley called Mauuwaii, whose existence would 
corroborate the expanse between Kamiloiki and Kealakīpapa as greater than 
just one valley (Kalama) where sweet potatoes were harvested. In any case, 
the borders of Ke-Kula-o-Kamauwai and Mauuwaii are unclear, and neither 
endonym appears in Hawaiian place-name databases. I theorize that Ke-
Kula-o-Kamauwai simply means “the plain of Mauwai (Mauuwaii),” named 
for the valley expanse that opens to the north.

Kealakīpapa is the western lowlands and also the valley to the west be-
tween the Hawai‘i Kai Golf Course and Makapu‘u Head. Meaning “the road 
paved with stone,” the origins of the ala (road or path) are unclear, according 
to informant Mr. J. McCombs.35 However, a trail probably connected local 
residents from this area to the land and residents of Kaupō, Waimānalo, where 
a marine-themed amusement park called Sea Life Park exists now. Native in
formant Shad Kane identifies a rock wall division in Maunalua between Kona 
and Ko‘olaupoko, asserting, “It supports a division between one geographical 
area and another, one of the reasons is that it supports large amounts of people 
living in that particular area. The reason why I say that is because, fundamen-
tally, land divisions were based on resources, so land divisions have to do with 
connecting people with these resources.”

Kane concludes that whatever chief oversaw the area when the moku 
(land division) boundary was built, there must have been large scores of people 
to construct it, given the level of work needed to construct the boundary wall.36 
Pukui affirms Kane’s statements, referencing a chief of Wāwamalu who ordered 
the construction of the road by “the people who annoyed him.”37 Often, if there 
is a literary reference using the term “ala nui,” it denotes a large, long path that 
circumvented the entire island, while providing access between moku. At one 
point in history, the ala nui and the moku boundary certainly intersected.

While Maunalua’s agriculture seems to have been based, at least in part, 
on sweet potatoes, Sterling and Summers compile a list of at least a dozen ko‘a 
(fishing shrines) in the area, attesting to the aquaculture and marine re-
sources of both Maunalua Bay and Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua fishpond. 
Boundaries between the bay and pond were less defined cartographically than 
by oral tradition. Attempts to recover the traditional name for the lake inad-
vertently lead many to the endonym “Kuapā,” which is actually the type of 
pond named for the style of the pond’s construction. The traditional name 
for  the lake, however, is “Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua,” meaning “the shrine 
of young fish of Maunalua.” The inclusion of Maunalua within the names of 
both the marine bay and the inland lake reflects the fluidity of the bound
aries of both spaces, which certainly overlap (see figure 11.2). In a Hawaiian 
cosmology, terrestrial, demersal, and pelagic space is conceptualized holisti-
cally and flexibly, an idea to which I return later in this chapter.
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Though most have fallen into disrepair in modern times, the number 
of fishing shrines dotting the Maunalua coastline evidences the area’s 
abundance of marine resources. The date and manner of development of the 
fishpond is contested. Sterling and Summers cite one Native informant: 
“According to Mrs.  Makea Napeahi, the pond was built by her great-
grandmother, Mahoe. When the pond had been only partially completed, 
the menehune came and in one night finished the construction.” Another 
account by McAllister (1930) states: “A large fishing village formerly existed 
in Hahaione Valley at the head of the pond (Maunalua), which, according 
to [Mr. Moe], was not a pond, but an arm of the sea. The people from this 
village fished off Maunalua in their canoes, and when the pond was built it 
cut off their access to the sea and the village declined.”38

Both accounts by Native informants seem to contradict the time when 
the pond was constructed. Also contested is the reason the construction of a 
fishpond would bar access to local residents, leading to the village’s decline. 
In either case, McAllister’s account points to the out-migration from Mau-
nalua and the temporal gaps separating the generations of local residents. The 
dearth of local residents and local knowledge explains the paucity of oral tra-
dition and history that survived the passage of time and the onslaught of 
development in contemporary Hawaii Kai.

The previously mentioned Indigenous nomenclature of Maunalua 
challenges contemporary ideas of land use on landscape, or land use on is-
landscape. In a Hawaiian worldview, the ahupua‘a includes the land, the 
coast, the coral reefs, and beyond. Pukui defines an ahupua‘a as a “land 
division usually extending from the uplands to the sea, so called because the 
boundary was marked by a heap (ahu) of stones surmounted by an image of a 
pig (pua‘a), or because a pig or other tribute was laid on the altar as tax to the 
chief. The landlord or owner of an ahupua‘a might be a konohiki.” 39

For islandscapes, the uka-kai (land-sea) directionality is a continuum 
conceptualized in Hawaiian cosmology as an inclusive and holistic ecosystem. 
The constitution of ahupua‘a land divisions in Hawaiian cosmology counters 
Western contemporary notions about subdivision that were conceptualized 
and shaped under the administration of then–US president Calvin Coolidge 
in the 1920s, who formed the Advisory Committee on City Planning and 
Zoning and published the Standard City Planning Enabling Act (SCPEA), 
defining “subdivision” as:

the division of a lot, tract, or parcel of land into two or more lots, plats, 
sites, or other divisions of land for the purpose, whether immediate or 
future, of sale or of building development. For the purpose of sale or of 
building development: Every division of a piece of land into two or more 
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lots, parcels or parts is, of course, a subdivision. The intention is to cover all 
subdivision of land where the immediate or ultimate purpose is that of 
selling the lots or building on them.40

The interactions between land and sea in the ahupua‘a economy give 
breadth to the range of resources available within a single islandscape land 
division. Often, the inclusiveness of Hawaiian environment is encoded in 
spatial language such as uka-kai directionality and understanding of space. 
Uka marks a direction toward the coast when at sea, and toward the inland 
or mountain peak when on land. Oppositely, kai signifies a direction toward 
the sea, whether one is on the mountain peak, inland, or on the coast. Such 
spatial information extends into Hawaiian rhetoric through mele, traditional 
poetry performed orally and musically, mapping the speaker or performer 
onto space in relation to their surroundings. In English, translations often 
crudely render uka-kai as a mountain-sea boundary, that is, mountain or sea. 
As a counterexample to such binary comprehensions of space, consider the 
following mele, with translation by the author of this chapter:

Lele Laniloa, ua mālie	 Come ashore at Laniloa, it is calm
Ke hoe a‘ela e ka Moa‘e	 The trade wind draws its breath, fatigued
Ahu kai i nā pali, kai 	 The sea laps up toward the cliffs, rough 
  ko‘o o lalo ē	   sea below 
Ua pīkai iā uka ē	 Sprinkling and cleansing the upland with  
	   sea spray.41

This mele poetically describes the intimate interactions between the 
land and the sea. Such lyricism evidences the land-sea continuum as part of 
the Hawaiian imagination and worldview, and when extended into reality, 
this ideology informs Indigenous land use and stewardship as underpinned 
by the ahupua‘a economy. Colonial logic often misconstrues islandscape 
directionality encoded in uka-kai as mutually exclusive when translated as a 
land-sea boundary. Imperial mindsets informed by continental landscapes 
approach this less as directionality than as an “either-or” binary. Insofar as I 
argue that the kai-uka Hawaiian islandscape directionality is often con-
temporarily misunderstood as land or sea, this idea advances both a cogni-
tive and physical boundary between both spaces. I apply these ideologies in the 
context of land use, resource access, and food production in Maunalua. 
Through the Hawaiian mindset on the Hawaiian islandscape, approaches to 
these practices are more sustainable than those in place today. Hawaiian 
geographer Kapā Oliveira echoes these ideas, claiming:
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The Heaven-Land-Ocean Continuum [extends] from the heavenscape 
through the landscape and on to the oceanscape, Hawaiian place was a 
multi-dimensional continuum. The various layers of place were interrelated 
and directly impacted one another. Kanaka Maoli understood that the 
pollution of streams affected marine life, deforestation of well-established 
rainforests changed the environment resulting in less rainfall, and 
irresponsible development near the seashore rapidly eroded the coastline.42

I posit that colonial ideologies devised and practiced on continental 
landscapes are unfit for islandscapes. Western land use practices divide the 
land, severing the land-sea continuum, disrupting resource availability, and 
repurposing the land as saleable property. Such logic has spurred devastating 
ecological and economic change, grossly furthered by watershed urbanization 
in Maunalua.

Following Hawai‘i’s statehood in 1959, the United States Army Corps 
of Engineers (USACE) extended its purview to cover the Hawaiian Islands. 
Engineering projects that had already been in operation on the continental 
United States were now being conducted in Hawai‘i to address factors such 
as beach erosion, pollution abatement, and overall bay development. On the 
heels of the US River and Harbor Act of 1950, a congressional act was 
signed on December 31, 1970, “authorizing the construction, repair, and 
preservation of certain public works in rivers and harbors for navigation, flood 
control, and for other purposes.” 43

In the USACE’s 1971 Annual Report, Statute 190 of § 106 lists the 
locations at which the secretary of the army authorizes the USACE to make 
surveys subject to all applicable provisions of the 1950 River and Harbor Act. 
Maunalua Bay is listed as one location where the engineers proposed a proj
ect that addressed beach erosion. Inspections were conducted in August and 
October 1970 in accordance with § 3, Flood Control Act of June 22, 1936, 
which included the “requirement that local interests maintain and operate 
completed flood control works in accordance with regulations prescribed by 
the Secretary of War.” 44

In February 1970, the USACE completed the Kuli‘ou‘ou Stream flood 
control project in Maunalua Bay ten months before Congress authorized its 
surveying and improvements “in the interests of pollution abatement, nav-
igation, recreation, and overall bay development” on December 31, 1970.45 
The Kuli‘ou‘ou Stream project describes local cooperation as “fully complied 
with.” That same year, flood control projects labeled “under special authori-
zation” extended to two other streams that emptied into Maunalua Bay, 
Wai‘alae Iki and Wailupe.
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The following year, the USACE initiated the construction of a small 
boat harbor in Maunalua, O‘ahu. The motivations for boat harbor construc-
tion were monetary and commercial, as stated in a 2003 USACE report titled 
“Improving the Economic Analysis of Small Boat Harbors.” This report 
details the importance of small boat harbors, among other factors: “The 
contribution of the Hawaiian commercial as well as recreation and sport 
fishing industry to national income is significant. The importance of the 
Hawaiian tourism industry (cruise ship customers, other tourists, charter 
boat operations (fishing, sightseeing)), and services provided to out-of-state 
yacht voyagers to the regional economy is also significant.” 46

These statements attest to the capitalist ambitions behind the boat 
harbor proposal, as well as the legislation through which it was completed. It 
is clear that these methods for development favor out-of-state industries with-
out consideration of resident communities who depend on local resources to 
operate within their own economies. This enterprise is antithetical to the 
ahupua‘a economy and has strategically facilitated other successive develop-
ment projects in the area by prioritizing visitor access and tourist-oriented 
recreation over local resource production, distribution, and sustainability.

Ironically, the USACE seems to have acted without due consideration 
or research in the way of coastal engineering, an act of hubris on their behalf 
that seems to betray their ideas toward best practice. The following excerpt is 
a conclusion made in their 1973 Annual Report of the Chief of Engineers on 
Civil Works and Activities: “The recently completed National Shoreline 
Study outlines vividly the tremendous scope of the problems associated with 
our Nation’s coastline. Less is known and understood about coastal problems 
than any of the other engineering problems in water resources development. 
Research in this area is directed toward a better understanding of coastal phe-
nomena, with specific studies to improve current design practices.”

By the close of the 1970s, the USACE completed its flood control proj
ects by converting natural streams in Kuli‘ou‘ou and Wai‘alae into storm drain 
canals. They also imposed other measures for flood control using storm drains, 
channels, and canals that interfere with the area’s aquifers.47 Today, there are 
over seventeen urban channels that empty into Maunalua Bay.48 Wailupe 
Stream is the only natural waterway unaffected by watershed development 
in Hawaii Kai. Such heavy-handed transformation has devastated Mau-
nalua Bay. According to one report, “Data are lacking to quantify the appar-
ent link between watershed development and coral reef degradation, but it is 
generally recognized that both physical and biological processes may contrib-
ute simultaneously to this degradation.”49

The holistic, ongoing shift of Maunalua Bay exacerbates the biological 
threat, where alien species of seaweed and algae compete with native species. 
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Rainwater runoff from adjacent flood canals introduces invasive species. One 
2016 newsletter asserts, “Land-based sources of pollution have led to sedi-
mentation on near shore reefs and degraded water quality.”50

The biological degradation is symbolic of Maunalua’s transformation 
into modern-day Hawaii Kai. Today, the coastline is largely invisible from 
land, blocked by densely packed waterfront properties, representing a physical 
boundary between land and sea. This boundary is reified through colonial 
projects like flood control and harbor development, which afford residents 
the luxury of beachfront lifestyles without the threat of natural disaster. This 
ideology is furthered and finalized by discursive processes like the imposition 
of Western placenames, real estate branding, and dependence on commercial 
and corporate industry.

Although manifold ventures coalesced to create the Hawaii Kai 
Township as it exists today, such endeavors happened at different times, by 
different authorities, and through different processes. While the Army Corps 
of Engineers worked on “state land” to urbanize Hawaii Kai’s watershed, 
other development was happening in the private sector to develop Hawaii 
Kai residentially. Although no direct evidence substantiates collusion between 
both parties, the Corps’ actions certainly facilitate corporate agendas in favor 
of real estate development, subdivision, and urbanization.

The urban and residential development of Hawaii Kai began in the 
1960s when US industrialist and shipbuilder Henry  J. Kaiser moved to 
Hawai‘i, and Bishop Estate leased 6,000 acres of private property, including 
Keahupuaomaunalua Lake, to development company Kaiser Aetna. The 
first half of Kaiser’s name is evident in the exonym, Hawaii Kai—an ego-
tistical celebration of the area’s development and an insidious, deceptive ex-
onym that appears as a Hawaiian name. When Kaiser proposed the devel-
opment of Maunalua, his strategic plan labeled the space as “raw” and 
“undeveloped,” and neglected any mention of the lagoon’s history and sig-
nificance.51 The lagoon became Kaiser’s focal point of spatial reconfiguration 
when he converted the 500-acre saltwater fishpond into an “open body of 
water surrounded by homes and recreational boating facilities.” Political 
science professor Neil Milner cites the newspaper article published after 
Kaiser’s death about the development having “left the clear impression that 
this land took on meaning only because of his ability to envision the land in 
ways that no one else was imaginative enough to see.”52

But Kaiser’s industrial ambitions backfired. His conversion of Kea-
hupuaomaunalua into modern-day Koko Marina joined the lake to the ad-
jacent bay to the extent that the lake became navigable waters subject to 
regulation by the USACE under the Commerce Clause, thereby making the 
lake public space. Kaiser’s capitalistic avarice led him to file suit against what 
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he perceived as government overreach into what he claimed as private 
property, arguing for his right to charge a fee for recreational use of the lake. 
Kaiser, invoking the fifth amendment, asserted that the government’s 
“regulatory taking” mandated they compensate Kaiser in accordance with his 
fundamental property right to exclude. Ultimately, Congress held that “it is 
the public right which necessitates the exercise of regulations. Therefore, 
Kaiser Aetna should be required to allow public access to the pond. The court 
also held that, since Kuapa Pond was subject to an overriding federal navi-
gation servitude, no compensation was required.”53

Nonetheless, the urban development of Honolulu marched on. Milner 
lists the four major objectives central to the reconfiguration of Honolulu, 
which included Maunalua, as “the conversion of agricultural land to suburban-
type housing; the conversion of urban Honolulu from high density low-rise 
housing to high-rise condominiums; the enormous increase in the number 
of Waikīkī hotels; and the evolution of public housing in the name of slum 
clearance.”54

Of great import here is that the residential development of Hawaii Kai 
preceded its watershed urbanization by nearly a decade, prior to Kaiser’s 
passing in 1967. Although unprovable, it is entirely relevant to question 
whether or not the USACE would have proposed and completed action on 
flood control, beach erosion, bay development, and harbor construction had 
Kaiser’s creation of Hawaii Kai not planted residents into the area first.

Kaiser’s development of Hawaii Kai was premised on a certain discourse 
informing housing policies, subdivision, and urbanism of the time, namely 
what political scientist Douglas W. Rae calls “spatial hierarchies.”55 Echoing 
similar ideas, Milner critically examines the impact of Kaiseresque devel-
opment in that type of suburbanization in Hawaii Kai, which seems to criti-
cally reflect “the continued faith in the moral primacy of that kind of home.” 
While this type of housing development stimulated the economy and raised 
real estate value, one of its goals was slum clearance; Milner argues that 
“none of these developments triggered significant discussions of the possibil-
ity of other lifestyles or other conceptions of home. Henry Kaiser was an ex-
ceptional real estate entrepreneur, but his job was made easier because he was 
selling what were already accepted cultural conventions about the modern 
and proper way to live.”56

Here, it is evident that the agendas advanced by both Kaiser and the 
USACE worked together to transform a new kind of “livable space” that 
ultimately dispossessed Hawaiian and local residents of their land, livelihoods, 
and ways of life. While such dispossession was happening in the wake of 
development across the entire Hawaiian archipelago, this maneuver is 
harrowingly apparent here in Hawaii Kai.
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By the 1960s, Kalama Valley inland of Maunalua was home to some 
150 families. According to Haunani-Kay Trask—a Hawaiian activist, scholar, 
and poet—these families were “dependent on direct or indirect month-to-
month leases from Bishop Estate.”57 On the heels of statehood in 1959, the 
economic, demographic, political transformation of Hawai‘i impacted Ha-
waiians acutely.58 Hawaiian families sought residence in rural areas or farm-
ing villages like Kalama Valley in attempts to avert the pressures of Honolu-
lu’s expanding urban core. Trask notes: “Bishop Estate had made a deal with 
industrialist Henry Kaiser in the 1950s to develop their entire holdings on 
O‘ahu’s east end. . . . ​Although the State Legislature had passed a resolution 
in 1959 asking the City and Bishop Estate to investigate the problem of relo-
cation of families living in the areas scheduled for development, nothing was 
done.” 59

On May 11, 1971, a few dozen residents stood atop the last ramshackle 
home nestled in rural Kalama Valley as they refused to comply with eviction 
notices issued to them by Bishop Estate. The thirty-two residents were 
outnumbered by some seventy riot-equipped law enforcement officers who 
eventually arrested the residents for refusing to move from their homes.

This eviction would become a symbolic event in what photographer and 
Kalama Valley resident Steve Davis called “a turning point in the history of 
Hawai‘i.” 60 The implication of their resistance is echoed in the words of one of 
their young leaders, Linton Park, who claimed, “Hawaiian history was being 
made.” 61 The Kalama Valley evictions are what Trask credits for representing a 
collective effort for preservation that “would be remembered long after as the 
spark that ignited the modern Hawaiian Movement, an ongoing series of land 
struggles throughout the decade of the seventies that was destined to change 
the consciousness of Hawai‘i’s people, especially her native people.” 62

The 1971 Kalama Valley Evictions succeeded Kaiser’s development across 
Hawaii Kai of the 1960s while coinciding with, and prefiguring, the USACE’s 
transformation in the 1970s. Since then, expanding subdivisions have welcomed 
mounting numbers of foreign transplants in American-style suburbs, while 
retail shops, corporate groceries, and restaurants have met the region’s consumer 
demands. Booming real estate values climb to match the price of living in 
paradise. In spite of having mobilized the Hawaiian people into social action, 
symbolically, the Kalama Valley evictions mark the disappearance of the last 
vestiges of Maunalua as it existed before modern urbanization (see figure 11.3). 
This event represents the formal completion of Hawaii Kai, where, as of 2022, 
the population in the area is approximately 28,500.63

In spite of the drastic ecological degradation of Maunalua, there is 
reason to be optimistic. Several community efforts have mobilized to restore 
the area’s environmental health. Further, many of these grassroots outreach 
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programs endorse traditional Hawaiian values and epistemologies regarding 
land stewardship. Educational outreach, habitat restoration, and volunteer 
opportunities have developed around objectives such as sustainability within 
the theoretical framework of the ahupua‘a land-use system.

Mālama Maunalua is one such organization that hosts the monthly 
“Huki Project,” a community-wide effort to remove invasive species in Mau-
nalua Bay. Their website offers several educational resources and information 
regarding their ongoing community efforts. Strategic Plans by Mālama Mau-
nalua list several partnering organizations that share the same mission, all of 
whom frame their approaches and efforts in discourse that challenges current 
land use in Hawaii Kai.

This discourse advances Hawaiian words in otherwise entirely English-
language reports. These Hawaiian language terms include loko i‘a (fishpond 
for mariculture subsistence), ‘āina (sustainably cultivated land), mālama (to 
care for), and ahupua‘a (terrestrial boundary contingent on a land-sea contin-
uum). Such reports use these terms to cover and explain “local measures of 
ahupua‘a health,” while signifying the tenets of community and collective 
accountability to one’s home.64

In contrast, the community efforts operating within such ahupua‘a logic 
do not advance by way of English-language discourse that issues mere 
translations of their Hawaiian equivalents. It is clear that the Hawaiian terms 
do not translate easily into English, and should they be translated, they would 
not likely generate the same community response and support; here, the 
linguistically contrastive terms are underpinned by a Hawaiian and/or local 
identity rooted in Hawai‘i’s Indigenous past and sovereign political history. 
The Hawaiian terms are grounded in a Hawaiian cosmology, ecology, and 
way of life, and the success of habitat-restoration programs in Maunalua Bay 
is premised on these ideologies.

Further, these organizations restore endonyms in the area. Traditional 
place names like Maunalua, Kawaihoa, and Ke-Ahupua-o-Maunalua circu-
late among the local vernacular and the discourse set forth by the organizations 
dedicated to Maunalua’s environmental and social preservation. Mālama 
Maunalua’s vision is simple: “A Maunalua Bay where marine life is abundant, 
the water is clean and clear, and people take kuleana in caring for the Bay.” 65

Importantly, Mālama Maunalua reminds us all of our kuleana that we 
have to our homes, one that obligates our accountability to it such that we 
have the right to live there in a pono (fair, just, appropriate) way. Mālama 
Maunalua exemplifies the Hawaiian value of caring for the place named by 
the endonym they have chosen to restore while maintaining their com-
mitments to taking care of that place in a way that is culturally and his-
torically meaningful. Their work rehabilitates Maunalua Bay from beneath 
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the layers of foreign and introduced species. As well, their work reinstates 
the name Maunalua after decades of sustained erasure and overwriting, while 
envisioning a Hawaiian sense of place of how this space used to be, and one 
day, how it could be again.
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TWELVE

Bait and Switch
Tuna Wars, Territorial Seas, and the Eco-geography  

of the Eastern Tropical Pacific, 1931–1982

Kristin A. Wintersteen

When a few lousy Ecuadorian gunboats rule the Pacific Ocean, 
well I don’t know what this world is coming to.

—David Rico, skipper of the A. K. Strom

On March 7, 1975, a brawl erupted aboard the Neptune, a San Diego–
based tuna clipper that had been anchored in the harbor of Salinas, 
Ecuador, for more than four weeks. Crewmembers reported that 

thirty to forty Ecuadorian officials charged aboard without warrant, and in 
the ensuing confrontation the men were “beaten, kicked and jabbed with 
bayonets,” while the officials “ransacked” the ship and made off with most 
of their belongings, money, food, and clothing. Ecuadorian authorities 
reported that the violence had broken out when drunken crewmembers re-
turning from shore attacked Navy personnel.1 The 950-ton Neptune was one 
of seven US tuna boats detained by authorities in early February for fish-
ing in waters that Ecuador claimed as part of its territorial sea.2 Denounc-
ing the fishermen as “pirates,” the Ecuadorian press noted that the latest 
group of seizures included several “repeat offenders.”3 At the time of the 
brawl, Captain John Burich and his crew were awaiting $65,000 in aid from 
the US government—in addition to a $281,860 fine already paid—in order 
to recuperate their confiscated cargo: 180 tons of yellowfin tuna (Thunnus al-
bacares).4 Such incidents were not uncommon: since the mid-1950s the 
United States had routinely provided aid to fishing vessels seized while 
operating in disputed zones off the Latin American coast.

The events of early 1975 underscored the ineffectiveness of diplomatic 
efforts to resolve the decades-long international conflict over control of coastal 
waters—a conflict in which Pacific tuna and the fleets that followed them 
played a prominent role. Between 1954 and 1974, Latin American nations 
seized at least 204 US fishing vessels, 70 percent of them tuna boats detained 
by Ecuador (103) or Peru (40).5 In addition to the estimated $6,340,073 
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combined total cost of these indemnifications, the seven boats seized by Ec
uador in February 1975 amounted to another $1,640,000.6 The competition 
for Pacific tuna became particularly fierce after the mid-1950s as California 
fleets ventured farther from their home ports. At their peak during the 1950s 
and 1960s, US West Coast producers supplied an estimated 80 percent of 
the global tuna catch, much of it harvested south of the US border.7 But US 
producers faced steep competition from cheaper imported products as Japan’s 
industry rebounded after World War II. They also navigated increasingly 
thorny relationships with certain Latin American coastal nations seeking to 
define their role in the new international political economy by asserting 
control over the oceanic frontier.

Questions of sovereignty over coastal waters and the resources they 
contain were central to the emerging doctrine of international law in the de
cades following World War II, and the ongoing dispute over tuna between the 
United States and Pacific Latin American states reflected a broader polariza-
tion between long-distance fishing nations and those that sought to protect 
their fisheries from foreign encroachment. Significantly, the March 7 incident 
aboard the Neptune occurred within days of the opening of the third session of 
the Third United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 
III), held from March 26 to May 10, 1975, in Geneva, Switzerland. The spa-
tial definition of the territorial sea was one of the most crucial issues that del-
egates considered at the 1975 session. With significant known and unknown 
resources in the offshore realm, this concept signaled one of the most pressing 
foreign policy concerns of the twentieth century for coastal states, and tuna 
fisheries posed special challenges for those who hoped to exploit them.

While the long battle over territorial seas incited numerous diplomatic 
crises among international leaders, the tuna and their prey inhabited another 
world whose frontiers were governed instead by ecological relationships and 
oceanographic dynamics. Tuna swim in schools and live mostly on the open 
ocean in both the Atlantic and Pacific, favoring the warm waters of the 
tropics. Unlike coastal species, however, tuna migrate great distances to feed 
and spawn, traversing the maritime boundaries of multiple states as well as 
the high seas in their movements. Tuna therefore brought “special fishery 
problems” to the humans tasked with regulating them—problems that re-
quired an international cooperative approach in order to study, monitor, and 
protect the stocks from overfishing. As diplomatic leaders worked to estab-
lish a regime for the governance of the world oceans, the ongoing conflict be-
tween the United States and Pacific Latin American states loomed large.

One of the richest tuna fishing grounds of the mid-twentieth century, 
the Eastern Tropical Pacific was the subject of numerous research expeditions, 
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especially during the 1950s and 1960s, as biologists and oceanographers 
sought to understand its fisheries, currents, and atmospheric variability.8 
“Eastern Tropical Pacific” broadly refers to the oceanographic region that 
stretches from the coast of the Americas, between Baja California (Mexico) 
and northern Peru, to about 150°W in the central Pacific Ocean.9 In the 
southern part of this zone, off the Ecuadorian coast, converging currents 
around the Galápagos Islands mix with colder waters sweeping in from the 
Humboldt Current upwelling to the south, generating a uniquely rich marine 
environment.10 Forage fish (anchovies, sardines, pilchards) and other prey 
species (small crustaceans) flourish in this area, often congregating in 
shallower coastal waters, attracting tuna, seabirds, and other predators.11 Four 
of the world’s seven most commercially exploited tuna species are abundant 
off the Latin American coast: yellowfin (Thunnus albacares), skipjack (Kat-
suwonus pelamis), bigeye (Thunnus obesus), and Pacific bluefin (Thunnus orien-
talis).12 Along with the tuna-like Eastern Pacific bonito (Sarda chiliensis), 
these warm-water species have historically comprised an especially valuable 
portion of fisheries production in Ecuador and northern Peru, but are less 
abundant in Chilean waters.

Long-distance fishing fleets frequented the Eastern Tropical Pacific 
and northern Humboldt Current region to hunt the migrating tuna, sailing 
closer to shore to catch live bait. Before the introduction of purse seine ves-
sels, they used the pole-and-line method, in which a “chummer” threw 
small fish such as sardines and anchovy into the water in order to attract the 
tuna, and then skilled anglers plucked the fish quickly from the water. 
“When they’re ‘biting good,’ fish rain onto the deck with machine-gun ra-
pidity,” one journalist marveled.13 This method required the storage of a 
large tank of up to 100 metric tons of water aboard the boat.14 The Peruvian 
anchoveta (Engraulis ringens), which thrived in the cold upwelling region off 
Peru and Chile, was particularly suited for this purpose because of its ability 
to withstand crowding and survive for two to three months in the onboard 
tanks.15 The need to fish for bait increased the likelihood of confrontations 
with Latin American patrols until the fleet upgraded to purse seine vessels 
during the 1960s.

Post–World War II advances in science, technology, and international 
commerce dramatically accelerated the pressure on marine ecosystems world-
wide, driving a new phase of industrialization in the oceanic realm be-
tween 1950 and 1977.16 Over the next several decades, US tuna boats would 
be able to detect (using sonar), harvest (with nylon nets and power winches), 
and preserve (in refrigerated holds) ever-greater quantities of fish to deliver 
to California processing plants. As early as 1946, some vessels were “equipped 
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to stay at sea for as much as four or five months continuously, cruise as much 
as 9,000 miles without touching port, and bring back under refrigeration as 
much as 400 tons of tuna.”17 West Coast firms were poised to expand their 
operations along the coast of Latin America as nearby tuna populations 
became depleted.

Uneven access to these new technologies further deepened the divide 
between the United States and Latin American fishing nations. One writer 
noted that the “modern, steel-hulled tuna clipper, with its ability to catch yel-
lowfin three miles offshore for consumption 5,000 miles away became a sym-
bol of ‘injustice.’ ”18 Leaders in Peru, Ecuador, and Chile hoped to develop do-
mestic industrial capacity and find new markets (both foreign and domestic) for 
their products, but US tariffs restricted their ability to export canned tuna to the 
United States.19 The ongoing presence of foreign fleets in defiance of their 
claims catalyzed negative sentiment among policy makers and the public, 
setting a backdrop of discontent as reports of seizures filtered through the press.

This brief history of the Tuna Wars (1947–1982) is framed by the eco-
geography of tuna in the Eastern Tropical Pacific, a space of competing 
geopolitical claims in which the range and distribution of species (both fish 
and humans) related to particular characteristics of the oceanic environment. 
The analysis focuses on the states with the highest stakes in the postwar battle 
for tuna, Ecuador and Peru, whose staunch defense of the 200-mile territorial 
sea persisted for three decades prior to the final drafting of the 1982 Law of 
the Sea. In a tripartite alliance with Chile, these states formally set forth the 
200-mile concept in the 1952 Santiago Declaration, effectively laying claim 
to a combined total area of over 3,000,000 km2 of ocean surface.20 The dec-
laration aimed to shift the balance of power away from the long-distance fleets 
of richer nations, as Ecuador, Peru, and Chile developed their own fishing 
industries. However, as geographer Elizabeth Havice has noted, “mobilities 
complicate the spatiality of sovereignty,” especially in the fluid environment of 
the oceans, as states seek to define (or contest) the boundaries of territory and 
global capital.21 Overlapping institutional and legal regimes, often at odds 
with one another, could not contain the dynamic and far-ranging tuna stocks 
or the humans who pursued them. Latin American states succeeded in shap-
ing the emerging doctrine for ocean governance, but just as leaders reached a 
consensus on its terms, the industry began to shift toward new frontiers in 
the central and western Pacific.

A growing international consensus had long recognized that the competition 
for, and imminent depletion of, marine resources called for a formal regime 
of intergovernmental cooperation and management. In the northern oceans, 
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whale populations had been mostly decimated before the end of the eigh
teenth century, but northern fleets continued to operate in the Antarctic and 
Southeast Pacific with few restrictions well into the twentieth century.22 In 
1931, twenty-six nations signed the first international agreement to conserve 
and regulate whaling.23 The Convention for the Regulation of Whaling was 
an important step toward managing the exploitation of marine species whose 
eco-geographies do not fit easily into neatly bounded political territories. Yet 
the convention was also limited in scope and impact, foreshadowing the 
difficulties of crafting an international management regime for oceanic 
resources: “With constantly shifting ecosystems and market forces, partici-
pants soon recognized that it would be almost impossible to use a fixed treaty 
to control an industry that harvested wild animals.”24 The spatial dynam-
ics of the whaling business presented specific challenges for the creation 
and enforcement of regulatory mechanisms at a global scale.

In 1935, just as the milestone whaling agreement came into effect, tuna 
fleets were beginning to operate on an increasingly global scale. California 
tuna boats ventured farther into the Pacific, often sailing to the Galápagos 
to fill their holds. But World War II interrupted global resource flows, 
allowing Latin American producers to temporarily fill the demand for canned 
fish and other products, such as liver oil, in US and other foreign markets.25 
It also allowed Chilean and Peruvian whaling companies to establish 
operations without competition from long-distance foreign fleets.26 After the 
war ended, as freedom of movement returned to the high seas, rapidly 
increasing pressure on marine ecosystems pitted local, small-scale enterprises 
along the South American Pacific coast against the more capital-rich long-
distance fleets of the United States, Japan, and the Soviet Union.

The postwar geopolitical restructuring of the oceanic realm revolved 
around national and commercial interests in gaining and maintaining access 
to the largely untapped resources of the sea and subsoil. On September 28, 
1945, US president Harry Truman issued a set of proclamations that 
unilaterally laid claim to offshore resources, citing the need to protect the 
fisheries (Proclamation 2668), along with the subsoil and sea bed (Procla-
mation 2667), from “destructive exploitation.”27 The Truman Proclamations 
articulated a spatial definition of the coastal zone based on the physical ge-
ography of the ocean floor and the shallower seas above—the continental 
shelf—where the majority of marine species tend to congregate. This legal 
precedent soon unleashed a cascade of similar claims by other Latin Ameri-
can coastal states, including Mexico and Argentina. However, unlike the 
subsequent proclamations by Chile, Peru, and later Ecuador, these states 
did not specify a particular distance for their claims.28 In 1947, Chilean 
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president Gabriel González Videla proclaimed sovereignty over the conti-
nental shelf and its resources on or underneath the seabed up to a distance of 
200 nautical miles from shore; Peruvian president José Luís Bustamante 
issued a similar proclamation shortly thereafter.29 More states followed suit 
in subsequent years. These bold claims challenged the traditional regime of 
free access to underwater resources beyond a state’s three-mile territorial 
zone.30 The 200-mile concept, as it came to be known, became a major focal 
point of the Law of the Sea negotiations as participants worked to establish 
the rights and limits of sovereignty for coastal states.31

US officials faced a policy dilemma as they were forced to navigate the 
contradictory interests of fishing industrialists in different regions of the coun-
try. The West Coast tuna industry lobbied its government to uphold the 
“freedom of the seas” doctrine as their fleets laid plans for expansion, further 
spurred by the discovery of new fishing grounds sixty miles off the Peruvian 
coast that same year.32 Having lent boats and bodies to the war effort, the 
industry in turn benefited from wartime investments in naval equipment and 
technology that enabled their fleets to more easily detect, pursue, harvest, 
and preserve the fish they caught.33 At the same time, however, foreign fleets 
also encroached on US fishing grounds in the Northeast Pacific and North-
west Atlantic. If the United States acceded to the Latin American 200-
mile claims, it weakened the basis for excluding foreign fishing off its own 
coasts.

Instead, the United States settled on a strategy that encouraged its tuna 
fleets to continue fishing in the disputed coastal zones.34 In response, Latin 
Americans sent Navy patrols—often decommissioned US military vessels 
sold off after the war—to seize the boats they caught in violation, confiscate 
their cargo, and fine the companies. In 1948, US fisheries scientist Milton 
Lobell, then stationed in Chile, urged the State Department to negotiate a 
modus vivendi with the Latin Americans, but to no avail. By the end of the 
1940s, US firms were having troubles with Mexico, Costa Rica, Panama, 
Colombia, and Ecuador over bait and tuna fishing in their coastal waters.35

Early attempts to establish a cooperative framework to address this 
problem took the form of bilateral and multilateral treaties. In 1949, the 
United States signed separate conventions with Mexico and Costa Rica, the 
latter of which led to the creation of the Inter-American Tropical Tuna 
Commission (IATTC) in 1950.36 Its mission was to promote research and 
cooperation across the Eastern Tropical Pacific as well as to establish an 
international quota system to conserve tuna stocks. The IATTC, which was 
heavily influenced by California-based scientists and industry representatives 
in its early years, collected extensive data from fishermen throughout the 
region. The newly founded United Nations Food and Agriculture Organ
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ization (FAO) also worked to establish a Latin American fishery council, 
creating tension with leaders of the American Tunaboat Association (ATA), 
who suspected FAO officials of deliberately contravening its interests. Wilbert 
Chapman, US fisheries scientist and then–director of research for ATA, 
stated bluntly in a letter to FAO’s director of fisheries, D. B. Finn: “It would 
seem that FAO is deliberately attempting to intrude itself into the field of 
operations of the [IATTC], and set up a competitive organization.”37 FAO 
leaders were insulted and distressed by these rumors and sought to correct 
them.38 While all parties recognized the need to further scientific knowledge 
of the tuna fisheries, competing geopolitical and economic interests impeded 
their collaboration.

Latin American leaders were wary of both organizations, which they 
perceived to be dominated by foreign interests.39 In 1952, Chile, Ecuador, 
and Peru jointly issued the Santiago Declaration, reaffirming sovereignty over 
the 200-mile maritime zone. A separate declaration pronounced the need 
for conservation of coastal resources.40 They also created a new research and 
policy organization, the Permanent Commission of the Southeast Pacific 
(CPPS), to oversee the fisheries and advocate for its members’ interests in 
the international sphere.41 This act unified historic enemies, among whom 
boundary disputes had lingered since the nineteenth century, along the South 
American fisheries frontier.42 It also strengthened their collective voice as they 
contended with the interests of the United States and long-distance fishing 
nations within the evolving regime for oceanic governance.

Gear improvements and flows of capital accelerated the race for fish 
during the 1950s and 1960s. Among its first technical assistance initiatives, 
the FAO sent scientists to evaluate and develop the fisheries in Chile, Peru, 
and Ecuador, with the express goal of promoting domestic consumption 
rather than “hasty ventures for industrialization of the fisheries resources for 
export.” 43 Their reports highlighted the inadequacy of local infrastructure and 
scientific training. Some producers imported second-hand equipment, as 
fishing enterprises in the North Pacific, facing dwindling sardine and tuna 
stocks, transferred their boats and machinery to the South American Pacific 
coast.44 During the 1950s, Van Camp Sea Foods built four canneries in Peru 
and one in Ecuador, along with others in Puerto Rico, Samoa, and on the 
African Atlantic coast.45 The US tuna industry was expanding within and 
beyond the Pacific, creating a global network of canneries that increased its 
flexibility to respond to shifting politics and ecosystems.

As tuna fleets faced ever-greater hostility in their activities off the Latin 
American Pacific coast, the United States formalized its financial support of 
the industry by passing the Fishermen’s Protective Act in August 1954.46 The 
act provided for the reimbursement of fines levied by foreign governments 
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on the basis of territorial sea claims. Although this allowed the owners of 
seized vessels to recuperate some losses, it did not cover the additional costs 
they often incurred for licenses or lost income, nor did it guarantee the prompt 
release of crews and boats. Ultimately, the measure was also ineffective in 
reducing seizures, which continued to occur at an accelerated rate in the 
forthcoming years.47

Greek-Argentine shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis soon launched a 
direct and very public challenge to Peru’s 200-mile doctrine, and to the 
broader postwar project of international cooperation for the regulation of 
the high seas. Onassis commanded a major share of the global petroleum ship-
ping industry with his fleet of nearly two dozen oil tankers. From 1950 to 1956, 
he also owned and operated the Olympic Challenger factory ship and its twelve 
“whale catchers.” In November 1954, Onassis defiantly sailed the Hamburg-
based whaling fleet into the waters off northern Peru.48 Despite protestations 
by both Peru and Chile, whose leaders appealed unsuccessfully to Panama to 
stop their passage through the canal, his fleet entered the Peruvian 200-
mile zone in order to hunt sperm whales on its way to the Antarctic for the 
Austral summer season.49 Peruvian air and naval forces attacked and captured 
part of the fleet, while several vessels escaped back to Panama. An interna-
tional debacle ensued over the millions in losses the seizure implied for the 
UK-based insurance companies backing Onassis’s assets.50 The affair also 
strained Peruvian relations with Panama, which protested the seizures be-
fore the United Nations and the Organization of American States.51 Ulti-
mately, Lloyd’s of London paid a US$3 million fine to the Peruvian gov-
ernment on behalf of Onassis in order to release the five captured ships, 
which immediately departed for the Antarctic whaling season.52 Although 
Onassis emerged with his fortune unscathed, the payment was an important 
victory for Peru in the battle for control over coastal resources. It also un-
derscored how the seasonality of migration and hunting has shaped the tem-
poral and geographical frame of marine resource conflicts.

When world leaders met in Rome for the 1955 International Technical 
Conference on the Living Resources of the Sea, tensions over coastal state 
rights and the territorial sea remained high. Unwilling to concede to the Latin 
American claims, the United States preferred to resolve individual fishery 
conflicts through multilateral organizations or bilateral agreements.53 As tuna 
boat seizures continued with frequency, multiple meetings among repre-
sentatives of the United States and the Chile-Ecuador-Peru (CEP) alliance 
failed to reach a formal compromise on the 200-mile question. Instead, the 
ATA negotiated privately with the Peruvian and Chilean governments. A 
1956 Supreme Decree, drafted in cooperation with the ATA, stipulated that 
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the Peruvian government would grant fishing licenses to foreign vessels for 
yellowfin and skipjack tuna, baitfish, and whales.54 Similarly, ATA’s man
ager Harold Cary participated directly in successful negotiations with the 
Chilean government in 1958.55 Tuna migrations shifted that year with the ar-
rival of a strong El Niño, a recurring climatic-oceanographic phenomenon 
caused by the periodic warming of waters in the Central and Eastern Pacific, 
making them more likely to be found in the abnormally warm waters off the 
Chilean coast.56 Furthermore, US fishing company executives recognized 
that their fleets remained dependent on coastal waters for supplies: “[we 
must] treat a precise knife edge of policy between getting bait and fuel in a 
country and losing the right to fish tuna freely on the high seas.”57 This 
patchwork of isolated agreements allowed operations to continue in Chilean 
and Peruvian waters, but they did not create a permanent solution to the 
policy stalemate, especially with respect to Ecuador.

The conflict remained most fervent in Ecuadorian waters, even while 
technological and political-economic factors changed the landscape of coastal 
fisheries along the South American Pacific coast. US fleets began to replace 
the pole-and-line method with modernized purse seiners, which used a purse-
like net to encircle entire schools of fish and a power winch to load them 
aboard, thus lessening their need to enter the shallower waters close to shore 
to catch bait. Peru and Chile were also entering a boom in the production of 
fishmeal (a high-protein commodity used in animal feeds), thus shifting their 
attention toward the anchoveta fishery instead of tuna processing during 
the 1960s.58 On the other hand, Ecuador’s crusade for the 200-mile territorial 
sea was the single most coherent foreign policy it pursued during its twentieth-
century history.59 Its representatives repeatedly argued for full jurisdictional 
control over the 200-mile zone, and Ecuadorian officials upheld this demand 
with frequent tuna boat seizures, with several of the incidents erupting in 
violence. On May 25, 1963, gunfire erupted when the Ecuadorian Navy 
approached a fleet thirteen miles off the coast, and all twenty-one tuna boats 
and their four hundred crewmembers ended up in Puerto Esmeralda, where 
they remained anchored for weeks awaiting diplomatic resolution.60 Fisher-
men and dockworkers on the US West Coast organized in solidarity with their 
captive compatriots, blocking the importation of Ecuadorian goods into the 
port of Los Angeles.61

These events occurred amidst the unfolding of a national political crisis 
in Ecuador. On July 11, a military junta removed the left-wing president 
Carlos Julio Arosemena from power, and several months later the US 
government quietly reached an agreement with the new military regime 
whereby both parties would observe a twelve-mile coastal zone. This marked 
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a historic, but temporary, reversal of Ecuador’s adamant defense of the 200-
mile doctrine, and a breach of the trilateral agreement with Peru and Chile. 
When news of the agreement became public in June 1965, it caused an uproar 
that contributed to the destabilization and toppling of the military junta soon 
thereafter.62 In the Eastern Tropical Pacific, control of the coastal zone 
remained a hotly contested symbol of national sovereignty nearly two decades 
after Chile and Peru first pronounced their 1947 claims.

The ad hoc policy that US officials had generally pursued in dealing 
with specific fishing disputes prior to 1960 became more problematic as 
fisheries industrialization intensified throughout the world. Long-distance 
fleets increasingly clashed with coastal fisheries in the North Pacific, North 
Atlantic, and Gulf of Mexico, in addition to the Eastern Tropical Pacific, 
further necessitating a comprehensive international management regime. But 
in the United States, pressures from different sectors of its domestic fisheries 
complicated the ability to respond definitively to Latin American challenges 
in the Eastern Tropical Pacific.63 US representatives had supported a twelve-
mile contiguous fishery zone at the 1958 United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea in Geneva (UNCLOS I), and Congress approved the twelve-
mile zone in 1966.64 These measures reflected the recognition that the inter-
national consensus was shifting away from the three-mile territorial sea and 
toward expanded jurisdiction, but, as one report noted, “For the United 
States to follow this trend is for it to choose between its coastal fisheries and 
its distant-water fisheries.” 65 Although coastal fisheries provided 75–85 percent 
of total US fisheries production at the time, officials were reluctant to cede 
any ground in their position on the territorial sea by abandoning their support 
of the US tuna industry.

Departing from previous efforts to negotiate its own agreements with 
fishing nations, in the late 1960s, US officials sought to override the com-
plicated framework of the existing regional organizations by proposing an-
other, more comprehensive one for the management of Pacific fisheries. They 
envisioned a limited membership of states whose fleets fished in the South 
American Pacific—Chile, Peru, Ecuador, Japan, Canada, and the United 
States—in order to preserve “at least a semblance of balance” between the 
distant-water and coastal fishing nations.66 Such an organization would re-
place the IATTC and CPPS and take into account the “special interests” of 
the Latin American coastal states, such as the Peruvian fishmeal industry, 
coordinating research and policy recommendations for the member states.67 
The evolving panoply of “more-than-territorial institutional innovations” 
emphasized the difficulty of developing a framework for international co-
operation, particularly in the context of geopolitical inequalities and con-
tested notions of sovereignty, to manage dynamic marine resources.68
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Meanwhile, the State Department continued to encourage tuna fleets 
to fish off Latin American shores. A 1967 law revised the Fishermen’s Pro-
tective Act, introducing an insurance program to compensate industrialists for 
the costs of boat seizures while expanding the coverage to include not only 
fines but also seized cargo and lost income.69 Like its previous iteration, this 
law had no impact on the rate of boat seizures, especially by Ecuador and 
Peru. In an interview with the Los Angeles Times, skipper Roland Virissimo ex-
plained that he preferred capture by the Peruvians because they were “ ‘more on 
the ball’ ” than Ecuadorians, while the latter “ ‘don’t know who is the boss. You 
might have to wait around in one of their ports for one week or a month until 
they decide what to do with you.’ ”70 The familiar cat-and-mouse routine that 
crewmembers endured was no doubt tiresome, trapped as they were between 
the conflicting foreign policy interests of their home country while subject to 
the whims of local officials.

Not long thereafter, the Peruvian military regime of General Juan Velasco 
Alvarado (1968–1975) reignited tensions with the United States. Velasco reaf-
firmed the 200-mile doctrine. He also expropriated US-owned corporations, 
including the International Petroleum Company (owned by Standard Oil) 
and, later, five fishmeal-producing firms. In May 1969, the US State Depart-
ment announced the suspension of military equipment sales to Peru in retalia-
tion for a series of recent boat seizures.71 Peruvian premier Ernesto Montagne 
then expelled the US Army, Navy, and Air Force missions and rejected the 
visit of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, special envoy of President Richard 
Nixon, on his inter-American “fact-finding tour.”72 Although the military ban 
lasted only a few months, the affair further strained relations with Peru.

Clashes with Ecuador also continued at sea.73 Delegations from the 
United States, Chile, Ecuador, and Peru met in April 1968 (Santiago) and 
August 1969 (Buenos Aires) to deliberate the establishment of a new regional 
fishery institution and vessel registration system, but talks were inconclusive 
yet again. While US representatives “viewed the seizure problem as a real 
obstacle to greater cooperation,” Latin American leaders questioned the 
connotation of “conservation” in the draft US proposal and were hesitant to 
commit to any program that might erode their rights without providing any 
direct economic benefit, such as the elimination of tariffs on imported tuna. 
Furthermore, the parties could not agree upon either the eco-geographical 
basis—whether spatial zones or species classifications—for a quota system 
or the institutional mechanism for managing its implementation in a manner 
that would satisfactorily distribute the balance of power.74

High-level diplomatic conversations were far removed from the lived 
experiences of antagonism among the fishing crews and sailors at sea. 
Solidarity among the longshoremen and fishermen of southern California 
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ensured that the Tuna Wars also impacted commerce along the Pacific 
American coast more broadly. California labor unions pressured the US 
government to defend the tuna fishermen in the ongoing international 
dispute. On behalf of the Fishermen’s Local 33 of Southland–San Diego, 
union representative John  J. Royal drafted a letter to President Nixon, 
threatening “an all out embargo by American labor against the commodities 
and products coming from these countries . . . ​[in order to] avoid the inevitable 
bloodshed and probable loss of lives” that he believed the ongoing conflict 
would bring.75 In 1971, five hundred picketers at the Los Angeles port of 
Long Beach, California, prevented the unloading of a shipment of Standard 
Fruit bananas from Ecuador.76

Ecological fluctuations further exacerbated these conflicts when the 
1972 El Niño warmed coastal waters, decimating the anchoveta populations 
that thrived in the normally cool Humboldt Current. In Peru, amidst the 
economic crisis that followed the 1973 anchoveta fishery collapse, an amend-
ment to the US Fishermen’s Protective Act sparked angry reactions in Lima, 
where “demonstrators hurled a dead fish into the embassy compound.”77 Re-
lations soured further when Velasco nationalized the Peruvian fishing in-
dustry and expropriated the assets of Gold Kist, Cargill, StarKist, Van Camp 
(Ralston Purina), Gloucester Peruvian (General Mills), and Pesqueri Meilian 
(International Proteins Corporation).78 The $150 million in compensation 
later paid did little to ameliorate the bitter aftermath of these events.79 The 
fortunes of Peruvian and Chilean fishmeal industrialists remained dim during 
the mid-1970s, but tuna landings were robust following the El Niño event.

Tuna boat seizures thus continued off the coast of Ecuador, where 
rumors swirled of a power struggle within the armed forces.80 When the 
crews of the Neptune and six other tuna seiners found themselves detained in 
the port of Salinas, the antagonistic relationship between the two nations 
had become entrenched: “I want the United States Government to put ma-
chine guns on my boat,” skipper David Rico ranted to a New York Times 
journalist, “and I want missiles—same as they’re giving to those people in 
the Middle East—to repel these pirates.”81 One California resident echoed 
Rico’s sentiment, complaining in a letter to the Los Angeles Times that “our 
government appears to be too chicken to deal appropriately with the pirates 
of Ecuador.”82 But as international deliberations over ocean governance 
continued to hash out the spatial and legal parameters for fishing rights and 
coastal state jurisdiction, Ecuador’s position became increasingly isolated. At 
the third session of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS III), held in Geneva from March 17 to May 9, 1975, Ecuador 
once again submitted a draft proposal for a 200-mile territorial sea, but it did 
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not generate much support, even from Chile and Peru.83 Instead, negotia-
tions moved toward the establishment of a 200-mile “economic zone,” with 
the precise nature of coastal states’ rights still to be determined, and special 
conditions for highly migratory species such as tuna.84

Important questions of territory, sovereignty, and cooperative man-
agement of resources nonetheless remained unresolved at the international 
level nearly thirty years after the 1947 Chilean and Peruvian proclamations. 
On January 28, 1976, the US Senate voted to establish a 200-mile fishery 
“conservation zone” contiguous to the territorial sea.85 Through eleven sessions 
held over a nine-year period, the Third United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS III, 1973–1982) finally defined the spatial and 
jurisdictional characteristics of the territorial sea (12 miles), within which 
coastal states exercise full sovereignty over the air, sea, and subsea, and the 
Exclusive Economic Zone (200 miles), within which they have sovereign 
rights to living and non-living resources but must allow freedom of naviga-
tion.86 In 1995, a separate agreement enacted special provisions for highly 
migratory species whose stocks straddle or traverse the boundaries of Exclu-
sive Economic Zones and high seas.87 While the conclusion of UNCLOS 
III marked a de facto end to the most uproarious period of gunboat diplomacy 
over tuna in the Eastern Tropical Pacific, it did not satisfy all demands: as 
of this writing, Peru has not ratified either agreement, nor has the United 
States ratified the 1982 Law of the Sea.88

The Tuna Wars of the Eastern Tropical Pacific (1947–1982) erupted in fits 
and starts, as fishing fleets and coastal states staked claims to offshore re-
sources during the post–World War II period of rapid technological mod-
ernization. Both new and existing institutional and geospatial mechanisms 
proved inadequate in addressing this conflict over resources whose mobility 
and variability complicated governance frameworks. Human-designed bound
aries of territory and property align poorly with the fluid ecological and bio-
logical geographies of the ocean. The long and decentered history of this 
conflict was shaped not only by the encounters between fishermen and sail-
ors or policy makers and entrepreneurs with contradictory interests, but even 
more fundamentally, by interspecies relationships and the dynamics of their 
spatial distribution over time.

At the heart of these repeated clashes also lay contentious questions of 
national sovereignty and rights of access to, and control over, the living 
resources of the sea in the context of an emerging postwar and postcolonial 
international order. Despite their sometimes divergent diplomatic priorities, 
the steadfast insistence of Ecuador, Peru, and Chile on sovereignty over the 
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200-mile coastal zone was an important challenge to the international status 
quo, the “freedom of the seas” doctrine. In its final iteration, the Exclusive 
Economic Zone represented a compromise of the most radical demands for 
territorial control, but it greatly expanded the ability of coastal states to retain 
some autonomy over their seas and the resources within them.

During the 1980s, the geopolitics of tuna fisheries shifted toward a 
new center of production in the central and western Pacific, where the island 
nations further challenged these newly defined principles as they sought 
recognition for their resource and territorial claims.89 The international legal 
terrain for these claims was vastly different than it had been in the 1940s 
and 1950s, even if the post-1982 regime for ocean governance was far from 
settled. With its eleven sessions and the dozens of international meetings that 
came before, UNCLOS III was a process that in itself held value beyond 
the diplomatic resolutions that it set forth. For all their ceremonious 
formalities, these international forums also provided a stage upon which 
Latin American delegates performed their discontent with the inequalities 
among nation-states at the global scale. In so doing, they effectively moved 
the battlefield from the open ocean to the conference room.
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THIRTEEN

Wintering in the South
Birds, Place, and Flows

Emily O’Gorman

The wind whipped up small waves in the brackish lagoon. The warm 
day had turned cool, and the birds huddled into their ruffled feathers. 
I was standing on the edge of Fivebough Swamp, a small wetland in 

southern New South Wales. I could see the many birds on the water and 
toward the opposite shore, including what looked like a small group of 
Latham’s snipe (Gallinago hardwickii). One, then another of these birds took 
flight. Soon the whole group was in the air, flying northward along a low 
mountain rage.

I was visiting Fivebough Swamp as part of a research project on the en-
vironmental history of wetlands in the Murray-Darling Basin, a large river 
system that covers a substantial portion of eastern Australia. Wetlands in the 
Murray-Darling Basin are places rich in biodiversity, cultural meanings, and 
contestation. This broader project aims to examine the changing and diverse 
uses, knowledge, and values that have shaped these places (for instance, of 
loggers, hunters, local Aboriginal people, governments, farmers, and ecolo-
gists) in order to develop a history of wetlands as “social-natural land-
scapes.”1 One aspect of this is to examine how ideas in fauna and flora protec-
tion and eradication, and wetland ecology and conservation at a variety of 
scales, have influenced, and been influenced by, particular wetlands sites. An-
other is to show the roles of plants and animals in shaping a variety of uses 
and values associated with wetlands by humans at these different scales. Plants 
and animals have also played important roles in shaping wetlands as well as 
possibilities for life; think, for example, of the role of mosquitoes as vectors of 
human and animal disease as well as the impacts of human responses to 
them, such as chemical treatments and drainage of wetlands. This set of ap-
proaches brings this work into conversation with multispecies studies, animal 
studies, and biology, and into close dialogue with work in the environmental 
humanities.2
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Latham’s snipe are today recognized by ornithologists as trans-equatorial 
migrants, although this has not always been the case. This chapter traces 
shifting understandings of Latham’s snipe in Australia in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries and in so doing repositions environmental histories of 
wetlands and cultural histories of birds in Australia within wider Pacific 
ecologies and cultures. Historical scholarship on wetlands in Australia has 
largely focused on single sites or literary understandings, while cultural 
histories of birds in Australia have largely focused on the challenges faced 
by ornithologists in moving beyond British and European models of bird 
behavior, especially seasonal migration, and the gradual realization by 
ornithologists that most Australian birds were influenced more by rainfall 
than seasons; that is, that many birds were nomadic rather than migratory.3 
This scholarship has been important in showing the incompatibility of Eu
ropean understandings of animals, plants, climates, and environments, with 
many of those in Australia. Recent cultural histories of birds have thus 
focused more on species that tended not to move too far from Australia while 
migratory birds have been comparatively overlooked. What then of the birds 
that did undertake seasonal intercontinental migrations? A focus on these 
birds, such as Latham’s snipe, can help to illuminate the diverse and wide-
ranging bio-cultural networks that have connected Australia with the wider 
East Asian and Asia-Pacific regions and beyond and shed new light on 
histories of wetlands in Australia and beyond. These migrations, and how 
ornithologists understood them, shaped and connected distant places with a 
range of mixed, and important, political and ecological consequences in 
Australia and elsewhere.

Latham’s snipe, along with many other birds around the world, have 
connected wetlands through their bodies as they move between them (see 
figure 13.1). Attentiveness to their agency can help us to think in new ways 
about the diverse and wide-ranging bio-cultural relationships and networks 
that have shaped these places and their connections, and illuminate the 
sometimes profound consequences of how these have been valued and un-
derstood.4 We need to approach Pacific migrant ecologies as more than 
human and recognize the journeys non-humans take themselves on as well 
as the ones humans send them on.5

In 1891, a columnist in The Australasian newspaper revealed some 
exciting ornithological news about Latham’s snipe to readers:

With the first moonlight of the month [of September], sometimes in a 
single night, the snipe appear on a solitary marsh, but where did they wing 
their flight from? What was their starting point? And by what route came 
they? These are indeed exceedingly interesting questions that have only 
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lately been solved. It was thought that these remarkable birds came from the 
unknown far north-west interior . . . ​But, wonderful as it may seem, Henry 
Seebohm, in his recent work, Birds of the Japanese Empire [1890], tells us 
that: “Latham’s the Australian snipe is a common visitor to the Japanese 
islands probably breeding in the Yezzo, and certainly doing so on the 
mountains of Southern Japan.”6

This same book hypothesized the migration route of the snipe, writing 
that “it is probably confined to Japan for the breeding-season, but in autumn 
passes the Philippine Islands and the coasts of China to winter in Australia.”7 
This article was likely written by Victorian ornithologist and avid egg collector 
A. J. Campbell. 

Figure 13.1. ​ A depiction of a Latham’s snipe (left) with an Australian painted snipe (right). 
Image credit: Gracius J. Broinowski, The Birds of Australia (Melbourne: C. Stuart & Co., 
1890–1891).

After many years of trying to find where the birds bred, 
Campbell could finally claim to have done so in 1898, when his hired egg 
collector found the birds’ nests at the foot of Fujiyama (Mount Fuji) and sent 
some samples back to Australia.8

In the colonial period, many ornithologists in Australia focused on 
establishing the breeding places and migratory routes of birds, often between 
hemispheres. Historian Libby Robin has argued that this was because the 
migrations of the birds resonated with their own travel or migration to 
Australia from Britain and Europe.9 The language of “discovery” of birds 
and eggs is prevalent in these ornithologists’ writings and in many ways was 
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akin to writings by colonial explorers. This was also reflected in the “discovery” 
and the honor of naming a new species. English ornithologist John Latham 
had made the first taxonomic classification of Scolopax australis, in 1801, 
giving it the common name of “New Holland snipe.” He likely did this from 
England, using a specimen collected on one of James Cook’s voyages during 
the early years of British colonization in Australia. Although the scientific 
name he had given the snipe was later dropped in favor of one made by John 
Gould in 1831 (Gallinago hardwickii), the name “Latham’s snipe” stuck. The 
bird was also known by a range of other names in Australia in the nineteenth 
century, including Australian snipe and “Longbil.”10

As historian Nancy Jacobs has noted of European ornithologists within 
African colonial contexts, while ornithologists sought to produce objective 
science, they were embedded within colonizing processes, often ignoring or 
appropriating Indigenous knowledge.11 In describing the idea that Latham’s 
snipe bred in the “unknown” inland of Australia, Campbell reinforced 
colonial divisions between European and Aboriginal people in Australia. 
Expanding on this idea, he wrote that colonists had assumed that the birds 
“probably . . . ​bred in autumn in countless companies in great marshy areas 
as yet only explored by the rude savage.”12 Here, racist ideologies used to 
support a colonial hierarchy embedded in ideas of civilizational progress are 
clearly at play. This view of Western scientific knowledge as superior to other 
kinds of knowledge was also evident in his discussions of the snipe in Japan.13 
In 1901, Campbell wrote that “[the] Japanese . . . ​take little interest in the 
natural history of their country. That is one reason why the nests and eggs 
remained so undiscovered, and why we know so little of the domestic matters 
of this feathered migrant, so full of interest to Australians.”14 People in Japan 
clearly knew about the birds, which were called Oh-jishigi, but not in the 
way Campbell wanted or needed for his scientific study.15 Some colonial 
ornithologists saw themselves as adventurers, of an ilk with colonial explorers, 
and traveled overseas to collect specimens and observe the birds (or hired 
someone to do this, as with Campbell). For instance, in 1903 Robert Hall 
and Ernie Trebilcock undertook what Robin has called “a major ornithological 
expedition” to Siberia in order to observe migratory waders at their breeding 
grounds and collect specimens.16

By the turn of the twentieth century, ornithologists knew that a range 
of birds migrated between Australia and parts of Asia, and that they bred in 
the Northern Hemisphere and wintered in Australia. By 1919, Hall could 
publish a series a maps of birds’ migratory routes based on his own and others’ 
research and ideas. This included the route ornithologists’ thought was taken 
by Latham’s snipe.17 International networks among ornithologists facilitated 
this. For instance, in 1903, Russian ornithologist Sergius Buturlin outlined 
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his research on migratory birds between the Russian Empire and Australia 
in the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union’s (RAOU) journal Emu, 
stating that “so far, I know we have 48 forms in common” and giving details 
on his research of various collections.18 Knowledge of bird movements was, 
however, far from certain. Ideas about the precise routes taken by birds like 
Latham’s snipe were speculative and contested, and some species that did 
not leave Australia were thought to be migratory by both ornithologists and 
amateur observers. Colonists in Australia would write to newspapers with 
their experiences and observations of birds and nests, often in response to 
an article by an ornithologist.19 This hints at a range of popular understandings 
of migration by colonists but also the reciprocal shaping of these and more 
“expert” (often middle- and upper-class) understandings by ornithologists. 
Gaining information about bird distribution and movements, within the 
narrow parameters of what was considered acceptable evidence, presented a 
range of challenges to ornithologists, including the time and people power 
it took to undertake regular observations. Some came up with inventive 
solutions. For example, Campbell began recording the arrival of Latham’s 
snipe in his local area in Victoria based on the shooting of the first snipe of 
the season, which a local shopkeeper hung in the shop window.20 This helped 
him to ascertain that Latham’s snipe began arriving in Victoria, near 
Melbourne, in mid-August to September, while their departure was less 
certain but was “towards the end of the Australian autumn.”21 The 
establishment of an ornithological society (the ROAU) in 1901, along with 
a society journal, promised greater coordination for ornithological research 
in Australia. There remained, however, some challenges in studying migratory 
patterns. For example, in the 1920s and 1930s, members of the society set 
up a Committee on Distribution and Migration, but the committee’s goal 
of regular observation in particular regions was at odds with constraints on 
some volunteers’ time, and keeping volunteers involved in the project proved 
difficult.22

By the 1860s, Latham’s snipe were already familiar to waterfowl hunters 
in southeastern Australia, who prized them for sport as well as food. Snipe 
required skill and patience by hunters; in fact, the mode of hunting used to 
kill snipe is where the word “sniper” comes from. In the early twentieth 
century, people began to record declines in the number of Latham’s snipe in 
southeastern Australia, and hypothesized that it was due to a loss of habitat 
from wetland drainage, intensified land use, and over-hunting.23 According 
to later government estimates, hunters killed up to 10,000 birds annually 
in Australia in this period, with many of these in Victoria and Tasmania.24 In 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, concerns that birds were 
being over-hunted for a range of reasons—including for plumes for use in 
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women’s fashion, as agricultural pests, and for market—prompted advocacy 
groups to actively lobby governments for greater protection of birds.25

These groups often directed their efforts toward protecting native 
birds that were “useful” (for example, as they ate insect pests on farms) or 
“aesthetically pleasing.”26 Seen not to be particularly pesky, useful, or 
beautiful, nor truly “native” as they bred elsewhere, Latham’s snipe and 
many other trans-equatorial migratory birds seem to have been marginal in 
these debates. Ornithologists, advocacy groups, and hunters also aimed to 
protect bird-breeding sites rather than habitat, and a range of wetlands were 
protected as “game reserves” in this period. But as Latham’s snipe and 
other trans-equatorial migrants bred outside Australia, in the Northern 
Hemisphere, they were not included in this either. Bird protection advo-
cates, including sport hunters, argued that birds were vulnerable and in 
need of protection at the time of breeding, and at other times it was, 
broadly speaking, expected that they could go almost anywhere. Further, 
while hunters viewed Latham’s snipe as good sport, it was not a key game 
species. Historian Robert Boardman has argued that as none of the migra-
tory birds were significant game species, Australia did not seek international 
agreements to protect them in this period as in North America.27

In the first half of the twentieth century, government research fo-
cused largely on species that farmers and fishermen viewed as “pests,” like 
cockatoos that raided orchards and ducks that were blamed for reducing 
rice crops. It was the research in this period that provided scientific evi-
dence for nomadic and opportunistic behavior in many Australian birds 
(already generally understood). Robin has noted that in the 1920s and 
1930s this research on nomadism was influenced by international interest 
in “the physiology of irregular breeding” of birds, including the influence 
of rainfall.28 Following an intense dry period and sand drift in the inland 
in the 1930s and 1940s, Australian biologists turned more directly to study-
ing “desert” or “arid zone” birds in the 1940s and 1950s.29 In broad terms, 
this extended research on nomadism and opportunism. Australia only estab-
lished a government-funded national bird-banding program in the 1950s, 
something that the United States and Britain had done for much longer. 
As Robin has noted, “migration has traditionally been the major interest 
of banding studies,” and this interest had not been significant in Austra-
lian government research.30 In addition to migratory birds falling outside 
the purview of applied government science, the lack of research on migra-
tory birds in Australia in this period might be further explained by the gov-
ernment’s focus on “national” projects and development during and follow-
ing two world wars, which had created turmoil and sensitive international 
relations within the Asia-Pacific region.
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Throughout most of the twentieth century, migratory birds with routes 
into East Asia and the Pacific only seem to have gained significant popular 
and scientific attention as potential carriers of disease. These views became 
part of the contested bio-cultural terrain of immigration laws that dis-
criminated against “non-white” migrants, including from these regions.31 
The first half of the twentieth century was a period of heightened racism in 
Australia, which continued in the Cold War period. A largely conservative 
Australian population saw links with Asia, including through birds, as un-
desirable. In the early 1950s, in the wake of a significant outbreak of en-
cephalitis in the southern Australian states, medical professionals claimed 
that migratory birds had introduced Japanese encephalitis to Australia, which 
was then spread to humans by mosquitoes. Newspaper columnists interpreted 
the introduction of the disease within racist ideas of a clean, “white Australia” 
located within a diseased, “non-white” region. One stated: “Research points 
to migrating birds, travelling to Asia by way of the Pacific Islands north of 
Australia [and back], as carriers of the disease to our mainland. If this is so, 
it is quite possible that the disease first appeared in the islands, or in Asia 
rather than in white Australia.”32 Another stated that “Murray Valley en-
cephalitis, which broke out in 1951 gave the Murray valley a bad name. But 
the disease is now known to be Japanese encephalitis possibly carried to Aus-
tralia by migrating birds.”33 The kind of encephalitis that had caused the 
outbreaks in Australia was, however, later shown to be a slightly different 
strain, one that was local to parts of Australia.

Studying the role of migratory birds in spreading Japanese encephalitis 
in East and Southeast Asia was one of the key rationales behind the estab-
lishment of the Migratory Animal Pathological Survey in the 1960s. This 
effort was funded by the US Army and the South East Asia Treaty Organ
ization and led by American ornithologist Elliott McClure. The study in-
cluded more than fifteen countries and involved the banding of thousands of 
birds. Through this research McClure devised the idea of the East-Asian 
Flyway as a major bird migration route, which included Australia (later 
subsumed into the bigger East Asian-Australasian Flyway). The flyway 
concept had been developed by researchers in the United States in the 1920s 
and 1930s and had had a major influence on wetland management along 
migratory paths in North America. From this research, McClure argued that 
changes in bird habitat in Asia and Australia had altered the migration 
routes.34

It was perhaps through knowledge of this work that Australian re-
searchers, led by Harry Frith, chief of the Wildlife Division of the Com-
monwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), began 
studying Latham’s snipe in New South Wales in the 1970s. In 1970, they 



236  Chapter 13

visited Japan and met with researchers at the Yamashina Institute of Orni-
thology to develop links between the two countries. Japanese researchers were 
becoming concerned over the pressures of increasing industrialization and 
urbanization on parts of the birds’ breeding habitat, and soon after, Yo-
shimaro Yamashina included it as one of the endangered birds of Japan.35 
From the 1960s, bird organizations and researchers in Japan had increasingly 
advocated the need for international cooperation to protect birds, particularly 
cranes that migrated between several countries in the wider region. These 
efforts gathered pace in the 1970s, supported by several organizations, 
including the Yamashina Institute of Ornithology.36 The strengthening of 
relationships with Australian researchers can be seen as an extension of these 
interests.

Frith and his colleagues published their findings on Latham’s snipe in 
1977, in which they emphasized that a loss of habitat through intensive land 
use, wetland drainage, and the damming and canalization of rivers, as well 
as hunting, had potentially altered the distribution and reduced the popu-
lations of the birds in eastern Australia. New South Wales had only recently 
banned hunting of the birds, and Victoria, Tasmania, and Queensland (the 
latter where Latham’s snipe was a passage migrant) all allowed hunting dur-
ing the key migration times when the birds were relatively vulnerable. Frith 
and his team also stressed that so little scientific research had been under-
taken on the birds in Australia that making any definitive claims, even of 
distribution, was difficult.37

Indeed, widespread and growing concern over reductions in habitat and 
the effects of hunting for a number of species and a lack of scientific research 
on wildlife in Australia were the key motivations behind the establishment 
of a Committee on Wildlife Conservation by the Commonwealth Govern-
ment in 1970. The committee included people from both major political par-
ties, producing a report with key recommendations in 1972. This report in-
corporated a review of the need for the protection of migratory birds. Of the 
sixty-six species of birds listed as trans-equatorial migrants, the committee 
heard evidence that only one needed an international agreement for its pro-
tection: the Latham’s snipe.38 Frith, as chief of the Wildlife Division of 
CSIRO, had been one of the key people to give evidence to the committee. 
It is likely that he brought the birds to the committee’s attention, as he had just 
established his research project on them. The committee members also 
viewed international agreements for bird protection as a politically astute 
move, writing that they “regard it as part of Australia’s international re-
sponsibility to ensure not only that action is being taken in this country but 
also to demonstrate our concern internationally through the establishment of 
agreements with other countries.”39 In addition, they argued that species pro-
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tection needed greater alignment between Australian states and territories, 
while different protection and hunting laws prevailed in each. Ultimately, the 
committee recommended that Australia “seek unilateral agreements with 
the Governments of Papua New Guinea, New Zealand and Japan” to protect 
migratory birds.40

Boardman has argued that Australia’s involvement in the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature, founded in 1948, “raised awareness of 
the transnational character of many issues and gave domestic conservation 
issues an increasingly attentive foreign constituency.” 41 A range of other such 
agreements added to Australia’s international perspective and profile in the 
1970s, including the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International 
Importance in 1971 and the Bonn Convention on Migratory Animals in 
1979. All of these agreements reflected a new international focus of envi-
ronmental concerns that emerged in the post-war era and gathered pace in 
the 1970s.

In 1974, Australia entered into its first migratory bird treaty; this was 
with Japan, which contained the main breeding grounds of Latham’s snipe, 
also called Japanese snipe. In forming the terms of the initial treaty, Japan 
required Australia to support the listing of each bird they proposed with 
evidence such as photographs or museum specimens and would not accept 
sightings as adequate proof. Here we can see the inverse of Campbell’s 1901 
statements that called into question Japan’s knowledge of Latham’s snipe, as 
the materials that supported Australia’s knowledge of birds were instead put 
to the test.42 This treaty has been used in conjunction with other international 
agreements, namely those with China (1986) and the Republic of Korea 
(2007), and extensively in Australia in wetland protection and management. 
These have on occasion been invoked to prevent wetland drainage and 
development. The treaty has been less significant in Japan, which, Boardman 
has argued, has placed greater political importance on supporting migratory 
bird treaties with other countries in Asia and prioritized regional conservation 
of cranes.43 Nevertheless, in both places, the agreements were a new tool for 
intervening in wetlands, and opened up new political possibilities that could 
mobilize bird migrations to protect particular habitat. In other words, the 
international journeys made by the birds changed the nature of these places 
politically. More recently, concerns over H5N1 virus have seen another po
litical shift. People have again become concerned that the long journeys made 
by birds are also possible routes for pathogens that harm humans, at the same 
time that immigration debates have flared.

A focus on non-human agency can draw us into different kinds of 
histories and into a consideration of the journeys plants and animals take 
themselves on, not just the flows we send them on. Through an examination 
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of changing understandings of Latham’s snipe and their movements, this 
chapter has sought to reposition environmental histories of wetlands and 
cultural histories of birds in Australia within a broader regional set of Pacific 
migrant ecologies. Birds like Latham’s snipe can illuminate some of the many 
bio-cultural relationships and networks that have shaped places like wetlands 
and the consequences of how these relationships have been valued and 
understood for lives and livelihoods, environments and cultures.
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FOURTEEN

Bravo for the Pacific
Nuclear Testing, Ecosystem Ecology, and the  

Emergence of Direct Action Environmentalism

Frank Zelko

On Sunday, February 10, 1946, Commodore Ben H. Wyatt, a pint-
sized naval officer from Williamsburg, Kentucky, and the United 
States’ commander of the Marshall Islands, stepped onto the beach 

on Bikini Atoll with a Bible in his hand. A former college football player 
and star athlete, Wyatt became one of the Navy’s first pilots in the 1920s. 
Legend had it that in 1936, while lost in the clouds over Germany, he landed 
his plane on the Nuremberg airfield during a Nazi rally. A decade later on 
the other side of the world, Wyatt’s task was to persuade the Bikinians—all 
167 of them—to leave their home and relocate to another island 125 miles 
away. The US military needed a place to test a mighty bomb developed by 
its scientists, Wyatt explained, and this device—the most powerful weapon 
ever created by mankind—would, paradoxically, lead to the end of all war-
fare. By agreeing to abandon the island, Wyatt gravely intoned, the Bikin-
ians would be like the children of Israel, whom the Lord saved from their 
enemy and led into the Promised Land.1

The Americans were the latest in a succession of colonial powers to 
claim the Marshall Islands. Understandably, the Bikinians were awed by the 
power of the US military, which rid them of the stricter and more brutal 
Japanese rulers who had controlled the islands since the end of World War I. 
Unlike the Japanese, the US Navy fostered goodwill, providing Bikinians 
with food, supplies, and free medical treatment, as well as building a store, 
elementary school, and a medical dispensary on the island. Nevertheless, de-
spite Wyatt’s friendly tone, it was clear to the locals that “no” would not be an 
acceptable answer. Furthermore, as pious Christians—American and Hawai-
ian missionaries had converted them in the mid-nineteenth century—the 
Marshallese were receptive to biblical analogies. After a short deliberation, 
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Chief Juda Kessibuki reported their decision: “If the United States govern-
ment and the scientists of the world want to use our island and atoll for fur-
thering development, which with God’s blessing will result in kindness and 
benefit to all mankind, my people will be pleased to go elsewhere.” This, at 
least, was how the Navy portrayed the encounter.2

Prior to the US nuclear tests in the Marshall Islands, the planet had 
experienced only three atomic explosions: the initial Trinity test in New 
Mexico in July 1945 and the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
the following month. The United States emerged from World War II as the 
world’s dominant military power and with a monopoly on atomic weap-
onry. Unsurprisingly, military strategists and scientists were keen to conduct 
further tests. The newly acquired islands in one of the remotest parts of the 
planet appeared to offer an ideal location, and Bikini Atoll was chosen as 
the first site. As comedian Bob Hope wryly observed: “As soon as the war 
ended, we located the one spot on earth that hadn’t been touched by war 
and blew it to hell.”3

Beyond its military implications, however, US nuclear testing in the 
Marshall Islands also had several unexpected environmental, political, and so-
cial consequences. In historian Paul Boyer’s words, “it was Bikini, rather than 
Hiroshima or Nagasaki, which first brought the issue of radioactivity compel-
lingly to the nation’s consciousness.” 4 For the Bikinians—and Marshallese in 
general—the use of their home as a nuclear testing ground had an utterly 
devastating impact on their way of life and long-term health.5 Beyond that, the 
dozens of atomic and thermonuclear weapons that the US military detonated 
in the Marshall Islands between 1946 and 1958—all of them atmospheric—
propelled radioactive particles into the stratosphere, where they hitched a 
ride on jet streams and gradually contaminated the entire planet with radio-
active fallout. As evidence of this contamination accumulated—for example, 
in the form of strontium-90 deposits in milk and children’s teeth—the peace 
and anti-nuclear movements began to focus increasingly on the environmen-
tal impacts of nuclear weapons testing.6

Ironically, the ecological worldview that undergirded this incipient en-
vironmentalism was bolstered by a seminal environmental impact assess-
ment conducted in 1954 in the Marshall Islands. The investigators were two of 
the most promising young ecological scientists of the era, the brothers Eugene 
and Howard Odum. Their study, which was fully funded and backed by the 
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), confirmed their holistic and cyber-
netic theory of how nature functioned. Ecosystem ecology dominated eco-
logical thought for the next two decades, in large part due to the persuasive re-
search and arguments of the Odum brothers. This holistic view of nature—in 
which humans and their technology were part of a closed circuit of natural 
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cycles and processes—inspired popular environmental writers such as Ra-
chel Carson. By the 1970s, it was the worldview that propelled Greenpeace’s 
anti-nuclear protests against US and French testing in the Pacific, as well as 
its subsequent global environmental campaigns. For all these reasons, nuclear 
testing in the remotest parts of the Pacific played an important role in the his-
tory of environmentalism.

By 1945, a team of crack European and American scientists, with ample 
assistance from the US government and military, had successfully harnessed 
the power of the atom. Among many questions raised by the bomb, the issue 
of control was perhaps uppermost: what group or agency should be in charge 
of directing and coordinating atomic research and deciding what use it should 
be put to? As Hiroshima burned, President Truman urged Congress to pass 
legislation to create a new commission, to be controlled largely by the military, 
that would concern itself primarily with weapons production. Many in the 
scientific community, however, were alarmed at the prospect of extending 
military control of atomic power into peacetime. Senator Brien McMahon, a 
Democrat from Connecticut, came up with a solution: the new agency—the 
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC)—would be composed entirely of civil-
ians and would concern itself with the potential non-military uses of atomic 
energy, as well as with weapons development. However, the generals easily 
circumvented McMahon’s effort to ensure civilian control of atomic energy; 
many of the commissioners were high-ranking military officers who simply 
stepped down from active duty to assume their new role, and the agency’s 
military division quickly became its dominant branch, commanding 70 percent 
of its budget and prioritizing weapons development for the next thirty years.7

Naturally, testing atomic weapons became one of the AEC’s major 
concerns. In this sense, Bikini Atoll’s misfortune was due primarily to its 
remoteness from other areas of human habitation and its relative proximity 
to Kwajalein Atoll, where the United States had already built a military air 
base and ship anchorage. The AEC conducted the first two tests, code-named 
Able (July 1, 1946) and Baker (July 23, 1946), with little concern for the safety 
of those involved, be they the Marshallese residents of nearby islands or US 
military personnel. The Navy placed numerous decommissioned and captured 
enemy battleships in the Bikini lagoon as part of the test, many with pigs, 
sheep, and goats strapped to their decks. Within hours of the first blast, 
military commanders sent fifteen thousand soldiers, with virtually no 
protective gear, into the lagoon to survey, hand-scrub, and decontaminate 
the ships. The government’s insistence on maintaining secrecy made it difficult 
to obtain independent information about the effects of the tests; few journalists 
were permitted to witness the blasts and the subsequent cleanup, and gov-
ernment officials vetted their stories before they could be published.8
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Over the next sixteen years, the AEC conducted another 108 atomic 
and thermonuclear bomb tests in remote regions of Oceania. The size of the 
blasts increased exponentially, generating a total yield of approximately 151 
megatons. The tests during this period constituted approximately three-
quarters of the overall yield generated by all US testing between 1945 and 
1992.9 The largest blast by far, which also took place on Bikini, was the Castle 
Bravo thermonuclear detonation of 1954. Despite realizing that the wind 
conditions were unfavorable and would likely spread radioactive fallout 
throughout inhabited regions, the US government went ahead with the test 
as scheduled. The fifteen-megaton yield was considerably larger than scien-
tists had anticipated. Several hours after the blast, a fine white powder fell 
from the sky onto Rongelap, an island about ninety miles to the west of Bi-
kini. To children of the tropics who had only heard about snow via Christmas 
stories, the fallout looked like snowflakes. A few minutes of happy frolicking 
exposed them to 175 rad of radiation and a lifetime of ill health and suffering 
(the maximum total body dose recommended by the International Commis-
sion on Radiological Protection is 0.5 rad per year).10 After two months, the 
US government finally decided that Rongelap was too dangerous to inhabit. 
It relocated the locals to Ejit Island in the Majuro Atoll, where they experi-
enced a polio epidemic and subsisted on canned food. As consolation, the 
former residents of Rongelap could reflect on the fact that Bravo’s monumen-
tal force offered AEC scientists many special research opportunities and 
helped further their understanding of radio-ecological principles.11

By the mid-1950s, it was clear that nuclear detonations of one megaton 
or more propelled radioactive materials high into the stratosphere, potentially 
dispersing them over much of the planet.12 Among the most troubling by-
products of nuclear fission spread by the blasts was strontium 90, a radionu-
clide with a half-life of twenty-eight years. Strontium 90 accompanies cal-
cium, with which it has a chemical affinity, through the food chain from soil 
to vegetables. It eventually accumulates in the bones of animals, where it ef-
fectively functions as a constant source of low-level internal radiation, sig-
nificantly increasing the risk of bone cancer and leukemia. The body of every 
human now contains strontium 90, and forensic scientists can date human 
remains as pre- or post-Bravo, based on traces of militarized radioactive 
carbon in teeth.13

Throughout the 1950s, the AEC continued to insist that nuclear testing 
“created no immediate or long-range hazard to human health outside the 
proving ground.”14 Such reassurance, however, proved hollow and was soon 
undermined by the AEC’s own research. In 1958, a group of AEC-contracted 
Columbia University scientists conducted a worldwide study of bone samples. 
The results flew in the face of the commission’s sanguine assurance: in one 
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year, the average level of strontium 90 in children had increased by 50 percent, 
and children under five had concentrations that were twenty times higher 
than those in adults over twenty years of age. Although the AEC insisted 
that such levels remained below the acceptable maximum, the media and the 
general public became increasingly skeptical. Time magazine, for example, 
reported that many scientists felt that the maximum had been set far too high, 
while the New Republic opined that the world had “suddenly become a small 
sphere too restricted in surface area for the ‘safe’ testing of super-bombs.”15

That same year, Barry Commoner, a Washington University scientist 
and anti-nuclear campaigner who would go on to become one of the most 
influential environmentalists of the late twentieth century, published “The 
Fallout Problem” in Science.16 Commoner explained what nuclear fallout was 
and outlined its likely long-term impact on human health and the environment. 
The global ecological and health consequences of Pacific nuclear testing 
dramatically illustrated the interconnectedness of the world’s natural systems, 
an insight Commoner would later summarize as one of the four primary laws 
of ecology.17 As the implications of fallout became increasingly clear, pacifist 
organizations that had protested nuclear testing since its inception began to 
focus increasingly on its environmental impact.18 Furthermore, Quakers such 
as Albert Bigelow, inspired by Gandhi’s nonviolent direct action protests 
against British imperialism, started planning voyages to the Marshall Islands 
in order to “bear witness” to nuclear testing. They adopted the slogan “No 
contamination without representation.” None of them managed to reach their 
goals before being arrested, but their actions inspired future voyages such as 
those of Greenpeace in the 1970s.19

At the same time as the AEC was inspiring scientists and anti-war 
groups to launch campaigns against nuclear testing and the danger of fallout, it 
was also the chief sponsor of the branch of science that would provide envi-
ronmentalists with the tools and the worldview that prompted them to chal-
lenge not only the AEC but industrialism in general. Broadly speaking, the 
trajectory of science since the mid-nineteenth century was increasingly mech-
anistic and reductive. Technological breakthroughs allowed scientists to study 
and manipulate organisms at the cellular level. The reductionist science of 
the laboratory identified diseases and promised cures; it split apart and recom-
bined molecules into useful new materials and products. Given their effica-
ciousness, it is not surprising that reductionist values and assumptions be-
came increasingly pervasive to the point of seeming self-evident. In a time of 
rapid industrial expansion and growing consumerism, they offered a form of 
science that was on the one hand practical and result-oriented, but which also 
promised insight into the most fundamental levels of life and matter.20 From 
this perspective, atomic research was the apotheosis of modern science: it 
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focused on the smallest known units of matter in order to maximally leverage 
the power of nature for military and industrial purposes.

Reductionism, unsurprisingly, spawned an oppositional trend toward 
a more holistic approach to science. By the mid-twentieth century, the branch 
of science that best represented this view of nature was ecology.21 Arthur 
Tansley, an English botanist and one of the pioneers of modern ecology, 
argued that nature could best be understood as a series of interlocking 
ecological systems—a pond, a forest, the biosphere—each of which could 
be studied as a “whole.” How could scientists understand these systems 
without resorting to reductionism? The key, according to the methodology 
developed by Eugene Odum, a young ecologist at the University of Georgia, 
was to examine the energy circuits and material flows that connected biotic 
and abiotic phenomena into a single interacting entity. And the easiest and 
most accurate way to measure such circuits and flows was by following 
radioactivity. Radioactive tracers could be used to measure the movement of 
materials and the flow of energy through an “ecosystem.” The Odums 
“labeled” plants at the bottom of the food chain with radioactive isotopes. 
Then, at various intervals, they sampled consumers in the system for radiation. 
Radiation ecology, as this practice became known, enabled scientists to isolate 
individual food chains and determine how long it takes for energy to move 
through the ecosystem.22

Odum’s holistic ecosystem ecology was, from its very inception, inti-
mately linked with atomic research. In 1951, scientists began working on the 
hydrogen bomb that would be detonated on Enewetak Atoll in 1952. In 
order to help produce the tritium and plutonium necessary for the first full-
scale thermonuclear explosion—to be code-named Ivy Mike—the AEC 
constructed a nuclear facility on the Savannah River in South Carolina. 
Odum received AEC funding to conduct an ecological survey of the region 
before and after the plant became operational. And he was far from being 
the only ecologist to benefit from AEC largesse. The commission also funded 
ecological research at the Oak Ridge nuclear facility in Tennessee, as well as 
at numerous universities and research stations throughout the country. Like 
environmentalism, therefore, modern ecology was very much a product of 
the nuclear age.23

In July 1954, the AEC contracted Eugene Odum to study the impact of 
radioactive fallout on a coral reef adjacent to Enewetak Atoll. He invited his 
younger brother, Howard, a recent Yale PhD who had worked under the re-
nowned ecologist G. Evelyn Hutchinson, to accompany him, and the two 
spent six absorbing and fruitful weeks assaying a local reef. Altogether, the 
AEC conducted forty-three tests on Enewetak. The Odums began their 
research two years after Ivy Mike, the 10.4-megaton thermonuclear blast that 
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had completely obliterated Elugelab Island and turned it into a giant crater. 
The 15-megaton Bravo test had taken place on Bikini, which was 190 miles to 
the east, three months prior to their arrival. And just two months before their 
field work began, Enewetak had been the stage for Nectar, a 1.69-megaton 
blast that was part of the same series as Bravo. Such was the degree of radio-
activity in the area that the Odums could produce an autoradiographic image 
of a piece of coral by merely laying it on photographic paper.24 Like many 
AEC-funded scientists, the Odums were seemingly oblivious to the moral 
and political implications of their work. Instead, they viewed the irradiated 
reef as a unique opportunity “for critical assays of the effects of radiations due 
to fission products on whole populations and entire ecological systems in the field.”25

In addition to determining the environmental impact of nuclear testing, 
as per the AEC’s request, the Odums planned to use Enewetak to investigate a 
complete ecosystem with the intent of measuring its overall metabolism—the 
chemical processes that maintain a living system, something that nobody had 
done before.26 Using a small raft as a base, the brothers waded and dove their 
way around their chosen reef for hours at a time, including several night dives. 
“All in all,” Eugene wrote several years later, “there is no better way to become 
impressed with the functional operation of a community than to put on a face 
mask and explore a coral reef.”27 “Functional” was a key term in the Odums’ 
lexicon. Most ecologists up to that point had taken for granted that investiga-
tors would painstakingly develop a thorough familiarity with the majority of 
species in the ecosystem they were studying in order to be able to describe its 
structure. The Odums, however, could identify very few species on the reef. 
Moreover, they firmly believed that such detailed knowledge was not neces-
sary in order to trace energy flows and measure a system’s metabolism. In 
other words, an ecologist could understand the way an ecosystem—especially 
a radioactive one—functioned without necessarily having intimate familiarity 
with all of its components. Furthermore, the reef research validated their 
theory that natural selection favored ecological stability or, in layperson’s 
terms, the balance of nature. “It seems clear,” they concluded, “that the vast 
coral reef community is highly productive and not far from a steady state bal-
ance of growth and decay.”28 This belief in ecosystem stability, orderly succes-
sion, and mutualism was shared by Evelyn Hutchinson and other prominent 
mid-century ecologists, and the Odums’ Enewetak research appeared to 
provide the empirical data to confirm it.29

The Odums’ landmark ecological study, “Trophic Structure and Pro-
ductivity of a Windward Coral Reef Community on Eniwetok [sic] Atoll,” 
won the 1956 Mercer Award from the Ecological Society of America, in-
spiring numerous similar studies of mutualism and influencing ecology for 
the next several decades.30 Aldo Leopold, the seminal environmental writer 
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of the first half of the twentieth century, had urged scientists to study the 
“fountain of energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants, and animals.”31 
The Odums’ study fit well with Leopold’s injunction. Although they may not 
have been fully aware of the metaphysical implications of their theory, phi
losophers like Baird Callicott subsequently noted how ecosystem research, 
and the theories it supported, undermined more atomistic scientific world-
views in favor of one that was relational, holistic, and based on ebbs and 
flows rather than individual organisms.32 From a more practical perspec-
tive, Eugene Odum was convinced that his brand of functional, holistic 
ecology, by broadly measuring the metabolism of whole ecosystems, was 
well suited to the kind of environmental impact studies that would be in-
creasingly necessary as the United States embarked upon a large-scale 
nuclear energy program.33

The Odums’ Enewetak research constituted an important addition to 
the second edition of Eugene’s textbook, Fundamentals of Ecology, published 
in 1959. From the publication of the first edition in 1953 until well into the 
1970s, Fundamentals was by far the most popular and influential textbook 
in university ecology courses, selling over 112,000 copies by 1970.34 By 
then, according to Time and Newsweek, ecosystem had become a household 
word.35 In her 1962 classic, Silent Spring, Rachel Carson employed the con-
cept to describe how chemicals moved along food chains, explicitly com-
paring pesticide fallout to nuclear fallout and arguing that numerous prod-
ucts of the chemical industry were irreparably disturbing the balance of 
nature.36 In 1963, Barry Commoner and a group of other scientists changed 
the name of the Committee for Nuclear Information, which they had 
formed in 1958, to the Committee for Environmental Information.37 The 
change signaled the committee’s emerging interest in a host of broader 
environmental issues, in the process demonstrating how ecosystem ecology 
had amplified anxieties over nuclear fallout into broader concerns about 
human impact on the global environment.

Despite the popularity of Fundamentals, some scientists found Eugene 
Odum’s metaphors and concepts deeply problematic. Most evolutionary bi-
ologists, for example, were convinced that individual fitness was the key to 
understanding how life functioned and evolved. They were thus deeply sus-
picious of the group adaptation theories embedded in Odum’s ecosystem 
concept, as well as the notion that the elements of nature “cooperated” in an 
effort to achieve a balanced state. Nevertheless, Odum’s metaphors resonated 
with broader cultural trends. His insistence that even a spacecraft constituted 
an “ecosystem,” a self-contained “life support system” in which everything 
needed for survival was contained in a single vessel, was a powerful image for 
a public that was fascinated with the space program and beginning to see the 
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first photos of the earth taken from outer space.38 Furthermore, Odum was 
quite happy to see ecosystem ecology conflated with environmentalism; in 
fact, he actively promoted this conflation in numerous lectures and publica-
tions throughout the United States and the world, and his ecosystem evange-
lism resonated with students in particular. As his biographer Betty Jean 
Craige noted, “the left-leaning students who believed that ecology would en-
able them to ‘save the earth’ liked Odum’s environmentalist message, pop-
ulist political posture, vision of nature as inherently orderly, and desire for a 
peaceful and harmonious society in which humans would cooperate with one 
another rather than compete.”39

While the Marshall Islands bore the greatest brunt of weapons testing 
in the remote Pacific, it was not the only region to host multiple atomic and 
thermonuclear blasts. With the signing of the Partial Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty in 1963, which banned atmospheric testing among its signatories, the 
United States shifted its underground tests to the Aleutian Islands in the far 
north Pacific.40 Meanwhile France, which was not a signatory, decided to 
continue atmospheric tests. Between 1960 and 1966, the French exploded 
seventeen bombs in Algeria. However, the Algerians’ anti-colonial struggle 
forced France to look further afield for test sites, and it eventually settled on 
an area of French Polynesia not far from Tahiti.41 Both US and French testing 
policies inspired numerous protest campaigns throughout the Pacific and the 
rest of the world. The most important and durable movement to emerge from 
these protests, at least as far as the history of environmentalism is concerned, 
was Greenpeace.

The founders of Greenpeace were products of both the anti-nuclear 
movement and the holistic worldview that spilled over from ecosystem ecol
ogy into environmentalism. The AEC and its French equivalent, the Centre 
d’expérimentation du Pacifique (CEP), were their chief antagonists, envi-
ronmental vandals preparing for an unwinnable war and poisoning the 
planet from remote Pacific outposts where no civilians could witness their 
crimes. The founding of Greenpeace, which in its early years existed in a fluid 
state between a social movement and a non-governmental organization, is a 
complicated story, but the short version goes like this: In the late 1960s, 
numerous Americans found themselves living in Canada due, in one way or 
another, to various disagreements with their government’s foreign policy. In 
addition to young draft evaders, there were older immigrants from the WWII 
generation who wanted to ensure that their sons would not get drafted into 
the US military once they came of age. Others left because they found US 
preparations for nuclear war to be unconscionable. Quite a few were Quakers. 
In Vancouver, a fertile center of the Canadian counterculture, these older 
Americans came into contact with numerous hippies and radical activists who 
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shared their misgivings about issues such as nuclear warfare and the malign 
influence of the US military-industrial complex. Many were also concerned 
about issues such as pollution, while some of the Americans were Sierra Club 
members.42

This disparate array of anti-war activists, environmentalists, and the po
litically disaffected members of the counterculture were galvanized by US 
nuclear testing on Amchitka Island, a small grassy island in the faraway 
Aleutians. Apart from their general opposition to nuclear weapons and their 
concerns about fallout, many feared that the tests—conducted in a geologically 
unstable area—could set off earthquakes and a tsunami that would, in the 
words of journalist and Greenpeace founder Bob Hunter, “slam the lips of the 
Pacific Rim like a series of karate chops.” 43 Between 1969 and 1971, the tests 
inspired much opposition and numerous protests. On October 2, 1969, for 
example, thousands of protesters descended on the United States–Canadian 
border, disrupting the smooth flow of people and goods for the day. It was at 
one such protest on the British Columbia–Washington State border that the 
nucleus of the Greenpeace coalition was formed. It was here that two older 
American activists—Irving Stowe from Rhode Island and Jim Bohlen from 
Pennsylvania—met up with various student radicals and other young protest 
groups and decided to form an organization that would try to stop the next 
major nuclear test, scheduled for late 1971. They gave themselves the rather 
vivid, if somewhat clumsy moniker the Don’t Make a Wave Committee 
(DMWC) and began meeting regularly at Stowe’s house in Vancouver. 
After many fruitless discussions, Bohlen, recalling the Quaker efforts of the 
late 1950s, came up with a plan: they would charter a boat and sail it into the 
nuclear test zone, thereby bearing witness to the ecological crime and putting 
political pressure on both the US and Canadian governments.

Appealing to popular ideas of ecology and to broadly held notions of 
peace, security, and human rights, the DMWC used evocative slogans and 
pithy catchphrases that could be picked up by the media and that would 
resonate with the masses. For example, they characterized the AEC as “eco-
logical vandals” and argued, “Amchitka may be the link in the chain of events 
which will bring human history to an end.” 44 Bohlen spoke of the US defense 
umbrella as a “death canopy for Canada,” while Stowe charged that the AEC 
was creating a “pocket of poison” on Amchitka that was “filled with the most 
lethal and terrible kinds of polluting radiation on the planet.” 45 The AEC, 
Stowe proclaimed, demonstrated “that power pollutes and nuclear power 
pollutes absolutely.” 46 Patrick Moore, a young ecology graduate student at the 
University of British Columbia, argued that if the US government wished 
to “indulge itself ” and test a device it claimed was safe, “why not explode it 
in the geographic center of the United States in central Kansas?” 47
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The Greenpeace, as the activists called their boat, set sail from Vancouver 
on September 15, 1971, bound for Amchitka. The twelve crewmen spent six 
weeks on the storm-tossed waters of the far north Pacific, stopping at 
numerous Canadian and Alaskan villages along the way. The AEC kept 
postponing the blast, most likely assuming that the protestors would not be 
foolhardy enough to sail their old halibut seiner through the churning October 
sea. With much down time, the core group of Greenpeace founders spent 
many hours in animated conversation about what they hoped to achieve and 
how their campaign might evolve into a larger movement. Their environmental 
discussions clearly show a metaphysical debt to the holistic ecology of Eugene 
Odum, particularly the moral and political inflection given to it by the likes 
of Rachel Carson and Barry Commoner, as well as the spiritual dimension 
characterized by countercultural writers like Gary Snyder.48 While hiking 
on the Aleutian island of Akutan, for example, ecology graduate student 
Patrick Moore began to gently dig into the island’s moss and soil with his 
bare hands. Others kneeled down and joined him, marveling at the miniature 
ecosystem that existed below the surface. Moore began to give a spontaneous 
lecture on the interconnectedness of life, how all species were, at base, 
interdependent. The reductionist view of nature that characterized modern 
science, Moore argued, had served to obscure this holism, which to the men 
kneeling in Moore’s little circle was never more apparent than at that 
moment. A wide grin appeared on Moore’s face as he found the perfect hippie 
metaphor to describe this holistic ecosystem. It means, he exclaimed jubilantly, 
“that a flower is your brother!” 49

In the end, the Greenpeace, stymied by the weather and the US Navy, 
never made it to Amchitka. Nevertheless, the campaign generated the em-
bryonic stirrings of a broad international trans-political alliance. Despite 
their failure to reach their destination and the flakiness that characterized 
some aspects of the campaign, it was nonetheless a substantial achievement. 
Unlike similar voyages in the past, such as the Quaker anti-nuclear protests 
of the 1950s, the Greenpeace managed to attract considerable media attention. 
Furthermore, as well as employing the direct action tactics of its predeces
sors, the campaign, which was almost two years in the making, was instru-
mental in uniting two of the major social movements of the twentieth 
century—environmentalism and the peace movement.

From 1972 to 1974, Greenpeace continued its Pacific anti-nuclear 
campaigns, this time protesting against French testing on Mururoa Atoll 
near Tahiti.50 In the process, core Greenpeacers from Vancouver traveled to 
New Zealand to organize a protest ship that would sail to Mururoa. Patrick 
Moore and Jim Bohlen went to New York to lobby the United Nations, while 
other activists flew to Paris and London to help organize protests there, before 
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ending up at the UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, 
one of the groundbreaking events in the history of international environ-
mentalism. In the process, Greenpeace activists established contact with 
anti-nuclear activists throughout North America, Australasia, and West-
ern Europe, who embraced Greenpeace’s nonviolent direct action approach 
and their holistic ecological worldview.51

Greenpeace continued campaigning against French nuclear testing until 
the CEP detonated its 193rd and final bomb in 1996. Throughout almost a 
quarter of a century of protest, the French military expressed its irritation 
with Greenpeace by ramming its boats and, most notoriously, bombing the 
Rainbow Warrior in Auckland, New Zealand, in 1985 and killing one of 
the activists onboard.52 In 1975, Greenpeace broadened its environmental 
scope and began protesting Soviet and Japanese whaling, first in the Pacific 
and subsequently in the North Atlantic and the Antarctic. That Greenpeace 
had the capacity for such actions—or that it could even contemplate them in 
the first place—was due to the fact that it had cut its teeth protesting nuclear 
testing in the remote Pacific. The same could be said about its subsequent 
campaigns against offshore nuclear and chemical waste dumping and oil 
exploration. Ultimately, this influential approach to environmental activism 
has its origins in the Cold War and the AEC’s decision to test atomic bombs 
in the Marshall Islands. The fear of nuclear warfare and radioactive fallout 
prompted opposition from peace groups and scientists like Barry commoner, 
simultaneously forcing activists to consider how they could organize effective 
protests in remote parts of the Pacific Ocean. In addition, the commission’s 
support for ecology as an instrument for studying the environmental impact 
of radiation inadvertently promoted a holistic ecological worldview that would 
animate those who opposed the AEC and the kind of future it represented. 
In this sense, modern environmentalism is the AEC’s bastard child.

Thirty-one years after radioactive “snow” fell onto Rongelap, 95 percent 
of the population alive between 1948 and 1954 had contracted thyroid cancer, 
and a high proportion of their children suffered from genetic defects. In 1957, 
three years after its evacuation, the US government determined that Rongelap 
Atoll could be safely re-inhabited, so long as people stayed away from the 
northernmost islands and imported their food. Over the next three decades, 
the Rongelapese became convinced that their high rates of illness, premature 
deaths, and birth defects were due to continuous exposure to their island’s 
contaminated soil.53 In response, the Parliament (Nitijela) of the Marshall 
Islands passed a unanimous resolution asking the US government to relocate 
the Rongelapese. Despite extensive evidence to the contrary, the United 
States continued to insist that the island was safe and refused to offer as-
sistance. The Rongelapese turned to Greenpeace for help. In May 1985, two 
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months before the French blew her up, the Rainbow Warrior transported the 
Rongelapese and all their belongings to Mejatto, a small island on the west-
ern side of Kwajalein Atoll.54 Though not exactly a happy ending, the relo-
cation at least gave the people of Rongelap a measure of relief, as well as 
constituting a poignant reminder of the intertwined histories of Pacific 
nuclear testing, environmentalism, and the ecological health of the planet.
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FIFTEEN

A Pacific Anthropocene

Ruth A. Morgan

We are living in “the middle of a storm of our own making,” ob-
served the Indigenous Australian author Tony Birch in the 
wake of the September 2019 global climate strike, where he had 

watched a hundred thousand protestors take to the streets of Melbourne.1 His 
assessment echoed the provocative assessment that Nobel Laureate chemist 
Paul Crutzen and ecologist Eugene Stoermer had made twenty years earlier. 
They argued that since the late eighteenth century, the enormous expansion 
in the use of fossil fuels had transformed the planet such that the earth’s bio-
physical systems are no longer independent of humans. Collectively, humans 
have become a geophysical force causing planetary change: we are living in 
the Anthropocene.2

Whether this so-called “Age of Man” represents a new geological epoch 
remains a topic of debate. So too is the timing of its onset, with the invention 
of the steam engine, the Columbian exchange, and the Neolithic Revolu-
tion among the possible turning points in the planet’s trajectory.3 While ge-
ologists debate these planetary thresholds, scholars in the humanities and 
social sciences have reflected on the usefulness, historical accuracy, and im-
plications of the term “Anthropocene.” 4 As environmental historian Sverker 
Soerlin has observed, the concept has become “more a metaphor and a his-
torical, symbolical, and now a political concept that speaks to the under
lying environmental and climate impacts of human societies.”5 These conver-
sations have produced alternative conceptualizations to clarify the particular 
socioeconomic structures that produced this moment, most notably the 
Capitalocene, the Plantationocene, and the Chthulucene.6

Although the resulting litany of alternative -ocenes is both generative 
and speculative, the Anthropocene itself has a “silver lining,” as geographer 
Laura Pulido argues, because it “forces us to reckon with history.”7 For Pulido, 
the uneven racial geography of the Anthropocene demands closer historical 
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analysis, while feminist anthropologist Anna Tsing questions the single 
universalizing narrative or timeline that the Anthropocene implies.8 These 
critiques align with those that highlight the dominance of male “northern 
voices” in planetary science circles.9 In this “hegemonic Anthropocene 
narrative,” historian Stefania Barca argues, “the forces of production (science 
and industrial technology) are maintained as the only possible tool for 
understanding the errors and for repairing them. The system itself is not 
under question; its gender, class, spatial and racial inequalities are either 
invisible or irrelevant: no paradigm shift is necessary.”10

That the Anthropocene is the product of historical processes has at-
tracted environmental historians to its analysis. It is a concept that speaks to 
the very project of the field, that is, to show that all human history is en-
vironmental. Their early engagements with the concept (and its critiques) 
focused on the intellectual history of the idea; questions of disciplinary 
expertise and authority regarding its definition; and representations of the 
Anthropocene in material culture and historical narratives; and have since 
turned to moral questions of historical responsibility and environmental 
justice. In this chapter, I open with a reflection on the contributions of settler 
Australian environmental historians in the articulation of the Anthropocene; 
I then situate this historiography in terms of the southwest Pacific and its 
peoples. Placing the Anthropocene in this way traces the connecting threads 
between the concept and its (uneven) materiality, recognizing the historical 
processes that have produced this moment and the material differences in its 
manifestation around the globe. Focusing on the southwest Pacific, as this 
chapter suggests, takes a regional approach to placing the Anthropocene that 
brings such material differences into sharp relief.

This attempt to situate the Anthropocene in a particular place com-
plements the call of historian Gabrielle Hecht to treat the concept and its 
critiques as scalar projects.11 Following geographers’ efforts to “ground” the 
Anthropocene, Hecht seeks in her study of an African Anthropocene a 
“means of holding the planet and a place on the planet on the same analytic 
plane.”12 The purpose of doing so is twofold: first, it allows for the ac-
knowledgment of the “unequal weight of human communities possessing 
disparate earth-changing powers.”13 Second, it makes the planetary scale of 
the Anthropocene “mentally manageable,” which may foster a sense of agency 
at more local scales.14 Situating what environmental historian Andrea Gaynor 
calls “radical remembering” in place encourages not only temporal thinking, 
but also collective thinking of shared places, of community with people and 
other creatures, as an antidote to the prevalence of atomistic, anthropogenic 
self-interest.15
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For environmental historians at least, this task of engaging with human and 
non-human scales of time and space is a familiar one. The very method of 
historical writing provides highways for what Hecht describes as “interscalar 
vehicles.” As environmental historian Tom Griffiths argues, “Environmental 
history frequently makes more sense on a regional or global scale than it does 
on a national one. It uniquely bridges planetary and deeply local perspec-
tives, staking a claim for historians that are bound intimately to place and 
also embrace the natural world, histories that are deeply attentive to human 
biological parochialism.”16

He attempts this himself in an autobiographical sketch that details his 
own “coming of age in the Great Acceleration.”17 Between the growing 
suburbia of 1950s Melbourne, Australia, and the space race, Griffiths finds 
common ground in the very source of these advances—their mobilization 
“by the same unsustainable energy systems.” In short, he demonstrates how 
historians can render the planetary personal, and the personal planetary. 
Writing across these scales might help to illuminate the conundrum of our 
environmental crisis: although we are collectively the cause of anthropogenic 
climate change, we experience climate change unevenly and our political 
agency complicates collective action.18

Who writes history at these different scales (and for whom) was a key 
question of expertise for the Australian historian of science Libby Robin. Not 
even a decade after the concept of the Anthropocene had emerged, Robin 
observed that scientists of global change had become just as much interested 
in the study of global history as historians. Environmental pasts, she observed, 
“are integral to discussions about the environmental future of the planet.”19 
Although their studies differed in terms of scale and audience, both scientists 
and historians have been drawn to the study of the rapid rate of global change 
that the Anthropocene represents, particularly since the end of World War 
II.20 As her North American colleague John R. McNeill had observed in the 
year 2000 (coinciding with the publication of Crutzen and Stoermer’s 
Anthropocene hypothesis), the ecological changes humans had wrought over 
the twentieth century were unprecedented to the extent that they represented 
“something new under the sun.”21

These shared interests in the nature and causes of planetary change have 
fostered cross-disciplinary collaboration that contribute to, and challenge, 
northern conversations. Robin herself, for example, collaborated with earth 
system scientist Will Steffen, her American-Australian colleague at the 
Australian National University in Canberra, where he also served as a se
nior science adviser to the Commonwealth government.22 Together, they 



260  Chapter 15

were also joined by the environmental historian Tom Griffiths and archae-
ologist Mike Smith, to contribute Australian perspectives to the interna-
tional Integrated History and Future of People on Earth (IHOPE) project. 
Their work in this capacity reflects a broader interest in showing how Aus-
tralia’s deep time challenges “global” human and ecological histories.23 
Meanwhile, the Australian historian David Christian offers an alternate 
perspective through his vision of Big History, whereby human history unfolds 
in the context of the history of the universe.24

That Australian environmental historians should be so engaged with 
the elucidation of the Anthropocene comes as no surprise to Australian 
historian of science Alison Bashford. She argues that local imperatives have 
long demanded that historians come to terms with deep time, “prehistory” 
and modern history, or natural, Indigenous, and non-Indigenous Australia, 
which the Anthropocene idea has helped to reinvigorate.25 Citing the IHOPE 
project, Bashford argues that the human history of the island continent of 
Australia “confounds” the (Northern) idea of “ ‘civilization’ as a historical 
marker.”26 Bashford also notes the relationship between Australia’s colonial 
history and the history of the Anthropocene: the British colonization of 
Australia from 1788 is “tantalisingly close,” she observes, to James Watt’s 
improvements to the steam engine—the date Crutzen and Stoermer origi-
nally proposed for the advent of the Anthropocene. Attending to the Anthro-
pocene’s imperial history, as economic historian Andreas Malm has argued, 
shifts the responsibility for planetary change from the species to the architects 
and agents of Victorian Britain’s fossil economy.27 For its part, settler Austra-
lia’s own “coalopolis” of Newcastle exported coal across the Pacific to Califor-
nia, Peru, and Chile from the mid-nineteenth century.28 As a consequence of 
these shared paths of settler colonialism and coal extraction, Bashford won
ders, “Is modern Australia the Anthropocene’s twin?”29

If not the “Anthropocene’s twin,” Australia is certainly family. Accord-
ing to the latest State of the Environment Report (2016), the nation’s per 
capita carbon emissions are the second highest in the OECD and among the 
highest in the world.30 Among the biggest sources of these greenhouse gas 
emissions are the nation’s energy, transport, and agricultural sectors. Mean-
while, the nearby low-lying islands of the Pacific have become as much 
symbols of global warming and rising sea levels as are polar bears and melt-
ing glaciers. These islands, as the Lifou Declaration of 2015 states, “are 
among the most severely affected in the world [by anthropogenic climate 
change]. However, Pacific Island countries and territories’ emissions account 
for merely 0.03 per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions.”31

As the Pacific Climate Warriors warn, however, the peoples of the 
Pacific are not victims—“We are not drowning, we are fighting.”32 So too 
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are the Torres Strait 8, the eight Traditional Owners from across the Torres 
Strait who, in 2019, lodged a complaint against the Australian Government 
with the UN’s Human Rights Committee, highlighting the threat of climate 
change to their culture and their ability to live on their home islands, which 
lie in Australia’s northeast waters.33 The Australian government has attempted 
to block this complaint, dismissing the issue as a problem for the future, rather 
than the present. The divergent ways in which the Anthropocene manifests 
in the Global South and Global North are starkly evident in this southwest 
corner of the Pacific.

As the concept of the Anthropocene proliferated beyond scientific and 
technological circles, questions as to its historical and ongoing relationship 
to settler colonialism have intensified. These critiques have come to interrogate 
not only the Eurocentric concept of the Anthropocene but also the ways in 
which universalizing narratives as to its extent and origin were falling far 
short of acknowledging the violence, injustice, and dispossession associated 
with the colonization of the New World, which produced the so-called “Orbis 
Spike” of 1610.34 The legacies of these events endure. For many of the world’s 
Indigenous peoples, as Potawatomi scholar Kyle Powys Whyte puts it, 
anthropogenic climate change represents “colonial déjà vu.”35 Furthermore, 
where narratives of global environmental change are told (and by whom) are 
“mingled” with “the land and stories of this place,” as Métis anthropologist 
Zoe Todd argues.36 She asks,

What does it mean to have a reciprocal discourse on catastrophic end times 
and apocalyptic environmental change in a place, where, over the last five 
hundred years, Indigenous peoples faced (and face) the end of worlds with 
the violent incursion of colonial ideologies and actions? What does it mean 
to hold, in simultaneous tension, stories of the Anthropocene in the past, 
present, and future?37

Todd has elsewhere argued, with Heather Davis, for the input of 
Indigenous knowledges in disrupting the universalizing impulses inherent 
to the Anthropocene concept.38 As a settler environmental historian myself, 
writing this chapter on the unceded lands of the Kulin Nation, the Ngunnawal 
people, and the Dharawal people, I am sensitive to the sovereign knowledge 
and authority of First Nations peoples, which Tony Birch (and many others) 
argue is vital to climate justice.39 I rather follow Todd and Davis’ approach, 
that is, “to refuse to write from an un-embodied or universal position.” 40 Such 
an outlook infuses the Australian-edited collection, Living with the Anthro-
pocene, published in the wake of the 2019/20 Savage Summer and the com-
memoration of 250 years since the landing of Britain’s Captain James Cook 
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at Kamay, Sydney’s Botany Bay, with Tahitian navigator Tupaia, in 1770. 
By attempting to place the Anthropocene in this chapter, I echo the editors’ 
goal for their collection, to “shift the lens of the Anthropocene from the 
global and systemic . . . ​to the realm of everyday experience. It is also to 
shorten our gaze, focusing less on how our time will be remembered in the 
fossil record . . . ​and more on how the Anthropocene is.” 41

Although the Anthropocene was initially conceived as the product of 
Western industrialization in the late eighteenth century, the post–World War 
II era has emerged not only as a second phase to the Anthropocene but now 
as an alternate starting point.42 Termed the “Great Acceleration,” the end of 
World War II marks the dawn of the atomic age and the moment when the 
cumulative impact of human activity underwent exponential growth at a 
planetary level.43 From population growth to fertilizer consumption, from 
deforestation to land domestication, graphs produced by the International 
Geosphere-Biosphere Program in 2015 clearly show what McNeill calls the 
“screeching acceleration” of both socio-economic and earth system trends 
in the post-war era.44 For McNeill, these exponential trends of the twentieth 
century are the product of humankind “play[ing] dice with the planet, with-
out knowing all the rules of the game.” Echoing the warnings of scientists 
Roger Revelle and Hans Suess in the 1950s, and Wally Broecker in the 
1980s,45 McNeill argues:

The human race without intending anything of the sort, has undertaken a 
gigantic uncontrolled experiment on the earth. In time, this will appear as 
the most important aspect of twentieth-century history, more so than 
World War II, the communist enterprise, the rise of mass literacy, the 
spread of democracy, or the growing emancipation of women.46

A casino for this game of roulette, a laboratory for this “gigantic 
uncontrolled experiment,” has been the Pacific—if not since Captain Cook, 
then certainly since the dawn of the Atomic Age.

Although the significance of the end of World War II to Pacific peoples 
cannot be overstated, the planetary impact of the nuclear bombs detonated 
in 1945 has come under question. Proponents of the stratigraphic significance 
of the Anthropocene suggest that the detonation of atomic devices in 1945 in 
New Mexico had only local impacts, whereas thermonuclear weapons tests 
between 1952 and 1980 have left a clear global imprint.47 Yet the human, 
cultural, and geopolitical impacts of the atomic bombs unleashed in 1945, 
particularly over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, place the Pacific at the epicenter 
of the Great Acceleration. The Pacific’s atomic age might represent a strati-



Morgan  263

graphical rupture, but the violence enacted upon colonized or powerless 
peoples, as well as their lands and waters, was a continuation of the past.48 
Over the following five decades, the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
France subjected an area stretching across the Indo-Pacific—from the Monte 
Bello Islands in the west, to Maralinga in the Australian central desert, and 
the Marshall Islands in the east—to over three hundred nuclear tests, with 
France persisting into the 1990s, well after the Partial Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty of 1963.49

Despite this developing nuclear regime in the region, such was the 
perceived isolation and exoticism of the southwest Pacific that in response to 
widespread anxiety about the possibility of nuclear war, the area became 
imagined in literary classics such as William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954) 
and Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957). These authors reprised a Western 
cultural imaginary of the Pacific as a place to escape modern life.50 In Lord of 
the Flies, a remote, unspecified Pacific island is a refuge from the outbreak of 
nuclear war between the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union.51 In On the 
Beach, the survivors of nuclear war in the Northern Hemisphere—saved only 
by the isolation of southeastern Australia—grimly await their fate as clouds of 
radiation drift south across the equator.52

The same year that Nevil Shute published On the Beach, the Soviet 
Union launched its satellite Sputnik into space. Sputnik 1, the first artificial 
Earth satellite, was launched on October 4, 1957, and an anxious United 
States promptly followed suit with Explorer 1 months later. The Space Race 
had begun.53 These breakthroughs have since overshadowed the very endeavor 
that made them possible, the International Geophysical Year (IGY) of 1957–
1958.54 The IGY heralded an unprecedented degree of international coop-
eration, bringing together some 40,000 scientists and technicians from nearly 
70 nations, working at some 4,000 observation stations across the globe.55

During the IGY, the Pacific Ocean, covering a third of the earth’s 
surface, came under closer scrutiny than ever before. Despite arguments by 
Svante Arrhenius at the turn of the twentieth century, and Guy Stewart 
Callendar in the 1930s, about the impact of atmospheric carbon dioxide on 
the global climate, in the 1950s most scientists believed that the world’s 
oceans acted as an enormous sink that would trap the excess carbon dioxide 
arising from human activities.56 The development of radiocarbon dating after 
World War II allowed oceanographer Roger Revelle and chemist Hans Suess 
to put this assumption to the test. Revelle had been closely involved in mea
suring the impacts of nuclear weapons testing at the Bikini Atoll in the 
Marshall Islands in 1946 and had since become head of the Scripps Institution 
of Oceanography in California, which was flourishing under its post-war 
patronage of the University of California and the US Navy.57 Together, 
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Revelle and Suess found that the oceans would not retain all the extra carbon 
dioxide after all. In their famous 1957 paper, they warned, “Human beings 
are now carrying out a large-scale geophysical experiment of a kind that could 
not have happened in the past nor be reproduced in the future.”58

But there were few measurements of the concentration of carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere to confirm their finding. Revelle and Suess sought to 
establish a baseline of carbon dioxide values around the world to see if it would 
rise in the coming decades. They hired geochemist Charles David Keeling 
to set up instruments to undertake such measurements at the weather 
observatory on the volcano Mauna Loa in Hawai‘i, which had been built in 
1956. The observatory’s unique location offered Keeling the chance to take a 
“snapshot” of global carbon dioxide.59 Thanks to the availability of IGY funds, 
Keeling was soon able to report that carbon dioxide levels were rising, as 
Callendar had long argued.60 It was only after the 1972 UN Stockholm 
Conference on the Human Environment that scientific and political concerns 
about the changing composition of the atmosphere led to the establishment 
of an Australian air pollution station in order to provide a “pole-to-pole line 
through the Pacific,” joining the US-monitored stations at Barrow (Alaska), 
Mauna Loa (Hawai‘i), American Samoa, and the South Pole.61

Despite the depictions of Shute and Golding, the Southern Hemisphere 
remained largely absent from scientific considerations of the planetary impacts 
of human activity. Although the IGY had been a boon for Antarctic explo-
ration, the Pacific remained “embarrassingly unknown” south of the equa-
tor nearly a decade later.62 To stimulate research in the region, the Scientific 
Committee on Oceanic Research convened a symposium on the “Scientific 
Exploration of the South Pacific” at the Scripps Research Institute in Cali-
fornia in June 1968.63 Delegates learned that “except for the coastal regions 
off Australia and South America, our knowledge of the surface currents in 
the Pacific was actually not much better than Alexander Findlay’s was over 
100 years ago.” 64 Similarly, “the areas between the equator and 35 degrees 
south . . . ​still can be considered, biologically, as terra incognita.” 65

For one delegate at least, the reason for this neglect was clear. Egyptian 
oceanographer Sayed El-Sayed, a professor at Texas A&M, argued:

The vast expanse of the South Pacific presents a formidable problem to any 
investigator or to any one nation. . . . ​[I]t is highly unlikely that an all-out 
attack on the biological oceanography of the region will be seriously 
considered in the near future. This, together with the sparse human 
population scattered in the islands of the South Pacific, would not make it 
politically expedient to suggest an ambitious undertaking similar to that of 
the International Indian Ocean Expedition.66
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Modeled on the IGY, the International Indian Ocean Expedition 
(1962–1965) brought together expertise from developed as well as developing 
countries to benefit both marine science and the heavily populated nations 
of the region.67 Although such scientific and development agendas were also 
relevant to Oceania, its geopolitical significance hindered further investment 
in the region.

Similar sentiments found their expression in the following decade as a 
series of catastrophic climate events drew scientific and political attention to 
the possibility of global climate change. The Indian Monsoon failed, droughts 
plagued the Sahel and Ukraine, while in the Pacific, the 1972 El Niño deci-
mated Peruvian fisheries.68 These calamities coincided with the publication of 
the Club of Rome’s Malthusian Limits to Growth (1972), which intensified 
global concerns that the world was rapidly depleting its limited resources.69 
Many scientists, meanwhile, were debating the causes and consequences of 
what appeared to be a global cooling trend. Some climatologists suggested 
that the world’s climate was progressing toward another glacial phase. With 
an ever-growing world population and most arable land already under cultiva-
tion, the scientific consensus was that any change in the climate, whether 
warming or cooling, would severely affect the world’s food supply.70

After the World Food Conference in November  1974, climatolo-
gists  and meteorologists from Australia, the United Kingdom, the United 
States, and New Zealand met in Melbourne, Australia, to examine the state 
of knowledge about the causes and mechanisms of climatic change and 
variability in the Southern Hemisphere. As the editors of the conference 
proceedings observed, “Much has been written about Northern Hemisphere 
climate, sometimes as if it were the global story, but relatively little is avail-
able which focusses on the south.”71 Australian climate scientist A. Barrie Pit-
tock, an editor of the proceedings, noted, “The geographical, historical and 
cultural reasons for this bias are understandable, but the consequences in 
terms of a true global understanding of climate are serious. This is of global 
rather than merely regional concern.”

He continued, highlighting the geopolitical, economic, and historical 
influences on meteorological research:

The reasons for Northern Hemisphere bias in the literature are not merely 
northern parochialism and the remoteness of the Southern Hemisphere 
from the major centres of modern scientific culture, but also more 
fundamental limitations determined until the advent of meteorological 
satellites by a much smaller and more recent ground-based network of 
meteorological stations, and a much smaller area and latitudinal range 
over which to establish a land-based palaeoclimatic record in the south.72
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Although reviewers noted that the proceedings fell short in their 
purported coverage of the whole Southern Hemisphere, its material on 
Australia and Antarctica in particular offered a “long-awaited” corrective 
“to the more familiar North Atlantic sector.”73 Its international reception 
highlighted the growing contribution of Australasian-based scientists and 
their findings to the study of atmospheric change and its influence on the 
climate.

While research advanced on the implications of rising carbon dioxide 
levels, the lack of scientific knowledge about the interactions of the ocean 
and atmosphere in the Pacific proved to be catastrophic in the early 1980s. 
The strongest episode yet experienced during the twentieth century, the 
1982–1983 El Niño was responsible for record droughts, fires, floods, and 
hurricanes in South America, the United States, South Asia, Southeast Asia, 
West Africa, and Australia.74 The severity of this particular event prompted 
renewed studies of this equatorial Pacific phenomenon, prompting the United 
States and Japan, with France, Taiwan, and South Korea, to develop a network 
of ocean buoys across the tropical Pacific to measure atmospheric and 
oceanographic data and to help predict El Niño events.75

By the early 1980s, the Southern Hemisphere was no longer deemed 
safe from atmospheric problems in the north. In the event of nuclear war, 
scientists predicted that the spread of smoke across the Northern Hemisphere 
would cause temperatures to drop and produce global cooling effects, pre-
cipitating a “nuclear winter.” This phenomenon, another of Paul Crutzen’s 
projects, had global implications.76 According to the authors of a report pub-
lished by the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment,

[T]he indirect effects on populations of a large-scale nuclear war, particu-
larly the climatic effects caused by smoke, could be potentially more 
consequential globally than the direct effects, and the risks of unprecedented 
consequences are great for non-combatant and combatant countries alike.77

The South Pacific was no longer a refuge from superpower rivalries; 
Shute’s dystopian vision had become a reality. Based on local research, the 
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs warned that “even if the war was 
confined to the northern hemisphere, even if Australia was not hit by a single 
nuclear weapon, we would still suffer a nuclear winter effect in the southern 
hemisphere.”78 The recent McClelland Royal Commission into British 
Nuclear Tests in Australia, meanwhile, had recently found that the Maralinga 
test sites of the 1950s were still, decades later, contaminated with low levels 
of plutonium.79
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By the end of the 1980s, the fear of nuclear winter had been surpassed 
by fears of the greenhouse effect. While National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) scientist James Hansen presented his testimony to 
the US Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources in June 1988, 
the Greenhouse 87 conference in Melbourne focused on how the Australian 
region could “plan” for what the changed climate might be like in the year 
2030.80 Delegates from Australia and New Zealand agreed that “research 
undertaken in the northern hemisphere to produce regional assessments will 
have only limited application here” in the South Pacific. More local col-
laborations were necessary to improve climate modeling in the region so that 
a more detailed picture of local climate impacts might be prepared.81 Scien-
tists’ growing awareness of the diverse manifestations of anthropogenic cli-
mate change combined with their improving technical capacity to produce 
regional climate models that could inform policy making and preparedness.

The anxieties these environmental problems produced found creative ex-
pression in George Turner’s 1987 science fiction novel The Sea and Summer, 
which was published as Drowning Towers in the United States. Turner, a win-
ner of the prestigious Australian literature prize the Miles Franklin Award, 
envisioned a Melbourne drowned as a result of rising sea levels in the middle of 
the twenty-first century. The population of this Melbourne would be cleaved 
into haves and have-nots, the Sweet and the Swill. This Melbourne, the reader 
learns, is the product of the “Greenhouse Culture”—where the forces of popu-
lation growth, industrialization, and capitalism have gone unchecked. Its wa-
tery fate is human caused and, the characters suggest, avoidable.82

Although the prospect of rising sea levels was a distant one for many 
Australians, their island neighbors in the South Pacific were becoming in-
creasingly concerned about their long-term futures.83 The Australian Gov-
ernment established a sea level monitoring system across the Pacific Islands 
in 1991 to measure the variability of sea levels in the region. Their very real 
anxieties about rising sea levels reflected ongoing concerns in the South Pa-
cific about the region’s future in the wake of decolonization and the emerg-
ing agenda of sustainable development.84 In terms of its climate diplomacy, 
however, Australia’s subsequent efforts at the 1997 Third Conference of the 
Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in 
Kyoto, Japan, fell far short of the hopes of their Pacific neighbors. As Cook 
Islands prime minister Sir Geoffrey Henry observed during the meeting, 
“Australia’s insistence on protecting its coal and energy intensive industries 
was self-serving.”85

Over a decade later, the fears of rising sea levels in the Pacific had 
intensified. At the 2009 Copenhagen climate change conference, the lead 
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negotiator for the island nation of Tuvalu, Australian Ian Fry, frustrated at 
the meeting’s lack of progress, tearfully urged his fellow delegates to sign a 
legally binding treaty to limit the rise in global temperature to 1.5°C: “The 
fate of my country (Tuvalu) rests in your hands.”86 In 2014, the Fijian village 
of Vunidogoloa relocated inland to reduce its susceptibility to flooding and 
sea level rise. Environmental campaigners declared the village to be the “first” 
community to relocate due to climate change.87 That same year, then Aus-
tralian prime minister Tony Abbott had declared coal as “good for human-
ity” at the opening of another mine.88 Meanwhile, Ioane Teitiota of the 
South Pacific island nation of Kiribati had sought refugee status in New Zea-
land, arguing that he feared for his future because of the consequences of 
rising sea levels for his home.89 Despite an appeal, New Zealand’s courts 
rejected his claim to refugee status, and in September  2015, the world’s 
“first climate change refugee” was deported.90

That Australia and New Zealand are invested in the climate futures of 
their island neighbors is not simply a product of proximity. Rather, these 
relationships derive from over a century of imperial governance and extraction, 
which continue in the form of foreign aid and refugee policy. From the turn 
of the twentieth century, the extractive enterprise of colonial mining 
companies transformed the Pacific islands of Nauru, Christmas Island, and 
Banaba (in Kiribati) into what anthropologist Katerina Teaiwa calls a “sea 
of phosphate.”91 This phosphate imperialism forged deep lithospheric 
connections between the ancient soils of Australia’s farmlands and the 
phosphate-rich sediments of these Pacific islands.92 Australian and New 
Zealand soils were enriched for the profit of industrial agriculture, with 
devastating consequences for the peoples and ecologies of this archipelago. 
Banabans were exiled to Fiji from 1945 as their home became a phosphate 
quarry; less than a decade later, their island’s resources depleted, Nauruan 
leaders considered a plan to resettle their people in Australia.93 Might they 
have been among the first refugees of the Great Acceleration?

In his 2013 book The Reef: A Passionate History, historian Iain McCalman 
shares the stories of twelve individuals for whom the Great Barrier Reef has 
been a source of “terror,” “nurture,” or “wonder.” Among the stories of won
der is the story of J. E. N. “Charlie” Veron. A coral expert and former chief 
scientist of the Australian Institute of Marine Science, Veron has researched 
the world’s largest coral reef ecosystem since the 1970s, and discovered and 
described over 20 percent of known coral species.94 At the Royal Society in 
London in July 2009, he sounded an alarm for the World Heritage Area 
in a provocative lecture titled “Is the Great Barrier Reef on Death Row?”95 
To an audience including Sir David Attenborough, he described how he 
had come to see corals as “canaries of climate change,” as organic thermom-
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eters of a warming world.96 In addition to their role as “custodians of geo-
logical history,” corals are subject to mass bleaching and erosion arising 
from abnormally high sea temperatures, elevated levels of carbon dioxide, 
and ocean acidification.97 Grimly concluding his lecture, Veron likened 
the experience of watching the steady decline of the Great Barrier Reef to 
“seeing a house on fire in slow motion . . . ​there’s a fire to end all fires, and 
you’re watching it in slow motion, and you have been for years.”98

Reflecting on his early career in the 1970s, Veron recalls a time when it 
was commonplace to believe that “the oceans [were] limitless and the ma-
rine world indestructible.”99 Such a mindset had sustained a faith in the 
oceans to act as a planetary sponge for carbon dioxide. Five decades after 
Revelle and Suess proclaimed that humankind was conducting a “large scale 
geophysical experiment,” the world’s oceans have reached a third of their 
capacity to absorb greenhouse gases.100 But what if the clock could be wound 
back? What if ocean-atmospheric processes could be harnessed to mitigate 
anthropogenic climate change? Californian entrepreneur Russ George tried 
to do just that. In 2012, he dumped about one hundred tons of iron sulfate 
into the Pacific Ocean as part of a “rogue” geoengineering scheme off the 
west coast of Canada. The iron spawned an artificial plankton bloom that 
spread across 10,000 square kilometers.

According to media reports, his intention was for the plankton to absorb 
carbon dioxide and then sink to the ocean bed, and in time, cool the planet. 
George also hoped that this geoengineering technique known as ocean fertil-
ization might generate carbon credits. The dump took place in the Haida ed-
dies about two hundred nautical miles west of the islands of Haida Gwaii, 
where he had convinced the council of the Haida village of Old Massett to 
help fund his scheme on the grounds that it would stimulate local salmon fish-
eries.101 A year later, in the face of allegations that the project had contravened 
the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity and the London Con-
vention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and 
Other Matter, the Haida Nation severed ties with George.102 Unfazed, George 
continues “working to pioneer new methods to save the world,” while the 
Pacific has become a laboratory for new projects for planetary change.103

This wider project to make the planetary personal, and the personal planetary, 
was echoed at the 2017 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bonn, 
Germany, just fifty kilometers from one of Europe’s biggest sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions, the Hambach open-cast lignite coal mine. Presid-
ing over the meeting was the Pacific island nation of Fiji; so great were the 
demands of hosting such a conference that the island nation was unable to 
hold the event at home. The display and performance of Fijian culture and 
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history symbolized just what was at stake at these negotiations—the past, 
present, and the future. Fijian prime minister Frank Bainimarama reminded 
the attendees that we are “all in the same canoe,” the Pacific is planetary.104

Aside from the moral and ethical reasons to consider the challenges 
facing the peoples of the Pacific, centering their experiences of climate 
change helps to overcome what geographer Mike Hulme describes as a new 
form of climate determinism, what he calls “climate reductionism.” Hulme 
locates such reductionism in the claims of scientists, analysts, and commen-
tators who have elevated and isolated climate as the primary determinant of 
the past, present, and future. In these narratives of a “climate-shaped des-
tiny” that derive from the hegemony of the natural sciences, he argues, the 
complexities of human and non-human interactions are lost, contingency 
overlooked, and human agency ignored.105 Although the impact of rising 
sea levels on the future of the Pacific Islands and the Torres Strait are in-
deed the product of anthropogenic climate change, Hulme’s critique of 
climate reductionism encourages us to look further—that their condition 
is so much more than these calculations might suggest. Focusing on these 
human experiences of a warming world makes tangible what literary scholar 
Rob Nixon describes as the “slow violence” of anthropogenic climate change, 
capitalism, colonialism, and extractivism, which separately and together 
“threaten in slow motion.”106

The detonation of the atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
August 1945 transformed the Pacific into a planetary space. Already underway 
were the formative processes of the Pacific Anthropocene in the extractive 
enterprises of colonialism, first to fuel industrialization, and later, to sustain 
settler agriculture, with its devastating legacies for Indigenous and First 
Nations peoples. The unfolding Great Acceleration in the Pacific demands 
from historians and scientists working in the region closer attention to the 
ways their Anthropocene has unfolded in ways peculiar to this particular 
place. After all, it is here that human history has unfolded in deep time, over 
some 65,000 years or more, during which humans survived the massive 
temperature and sea level changes of the last ice age.107 By placing the 
Anthropocene in the Pacific, settler environmental histories narrate across 
multiple scales the measurements, representations, and diverse drivers, 
manifestations, and experiences of planetary change. Listening more carefully 
to the region’s Indigenous and First Nations peoples, and learning more of 
their Anthropocene, may further encourage closer epistemological and 
ontological reflection on the field’s Eurocentric methods and approaches.108

Since writing earlier drafts of this chapter, Australia has weathered the 
long Savage Summer of 2019/20. Bushfires swept across the continent, 
making the air a focus for anxiety and control even before COVID-19 gripped 
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the world. Winds took the bushfire smoke across the Pacific—New Zealand’s 
glaciers turned brown from the smoke, ash, and dust that would likely 
accelerate the season’s glacier melt. Still, further east, the smoke reached 
South America and continued to circumnavigate the globe over the Southern 
Ocean. For weeks the cities of Brisbane, Melbourne, Sydney, and Canberra 
were shrouded in smoke. Those that could stayed indoors, bought masks, and 
even packed their bags for the island state of Tasmania, where they hoped to 
protect themselves and their children. Air quality index readings above 200 
are considered hazardous to health; on some days, these cities and their 
suburbs had the worst air quality in the world.109

Six months after the smoke cleared, Euahlayi researcher Bhiamie 
Eckford-Williamson gave evidence at the Australian Royal Commission into 
National Natural Disaster Arrangements, which the federal government 
had established in early 2020 to assess the nation’s disaster preparedness in the 
wake of the recent bushfires. There, he shared the findings of a co-authored 
working paper that studied the impacts of the bushfires on Aboriginal 
peoples.110 His research found that the Indigenous population in areas hit by 
the bushfires was double the Indigenous population in the affected states as 
a whole, meaning that Aboriginal people had been “disproportionately 
affected” by the inferno. Further still, he reported, one in ten children affected 
by the bushfires is Indigenous. Of the twenty-two Aboriginal communities 
living in rural fire-affected areas, twenty are in New South Wales, where they 
often live on the mission lands to which they had once been forcibly removed 
under assimilationist government policies.111 As the intensity and frequency 
of such extreme bushfire events are likely to increase in a rapidly warming 
world, a reckoning with colonial pasts is long overdue. By placing the 
Anthropocene, environmental historians can contribute to more just and 
equitable futures.
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