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The Harpoon’s Head

David Haines

In January 2004 a harpoon’s head with a section of its shaft intact was
uncovered beneath the ruins of Oashore whaling station on Banks
Peninsula. Encrusted with over 150 years of dirt, dust and rust, it is notable for
being the most complete item of whaling equipment found to date in similar
excavations across Australasia.' The arrow-like head of the whaler’s harpoon is
an instantly recognisable emblem of the global whale hunt, and of the broader
struggle for human mastery over the natural world; works of art depicting

its use date back to the fourteenth century. Yet in New Zealand, the harpoon
is associated not only with global resource extraction, but also with the very
beginnings of Pakeha life in these islands. Shore whaling in particular was
intimately connected to colonialism, forming the context for interaction and
settlement around much of our coastline. Taking the Oashore harpoon as its
inspiration, and exploring the object’s significance in a range of other settings,
this essay makes an argument for the harpoon as colonial artefact.

The ‘harpoon head with shaft, as it has since been labelled, was unearthed
in front of a stone fireplace amid the foundations of one of three whalers” huts
on the Oashore dig site. Measuring 28 by 12 centimetres and weighing just
over 600 grams, the harpoon points provocatively back in time, its curved

shaft bending like the tip of an unformed question mark, as if inviting us to
speculate on its life story. Where in the world was this twisted rod of iron
forged and shaped, and by whom? Which of the globe’s great oceans did it
then traverse, before coming to rest on the remote southern Banks Peninsula
shoreline? In whose hands was it held and hurled? How many whales did it
pierce, hook and tow before it snapped in two and was cast aside? Did it break
off when lodged in its target? What happened to the whale? Did it swim off,
or was it caught, killed and processed for oil and bone? Where was the oil and
bone shipped to, for how much and to what end?

Sadly, little is known about this particular colonial object, and not a lot
more about the shore whaling station from which it came. Shore whaling at
Oashore Bay, a narrow inlet on the far west of Banks Peninsula, began in 1840
under the prominent Weller Brothers’ firm, based in Sydney and Otakou.

The initial crew of 24 included Weller employees Samuel Brown and Thomas
Brown, and the short-tempered Irishman William ‘Paddy’ Woods. When




Harpoon head with shaft,
excavated from site of Oashore
whaling station, Banks
Peninsula, 2004.
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the Wellers went bankrupt soon afterwards, Woods
took over the running of the station and developed a
reputation for hard drinking and brutality towards his
men, and towards neighbouring Kai Tahu. Despite this
ill repute, the Oashore station was profitable for close
to a decade, with production peaking at 80,000 litres of
oil and 4 tonnes of whalebone in 1844. By 1848 whales
had become scarce and commercial whaling in the
region ground to a rapid halt, though Kai Tahu and
local farmers continued small-scale operations until
the mid-1870s.2 One of the few things we can say with
any certainty about the Oashore harpoon head is that,
as a tool of the colonial whaling trade, this object and
those like it were all too successful at skewering their
quarry.

Oashore was just one of roughly 100 stations
operating at various times on the New Zealand
coastline from the late 1820s to the mid-1960s, to
which must be added many hundred more whaling
ship visits, both in bays and far out in the open ocean.’
Any attempt to quantify the impact of this activity on
whale populations must address a crucial problem:
that its subjects live chiefly underwater. This makes
them hard to count, and may be one reason why
environmental history in New Zealand has tended
to focus on the land, so that maritime and marine
environments remain largely ‘uncharted waters*

In the last 10 years scientists have begun to shed
light on the legacy of marine extraction for our
waters, as part of the global History of Marine Animal
Populations (HMAP) project. Historians would
do well to look closely at the results. In the case of
inshore whaling, we now know that the southern right
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whale (Eubalaena australis) population fell from
some 27,000 in 1825, before the advent of whaling,
to approximately 1000 in 1997. At its nadir in the
1920s, the species came perilously close to extinction,
reduced to as few as 60 breeding females in the
entire Southern Ocean, from South Africa to South
America.’ That the vast majority of these removals
occurred under sail, mostly from rowboats, with
handheld harpoons, is testament indeed to human
determination to extract profit from the oceans, often
at great personal cost.

Whaling at Oashore was little different from
that carried out elsewhere. It is often forgotten that
whaling, though adventuresome, was also hard and
dangerous work, made more perilous by the fact that
most sailors of the time were unable to swim. Injuries
and drownings were common and, as the workforce
was for the most part unskilled, the industry relied
on strict hierarchy and discipline, sometimes verging
on brutality and economic enslavement, in the
whaleboat and on ship and shore. Moreover, despite
the whalers’ overall efficiency in wiping out entire
whale populations in a few decades, the success of
the whale chase was by no means guaranteed. Even
once a harpooner had struck fast, the whale had been
lanced and the long haul back to shore had begun, it
was common for a prize to be lost altogether, either
by slipping loose or through the carcass sinking and
being abandoned.®

The global whaling industry, expanding in the
mid-nineteenth century from the American seaports
of New Bedford and Nantucket, was increasingly
polyglot, with ships and men of many nations and




cultures. This was also true of most whaling ships
reaching New Zealand waters. Shore stations such as
Oashore were similarly diverse, with numerous sailors
from the multinational whaling fleet abandoning ship
to join shore crews. These places did, however, have
several distinctive features that set them apart from
;ship-based whaling. They were established almost
without exception by merchants from the Australian
colonies, backed by British capital, and their original
crews were drawn primarily from the Sydney and
‘Hobart docks. Shore whalers, too, had a far greater
impact on coastal Maori populations and the future
colony, because each station brought 30 foreigners,
semi-permanently for eight months of the year, to
areas of the country that had previously experienced
little or no Euro-American contact. James Belich has
described the social formation that resulted from these
encounters as ‘a Tasman World’ and its wandering
workers as “Tasmen’ - ‘products of the space between
the fragment and the frontier”’

Not only were shore whalers a cosmopolitan group,
but the commodities they produced were sent around
the world. Thanks to searchable electronic newspaper
databases and the digitisation of other source material,
we now have a new level of access to innumerable lists
of things that accompanied whaling to New Zealand
- among them harpoons and whaling irons, such as
the one under discussion, as well as exotic articles
of clothing such as monkey jackets and duck frocks
and, not least, strange medicines and ointments such
as those discussed by Jonathan West in this volume.
Often we can also see exactly what was shipped in
return: oil and whalebone as well as a variety of other
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Patiti (hatchet) with
harpoon head, c. 1830-50.

Ref: OL001037, Museum of New
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa

trade goods, including sealskins, timber, dressed flax
and potatoes. Indeed it may be possible to further
trace at least some of these items to their ultimate
destinations, for example the processing of whale oil
and bone into streetlamp fuel and candlewax, fine
machinery lubricant, corsets, umbrellas, furniture and
various other modern products in Europe and America.
We may assess, too, the significance of material
objects introduced through the whaling industry to
iwi and hapi of central and southern New Zealand. In
considering material culture, we would do well to keep
in mind what Nicholas Thomas calls the ‘promiscuity of
objects’: ‘Objects are not what they are made to be, but
what they become’® Nowhere is this better illustrated
than in the ‘patiti (hatchet) with harpoon head; a
weapon fashioned and spliced in wood and cast iron
and likely employed in tribal warfare in the Cook Strait
region sometime between 1830 and 1850, now held at
the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa.
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Maori made up a quarter or more of the workforce
at many, if not most, shore stations in the 1830s, and
several rose to the rank of harpooner or first mate
aboard whaling vessels. Their reputation for strength
and good seamanship was celebrated in the work
of Herman Melville, whose novels Omoo (1847)
and Moby-Dick (1851) both feature heroic Maori
harpooners aboard American whaling voyages.” Maori
at home also benefited from a close association with
whaling. Until the early 1840s it was standard practice
for indigenous leaders to form ongoing relationships
with shore whaling proprietors; in exchange for
protection and permission to use and occupy land,
they received various objects from the stations’
material networks, notably muskets, powder and ball
and whaleboats. Thereafter, each station received a
steady stream of Maori visitors, offering cargoes of
whalebone, pigs, fish, potatoes and other produce, and
the companionship of female relatives, in return for
a range of everyday items, including tools, medicine,
tea, sugar, tobacco and alcohol. In southern New
Zealand these arrangements amounted to commercial
partnerships, and there is evidence that Kai Tahu ran
their own whaling operations in Otago and Southland.
Kai Tahu were also active in shore whaling on Banks
Peninsula, including at Oashore; there is every
likelihood that the Oashore harpoon was at some stage
held and thrown by Kai Tahu hands."

The world-famous Bettman photographic archive
contains a striking 1936 portrait of an unidentified
East Coast Maori man posing with a whaler’s harpoon,
subtitled ‘a heroic (but vanishing) figure. As the
photograph suggests, shore whaling continued well
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into the twentieth century, concentrated in Northland,
on the East Coast, in Marlborough and periodically

in Canterbury and Otago. The last whale was taken by
the Perano whalers off Kaikoura in 1964. The image
also reflects a disproportionately high level of Maori
participation in post-1840 whaling. This may be
explained, in part, by their concentration in remote
coastal communities, as well as a reluctance by Pakeha
to carry on a seasonal and economically marginal
activity that remained hard and dangerous work. It
nevertheless also signifies a lasting cultural association
with the whale hunt, and the passing down of family
tradition, especially in those parts of New Zealand
where extended contact with whalers resulted in
intermarriage and enduring whakapapa ties.

The ongoing Maori connection with whaling
can also be seen in the 1932 gifting of the whaleboat
Maori Girl and a collection of harpoons and other
whaling gear by a group of prominent Kai Tahu whanui
including the Ellison, Bradshaw and Parata families,
to Dunedin’s Otago Settlers Museum. In the 1860s and
1870s these items had been used for the short-lived
revival of whaling at Waikouaiti and Otakou."

The harpoon’s legacy in New Zealand is,
fundamentally, a colonial one. Shore whaling,
especially, is best regarded as the extension of settler
commerce from one developing sphere of British
influence - the Australian penal colonies - to another,
coastal New Zealand. Relationships of trade and
co-existence between Maori and shore whalers emerged
not in a vacuum, but within this colonial context.
Further, to consider whalers and their methods as
somehow separate from colonial settlement is to




s the significant history of whaling by Maori
Maori in the decades after 1840. Rather than
of those who wielded the harpoon as foreign,
‘other’ to our settler past, we must come
s with the fact that colonialism in this part of
was founded on the exhaustive extraction,
pillaging, of natural resources. We must also
uncomfortable reality that the colonial urge
hter marine mammals endured long into the
tieth century, even after several whale species had
e so rare as to be virtually extinct.
aeological excavations at Oashore and
, the prominence of the Maori Girl and
harpoon collection at the entrance of the
elaunched Toitli Otago Settlers Museum, and
ical fiction such as Fiona Kidman's The Captive
re all evidence of a continuing fascination

e history of whaling.'* An object-focused
ach has the potential to move us past romantic
, to consider instead a new history of
ns: of artefacts embedded in colonial ground,
g-submerged marine environmental histories, of
g workers in the Tasman world, of colonial
dity circuits, of the persistence of Maori
g traditions and, ultimately, of overlapping and
ed categories of indigenous and colonial in
nth- and twentieth-century New Zealand.
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Lerr: Standing beside the Maori Girl whaleboat in 1933
are James “Tiemi’ Apes (right), an original Kai Tahu crew
member, and Kenneth Ross, who restored the vessel.

Ref: F-609, Collection of Toitii Otago Settlers Museum

Beow: Whaleboat showing position of crew, early

nineteenth century. Ref: A-032-025, Alexander Turnbull Library,
Wellington, New Zealand

Borrom: A Maori man aims a harpoon in 1936. The
photograph was captioned: ‘A heroic (but vanishing)
figure. With their almost obsolete methods, the natives

achieve excellent results.’ Courtesy of Corbis Images
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