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Chapter 2 

Acquiring Pacific Shells: Collectors, Dealers, and CookÕs Voyages 

  

 In last quarter of the eighteenth century, shells were brought back to Britain from 

the southern hemisphere by common seamen and naval officers alike, who intended to 

sell these objects or reserve them for strategic gift-giving. These voyagers not only 

gathered shells in the Pacific with the goal of exchanging them as natural curiosities and 

scientific specimens in Britain, but also collected South Pacific artifacts that were 

fashioned from shells, such as fishhooks or armbands, and artifacts that contained shell 

matter, mostly in the form of mother of pearl, which was an important decorative element 

in the construction of such objects as statues, masks, ceremonial dress, bracelets, and 

necklaces. Shells that had been worked by Pacific Islanders into objects of use and beauty 

showed up in dealersÕ showrooms, in auctions, and in private museums, and they were 

sold right along side shells as natural history specimens. Advertised in catalogs and sold 

in auctions, shells from Captain James CookÕs voyages, appearing as both artificial and 

natural curiosities, were especially popular with amateur collectors interested polite 

science as the latest fashionable pursuit. Also keen to possess shells from CookÕs voyages 

were serious collectors who as connoisseurs had large collections of beautiful and rare 

shells, and naturalists eager to see specimens unknown in European scientific circles. The 

auction of the Duchess of PortlandÕs collections drew just such a mixed crowd of natural 
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history collectors as well as those hoping to purchase items associated with CookÕs 

voyages.  

Collectors were eager to possess shells from CookÕs voyages because they were 

rare, beautiful, and novel, but when he died on the third voyage and his celebrity status 

was confirmed by popular opinion, natural history objects associated with Cook took on 

an increased value distinct from their scientific qualities. Cook was already well known 

due to the successes of his first two voyages in 1768-1771 and 1772-1775, but his renown 

grew even greater with the story of his dramatic death in Hawaii in 1779.1 CookÕs 

posthumous popularity was fuelled by the publication of the official narrative of the third 

voyage, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean (1784), cobbled together by the Rev. John 

Douglas from CookÕs official journals, and the publication of multiple narratives, some of 

dubious quality, written by participants of the third voyage. The preface to A Voyage to 

the Pacific Ocean, written anonymously by a fellow naval officer, praises Cook for his 

ingenuity, bravery, and humanity: ÒThe death of this eminent and valuable man was a 

loss to mankind in general; and particularly to be deplored by every nation that respects 

useful accomplishments, that honours science, and loves the benevolent and amiable 

affections of the heart. . . For, actuated always by the most attentive care and tender 

compassion for the savages in general, this excellent man was ever assiduously 

endeavouring, by kind treatment, to dissipate their fears, and court their friendship; 

overlooking their thefts and treacheries . . .Ó.2 However, it must be noted that CookÕs 

conduct, particularly on the last voyage, suggested otherwise; witnesses described the 

severity of the punishments meted out to Pacific Islanders for their supposed thefts, the 

master of the Discovery writing of CookÕs treatment of a ÒthiefÓ: Òas Captain Cooke said 
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that he might be known here after, as well as to deter the rest from theft or using us ill 

when on ShoreÑ this was by scoring both his arms with a common knife by one of our 

Seamen. Longitudinally and transversely, into the BoneÑ This the man bore with all the 

Fortitude imaginable, as indeed they all did their punishments . . .Ó.3 Such incidents did 

not appear in CookÕs own narrative or its published versions, and as a result, his 

reputation for humane treatment of those Pacific Islanders he had encountered on these 

voyages remained unsullied.  

CookÕs status as a national hero was further consolidated by Philippe Jacques 

LoutherbourgÕs pantomine Omai, or, A Trip round the World, which opened in December 

1785 and was performed seventy times in the following year.4 It tapped into its 

audienceÕs curiosity about Cook and eagerness to embrace him as a hero. With its 

dramatic display of The Apotheosis of Captain Cook, a painting of grand proportions 

which descended onto the stage during the final scene, the play Omai used performance, 

music, and art to confirm the heroic image that had been constructed in the print culture 

of the popular press and in the poetry of the likes of Anna Seward, William Cowper, and 

Hannah More, all of whom celebrated CookÕs voyages as emblems of humanitarian and 

enlightened scientific exploration. Though Evangelicals Cowper and More were critical 

of the potential for violence implicit in such voyages of discovery, they portrayed Cook 

as an exception to the rule of the cruel explorer, More stressing CookÕs Ògentle mindÓ: 

ÒThy love of arts, thy love of humankind; . . . thy mild and libÕral plan.Ó Visual artists, 

responding in part to LoutherbourgÕs Apotheosis, took up the theme of CookÕs death at 

the hands of those very ÒsavagesÓ he had attempted, in the words of the play, Ònot to 

conquer but save,Ó and produced paintings of his last moments in Hawaii, images that 
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circulated widely as engravings, even as decorative motifs on wallpaper and fabric.5 With 

the popularity of the pantomime Omai, the proliferation of illustrations of CookÕs 

encounters in the Pacific, and the official and unofficial publications describing the final 

voyage, Cook was on everyoneÕs minds when the Duchess of PortlandÕs auction was 

announced in the press and advertised daily for over a month in April 1786.  

Shells from all over the world were sold at the Portland auction, with specimens 

from the South Pacific fetching especially high prices. For sale were shells associated 

with CookÕs voyages, shells from Australia, New Zealand, Tahiti, New Caledonia, New 

Hebrides, Tonga, the Marquesas, and the Society Islands as well as from the northwestern 

coast of North America. For instance, Lot 3992 is described as ÒA neat small specimen of 

Trochus Solaris, L. var. Imperialis, or the Imperial Sun, from Cloudy Bay, New 

ZealandÑ extremely scarce,Ó which was bought for L4 6s by the agent Dillon acting on 

behalf of M. de Calonne. Lot 3832, an oyster, was bought for L4 4s, its value no doubt 

increased by its association with Cook: ÒA very large and fine specimen of the white 

variety of Ostrea Malleus L., brought by Capt. Cooke from the Coral Reef off Endeavour 

River on the Coast of New HollandÑ very rare.Ó Another three lots containing black 

hammer oyster shells, which were sold for prices that ranging from six shillings to over a 

pound, were bought by dealer George Humphrey.6  

Hammer oyster shells, especially the rare white species, were considered by 

collectors to be very desirable. William Anderson, the surgeon on CookÕs third voyage, 

wrote about hammer oysters in his natural history of Tonga: ÒThe many reefs and shoals 

on the North side of the island, afford shelter for an endless variety of shell-fish; amongst 

which are many that are esteemed precious in Europe. Such as the true hammer oyster; of 
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which however none could be obtained entire.Ó7 In search of hammer oyster specimens, 

Daniel Solander, British Museum curator in charge of natural history specimens, 

convinced the Board of Trustees in 1779 to let him attend a sale of natural history 

specimens at George HumphreyÕs showroom at Covent Garden with the aim of buying 

hammer oyster shells, which he argued would be an important contribution to the 

museumÕs collection: ÒA Sale of a large Collection of Natural & Artificial Curiosities 

will soon commence at HumphreyÕs in St. MartinÕs Lane, where several specimens are 

which are wanted in the collection of this Museum. Dr Solander begs the Directors of the 

Committee if he may be permitted to make any purchases there & to what amount.Ó Two 

months later, Solander recorded in the museumÕs diary: ÒBought at Humphreys Sale: 

Hammer Oyster ----  3: 16: 0.Ó8  Though this notation in the Diary and Occurrence-Book 

of the British Museum suggests that some of the MuseumÕs natural history specimens 

from CookÕs voyages were purchased from dealers, we have no such documentation 

surrounding the duchessÕs acquisition of her hammer oyster specimens. Did she too 

purchase them from the dealer Humphrey, or did she acquire them in some other fashion, 

buying them from individuals directly involved in CookÕs voyages or possibly receiving 

them as gifts from Cook himself?  

 These questions are not answered easily. Unlike the notations Solander entered 

into the official diary he kept as a curator of the British MuseumÕs natural history 

collections, there is no paper trail of receipts for the duchessÕs purchases of shells, nor is 

there extant, as far as I know, any correspondence between the duchess and Captain Cook 

discussing shells with her. Though it is certain that she acquired shells from Cook, we do 

not know for sure whether she paid for them or received them as gifts. That Cook gave 
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her shells seems more than likely for a number of reasons, for in this world where 

patronage was the key to social and professional advancement and economic success, 

giving gifts to powerful people was the expected method of priming the pump of 

generosity and influence.9 For the likes of James Cook, Charles Clerke, and Johann 

Reinhold Forster, the naturalist of the second voyage, the important personages to whom 

one gave gifts were figures such as John Montagu, Earl of Sandwich and Lord of the 

Admiralty, Sir Joseph Banks, and even the Duchess of Portland, who though a woman, 

had powerful friends in Queen Charlotte and King George III, Lord Bute, and her own 

elder son, all of whom could advance careers if they so wished. 

 Whether the duchess received her hammer oyster from Cook or Clerke as a gift or 

she bought it from Humphrey or another dealer in natural history items, we cannot know 

for certain, but we can recover the paths by which Pacific shells entered into her cabinet. 

Through careful scrutiny of her correspondence with her fellow shell collectors as well as 

an examination of naval logs and journals from various voyages, it is possible to 

reconstruct the way in which Pacific shells were gathered on the voyages and dispersed in 

Britain. In tracing the movement of Pacific shells into the duchessÕs and other collectorsÕ 

cabinets of curiosity, this chapter examines the eagerness with which collectors tried to 

acquire shells from CookÕs voyages, the role of natural history dealers in the circulation 

and commodification of exotic specimens, and the methods by which those who traveled 

with Cook, his crew, officers, and naturalists, gathered natural history specimens intent 

on selling them or exchanging them for more elusive rewards than cash once they 

returned to Britain. Before turning to the duchess and her collecting practices, I will 

sketch out the social milieu in which she collected exotic shells, providing examples of 
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the way in which natural history specimens, especially those gathered on Captain James 

CookÕs three voyages to the South Pacific in the 1770s became both objects of scientific 

value and hot commodities. 

 

ResolutionÕs Exotic Cargoes 

 Collectors waited eagerly for Captain CookÕs ships to return from the South 

Pacific so that they could be the first to get the newest, rarest, and most exotic shells, 

birds, plants, and artifacts yet to be seen. In 1775 when the Resolution, Captain CookÕs 

ship on the second voyage, arrived at Woolwich after a three-yearsÕ circumnavigation, 

the scene was one of festivity, celebration, and anticipation as important personages 

flocked to the ship to see what exotic cargoes it held. Though the ship arrived nearly a 

year after its companion ship, the Adventure, had docked, expectations ran very high as to 

the quality and quantity of the shipÕs cargo of natural history specimens because the 

Resolution carried the naturalists Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg on board. 

Daniel Solander went down to the docks to see for himself and to report to his patron, Sir 

Joseph Banks, on the shipÕs bounty of curiosities. Solander accompanied John Montagu, 

Earl of Sandwich and 1st Lord of the Admiralty and his large party as they ferried out 

down the Thames to the shipyards near Greenwich. Solander wrote to Banks:  

Our Expedition down to the Resolution, made yesterday quite a feast to all 

who were concernedÐwe set out early from the Tower; . . . visited 

Deptford yard; . . . and afterwards to Woolwich, where we took on board 

Miss Ray & Co. [Lord SandwichÕs mistress] and then proceeded to the 

Galleons where we were welcomed on board of the Resolution Ð and Lord 
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Sandwich made many of them quite happy.  

Between the shipboard ceremonies and the dinner provided for the officers by Lord 

Sandwich in Woolwich, Solander had a little bit of time to peek at Òtheir curious 

collections.Ó  

Mr Clarke [Lieutenant Charles Clerke] shewÕd us some of his drawings of 

Birds, made by a midshipsman, not bad, which I believe he intends for you 

[Banks]. I was told that Mr Anderson, one of the SurgeonÕs Mates has 

made a good Botanical Collection, but I did not see him. There were on 

board 3 live Otaheite [Tahiti] Dogs; the ugliest & most stupid of all the 

Canine tribe. Forster had on board the following livestock: a Springe Bock 

from the Cape, a Surikate, two Eagles, & several small Birds all from the 

Cape. I believe he intends them for the Queen. . . . Pickersgill made the 

Ladies sick, by shewing them the New Zealand head, of which 2 or 3 

slices were broiled and eat on board the ShipÐ It is preserved in spirits; 

and I propose to get it for Hunter [the famous anatomist], who goes down 

with me tomorrow on purpose, when we expect the Ship will be in 

Deptford.10 

SolanderÕs brief glimpse of how stuffed the ship was with natural history specimens, both 

alive and dead, natural and artificial, captures the crewÕs and the officerÕs excitement 

over the impact that they had hoped their cargoes of curiosities would, and did, have on 

London society in general and collectors in particular. 

 Natural history objects--shells, birds (alive and dead), plants (alive and dead), 

artifacts, in particular weapons, from distant landsÐwere a big business.11 Dealers had 
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showrooms devoted to displaying their objects, and auction houses, such as ChristieÕs, 

SothebyÕs, LangfordÕs, and SkinnerÕs, published catalogs of these dealersÕ inventories 

and sold them at auction along with the natural history collections of minor and major 

collectors. ShipsÕ crews, from officers down to the common seaman, all knew about the 

natural history business and all hoped to profit from collecting whatever they could lay 

their hands on, trade for, and transport back home. Once back in England, members of 

CookÕs crew were eager to sell items they had collected.12 Solander reported to Banks 

Òseveral seamen of the Resolution have called to offer curiosities.Ó13 For instance, John 

Marra, a common seaman, wrote to Banks from on board the Resolution about his 

collection of shells, hoping that he could persuaded the great man to buy these objects. 

Begging Pardon for my Boldness. I take this Opportunity of Acquainting 

Your Honour of Our Arrival. After a long and Tedious Voyage. Having 

met with Extradordinary Good Success to the S. & Elsewhere. From many 

Strange Isles I have Procured Your Honour a few Curiosities As Good as 

Could be Expected from a Person of My Capacity. Together With a Small 

Assortment of Shells. Such as Was EsteemÕd by pretendÕd Judges of 

Shells. We have many Experimental Men For our Ship that pretendÕd to 

know what was Never known. Not yet Never will be known I have 

Something Extraordinary to Relate to Your Honour. But Ñ  A good 

Opportunity will Soon Offer I hope. Depend upon it Sir I shall Take 

Special Care of Sending the Above MentionÕd Articles. When in Order 

and an Opportunity Serves.14  

Not only did John Marra, an ordinary sailor, write to Banks about his shells, Johann 
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Reinhold Forster, the ResolutionÕs naturalist and one of MarraÕs ÒExperimental Men,Ó 

wrote him as well. Forster in his usual prickly manner expressed his irritation at BanksÕs 

seeming disinterest in his offer to sell his collection of shells. ÒI am sorry that my Shells 

are of no service to you. There are several of them of which neither Capt. Cook nor any 

body else got specimens. I had them laid out ever since Wednesday; & they have been 

waiting for your kind Inspection, ever since that time.Ó15 His letter, though stylistically 

more polished than MarraÕs, mirrors the sailorÕs missive in its emphasis on rarity to 

arouse curiosity and in evincing a desire to profit from these collecting activities. 

Tensions between collecting for science and collecting for profit erupted repeatedly on 

the voyage as the Forsters struggled to uphold the supposed purity of their scientific 

intentions and practices in the face of their own desires to profit from the voyage. The 

multiple and competing notions of value that hovered around shells proliferated as they 

entered into the complex social world of natural history collecting. 

 

Mania for CookÕs Shells 

CookÕs voyages and the prospect of new botanical and zoological specimens 

fuelled naturalistsÕ enthusiasm for natural history collecting. Richard Pulteney wrote to 

Banks about the impact that the first circumnavigation had on him and what had been his 

flagging interest in natural history. ÒThe Passion has been almost extinguished in me, 

except on particular occasions; among which, I need not say, was your happy and 

successful return to England, which I confess raised my Curiosity again to a degree that 

sometimes made me unhappy for wants of the power of gratifying it to my wishes.Ó16 

New specimens revived not only PulteneyÕs waning interest in collecting and 
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classification, but inspired collectors with a kind of mania for what were known as 

ÒSouth SeasÓ shells. Collectors competed with each other for the privilege of buying 

specimens from dealers, several of whom had cornered the market on CookÕs curios.  

Because shells from CookÕs voyages were especially valued and sought after by 

collectors and naturalists, the question of how to go about acquiring them was much 

discussed in the duchessÕs correspondence with Richard Pulteney and Henry Seymer, a 

country gentleman from Dorset and friend of PulteneyÕs. Seymer was eager to possess his 

share of South Seas shells, but was pessimistic about his chances of acquiring them. 

Writing to Pulteney, he complained of his limited access to the best specimens that had 

been brought by the Resolution, CookÕs ship on the second circumnavigation:  

Saturday last I rec[eived] a Catalogue of Shells, brought by the Resolution 

which are to be sold this week at Langfords; it consists of 480 Lots, not all 

shells, but Arms, ornaments, Utensils &c: of the Natives, intermixt; a 

Cargo which a dealer, one Jackson, bought at Portsmouth, & of which I 

dare say he will make 400 pr. Ct. [per cent] tho I know most of the capital 

things have been disposÕd of some time [ago]. Cook and Forster I dare say 

secur[e]d the best before they came home, & will make a fine penny of 

them.17 

SeymorÕs pessimistic outlook was justified to some extent, especially for collectors like 

him far from the centers of exchange, far from London where dealers put up their 

precious cargoes for auction, and port cities, such as Portsmouth and Greenwich, where 

dealers flocked to inspect shipsÕ cargoes of natural history specimens.  
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Henry SeymerÕs desire for these ÒnewÓ shells from the southern Pacific is 

palpable in his letters as is his frustration at not being able to attend auctions himself. 

Having to rely on intermediaries, he wrote to Pulteney about how he felt he would never 

get anything worth having this way: 

I have desirÕd Mr Forster [Ingham Foster], to lay out about 10 or 12 Gs 

[guineas] for me, in what he thinks new, particularizing the Sun shell, & a 

Cypraea . . .  . [T]here are but three of them in the Sale, & I have limited 

him to a Guinea, therefore fear shall not get it. There are 11 of the Sun, & 

I have allowed 3 Gs for a fine one. I donÕt think however Mr Foster will 

lay out much for me, as he purchased a Cargo at about 130 ƒ &  promisd 

me a choice of his duplicates at a moderate price, so that he will buy none 

for me but such as are not found in his Cargo; he told me he had but one of 

ye [the] Yellow Cypraea. When they arrive will let You know that we may 

look them over together; tis impossible however for me ever to procure 

any capital specimens, this way, as Mr Foster has ingenuously told me that 

he shall reserve the 2 best of every species, & that I shall certainly have 

my choice of the rest, which I think is as much as any one ought to expect, 

or could reasonably desire from a collector.18 

Another problem with relying on an agent to buy for him at auctions was that 

Seymer feared he would be charged unfairly for Mr. FosterÕs trouble. Wondering 

why it was taking so long for his shells to arrive from London, he assumed that 

Foster was busy trying to figure out how much to charge Seymer. 
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 I suppose they [shells] will be here some time next week, probably he has 

delayed sending them till he saw how they went at this Sale, in order to 

judge how to charge the particular subjects; his however are foul, as 

bought over, so that twill be difficult to judge of their perfection, 

therefore, unless they are very reasonable, tis probable I shall purchase but 

very few of them. They are called S. Sea shells in the Catalogue, but I 

know there are very many common things among them, wch, were pickd 

up at different places where they hapned to touch, but ignorant people, 

such as I am sure half the modern Collectors are, donÕt consider this at 

all.19 

SeymerÕs insight into the valuation of shells contains a penetrating analysis of the impact 

of the marketplace on collecting, and his bitterness, though tempered with irony, is 

acutely familiar to those, then and now, who have bought items at auction or through 

dealers. When Seymer tells Pulteney about his friend who wanted to buy for Seymer a 

box of shells as a present, his story illustrates the nagging anxiety that ÒignorantÓ 

collectors are always haunted with--of being taken advantage of in a bargaining situation.  

A worthy friend of mine, was taken in this way lately; He knows nothing 

at all of shells, but had heard me express a desire of having some of these 

new ones, consequently he made enquirys, & at last found a Sailor who 

said he came home in the Resolution, & had some CargoÕs of shells to 

dispose of, my friend pitched upon a small box, containing about 100, for 

which he payd only half a Guinea, thought himself quite happy in getting 

them so very unreasonably. he sent them to me, but such rubbish was 
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never seen, there was not one S. Sea among them, but they were all, the 

worst specimens of ye [the] most vulgar, worthless, things the West Indies 

produces, & I dare say had lain by, as unsaleable, in some dealers shop 

these 20 or more Years, the whole Cargo would not have fetched a shilling 

at any Auction, as I told my friend who insisted on my sending him my 

real opinion of them. Had they been Insects he would not have been thus 

imposÕd on, for twas Mr Yeats, this shows how very simple it is to employ 

persons, in things they donÕt well understand. . . . You had better not begin 

this letter Ôtill Sunday, when, if it should be wet, or You not inclind to go 

to Church, You may pray at home, & use this by way of Sermon as tis 

nearly as long as the modern one, & perhaps to You as edifying as many 

of them. 20 

This cautionary tale about a sailor, who may or may not have sailed with Cook and was 

able to dupe a gentleman collector, testifies to the complex mingling of desire and 

ignorance which makes up in varying degrees these kinds of exchanges. 

Not only did Seymer assume that Cook and Forster had made Òa fine pennyÓ on 

their natural history specimens, he suspected that the dealer Jackson, who had gone to 

Portsmouth to meet the Resolution, had made 400% on buying and then selling the 

specimens at auction. Dealers are mentioned in the Pulteney-Seymer-Portland 

correspondence frequently and almost always in the context of their high prices; even the 

duchess complained that she had bought a few shells from Humphrey Òat no small 

price.Ó21 Seymer is the most critical of HumphreyÕs prices, perhaps because he was the 

most dependent on him. ÒWhat few valuables I have are only single specimens purchasÕd 
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at a very high rate from Humphrey.Ó Of the Ònew things brought home by Capt Cooke on 

the Resolution,Ó he bought only two or three shells from Humphrey since Òthe prices 

were so extravagant & in my opinion so much beyond the value of the subjects.Ó He 

joked that he was planning to purchase some Endeavour shells from another dealer Ò& as 

it is not Humphrey I hope to have them at a reasonable price.Ó22 Not only did 

HumphreyÕs clients complain about his high prices, they also were bothered by his lack 

of attention to Linnaean taxonomy. Seymer and the Duchess voiced their irritation with 

HumphreyÕs nomenclature, Seymer describing his sale catalogues as ÒunintelligibleÓ and 

the duchess more politely (or ironically) saying ÒI am not sufficiently acquainted with the 

names the Dealers give to Shells.Ó23  

Despite these problems, collectors and naturalists were dependent on dealers and 

their ability to obtain shells from CookÕs voyages.24 The duchess owned at least one shell 

collected by the Forsters25; how she acquired it is uncertain, though one suspects 

Humphrey as the intermediary, for he claimed in a letter to Seymer that ÒI have laid out 

with the people of the Resolution principally for Shells [illegible word] L 150. out of 

these I select the best of the most rare, [illegible] the principal shells out of 20 different 

parcels, and charge at the rate of about L50 for them, that is fifteen pounds worth which I 

have sold the dutchess & those I have sent you.Ó26 The prices that dealers got for these 

shells are high when compared to other auctioned items. Seymer paid Humphrey five 

guineas for a Mya truncata, which seems to have been a lot of money when one considers 

that a Rembrandt self-portrait, a drawing, went for a similar price in the James West 

auction.  
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Prices, high and low, were a constant concern as the process of valuation was 

precarious. Recognizing that prices varied according to the market, Seymer noted that his 

agent Foster delayed assigning prices to the shells he had planned to sell Seymer until he 

saw how similar shells sold in a recent auction.27 Auction catalogues, especially 

annotated catalogues containing the prices that items sold for, were thus valuable to 

collectors trying to evaluate the worth of their own collections and to guide them in their 

purchases of new specimens. The naturalist Emanuel Mendes da Costa frequented natural 

history auctions, and Pulteney, aware of this, asked him if he could send him his spare 

catalogues of recent auctions. Da Costa replied: 

In regards to the Catalogue of Sales of the Shells you are too late in your 

request for the Prices all those sales I attend, yet I make waste paper of the 

rest of the Catalogues, except that single one I have prices, which I keep 

so that I have not any clean catalogues to write the prices in, else could 

send you scores; but what I can do is, I will lend you all I have, & send 

them you down in a parcel by Mr Wilkes way. I will also lend you some 

Dutch catalogues, but we cannot get them priced . . .  This I give you only 

as a temporary remedy, for hence forward, I will always price the 

catalogues, & present you with the duplicate. 28 

This practice of writing in the prices at which objects at an auction sold was a way to 

record the fluctuating prices driven by collectorsÕ desires and an attempt to stabilize the 

valuation process. The marketplace is a site where reason rarely dominates transactions, 

and the market for shells was no different. Though driven ostensibly by scientific inquiry 

and the need for taxonomic completeness, value was determined in part by less ÒrationalÓ 
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kinds of forces, including the impact that the celebrity of Cook and his three 

circumnavigations had on collectors.29 

 

Ship Captains and Auctions 

 While Seymer and Pulteney struggled to acquire shells from the South Pacific, the 

duchess received Pacific shells from a variety of sources, some directly from Captain 

Cook and from his officers, in particular Lieutenant Clerke, who was promoted to captain 

of the Discovery for the third voyage, and some from the naturalists on board, most likely 

Banks and Solander on the first voyage, and from the Forsters on the second.30 After 

hearing of Captain CookÕs death, which was followed by ClerkeÕs a few months later, she 

wrote in 1780: Òwe have greatly regretted Capt Cooks & now Capt Clarke who had made 

me many promises to collect shells for me poor Man! all those hopes are vanishÕd.Ó31 We 

know she had shells from the Endeavour voyage, and particularly from New Zealand, as 

she mentioned them frequently in her letters to Pulteney, and she even offered to send 

him duplicates: ÒI beg to know if you have had any of the Shells out of the Endeavour as 

I hope to be able to procure a few for you if you have not got them already.Ó He must 

have replied that he did not have any Endeavour shells, for she responded:  ÒI shall send a 

little Box by the Blandford Coach of a very few New Zealand Shells & wish it had been 

in my power to have sent you more of them.Ó A few months later, she apologized that her 

gift of shells did not include more: ÒI return you many thanks for the favour of your 

Letter & wish it had been in my power to have sent you a greater number of Shells from 

the S. P. [South Pacific] but my friends did not fulfill their [Engagement ?] which is but 

too often the case.Ó 32 Who exactly these friends were who have disappointed her I do not 
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know, but Banks and Solander certainly are candidates, and she did write in 1778 that 

Clerke had disappointed her: ÒI hope to be more successful in shells than I have hitherto 

been but what I hear of Mr ClerkeÕs Collection little is to be expected from it in that 

way.Ó33 

In addition to having had connections with Cook and Clerke, she cultivated 

relationships with other ship captains. ÒThe Duchess,Ó wrote Mrs. Delany, Òis at present 

very happy in the company of Captain Macnamara, captain of an East India man, the 

Rhoda; he brought her fine corals and is to bring her fine shells; the man seems to have 

no great judgment about them, and it would divert you to hear the Duchess tutoring him 

on the subject and coaxing him to bring us the treasures of the deep.Ó34 As early as 1751, 

Horace Walpole wrote the duchessÕs and his good friend, Elizabeth Montagu, joking 

about the DuchessÕs methods of procurement: ÒMy evening yesterday was employed Ð 

how wisely do you think? In what grave occupation! In bawding for the Duchess of 

Portland, to procure her a scarlet spider from Admiral Boscawen.Ó35 By the 1760s, she 

had well-established ties to naval officers and commercial captains who sailed to the East 

and West Indies,36 a practice of hers that Solander commented on in his letters to his 

mentor Linnaeus. Solander told Linnaeus that when he inquired for natural history 

specimens of recently arrived ship captains, he discovered that the supply of exotic 

specimens had already been allocated to the duchess. ÒI intend to go down the Thames 

river to meet them [the West India fleet] and to go on board the ships to enquire if they 

have any natural curiosities; there is no other way of obtaining them here. As soon as 

they have been in town a couple of days all their curiosities are gone. I have already 

obtained the names of a couple of captains . . . who have insects. They are destined for 
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the Duchess of Portland, but if I can select the few first, I shall not reproach myself 

because of that.Ó37 This practice, not of pilfering the duchessÕs specimens, but of going 

on ship board to inquire about natural history specimens was something he continued to 

do, as we have seen, when he, as a curator of the British Museum, went on board the 

Resolution when it docked at Woolwich. Whether the Duchess of Portland, like Solander, 

would have gone down to the docks herself to inquire is unlikely given her stature, but a 

note to Pulteney while she was visiting Margate raises this very possibility: Ò[H]ave you 

met with any shells lately? I have had no luck that way even Humphrey has brought me 

very few & those at no small price [.] several East India ships have gone by this place 

[Margate] but at too great a distance to inquire if they have any Shells on board.Ó38 In this 

letter, one senses her frustration with her usual methods of procuring shells and 

disappointment at not being able to ask those on board ships arriving from exotic locales 

if they have cargoes of shells. 

While we can be fairly certain that the Duchess of Portland acquired shells as gifts 

and purchases from such elite collectors and prominent naturalists as Sir Joseph Banks 

(he and Solander visited her at Bulstrode in 1771, and she visited him at his Soho 

townhouse to see ParkinsonÕs drawings),39 and she could command the attention of such 

naval officers and ships captains who gathered specimens for her on their travels, we also 

know that she also made use of dealers and may have attended auctions of natural history 

collections.40 As we have already seen, in September 1775, Humphrey sent a list of shells 

to Seymer for sale that he had acquired from the Resolution, mentioning that he had 

already sold the Duchess Òfifteen pounds worth.Ó41 Moreover, she purchased in 1780, 

possibly from the dealer Thomas Martyn, a Òlarger DonaxÓ and an Òoriental CockleÓ 
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from the third voyageÕs cargoes of shells.42 Furthermore, in 1780, Humphrey noted on a 

list of shells out of the Resolution and Discovery, that the Duchess had purchased from 

him a Buccinum for 3.3.0.43 HumphreyÕs name appears in the duchessÕs Margate note to 

Pulteney, and apparently, he was, in this instance, unable to satisfy her desire for new 

shells or shell specimens she had not yet acquired. DealersÕ names and the mention of 

auctions dot her correspondence, revealing that even she could not rely entirely on the 

patronage system to deliver shells to her. She often had recourse to sale catalogues and 

auction houses, but even in these moments, she on occasion resorted to unofficial sources 

of information dependent on her privileged status.  

Typical of the way in which she tried to get what she wanted through a 

combination of unofficial channels and purchasing power is the following example. 

When James West, the President of the Royal Society, died intestate, she was informed 

by Mr Hudson, an acquaintance of her sonÕs, that WestÕs widow was to administer his 

estate and was planning to auction off his immense collections of artificial and natural 

curiosities, classical statuary, coins, and fine art. Not wanting to wait until the public 

auction of his collection, the duchess wrote to WestÕs widow asking that she be allowed 

to purchase items before the auction. She wrote her son: ÒI must beg my Dearest son will 

be so good as to inform me in what way I shouÕd [satisfy--illegible] Mr Hudson for his 

troubleÓ and to thank her son Òfor wishing me success in regard to the West Collection.Ó 

She had not yet heard an answer from WestÕs widow and was worried about her ability to 

get access to WestÕs collections before the auction: ÒI have some hopes but I fear there 

will be many competitors. There is nothing surprises me so much as his poverty.Ó 

Whether she was successful in purchasing anything before the sale, it is not clear, but she 
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often attended auctions and perhaps she even attended this one if she was unable to 

persuade Mrs. West to let her have the right of first refusal.44 

We know that she attended art auctions because Mrs. Delany, the duchessÕs best 

friend, mentions in a letter to her niece, that the duchess had been to an auction of 

European paintings and was upset since she had lost the bid on the Dancing Children to 

Sir James Lowther. Delany reports that despite this setback, Òour friend was not quite 

disappointed, for she got every lot she bid for of the first dayÕs sale, except for the 

Children.Ó She paid ƒ 32 for RembrandtÕs Boy’s Head, ƒ 76 for a Ruben landscape, and  

ƒ 105 for a Claude Lorrain.45 These prices are high in comparison to the West auction, 

where drawings and paintings by Rembrandt, Poussin, and Rubens sold at much lower 

prices: a RubensÕ Òpicture of impure desire,Ó sold for L 9:9:0, a Rembrandt self-portrait 

and a portrait of his wife respectively sold for ƒ 5: 5:0 and 14:14:0, and an Andrea del 

Sarto painting of the Holy Family sold for ƒ 10: 4: 0. The West Collection sale catalogues 

(1773) at the British Library list everything sold at auction with their prices and names of 

some of the buyers written in the margins.46 WestÕs collection of paintings was sold 

separately from his curiosities; the duchess was interested in both since she collected 

paintings, prints, statuary, and artificial curiosities as well as natural history specimens.  

As Robert Altick points out, the number and frequency of auctions featuring 

virtuosiÕs collections increased as the century progressed. ÒDisposing of private 

(noncommercial) collections became a thriving business in the course of the century. 

Virtuosi died, or tired of their toys, or suddenly needed read cash, or went to the country 

or abroad, to the profit of both brokers and auctioneers.Ó47 Though the majority of   

auctions featuring the collections of cognoscenti sold such items as books, fine art, 
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artificial curiosities including miniatures, intalgios and cameos, intricately worked 

objects made of filigree, shell, and stone, as well as such antiquarian objects as Roman 

coins, medals, and medieval manuscripts, several of these auctions also sold natural 

history specimens. In his study of natural history auction catalogues (1976), J. M. 

Chalmers-Hunt searched the contents of over sixty libraries and museums (mostly in 

Britain) in an effort to locate eighteenth-century sales catalogues for auctions featuring 

natural history specimens, primarily shells, corals, fossils, minerals, insects, mammals, 

and reptiles. From his research, we can conclude that the numbers of natural history 

auctions doubled, even tripled, from one or two a year before 1771 to four to five a year 

by the end of the century, with 1775 and 1789 registering six auctions each, including the 

auctions in 1789 of the collections of Rev. John Lightfoot, the Duchess of PortlandÕs 

friend and chaplain, and Henry SeymerÕs agent Ingham Foster.48 This increase in auctions 

can be explained in part by the impact that CookÕs voyages had on collectorsÕ enthusiasm 

for natural history items, shells in particular. As Peter Dance argues, Òthe three 

circumnavigations of the globe by Captain CookÕs vessels were instrumental in shattering 

the Dutch monopoly in shells and many other commodities. From 1771 onwards 

European shell collections were enriched by specimens acquired by British voyagers and 

often the shells passed through a London auction house before ending up in a collectorÕs 

cabinet.Ó In fact, not only did shells from CookÕs voyages pass through London auction 

houses on their way from ships into collectorsÕ cabinets, these same shells would return 

to auction houses as collectors died and collections were disbanded and thus would 

circulate several times over through the auspices of auction houses.  As Dance rightly 

asserts, the period between 1771 up to 1822, ending with the auction of the shell 
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collection amassed by Mrs. William Bligh, wife of the BountyÕs Captain Bligh, was 

Òdominated by the constant reappearance at auction of material originally collected by 

men associated with the voyages of Captain Cook.Ó49 

 

Instructions from Dealers 

 Driven by market demands fuelled by CookÕs popularity, dealers eager for more 

specimens wrote up instructions on how to collect and preserve natural history objects for 

those who voyaged to regions known for rare and beautiful shells. Humphrey wrote a set 

of instructions for prospective specimen hunters entitled ÒCollecting and Preserving all 

Kinds of Natural CuriositiesÓ (1776), which provided guidelines on how to clean, store, 

and transport natural history specimens. He suggested that shells with the animal in them 

Òmay be preserved in spirits,Ó but if the animal is dead or does not merit preservation, the 

shell can be submerged in scalding water, the creature removed, and then the shell dried 

carefully. Echoing Emanuel Mendes da CostaÕs instructions in Elements of Conchology 

(1776), HumphreyÕs pamphlet urges that Òshells must never be placed in the heat of the 

sun . . . otherwise the colours will fade & the skin with which many of them are covered 

(and which must on no acct. be taken off) will peel and fly off.Ó He also recommends 

dipping the sharp tips and points of shells in melted beeswax to prevent damage during 

transport, and he provides details on how to pack small, delicate shells: ÒA good way to 

preserve the small shells is to pack them inside the very large ones, which will also save 

room. . . . Such shells as are tender should be packed in cotton in small boxes. They 

should be afterwards packed together . . . in strong boxes which should be close filled up 

to prevent their shaking & closely nailed down, so to remain till they arrive in 
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England.Ó50 J. R.  Forster wrote ÒShort Directions for Lovers and Promoters of Natural 

HistoryÓ (1771), attaching it to his published catalogue of North American animals to 

advise his readers how to collect, preserve and transport animal and plant specimens. Of 

shells, he writes: ÒThe shells, both those found in fresh water-lakes, ponds, and rivers and 

those that live only in the ocean, must not be chosen among those that lie on the shores of 

the sea and fresh waters, and have been broken and injured, or rolled by the waves and 

exposed to the air and sun and thus calcined; but rather as fresh as possible, and with the 

animal in it: one or two specimens of which may be preserved in Spirits: from the rest 

extract the animal, and keep the shell, when perfectly dry and sweet, packed up in cotton, 

tow [?], or moss. The same is to be done with the echini or sea-eggs, and other 

crustaceous animals; especially be careful to preserve their curious spines.Ó 51 

 In the early part of the nineteenth-century, John Mawe, a specimen hunter turned 

dealer, published a little pamphlet, ÒA Short TreatiseÓ (1804), on collecting techniques 

addressed to ÒGentlemen Visiting the South Seas, and all Foreign Countries; more 

particularly Commanders, &c. of Ships, and Gentlemen residing on Shore, with a view to 

encourage the collecting of Natural History.Ó Like Humphrey and da Costa, Mawe urged 

the use of a dredge because the Òbest shellsÓ are those that contain the living animal, and 

these can be found Òin shallow water, before the Birds have seen themÓ and Òout in deep 

Water,Ó where in addition to using a dredge, he recommends hiring ÒPeople diving for 

them.Ó52 Publishing a much more elaborate guide in 1821, The Voyager’s Companion; or 

Shell Collector’s Pilot, Mawe extends his advice beyond the cleaning of shells to 

dispensing hints as to where to look for specimens, who to deal with locally, and how to 

store shells properly for the journey home. A world traveler, Mawe, with Òfifteen years . . 
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.  at sea,Ó and an expert specimen hunter, drew upon his own experiences, particularly his 

time spent in Brazil, to suggest that travelers employ local people who possess regional 

expertise. He recommends to his reader that Òwhenever opportunity occurs, as ships 

loading, refreshing, &c. to employ the fishermen on the coast to collector for him; these 

men are well acquainted with the places where shells may be found, and for a trifling 

remuneration would gather a supply, which, on his return home, might gratify his friends, 

or otherwise be turned to advantage.Ó He encourages his reader to find Òan expert 

negro,Ó53 whose knowledge of the interior, will be crucial to the collecting of land snails, 

as the following narrative testifies: ÒAt the Royal Farm, Santa Cruz, about forty miles 

from Rio, where I held an official situation, (first administrator), I directed some expert 

negroes to pick up what snail shells and curious animals they might meet with: these they 

left at my house as they passed, and, by allowing them a small compensation, I obtained 

many fine shells, insects, birds, reptiles, and small animals of the monkey, ape, and 

hedge-hog species.Ó54 Mawe recognizes the importance of local expertise in shell hunting 

as well as acknowledging another overlooked but talented group of specimen hunters: the 

shipsÕ cooks and cabin boys; it is Òonly the boys or the cook, who notice these rarities, 

and who made a few pounds by them every voyage.Ó The Òfinest lotÓ of Australian shells 

he ever sold as a dealer had been Ògathered by two boys in Western Port.---A whaler off 

the coast sent a boat on shore to search for fresh provisions, as birds, animals, &c. whilst 

the crew were shooting, the boat grounded among stones and weeds, and during the time 

before she floated, the boys left in charge of her, employed themselves in gathering the 

shells entangled in the weeds and about the stones.Ó Mawe tells how he paid the price 

these boys asked and on top this gave them each a guinea Òto stimulate them to look out 
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for shells on another voyage.Ó  Writing in the 1820s, Mawe urged travelers to continue to 

collect shells from the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii), the Marquesas, New Zealand, and 

Australia, all locations Òfrom whence we have many beautiful and rare shells, chiefly 

collected by Circumnavigators,Ó as these south Pacific shells continued to sell well, and 

Òwill most amply remunerate the trouble of collecting.Ó55 

 

CookÕs Crew as Collectors 

 The collecting craze took hold of CookÕs men, who, from officers down to 

common sailors, seemed to have imbibed John WoodwardÕs dictum: Òneglect not 

anything; thoÕ the most ordinary and trivial: the commonest peble or Flint, Cockle or 

Oyster-shell, Grass, Moss, Fern, or Thistle will be as useful . . . as any the rarest 

production of the country.Ó56 Cook alternated between condemnation and bemusement at 

his seamenÕs desperate attempts at acquiring natural and artificial curiosities. Though the 

Forsters complained about the sailorsÕ and even the officersÕ ignorance about the 

specimens they collected, some clearly succeeded in acquiring items of value, or at least 

John Marra thought he had. As for documenting the common sailorÕs natural history 

collecting activities, the written record is slight, and we have to rely on the words of 

othersÑ officers, naturalists, and other ÒExperimental GentlemenÓ whose journals, letters, 

and logs have survived.57 In describing the first part of a shellÕs journey from a Pacific 

islandÕs shore to the duchessÕs mahogany cabinet, I rely principally on the letters and 

journals written by those who traveled on CookÕs three voyages with an occasional 

glance at the journals produced by French voyages of discovery--BougainvilleÕs and 



 27 

DÕEntrecasteauxÕs--, and by those who were a part of the First Fleet, the ships which 

brought the first convicts to the newly-formed penal colonies in Australia.  

For a description of what collecting was like and the tensions between collecting 

for the purposes of scientific discovery and collecting to sell to dealers, the Forsters are 

our best informants. Hired as the naturalists for CookÕs second voyage, Johan Reinhold 

Forster and his teenage son, Georg, collected and described natural history specimens and 

cultural objects. The elder Forster kept a detailed journal on this voyage from which he 

intended to write up a narrative of the voyage, with the intention of collaborating with 

Cook, who also kept a journal in addition to a log of the voyage. For reasons too complex 

to deal with here, the elder Forster did not publish with Cook a narrative of the voyage; 

instead, his son published his own travel narrative, A Voyage Round the World which was 

based on his fatherÕs journal while Cook was given the job by the Admiralty of writing 

the official account of this voyage, A Voyage toward the South Pole, which contains little 

about the process of collecting natural history specimens. This turn of events was 

extremely frustrating for the Forsters since they had ambitious plans for publishing the 

narrative of their voyage as well as publishing catalogues of the zoology and botany of 

the South Pacific with GeorgÕs drawings to have been engraved for the illustrations. They 

also had plans for the items they collected, some of which were to be given strategically 

to prominent collectors, museums, and powerful people, some to be sold, and some to be 

kept as their own scientific collection. We shall return to the Forsters in the next chapter 

to explore their attempts to profit monetarily and scientifically from their voyage. 

 With the exception of the Forsters, the problem with the official accounts of these 

voyagesÑ captainsÕ logs and their printed versions of the voyagesÑ is that these 
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documents will not really tell us what we want to know, which is the nitty-gritty details 

of how the collected material was acquired and then dispersed once back in England. We 

have SeymerÕs guess that Cook and Clerke made a Òpretty pennyÓ on shells before they 

ever came onto the market, but we do not have much of a paper trail on CookÕs shell 

exchanges as most of these exchanges were most probably carried out face to face. This 

kind of information, especially about deals made on the side to sell specimens, would not 

be a part of an official account of the voyage. It would be illuminating to find letters 

describing how Cook packed up and kept little boxes of shells which he then gave to 

Banks or the duchess as gifts or for a certain price or that he sold them to Jackson or 

Humphrey dockside, but the written record is slight on this matter. If we had access to 

George HumphreyÕs financial transactions, we would learn much about the business of 

buying and selling natural history specimens, but the whereabouts of HumphreyÕs 

business papers is unknown. Without records such as HumphreyÕs, we must turn to the 

collectorsÕ correspondence to recover information about the dealersÕ relationships with 

ships returning from the southern hemisphere. For instance, in the Pulteney 

correspondence, there is a list of shells, a handwritten copy of a catalogue sent to Seymer 

from Humphrey, most of which, according to Humphrey, Òcame home in the Resolution 

lately arrived from the South Seas.Ó58 We can surmise from the speculations of 

contemporaries such as Seymer and Solander and from the remaining few traces such as 

the shell list above that some private wheeling and dealing by naval officers went on 

when these ships landed, and that the duchess, and a few other powerful people and 

institutions, benefited from these interactions. Despite these problems with recovering the 

details of how Pacific shells were acquired by those on shipboard and how they were 
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dispersed once the ship had returned to England, the written record of shipsÕ logs and 

individualÕs journals can tell us about where shells were found and the uses to which 

shells were put by the voyagers themselves and Pacific islanders alike. 

 

Heaps of Shells 

Shells were encountered by European voyagers in a variety of ways, primarily as 

useful and decorative objects, which various South Pacific islanders crafted with great 

skill and aesthetic flair, and as a form of foodÑ as in oysters and muscles, which the 

voyagers themselves ate and observed native peoples eating.59 ÒHeaps of shells,Ó a phrase 

much repeated in voyagersÕ accounts, refers to the piles of empty shells left over from 

meals of muscles, clams, and oysters that islanders had prepared on the beach, roasting 

them over a fire or placing them on hot stones to cook. On the third voyage, Thomas 

Edgar, the master of the Discovery, comments that the people of Adventure Bay 

(Tasmania) Òsometimes make their abode by the Sea Side and feed on Muscles, Scollops 

and other Shellfish which may be very easily got on the Rocks at low WaterÑ for we 

found many remains of Fires with heeps of Shells above high Water mark---Ó.60 

Lieutenant Clerke mentions that shellfish were eaten in New Caledonia in his log of the 

second voyage: ÒI believe their chief subsistence is FishÉ for they pay great attention to 

the ebbing of the Tides Ð are very busy at low water, and I observe, always get abundance 

of Shell Fish, with which they frequently regale themselves upon the Beach, as soon as 

theyÕve caught them.Ó61 This observation is confirmed by J. R. Forster who also remarks, 

though with less detail and stylistic flair: ÒThey eat a great many Shelfish which they 

constantly collect in their reefs.Ó62 In HawkesworthÕs An Account of the Voyages . . . for 
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the Discoveries in the Southern Hemisphere (1773), a compilation of captains CookÕs, 

WallisÕs, and ByronÕs official journals in addition to BanksÕ private journal, mention is 

made of how the people of Otaheite Òare fond of lobsters, crabs, and other shell-fish.Ó63 

Writing in the first person as if he were Captain Cook, Hawkesworth recounts how Cook 

and a few of his men interrupted a group of aboriginal people in New South Wales as 

they cooked their meal of shellfish on the beach:  

We saw some smoke upon another part of the coast, and went thither in 

hopes of meeting with the people, but at our approach, these also ran 

away. We found six small canoes, and six fires very near the beach, some  

muscles roasting upon them, and a few oysters lying near: by this we 

judged that there had been one man in each canoe, who having picked up 

some shell-fish were come ashore to eat it, and that each had made his 

separate fires for that purpose: we tasted of their cheer and left them in 

return some strings of beads, and other things which we thought would 

please them. 64 

The way in which these heaps of shells were interpreted by Cook and others suggests that 

oysters, muscles, and clams were not valued highly by Britons as a form of food, not 

because they were not nutritious, but because such mollusks as oysters could be gathered 

and eaten raw immediately, requiring little human intervention to turn them into food.65  

 As a measure of what they regarded as civil society, Òheaps of shellsÓ indicated to 

European travelers that the native populations who consumed shellfish in this manner 

were less civilized than themselves, though, of course, this kind of thinking did not stop 

Cook and his men from enjoying the shellfish prepared this way by the inhabitants of 
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Botany Bay. Jacques Labillardiere, the author of Voyage in Search of La Perouse (1800), 

the published narrative of DÕEntrecasteauxÕs voyage, interpreted the heaps of shells he 

saw along the coast of Tasmania as a sign of a less than civilized population: ÒThese 

scattered huts indicated a very scanty population; and the heaps of shells which we found 

near the sea-shore, shewed that these savages derive their principal means of subsistence 

from the shell-fish which they find there.Ó66 Cook read a narrative of underdevelopment 

into the piles of shells he saw on the shores of southern Patagonia, declaring in his 

Endeavour journal: Ò. . . these People must be a very hardy race; they live chiefly on shell 

fish such as Muscles, which they gather from off the rock, along the sea-shore and this 

seems to be the work of the Women; their arms and bows are neatly made . . . . [F]ew 

either men or Women are without a necklace or string of Beeds made of small Shells or 

bones about their necks. . . . we could not discover that they had any head or chief, or 

form of Government, neither have they any usefull or necessary Utentials except it be a 

Bagg or Basket to gather their Muscles into: in a Word they are perhaps as miserable a 

set of People as are this day upon Earth.Ó67This attempt by Cook at anthropological 

writing is criticized by Nicholas Thomas for the way in which Cook extrapolated from 

what he saw and generated a theory about the Haush people, not bothering to interact or 

communicate with them: ÒIs it too obvious to say that this is the result of observation, not 

communication? There is a fundamental difference between seeing people and hearing 

from them. . .  So far as appearances went, perhaps he could not reasonably have been 

expected to grasp much more than he did. He was right that they ate mussels, but wrong 

to extrapolate from what they were eating at this particular time to the proposition that 

they subsisted ÒchieflyÓ on shellfish. He did not consider that they might move 
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seasonally, that they might in fact eat a great variety of plants, birds and animals at 

different times. He saw them as wretched scavengers and imagined that their menu would 

be limited.Ó68 Cook also assumed that because they have so few utensils, meaning tools 

and other useful objects, things that they might have made to help them to master their 

environment, they were therefore Òmiserable,Ó for without tools, they would have been 

without comfort and a means to secure their happiness. Thomas points out that although 

Cook made such a declaration, one of the artists on board this voyage, Buchan, drew 

pictures of the necklaces that these Haush people wore, entitling the two drawings as 

ÒOrnaments used by the People of Terra del Fuego,Ó and writing on the page beneath one 

figured necklace that it was made Òof small Shells beautifully polishedÓ and beneath 

another ÒNecklace made of pieces of Shells, neatly polished.Ó69 CookÕs negative portrait 

of the HaushÕs technological abilities is contradicted by BuchanÕs illustrations and 

captions, which praise the delicacy of the workmanship of these necklaces. Commenting 

on CookÕs and BuchanÕs differing assessment of the HaushsÕ craftsmenship, Thomas 

notes rather dryly that ÒIt would not be the last time that a native people would be 

denigrated, while their arts were appreciated.Ó70  

 Despite this disparagement of the HaushÕs cultural attainment based on their 

predilection for shellfish, CookÕs men routinely ate oysters and mussels. Not only did the 

European voyagers note how Islanders gathered, cooked, and ate shellfish, they also 

recorded their own efforts at gathering shellfish as food. For instance, Hawkesworth 

relates that while the Endeavour was anchored at Botany Bay, Second Lieutenant Gore 

was  Òsent out in the morning with a boat to dredge for oysters at the head of the bayÓ; he 

successfully performed Òthis service,Ó71 no doubt as two days before Cook had seen the 
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Òoysters themselves as I rowed over ths shoals but being highwater I could not get any 

having nothing wth me to take them up.Ó72 Not only did coast of New South Wales 

provide an abundance of shellfish, New ZealandÕs plentiful coastal waters, especially 

Dusky Sound, was celebrated by the voyagers for its wealth of seabirds, fish, and 

shellfish. On his second voyage, Cook waxed enthusiastic about the biodiversity of New 

ZealandÕs Dusky Sound, suggesting that its fish and fowl would be of use for subsequent 

naval expeditions. ÒIf the Inhabitants of Dusky Bay feel at any time the effects of cold 

they never can that of hunger, as every corner of the Bay abounds with fish, the Coal fish 

(as we call it) is here in vast plenty, is larger and better flavoured than I have any where 

tasted, nor are there any want of Craw and other shell fish.Ó73 Though this enthusiasm for 

the bounty of the seas surrounding New Zealand is somewhat mitigated by Captain 

Tobias FurneauxÕs less sanguine statement about the waters off Queen Charlotte Sound, 

which, at the northern most tip of New Zealand, possessed a different ecosystem than the 

southern Dusky Sound: ÒIn the afternoon we put a dredge overboard in sixty-five 

fathoms: but caught nothing except a few small scallops, two or three oysters, and broken 

shells.Ó74 Cook was more successful than Furneaux in locating edible shellfish in these 

islandsÕ northern waters. He describes the landscape surrounding Mercury Bay as Òvery 

convenient both for wooding and watering,Ó and Òin the river there is an immense 

quantity of oysters and other shell-fish: I have for this reason given it the name of Oyster 

River.Ó75 In fact, Cook, or more accurately Hawkesworth, states that Òthose who visit this 

coastÓ of the northern island of Eaheinomauwe Òwill not fail to find . . . shell-fish in great 

variety, particularly clams, cockles, and oysters.Ó76  
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Cook organized shellfish gathering expeditions along the New Zealand coast, that 

were closely watched by its inhabitants, who, on at least one occasion, aided CookÕs men 

in their gathering efforts. According to Anne Salmond, Cook had been busy Òputting the 

men to work, collecting wood and water, shooting shaggs, collecting shellfish and taking 

a huge haul of fish with the shipÕs seine.Ó CookÕs men collected Òboatloads of succulent 

oysters.Ó Once friendly relations were established with the local people, Òthe women and 

children helped Banks and Solander to gather plants and rocks for their collections.Ó77 

Salmond states that one of Òthese children was a young boy called Horeta Te Taniwha, 

who in later years often reminisced about CookÕs visit to Whitianga on the northern 

island. According to Horeta, his people were astonished by the Europeans, concluding 

that they were tupua or ÔgoblinsÕ rather than human beings. Salmond provides us with 

HoretaÕs narrative, which was itself collected in the nineteenth-century by John White: 

In the days long past, . . . we lived at Whitianga, and a vessel came there, 

and when our old men saw the ship they said it was an atua, a god, and the 

people on board were tupua, strange beings or Ògoblins.Ó The ship came to 

anchor, and the boats pulled on shore. . . . These goblins began to gather 

oysters, and we gave some kumara, fish, and fern-root to them. These they 

accepted, and we (the women and children) began to roast cockles for 

them; and as we saw that these goblins were eating kumara, fish and 

cockles, we were startled, and said, ÒPerhaps they are not goblins like the 

Maori goblins.Ó These goblins were into the forest, and also climbed up 

the hill to our pa (fort) at Whitianga (Mercury Bay). They collected 

grasses from the cliffs, and kept knocking at the stones on the beach, and 
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we said, ÒWhy are these acts done by these goblins?Ó We and the women 

gathered stones and grass of all sorts, and gave to these goblins. Some of 

the stones they liked, and put them into their bags, the rest they threw 

away; and when we gave them the grass and branches of trees they stood 

and talked to us, or they uttered the words of their language. Perhaps they 

were asking questions, and, as we did not know their language, we 

laughed, and these goblins also laughed, so we were pleased.78 

The collecting practices of CookÕs crew baffled the Maori of Whitianga, perhaps earning 

the title ÒgoblinÓ because they seemed other than human in their desires, but once these 

strangers ate oysters and cockles, they became somewhat less alien and slightly more 

recognizable as human beings. 

 In voyagersÕ narratives, shellfish are described as a source of food and as objects 

of natural history inquiry, and at times the boundary between food and scientific 

specimen blurs. In an account written between 1787-89 by the surgeon on board the First 

FleetÕs Lady Penrhyn, the only convict ship of seven that carried women, Arthur Bowes-

Smyth displays an interest in natural history collecting, an activity that gave him some 

intellectual stimulation as the fleet made its way along the coast of New South Wales. 

ÒDuring our stay in this place I frequently made excursions up the country some Miles in 

company with some others, I generally collected some Natural curiositiesÑ sometimes 

shot Birds, at other times collected a large quantity of Balsam.Ó79 After the Lady Penrhyn 

delivered its cargo of convicts, Bowes-Smyth traveled through the South Pacific, where 

he notes that ÒI made a point of procuring as many of the different Articles that t/s [this] 

Country afforded as I could, in order to Oblige my friends with them at my return.Ó80 
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However, what often began as a specimen hunting expedition would turn into an 

opportunity to gather food. While at Tinian, he noted in his journal that he Òwent in the 

Jolly Bt. [boat] wt Mr. Anstis on the reef to collect Shells & Coral, got many large 

Clamps [clams] which were cookÕd for Supper & were very good.Ó81  

Oysters also presented him with the opportunity to collect specimens and to have 

some good eating. At Port Jackson in Australia, the doctor noted the abundance of 

oysters: ÒAll the Rock near the Water is thickly coverÕd with Oysters, which are very 

small but fine flavourÕd, they also adhere to the Branches of ye Mangrove Trees, I have 

Frequently brot. [brought] the Branch of a Tree thus loaded with Oysters on Board.Ó82 

Bowes-Smyth appears to have carried with him on this voyage a copy of HawkesworthÕs 

account of CookÕs first voyage perhaps as an aid to guide his collecting of specimens. 

Impressed by a passage in one of HawkesworthÕs volumes that mentioned hammer 

oysters, Bowes-Smyth set out to gather this particular kind of oyster with the intention of 

selling them as specimens as he was well aware that hammer oyster shells had fetched 

high prices in London. Although he thought he had located the exact spot in Botany Bay 

where Cook had found hammer oysters, Bowes-SmythÕs search for them ended in 

frustration. Clearly annoyed that his efforts at dredging had produced no hammer oysters, 

he goes so far as to cast doubt on CookÕs veracity: 

During my Stay in Botany Bay I one day went in the long Boat 

accompanied by Mr Alltree & Mr Smith (a passenger on board our Ship) 

to the extream Southern part of the Bay, & I took my Oyster Dredge with 

me, hoping to get some hamer Oyster, (which Capn Cook mentions, & are 

sd [said] to be so very valuable for the singular form of the Shell), 
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however of them Nobody saw any during the whole of our stay at Botany 

Bay, althoÕ the very spot in which Capn Cook says he found them.---We 

caught one & only one, very large Oyster with the Dredge, exactly like 

what we in England call the Kentish Oyster, I opened it, it was good 

tasted.83  

Though Bowes-Smyth registered his irritation at not locating valuable specimens, he did 

find some solace in the delicious oyster. As for CookÕs veracity, it seems that Bowes-

Smythe must have confused Botany Bay with Bustard Bay. Though Hawkesworth does 

indeed describe there being oysters in Botany Bay, the passage referring to hammer 

oysters is in the Bustard Bay section of the book: Òupon the mud-banks, under 

mangroves, we found innumerable oysters of various kinds; among others the hammer-

oyster, and a large proportion of small pearl-oysters.Ó84 Confirming CookÕs assertion that 

Bustard Bay was indeed the location of the hammer oysters, Sydney Parkinson, the 

natural history illustrator on the first voyage, wrote in his journal: ÒWe found a nautilus 

pompilius, and some of a curious kind of hammer oysters; as also a number of porpoises. 

. . . The hills seen in this bay, which was called Bustard Bay, appeared very barren, 

having nothing upon them but a few diminutive shrubs.Ó85  

 Though shellfish are alternatively depicted as objects of natural history inquiry 

and as a food source in these voyagersÕ journals, Cook positioned himself in his official 

narratives as more interested in shellfish as a ready source of protein for his men, 

evincing little interest in them as specimens. However, the naturalists on board, Banks to 

some degree and the Forsters much more so, focused on shells as objects of scientific 

curiosity and as the raw materials which islanders used to decorate baskets, bags, and 
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clothing, and from which they fashioned elaborate and beautiful fish hooks, necklaces, 

and bracelets. Banks recounts in his journal of the Endeavour voyage his attempts to 

gather specimens along the Patagonian coast under very difficult conditions. Between 

snow squalls, he managed to go ashore: 

Last night the weather began to moderate [.] And this morn was very fine, 

so much so that we landed without any difficulty in the bottom of the bay 

and spent out time very much to our satisfaction in collecting shells and 

plants. Of the former we found some very scarce and fine particularly 

limpits of several species: of these we observd as well as the shortness of 

our time would permit that the limpit with a longish hole at the top of his 

shell is inhabited by an animal very different from those which have no 

such holes. Here were also some fine whelks, one particularly with a long 

tooth, and infinite variety of Lepades, Sertularias, Onisci &c &c &c much 

greater variety than I have any where seen, but the shortness of our time 

would not allow us to examine them so we were obligd to content 

ourselves with taking specimens of as many of them as we could in so 

short a time scrape together.86  

However, such passages describing his search for seashells are few and far between. 

Once he arrived in Tahiti, BanksÕs narrative is taken up with social interactions, and 

natural history description, particularly of shells, takes a back set to cultural concerns, 

and when Banks turned his divided attention to natural history, it was the natural history 

of plants rather than of mollusks that was noted, for Banks had always been fond of 
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botany, but apparently, in the Society Isles, he was even fonder of court intrigue and 

beautiful women. 

 

Collecting for Science 

 The Forsters, naturalists on board the second voyage, were, on the other hand, 

completely serious and very earnest about fulfilling the scientific duties prescribed to 

them by the Admiralty: to collect, describe, and illustrate natural history subjects, 

including the cultural productions and social conduct of the peoples of the Pacific region 

and Southern oceans. As a result, J. R. ForsterÕs journal is replete with references to 

shells he collected, and his sonÕs published narrative, based on the fatherÕs journal, fills 

out the journalÕs staccato style with a more complete picture of not only how they 

collected specimens but also their feelings about the competition for scarce and rare 

objects, both natural and artificial, a competition between themselves as professional 

naturalists and the rest of the crew, including the officers, who had little knowledge of 

what they were collecting, except that they hoped they could sell whatever they found for 

spectacularly high prices. 

 We learn from the Forsters that they collected their own specimens, going down 

to the beach to look for shells, wading up to their knees as the tide receded, or taking a 

boat out to examine the reefs and rocky coastline for shellfish. The Forsters, on several 

occasions, accompanied Cook in the pinnace while Cook took soundings as part of his 

surveying of the New Zealand coastline: Òduring the time Capt Cook took more bearings, 

I collected with the Pinnace-men some fine large Turbines, on the rocksÓ; and Òwe went 

out with the Capt in the afternoon towards Point Jackson . . . . On the Rockweeds, which 
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grow close in shore were several fine Shells, of which we collected a good many.Ó87 At 

Dusky Bay J. R. Forster seems pleased with the range of fish and shellfish he and his son 

had managed to collect at low tide, writing in his journal that on April 8, 1773: ÒWe got 

some other new fish, viz. a small Lumpfish, a small Blenny, both caught under the rocks 

at low water mark; some Starfish, Coats of mail water spouts, Centipus, Muscles & 

Turbines, besides in the Evening a Lamprey with four beards of Mystaces was caught. 

We described all this & drew a new Sole.Ó88 The next day after having gone out in a boat 

to fish in Òthe very place where I & Capt Cook had been the first day of our arrival hereÓ 

and where he Òsaw vast Schools or small fish, playing on the water,Ó he found upon 

landing on shore a Òvast number of Ear-Shells of a very large Size on the Shore between 

the Stones. I shot a Waterhen [Western Weka], & collected besides Starfish, small Shells, 

Coats of Mail, & some Corals.Ó89 Six weeks later after a storm which brought strong 

winds from off shore, Forster and Cook went to Long Island where ÒI collected a good 

many Shells on the Seaweeds, which were thrown a shore by the last wind.Ó90 In the 

Friendly Isles, Tongatabu in particular, Georg describes how he and his father gathered 

some shell specimens themselves: ÒWe picked up a quantity of shells at the foot of the 

steep rock, where we sometimes waded in water to the knees upon a reef, on account of 

the flood tide which was advancing.Ó91 

 In addition to finding shells on their own, the Forsters enlisted islanders to gather 

shells for them as well as buying shells from locals. After exploring the coastline of 

Huahine in the Society Isles (Tahiti), they returned to the ship with  Òa number of corals, 

shells, and echini, which the natives had gathered for us on the sea-shore.Ó92 Since Òboth 

sexes were expert swimmers,Ó these Òamphibious creaturesÓ excelled at gathering shells 
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on the reefs and in coastal waters.93 In general, the Forsters seemed to have collected 

their own specimens during their stay in New Zealand, but once they arrived in the 

Society Islands (Tahiti), they began to rely on local people, in particular, women and 

children to help them. Georg Forster acknowledges, albeit somewhat backwardly, the 

help he received from the Tahitians in collecting a range of natural history specimens: 

ÒSeeing that I enquired for plants, and other natural curiosities, they brought off several, 

though sometimes only the leaves without the flowers, and vice versa; however, among 

them we saw the common species of black night-shade, and a beautiful erythirina, or 

coral-flower; I also collected by these means many shells, coralines, birds, &c.Ó94 The 

syntax is this last clause reveals much about the tensions of this partnership between the 

naturalists, who are in the business of knowing about nature, and those who, as residents 

of these islands, possessed an intimate knowledge of their natural environment. His 

statement contains a veiled acknowledgement of his dependence on locals to collect for 

him, but this idea is undercut by the phrase ÒI collected,Ó which put him in the sentenceÕs 

subject position to suggest he was the active agent in the process of collecting. 

Furthermore, the phrase Òby these meansÓ buries the islandersÕ activities in a 

prepositional phrase and reduces humans to a process (ÒmeansÓ), and thus obscures the 

islandersÕ role in collecting specimens for him. GeorgÕs smug dismissal of TahitiansÕ 

practice of bringing him the leaves only and not the flower, the lynchpin of Linnaean 

taxonomy, is an attempt at assuming a superior position to the local people around him; 

however, in his narrow focus on classification, he may have lost the opportunity to learn 

more from the islanders about these plants and the various uses (as food, medicine, 

clothing, shelter, tools and weapons) to which they were put in this society.  
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Pacific ÒMarketsÓ 

 Gathering natural history specimens and cultural artifacts involved the Forsters in 

a complex system of barter and exchange. In the Friendly Isles, Tongatabu in particular, 

Georg describes how they gathered some shell specimens themselves and then bought 

some shell ornaments: ÒWe picked up a quantity of shells at the foot of the steep rock, 

where we sometimes waded in water to the knees upon a reef, on account of the flood 

tide which was advancing. We likewise met with several natives returning form the 

tradingÐplace, who sold us a number of fish-hooks and ornaments, a fish-net made like 

our castingÐnets, knot of very firm though slender threads, some mats, and pieces of 

cloth. We likewise purchased of them an apron, consisting of many wheels or stars of 

plaited coco-nut fibres, about three or four inches in diameter, cohering together by the 

projecting points, and ornamented with small red feathers and beads cut out of shells.Ó95 

The Forsters use the language of the marketplace, and so did Cook and Banks, to describe 

these transactions, using such words as Òpurchase,Ó Òbought,Ó and Òsold,Ó Georg writing: 

ÒPreparations were made for sailing from this island the next morning, whilst the natives 

crouded about us with fish, shells, fruit, and cloth, of which we purchased all that was to 

be had.Ó96 Money, however, was never involved in these transactions, as nails or other 

such manufactured goods, were exchanged for shells and objects made from shells. For 

example, Thomas Edgar, Master of the Discovery on the third voyage, wrote of 

Tiarraboo: ÒHere we bought Hogs, Fowls, Sweet Potatoes, Yams, Bread Fruit, Plantains, 

Cocoa Nuts, Sugar Canes, Apples and a few Fish, for Hatchets, Nails, Beads etc.Ó97 
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 The words ÒpurchaseÓ and ÒboughtÓ belie the complexity of a system that the 

European voyagers barely grasped as they stood on the beach exchanging, as they 

thought, nails for food, convinced initially of the value of their own goods, a mix of nails, 

glass beads, and cloth among other cheaply produced manufactured items. Though 

phrases such as Ò so desirous were they of our thingsÓ appear with frequency in these 

narratives,98 what also creeps into these journals and logs is the recognition that European 

ÒthingsÓ were often less desirable to Pacific islanders than objects from other regions 

within the Pacific. More popular than English-made iron products or textiles, were items 

gathered from other islands, natural objects such as red feathers and mother of pearl or 

manufactured objects such as woven mats or tapa cloth, which was made from mulberry 

trees. In Tanna, the crew could not interest the islanders in trading food or artifacts for 

English ironware: ÒThey set no value on our iron-ware, but preferred Taheitee cloth, 

small pieces of green nephritic stone from New Zeeland, mother of pearl shells, and, 

above all, pieces of tortoise-shell. For these last they sold their arms; at first, parting only 

with darts and arrows, but afterwards disposing also of their bows and clubs.Ó99 Red 

feathers, especially in Tahiti, became Òa very valuable article of tradeÓ100 and was, 

according to Clerke, Òof the most essential service to us, in purchasing Hogs, Roots, & 

CuriositiesÓ101 so much so that ÒOur people giving any piece for themÑ on a supposition 

that they would turn to go account in Otaheitie.Ó102  

 This instability of value and the vagaries of exchange are also revealed in the 

following passage when the Tongans substitute artifacts, much desired among the crew, 

for the food the captains had hoped to receive. ÒNotwithstanding the engaging manners of 

the natives, we foresaw that we should not make but a very short stay among them, 



 44 

because our captains could not obtain refreshments in any considerable quantity; which 

might be owning not so much to their scarcity upon the island, as to the difficulty of 

making our goods current for such valuable articles, when they could obtain them in 

exchange for arms and utensils.Ó103 Complicating these exchanges between Europeans 

and Pacific islanders were the competing desires amongst those onboard the ships, some 

sailors willing to go without fresh provisionsÑ hogs, coconuts, plantains, and yams--so 

that they could ÒpurchaseÓ an artifact or specimen that might be worth money in London. 

ÒThey had brought indeed a few yams, bananas, coco-nuts, and shaddocks, for sale, but 

they soon dropt that branch of trade. Our people purchased an incredible number of fish 

hooks made of mother of pearl, barbed with tortoise-shell, but in shape exactly 

resembling the Taheitee fish-hooks, called witte-witte; some of which were near seven 

inches long. They likewise bought their shells, which hung on the breast, their necklaces, 

bracelets of mother of pearl, and cylindrical sticks for the ear.Ó104 This competition 

between the captainsÕ plans for provisioning the ship and the sailorsÕ desires for 

potentially valuable curios erupted several times on CookÕs voyages, sometimes leading 

to ordering his crew to stop all trade until he got control of the situation. On the third 

voyage, for instance, Thomas Edgar, the master of the Discovery, wrote that in New 

Zealand Òour folks were all so eager after curiosities and with all so much better provided 

than in any other voyageÑ that our traffic with the Indians was quite spoilt,Ó105 meaning 

that he was not able to trade for food since he could not compete with his own men, they 

having brought with them hatchets to trade with the Maori. The situation got out of hand, 

forcing Cook to put a temporary restraining order on his crewsÕ acquisition of curiosities: 
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ÒAbout 11 this Forenoon an order from Captn. Cooke was read to the ShipsÕ Company 

prohibiting all people from purchasing curiosities until further orders.Ó106  

 If tensions were this high between the officers and the crew over the acquisition 

of natural and artificial curiosities, imagine then the intensity of competition between 

crew members who collected for money and the naturalists, the Forsters, who collected, 

as they professed, for the sake of science. Perceiving their own collecting as sanctified by 

their commission as naturalists onboard, the Forsters positioned themselves against what 

they described as the craze for curios that had besotted the common seamen. The Forsters 

were irritated by the crewÕs unscientific and totally acquisitive stance towards natural and 

artificial specimens.107 Put in competition with the seamen for unique and rare specimens, 

the senior Forster lashed at their mercenary motives, Òtheir mean grovelling Passions,Ó 

with a high-minded disdain for their activities, which were, in reality, uncomfortably 

close to his own.108 

Today a Saylor offered me 6 Shells to sale, all of which were not quite 

compleat, & he asked half a Gallon brandy for them, which is now worth 

more than half a Guinea. This shews however what these people think to 

get for their Curiosities when they come home, & how difficult it must be 

for a Man like me, sent out on purpose by Government to collect natural 

Curiosities, to get these things from the Natives in the Isles, as every 

Sailor whatsoever buys vast Quantities of Shells, birds, fish, etc. so that 

the things get dearer & scarcer than one would believe, & often they go to 

such people, who have made vast Collections, especially of Shells, viz. the 
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Gunner & Carpenter, who have several 1000 Shells; some of these 

Curiosities are neglected, broke, thrown over board, or lost.109 

Palpable in this journal entry are the tensions between the educated men of science, 

MarraÕs Òexperimental men,Ó and the common seamen in their competition for 

curiosities. Though Forster and the crew were engaged in the same activity of collecting 

specimens, Forster had constructed a rhetorical divide between himself and these others 

based on, as Nicholas Thomas argues, his distinction between his Òphilosophical interest 

in natural historyÓ and their Òdesire for financial advantageÓ to mark his activity as 

legitimate and scientific.110 

 Georg Forster, perhaps channeling his fatherÕs irritation, also condemned the 

ignorance and rapacity of crew members in his Voyage, complete with a long footnote 

complaining about the lack of respect that scientific men like he and his father received 

from their fellow voyagers. One occasion particularly annoyed the both of them. While in 

New Caledonia, the Forsters had been unable to visit the isle of Ballabeea (Balabio) 

because they were unwell, having ingested, along with Cook, a virulent poison from a 

fish they had eaten. Disappointed by not being able to explore the island and collect 

specimens, they hoped to learn about the place from those who had accompanied Mr. 

Pickersgill on his exploration of the island, but were frustrated by the response their 

queries received: ÒOne of the surgeonÕs mates, who went on this excursion, collected a 

prodigious variety of new and curious shells upon the island of Ballabeea, and likewise 

met with many new species of plants, of which we did not see a single specimen in the 

districts we had visited; but the meanest and most unreasonable envy taught him to 

conceal these discoveries from us, though he was utterly incapable of making use of them 
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for the benefit of science. We had therefore more reason than eve to regret that our illness 

disabled us from sharing the perils of this little excursion.Ó111 The footnote that glosses 

this passage launches into a general complaint against the crew and its officers: 

It will not be improper to acquaint the reader, that we were so situated on 

board the Resolution, as to meet with obstacles in all our researches, from 

those who might have been expected to give us all manner of assistance. It 

has always been the fate of science and philosophy to incur the contempt 

of ignorance, and this we might have suffered without repining; but as we 

could not purchase the good will of every petty tyrant with gold, we were 

studiously debarred [from] the means of drawing the least advantage to 

science from the observation of others, who of themselves did not know 

how to make the proper use of a discovery when they had made it. . . . It 

may seem extraordinary, that men of science, sent out in a ship belonging 

to the most enlightened nation in the world, should be cramped and 

deprived of the means of pursuing knowledge, in a manner which would 

only become a set of barbarians . . . . If there had not been a few 

individuals of a more liberal way of thinking, whose disinterested love for 

the sciences comforted us from time to time, we should in all probability 

have fallen victims to that malevolence, which even the positive 

commands of captain Cook were sometimes insufficient to keep within 

bounds.112  

In its self-pitying tone, this passage mirrors another that the senior Forster wrote in his 

journal the year before while confined to the ship in Dusky Sound because of bad 
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weather. He complains that he and his son have the worst cabin on the ship, one that 

made his duties as a naturalist difficult to perform, all of which he interpreted as  

indicative of the low esteem with which his activities were held by the ResolutionÕs 

officers. 

 It rained still &  was vastly bad foggy weather: We finished some 

Descriptions, cleaned Shells, brought a side plants etc: but few things 

would keep, on account of the moist weather: my Cabin was a Magazine 

of all the various kinds of plants, fish, birds, Shells, Seed etc. hitherto 

collected: which made it vastly damp, dirty, crammed, & caused very 

noxious vapours, & an offensive small, & being just under the Chain-

plates & the Ship lying close in Shore under high trees; it was so dark, that 

I was obliged to light a candle during day, when I wanted to write 

something: None of the other Cabins on the same deck, was subject to this 

inconvenience .. . sometimes I was pent in for hours together . . . all the 

dirt and noise in the whole Ship, was accumulated about it: so that my & 

my Sons accomodations were the worst in the whole Ship, under all 

circumstances, in hot & cold climates, in dry& moist weather, at Anchor 

& at Sea.113  

Irritated by the lack of respect shown to him and his mission, J.R. Forster complained 

much about the conditions under which he gathered natural history specimens, 

complaining to such a degree that he managed to arouse the crewsÕ dislike so that, 

according to William Wales, the astronomer, Òthere was scarce a man in the ship with 

whom he had not quarrelled.Ó114 
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 While the Forsters worked hard to separate their acquisitive activities from the 

crewsÕ, Pacific Islanders noted the naturalistsÕ and the crewsÕ passion for natural history 

objects and did not discriminate between these two forms of collecting they observed. 

Cook recounts an incident where a native boy mocked the crewÕs eagerness to trade for 

Pacific artifacts: ÒIt was astonishing to see with what eagerness everyone catched at 

every thing they saw, it even went so far as to become the ridicule of the Natives by 

offering pieces of sticks, stones and what not to exchange, one waggish Boy took a piece 

of human excrement on a stick and held it out to every one of our people he met with.Ó115 

Interestingly, Cook here positions himself outside this curio collecting frenzy that 

overwhelmed distinctions between science and profit, obscuring his own participation in 

this competition for natural history specimens and expectation of profiting from these 

activities. 

 

Celebrity, Value, and Provenance   

 What Cook could not anticipate was the way in which natural and artificial 

curiosities collected on his three voyages would become even more valuable with his 

death. To glimpse the celebrity status accorded to Cook posthumously and the 

desirability of things associated with his voyages, I mention here two instances that 

capture the intensity of the desire to acquire Cook memorabilia. The first example comes 

from the narrative written in 1792 by George Tobin, 3rd Lieutenant on the Providence, 

captained by William Bligh, who was attempting for the second time after the disastrous 

Bounty voyage to transport breadfruit seedlings from Tahiti to the British West Indies. 

Tobin recounts how he encountered on Tahiti a portrait of Cook that had been painted by 
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Webber on the third voyage and had been left as a part of a gift exchange with the chiefly 

Pomare: ÒI cannot refrain from remarking with what friendly care and reverence a picture 

of Captain Cook by Webber (painted while at Tahiti in his last voyage) was preserved by 

Pomare. Nothing I suppose could tempt this amiable chief to part with it. Much did I 

covet the polygraphic secret, to steal the portrait of this immortal navigator, which was 

said by those who knew him to be a most striking resemblance. It has been customary for 

the different commanders of vessels visiting the island to note on the back of this picture 

the time of their arrival and departure. Some other tablet must now be found, as visits 

have been so frequent, no more space is left.Ó116 Clearly, Pomare valued the portrait as an 

emblem of his relationship with Cook, with whom he had multiple and complex 

encounters, and in cherishing this portrait, he had become a collector of Cook 

memorabilia.117 Behind TobinÕs somewhat ironic revelation of his own impulses to steal 

the portrait from Pomare lies a recognition of the value that such an item would have had 

in London as well as voicing a contrapuntal note to the repeated complaints about what 

thieves Pacific Islanders were. Perhaps even more bizarre than TobinÕs fantasies of 

thievery was the eagerness with which the officers and crew of the Lady Penrhyn 

snatched at the opportunity to buy OmaiÕs things upon their arrival to Tahiti, and hearing 

that Omai had died and his ÒEuropean articles of Domestic & Culinary Use which he had 

been liberally supplied with by the Government upon his return [to Tahiti from Britain] 

with Captain Cook, were so little esteem[ed], or at least [their] use so little known or 

attended to by his Countrymen that several of the Articles were brought on Board our 

Ship & offerÕd for Sale.Ó Mr.Watts purchased several items, including a ÒCast Iron Pot.Ó 

The circulation and exchange of objects here is dizzying: Cook brought Omai to England 
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on the second voyage, returning him on the third voyage to Tahiti with European 

supplies, including a horse, armor, weapons, fireworks, toys, and domestic metalware; 

Omai had valued these objects because they represented Britain and the (fire)power he 

thought he had acquired while there, but once he died, these objects lost their value and 

his fellow islanders were eager to sell them back to those who they figured valued such 

items, and so, the pot made the journey back to Britain, loaded with significance. The 

value of the pot for Watts was not to be found in its use but in its provenance, having 

been owned by Omai who had journeyed with Cook. 

To gauge the effect that CookÕs celebrity status had on the value of natural history 

objects associated with his voyages, I turn briefly to sales catalogues and museum guides 

that promoted the Cook association in their descriptions of material culture and natural 

history specimens. When George Humphrey went bankrupt in the late 1770s, he was 

forced to sell most of natural history specimens along with several artifacts, drawings, 

and reference books that made up his vast collections. The sales catalogue for this 

auction, which lasted 36 days, Museum Humphredianum; a Catalogue of the Large and 

Valuable Museum of Mr. George Humphrey (1779), contains descriptions of shells and 

ÒCuriosities from the new discovered Islands in the South Seas.Ó Shells from New 

Amsterdam, New Zealand, and OtaheiteÑ Òa fine partridge tun, South SeasÓ and a 

Òclouded Ethiopian crown, New HollandÓ were listed alongside ÒA curious basket made 

of cocoa nut fibres and beaded with shells, AnamokkaÓ and Òa grass apron worn by the 

dancing girls of Otaheite, and a curious ornament made of cocoa nut fibres, formed into a 

variety of singular shapes, and decorated with shells, &c. Anamokka.Ó118 In the Preface 

to Museum Calonnianum (1797), the auction catalogue for the sale of Monsieur de 
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CalonneÕs collection of natural history specimens, George Humphrey explains that this 

wealthy man, an ex-minister in the French government, had special access to various 

ÒcircumnavigatorsÓ in addition to having purchased many of his shells, over forty of 

them, from the late Duchess of PortlandÕs auction, one of which is described as having 

been Òbrought home by Capt. Cook on his first voyage round the world, and was got on 

the coral reef off Endeavour River. M. P. 3832.Ó119    

 CookÕs popularity was also reinforced by the collections displayed in commercial 

museums such those owned by Sir Ashton Lever and William Bullock.120 The Leverian, 

the largest and one of the first commercial museums, had several rooms devoted to the 

display of Pacific artifacts and natural history specimens associated with CookÕs voyages. 

Several of the museumÕs Native American artifacts from the Pacific Northwest were 

brought back from the third voyageÕs exploration of the coastline of what is now British 

Columbia and Alaska as Cook searched for the Northwest passage: ÒThe public are 

respectfully informed, that a great variety of very curious articles from NOOTKA, or King 

GeorgeÕs Sound, are to be seen at the Museum, the whole of which were collected by 

Captain Cook.Ó121 William BullockÕs museum, established at the turn of the century in 

Liverpool, contained artifacts Òbrought from the South Seas by Captain Cook,Ó as 

announced in his guidebook, a pamphlet entitled ÒA Companion to Mr. BullockÕs 

Museum, Containing a Description of Upwards of Three Hundred CuriositiesÓ (1801). 

This linking of specimens to CookÕs voyages continued to be a strategy employed 

decades after CookÕs death to interest visitors in a museumÕs collections. In 1813, 

Captain John Laskey published a guide to the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow, focusing 

on those shells with provenances that included not only Cook but also the Duchess of 
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Portland. Of the ÒGenus Ostrea . . . [the] white hammer oyster,Ó he writes: ÒThis 

specimen was brought home by Captain Cook from the Coral Reef at Endeavour River, 

and is very rare. Twelve Guineas have been given for a fine specimen.Ó Another very rare 

shell in the Hunterian Museum is an Arca, its Òcountry unknown,Ó and Òonly one other 

specimen is in this Country, which originally belonged to the late Duchess of Portland, at 

whose sale it was purchased by the late Dr. Fordyce, for L. 4:15:0, and at the sale of the 

DoctorÕs Cabinet a few years since, it sold above L. 5.Ó122 As we can see from LaskeyÕs 

fascination with tracing the movement of CookÕs shells in and out of collections, shells 

collected on CookÕs voyages continued to be a topic that shell collectors discussed well 

into the nineteenth century, eager to prove that the Pacific shells in their possession had a 

provenance that could be traced to Captain Cook. 

 Of keen interest were shells associated with CookÕs voyages, their connection 

with the duchess further elevating their value and if they had been named by Daniel 

Solander, this increased their value to naturalists and serious shell collectors even more.  

For example, Lot 4039 in the Portland sales catalogue, consisted of one shell and sold for 

nearly 9 pounds: ÒA very fine specimen of Voluta pacifica, S. brought by Capt. Cook, 

from the Reef off Endeavour River, on the Coast of New Holland,Ó the S. here referring to 

Solander, who had examined and named it.123 Though provenance may seem to be a 

category best left to the connoisseurial practice of authenticating art objects, provenance 

did increase the value of scientific objects despite notions of scientific value being 

somehow free from the influence of desire and the vagaries of the marketplace. As 

Charles Smith notes in his sociological study of auctions, ÒProvenance and ownership of 

itemsÑ past, present, and futureÑ are often equally important defining characteristics as 
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price. . .  . The importance of provenance and ownership underscores the fact that objects 

are seldom if ever confronted in isolation. They are rather perceived as embedded in a 

complex social reality. Central to this context is not only the history of ownership and 

origins of the items in question but the relationships between the people with an interest 

in the items.Ó124 That natural history specimens could take on qualities associated with 

and manipulated by the marketplace may seem strange given exalted notions of science 

as ÒdisinterestedÓ--not motivated by economic interest and operating in a terrain distinct 

from the marketplace--, but clearly, then and now, science is embedded in complex social 

realities. It is this social embeddedness, in particular Òthe relationships between peopleÓ 

that Smith sees as central to the construction of value, to which I now turn as we explore 

the social, economic, and discursive processes by which value and meaning were 

ascribed to shells as they moved in and out of the divergent and overlapping categories of 

commodity, gift, and scientific specimen.
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Endeavour journals, An Account of the Voyages . . .  in the Southern Hemisphere, so that 

by the time the second voyage concluded, he was well known to the public, but it was the 

third voyage that catapulted him into the realm of national heroes. 

2 Anon. ÒTo the Memory of Captain James Cook,Ó in A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean, 3 

vols. (London, 1784), 1: lxxxviii. 

3 Thomas Edgar, ÒA Journal of a Voyage Undertaken to the South Seas on discoveries by 

His MajestyÕs Ships Resolution and Discovery. Captain James Cook & Chas. Clerke 

Esqrs. Commanders, kept by Thomas Edgar, ÔMasterÕ of the Discovery. BL Add. MS. 

37528, f. 45. 

4 Omai was written by John OÕKeeffe, the music was composed by William Shield, and 

John Webber, artist from the third voyage, may have painted the scenes. WebberÕs 
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5 The Honolulu Academy of Art has an exhibition of wallpaper depicting CookÕs 
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12 S. Peter Dance writes: ÒMany of the officers and seamen who sailed with Cook 

returned with collections of shells and other Ôcuriosities.Õ But few of them intended to 

keep such things; they wanted to sell them. Because such material was almost unknown 
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