
NEW ZEALAND MAORI WHALERS SKINNING KNIFE
A NEW ZEALAND MAORI WHALERS SKINNING KNIFE THE WHALEBONE HANDLE CARVED WITH ‘HEI-TIKI’ TO EACH SIDE THE

STEEL BLADE WITH CUTLER’S MARK ‘OTNES’
FIRST HALF 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 20CM LONG - 8 INS LONG

 
LITERATURE

MAORI CHIEFS AND WARRIORS, MISSIONARIES, WHALERS, RUNAWAY CONVICTS AND EMIGRANTS SEEKING A NEW LIFE;
FROM THIS MIXTURE THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE NEW NATION OF NEW ZEALAND WERE FORMED IN THE 1ST HALF OF THE

19TH CENTURY. IN THE YEARS BETWEEN CAPTAIN COOK’S CIRCUMNAVIGATION IN 1769 AND THE BEGINNING OF
ORGANISED SETTLEMENT, A SINGLE LIFETIME, THE EUROPEAN IMPACT ON NEW ZEALAND WAS IMMENSE. THE WHALERS
REACHED NEW ZEALAND SOON AFTER COOK AND WERE ANCHORING IN THE NORTHERN HARBOURS BEFORE THE END

OF THE 18TH CENTURY. WITHIN THE NEXT 30 YEARS THEIR SHIPS DROPPED ANCHOR IN THE HARBOURS OF BOTH
ISLANDS AND TOGETHER WITH THE BRITISH AND AMERICAN SEALERS, THEY LEFT NAMES, A LANGUAGE, AND AN

INFLUENCE.
FROM THEIR EARLIEST ACQUAINTANCE WITH SHIPS THE MAORI BECAME BOLD AND EAGER TRAVELLERS. OF FINE

PHYSIQUE THEY MADE GOOD NATURAL SEAMEN, ALTHOUGH TO THE MASTERS OF THE SHIPS THEY WERE REGARDED AS
‘SAVAGES’ AND WERE OFTEN TREATED ROUGHLY. ONE MAORI CHIEF TARA, KNOWN AS ‘GEORGE’, SPOKE FLUENT BUT

COARSE ENGLISH THAT HE HAD ACQUIRED ‘FROM HIS INTERCOURSE WITH EUROPEAN SAILORS’ WHILST HE SERVED ON
THE WHALERS. HIS TERRIBLE AND BRUTAL TREATMENT AT THE HANDS OF A SHIP’S CAPTAIN WHILST HE WAS ILL ON

BOARD SHIP WAS TO OCCASION A MASSACRE IN THE BAY OF ISLANDS IN 1817.
BY 1830 SHORE BASED WHALERS WERE BEGINNING TO SET UP THEIR STATIONS. THEY HAD SMALL RESOURCES, BUT

INSTEAD OF FACING THREE YEARS AT SEA IN A WHALER, A FEW MEN WHO WERE EXPERIENCED IN THE BUSINESS COULD
MAKE A LIVING BY JOINING TOGETHER AND WORKING FIVE MONTHS OF THE YEAR IN LONG BOATS. RIGHT WHALES WOULD



COME DOWN THE WEST COAST OF THE NORTH ISLAND AND THROUGH COOK STRAIT TO THE EASTERN WATERS OF THE
SOUTH ISLAND FROM MAY TO OCTOBER, AND FROM A POINT NEAR NEW PLYMOUTH TO THE FARTHEST COASTS OF OTAGO

AND SOUTHLAND, THE LONGBOATS SET OUT IN PURSUIT. BY 1844 WHEN THE INDUSTRY HAD REACHED ITS PEAK 32
STATIONS WERE OPERATING 68 BOATS AND EMPLOYING 650 MEN, BOTH MAORI AND ‘PAKEHA’. THE MAORI WORKED AS

OARSMEN IN THE LONG BOATS, AN OCCUPATION AT WHICH THEY EXCELLED, AND LATER AS HARPOONERS. AS MANY AS
400 WHALES WERE TAKEN IN A GOOD SEASON. THE INDUSTRY LASTED FOR ABOUT 20 YEARS AND AS FEWER WHALES

CAME THROUGH THE STRAIT, WHALING GREW INTERMITTENT AND GRADUALLY CEASED.

 


