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INTRODUCTION
JAMES BEATTIE

Victoria University of Wellington;
Research Associate

Centre for Environmental History
The Australian National University

I am very pleased to introduce the second issue of the now biannual International 
Review of Environmental History. More than any other issue so far, the contributions 
to this one illustrate the global reach, richness and importance of environmental 
history. Geographically, the contributions range widely, from the Indian Ocean 
world, to Africa, Russia and New Zealand. They cover histories of marine and 
terrestrial environments, animals and microorganisms. Each contribution offers 
new historiographical perspectives: whether on global environmental history, 
animal introductions, shark–people history or the history of plague–human impacts 
and planning. Together, they illustrate the benefits of taking a global approach 
to environmental history.

The first article, by Miles Powell, ‘A world of fins and fences: Australian and South 
African shark management in the transoceanic south’, examines the fascinating 
history of changing scientific, legislative and, ultimately, cultural attitudes towards 
sharks in these two countries. Powell avoids framing what easily could have become 
a one-sided history of legislative efforts to control sharks, by teasing out the ‘tensions 
between mobile nature and the real and imagined boundaries with which we 
[humans] seek to control and administer it’. The article operates at a number of 
levels. First, it provides a fascinating transoceanic history of legislative and scientific 
exchanges between South Africa and Australia over shark control. Second, it charts 
increasing environmental impacts of human leisure through swimming and surfing. 
Third, it offers an important new perspective on marine/littoral environmental 
history. Fourth, Powell powerfully draws out parallels between segregation of 
humans (white and non-white) and humans and sharks, evident on South African 
beaches. As Powell writes, segregation meant that ‘[a]t beaches, power over the body 
included not only dictating what spaces an individual could enter, and in what 
attire, but also controlling which bodies were visible to whom’. Thus, as he notes, 
to a certain extent, attempts ‘to impose a barrier against mobile nature also reflected 
and reinforced South African racial apprehensions’.

The second article highlights a major omission in global environmental histories. 
In ‘The curious case of the marginalisation or distortion of Russian and Soviet 
environmental history in global environmental histories’, David Moon casts a 
critical eye over global environmental histories published in the last 30 years. He 
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finds that global environmental historians have generally ignored Russia—and the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), 1922–91—in inverse proportion to 
both its actual size and importance. Where they have examined it, Moon finds 
that historians have mostly focused on the USSR, presenting its environmental 
policies in near-apocalyptic terms. Going on to explain reasons for both omissions 
and misrepresentations, Moon presents a series of works from which global 
environmental historians can draw in their future studies.

Carolyn M. King’s ‘The history of transportations of stoats (Mustela erminea) 
and weasels (M. nivalis) to New Zealand, 1883–92’ traces ‘one of the world’s 
first large-scale attempts to use alien carnivores as agents of biological control 
against a major vertebrate pest’. This occurred in response to major fears of wool 
exporters and some government ministers of the effects of introduced rabbits on 
sheep stocking numbers and the New Zealand economy. King’s article examines the 
remarkable efforts and expense of trying to introduce stoats and weasels into New 
Zealand, both of which required careful transhipment. She also illuminates the role 
of competing interests, notably warnings by scientists of the dangers of introducing 
weasels and stoats, whose misgivings were sadly borne out in reality. In highlighting 
competing discussion over acclimatisation, King’s work demonstrates ‘how powerful 
economic interests and dominant cultural assumptions determine official policy, 
with implications for thinking about contemporary ecological globalisation’.

The fourth article focuses on the response and impact of plague in the capital 
of Nigeria. Olukayode A. Faleye’s ‘Environmental change, sanitation and bubonic 
plague in Lagos, 1924–31’ examines colonial modernisation’s role in creating 
conditions, though increased commerce and better transportation networks, which 
facilitated the entry of bubonic plague to Lagos. Urbanisation associated with 
colonialism, in addition to poor living conditions, provided a situation conducive 
to plague’s spread. Despite the relative ineffectiveness of initial efforts to deal with 
plague, Faleye shows that environmental planning and sanitary measures ultimately 
proved successful in dealing with the problem by the early 1930s.

‘Bodies of knowledge’ special issue, 2018

Next year (volume 4, issue 1) we will have a special issue on ‘Bodies of knowledge: 
Histories of environment and science’, guest edited by Ruth Morgan and Alessandro 
Antonello.
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New associate editor

I’m very pleased to welcome Dr Ruth Morgan (Monash University, Melbourne) 
as a new associate editor.

Call for papers

I would particularly like to encourage submissions on topics related to energy, 
the atmosphere and water, especially in relation to Africa, South America and Asia. 
Please also contact me if you are interested in guest editing a special issue.

Acknowledgements

I am indebted to the support of so many in making this publication possible. 
The  International Review of Environmental History is published with the support 
of the Centre for Environmental History, The Australian National University, whose 
Director, Professor Tom Griffiths, enthusiastically backed this venture from the 
outset. In 2013, Professor Bruce Clarkson, Director of the Environmental Research 
Institute, University of Waikato, granted me the time to devote to planning and 
preparing the journal by giving me teaching buy-out. I am especially grateful to the 
journal’s Associate Editors and supportive and active Editorial Board, for permitting 
me to test ideas and share material with them. Further support for the journal has 
also come through funding provided by Science in Society, Victoria University of 
Wellington. Finally, I acknowledge the assiduous copyediting of Austin Gee and 
the Rachel Carson Center, Ludwig-Maximilian University, Munich, where I was 
a Fellow while finalising this issue.

James Beattie, Editor
Munich, August 2017
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A WORLD OF FINS AND FENCES: 
AUSTRALIAN AND SOUTH AFRICAN 
SHARK MANAGEMENT IN THE 
TRANSOCEANIC SOUTH1

MILES POWELL
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

Abstract
This paper examines the world’s two oldest and largest national shark control 
programs, those of South Africa and Australia. Officials from these two countries have 
spent more than a century trying to dictate the movement and behaviour of sharks 
to improve bather safety. To this end, people have deployed technologies ranging 
from barriers, to nets, to drum lines and even to electrical fields and depth charges. 
This essay treats these programs as prime examples of the enduring, perhaps 
inescapable, tensions between mobile nature and the real and imagined boundaries 
with which we seek to control and administer it. This topic reveals important new 
dimensions to trans-boundary environmental history. First, this story highlights the 
need for environmental histories that consider vast (even transoceanic) scales, 
while simultaneously maintaining attention to local contexts. Second, bather safety 
programs provide a useful case study for exploring how efforts to control nature 
have historically intersected with attempts to discipline and regulate humans. Third, 
this history demonstrates how changing perceptions of nature and predators have 
forced policymakers to alter the placement and enforcement of barriers that structure 
interactions between the human and non-human worlds.

Keywords: Australia, South Africa, environmental history, trans-boundary, 
transnational, international, fence, border, mobility, shark, marine, oceans, predators, 
beaches, safety, swimming, surfing, conservation, environmentalism, ecology, 
fisheries, race, ethnicity, gender, Apartheid

In early 2014, Western Australia’s state government incurred the wrath of shark 
advocates and marine conservationists around the world by implementing 
a  controversial shark cull intended to reduce the probability of attacks at local 
beaches. State Premier Colin Barnett instigated the policy in the wake of an 
unusual surge in fatal shark encounters. These had claimed the lives of seven people 

1  This paper’s title alludes to William Cronon’s classic study of settler colonists’ efforts to impose order on a fluid 
environment, ‘A World of Fields and Fences’, the seventh chapter of his path-breaking work, Changes in the Land: 
Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York: Hill and Wang, 2003).
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in Western Australian waters between August 2010 and November 2013. Under 
the new program, fisheries agents suspended baited hooks from floating barrels, 
or ‘drums’, anchored off popular bathing sites. Inspectors visited the ‘drum lines’ 
regularly, killing any captured bull, tiger or white (often called ‘great white’) shark 
measuring more than 3 m in length, and releasing the others—although critics 
contended that most of the freed sharks likely perished anyway.2 The trial run lasted 
from January through April, and involved the capture of 170 sharks, with 50 of the 
largest facing destruction.3 The Western Australian government hoped to continue 
this policy for three years. But in the wake of international condemnation, and mass 
protests within Australia, the state’s Environmental Protection Agency terminated 
the initiative.4

This cull was unusual for the opposition it sparked. Yet in other respects, this program 
simply marked a continuation of a long history of policymakers trying to find ways 
to mark off some waters as shark-free zones where humans could recreate free from 
fear of looming dorsal fins. This paper examines the world’s two oldest and largest 
national shark control programs, those of South Africa and Australia. Officials from 
these two countries have spent more than a century trying to dictate the movement 
and behaviour of sharks. To this end, people have deployed technologies ranging 
from barriers, to nets, to drum lines and even to electrical fields and depth charges. 
Numerous approaches and methods inform my analysis. But I frame this discussion 
around the enduring, perhaps inescapable, tensions between mobile nature and the 
real and imagined boundaries with which we seek to control and administer it.

Because environmental historians study subjects—such as plants, animals, rivers 
or pollutants—that rarely heed political borders or property boundaries, we 
have been quick to embrace the idea of trans-boundary or transnational history. 
In multiple studies, we have explored the ways that mobile nature transcends the 
artificial lines with which we seek to, in the words of James Scott, make the world 
‘legible’.5 In so doing, scholars such as Samuel Truett, Kurkpatrick Dorsey, Joseph E. 
Taylor III, Mark Fiege, Lissa Wadewitz and Mary E. Mendoza have vastly expanded 

2  Clarissa Sebag-Montefiore, ‘A shark cull divides a nation’, BBC News, 10 April 2014. www.bbc.com/news/
magazine-26937924, accessed 6 May 2015.
3  ‘More than 170 sharks caught under Australia cull policy’, BBC News, 7 May 2014. www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-27304580, accessed 6 May 2015.
4  ‘Shark cull in Western Australia blocked by regulator’, BBC News, 12 September 2014. www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-29170035, accessed 6 May 2015.
5  James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 11, 138.

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26937924
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26937924
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-27304580
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-27304580
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-29170035
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-29170035
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our understanding of intertwined human and natural histories. Their research 
reveals a world far more fluid and interconnected than conventional state-centred 
narratives can convey.6

The history of shark management connects to many of the key themes from 
earlier works of trans-boundary and transnational environmental history, but also 
introduces new issues and complications. Sharks are a prime example of mobile 
nature that crosses political and economic boundaries. Like most coastal countries, 
Australia and South Africa lay claim to territorial waters extending approximately 
22 km offshore. They also possess Exclusive Economic Zones that range roughly 
370 km from their coasts. Yet many species of sharks engage in migrations that 
far outstrip these territorial limits. Indeed, researchers recently tagged and tracked 
a white shark that made a nearly 20,000 km round-trip migration between Australia 
and South Africa.7 Interestingly, then, while these two nations have exchanged 
strategies for managing sharks for decades, they have only just realised that they have 
sometimes been dealing with the same fish. Shark mobility complicates national 
bather-safety policies that now demonstrably affect other such programs—as well as 
shark tourism and fishing industries—in international waters and those of distant 
countries.8

To this point, the history of shark control appears to fit neatly within the existing 
literature on mobile nature. But this topic also reveals new dimensions to trans-
boundary environmental history, which structure the central theses of this paper. 
First, much of the existing literature on mobile nature addresses contiguous 
nations, land parcels or seas. The interconnected histories of shark management 
in Australia and South Africa present this theme on a much vaster geographic 
scale. This story highlights the need for environmental histories that transcend the 
Pacific and Indian Ocean worlds, while simultaneously maintaining attention to 

6  Samuel Truett, ‘Neighbors by Nature: Rethinking Region, Nation, and Environmental History in the 
U.S.–Mexico Borderlands’, Environmental History 2, no. 2 (April 1997): 160–78, doi.org/10.2307/3985506; 
Kurkpatrick Dorsey, The Dawn of Conservation Diplomacy: U.S.–Canadian Wildlife Protection Treaties in the 
Progressive Era (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1998); Joseph E. Taylor III, Making Salmon: 
An Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1999), 11–12; 
Mark Fiege, ‘The  Weedy West: Mobile Nature, Boundaries, and Common Space in the Montana Landscape’, 
The Western Historical Quarterly 36, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 123–43, doi.org/10.2307/25443100; Lissa Wadewitz, 
‘Pirates of the Salish Sea: Labor, Mobility, and Environment in the Transnational West’, Pacific Historical Review 
75, no. 4 (November 2006): 587–627, doi.org/10.1525/phr.2006.75.4.587; Joseph E. Taylor III, ‘Boundary 
Terminology’, Environmental History 13, no. 3 (July 2008): 454–81, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/13.3.454; Lissa K. 
Wadewitz, The Nature of Borders: Salmon, Boundaries, and Bandits on the Salish Sea (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012), 
6; Mary E. Mendoza, ‘Unnatural Border: Race and Environment at the U.S.–Mexico Divide’ (PhD diss., University 
of California, Davis, 2015), 2–12, 18–44.
7  Roger Highfield, ‘Nicole the shark’s record-breaking swim’, The Telegraph , 7 October 2005. www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/1500143/Nicole-the-sharks-record-breaking-swim.html, accessed 8 May 2015.
8  S. Tanaka et al., ‘Age, growth, and genetic status of the white shark (Carcharodon carcharias) from Kashima-
nada, Japan’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, no. 6 (June 2011): 548, doi.org/10.1071/mf10130; C. A. 
Simpfendorfer et al., ‘The importance of research and public opinion to conservation management of sharks and 
rays: a synthesis’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, no. 6 (June 2011): 522, doi.org/10.1071/mf11086.

https://doi.org/10.2307/3985506
https://doi.org/10.2307/25443100
http://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2006.75.4.587
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/1500143/Nicole-the-sharks-record-breaking-swim.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/1500143/Nicole-the-sharks-record-breaking-swim.html
http://doi.org/10.1071/mf10130
http://doi.org/10.1071/mf11086
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local contexts.9 Other  marine environmental historians, including Kurkpatrick 
Dorsey and Carmel Finley, have examined transoceanic subjects.10 But whereas 
their research centres on efforts to conserve marine life, this paper describes an 
international conversation about how best to obstruct and eradicate nature. Second, 
most of the literature on trans-boundary environmental history has engaged with 
demarcations primarily intended to assert governance over, or claims of ownership 
against, people. Conversely, bather-safety programs generally emphasise the direct 
control of nature. They therefore provide a unique case study for exploring how 
efforts to control nature have historically intersected with attempts to discipline 
and regulate humans—a theme Mendoza has tackled from the opposite direction 
with her environmental history of the US–Mexico border. Third, with the possible 
exception of wolves, likely no group of animals has undergone a more radical shift 
in public sentiment across the course of the twentieth century than sharks. Once 
almost universally reviled as mindless killing machines, sharks now frequently elicit 
awe and admiration for their remarkable physical attributes and integral role in 
marine ecosystems. The history of shark management in Australia and South Africa 
thus demonstrates how changing perceptions of nature and the role of predators 
have forced policymakers to alter the placement and enforcement of barriers that 
structure interactions between the human and non-human worlds.

Although lying approximately 8,000 km apart, the coasts of South Africa and 
temperate Australia share similar mean annual sea surface temperatures.11 Their waters 
are thus home to many of the same marine organisms. These include species, like 
the southern bluefin tuna (Thunnus maccoyii), that the human inhabitants of both 
nations have celebrated as sources of food and livelihood. But these waters also share 
animals that have historically ranked among the most feared and loathed species on 
the planet—large sharks that occasionally kill people. Australian and South African 
waters are home to significant populations of the white shark (Carcharodon carcharias), 
the species that has likely contributed the most to fatal attacks on humans worldwide. 
Other large shark species that intermittently attack people, including the bronze whaler 
(Carcharhinus brachyurus), bull shark (Carcharhinus leucas), dusky shark (Carcharhinus 
obscurus) and tiger shark (Galeocerdo cuvier), also roam both these coasts.12

9  For important discussions of the Pacific Ocean World’s environmental history, see J. R. McNeill, ‘Of Rats 
and Men: A Synoptic Environmental History of the Island Pacific’, Journal of World History 5, no. 2 (Fall 1994): 
299–349; Ryan Tucker Jones, ‘The Environment’, in Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land, People, eds. David Armitage 
and Alison Bashford (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 121–42. For the Indian Ocean, see Vinita Damodaran, 
Anna Winterbottom and Alan Lester, eds., The East India Company and the Natural World (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014).
10  Carmel Finley, All the Fish in the Sea: Maximum Sustainable Yield and the Failure of Fisheries Management 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Kurkpatrick Dorsey, Whales and Nations: Environmental 
Diplomacy on the High Seas (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2013).
11  www.seatemperature.org/australia-pacific/australia/sydney.htm; www.seatemperature.org/africa/south-africa/
durban.htm, both accessed 20 January 2016.
12  John G. West, ‘Changing Patterns of Shark Attacks in Australian Waters’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, 
no. 6 (June 2011): 745, doi.org/10.1071/mf10181.

http://www.seatemperature.org/australia-pacific/australia/sydney.htm
http://www.seatemperature.org/africa/south-africa/durban.htm
http://www.seatemperature.org/africa/south-africa/durban.htm
http://doi.org/10.1071/mf10181
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The precise causes of unprovoked shark attacks remain subject to debate, but experts 
believe that most cases result from these giant fish mistaking people for natural prey. 
As other scholars have noted, in the vast majority of occasions when sharks encounter 
humans, the fish choose not to attack. Annual fatal shark encounters generally 
measure in single digits globally, and are statistically insignificant relative to deaths 
resulting from, for instance, automobile accidents or skin cancer.13 But  fatalities 
from shark attacks receive disproportionate attention from the media and the public 
alike. These episodes can therefore substantially reduce beach visitation, damage 
tourism industries and erode public confidence in political leaders. For these reasons, 
policymakers in Australia and South Africa have long sought out means of reducing 
the likelihood of human–shark encounters in the waters under their jurisdiction.14

One of the world’s earliest major attempts at shark management emerged in 1907 
at the seaside town of Durban on South Africa’s east coast.15 That year, city planners 
commissioned the construction of an imposing shark-proof barrier. In Durban, as 
elsewhere, human efforts to control the distribution and concentration of sharks 
arose in conjunction with the development of culturally specific understandings 
of beaches and their adjacent waters as places of relaxation and recreation. In the 
cases in Australia and South Africa, the model of the English seaside resort most 
powerfully shaped early European settlers’ understandings of the beach. We can 
trace the antecedents of this ideal to mid-eighteenth-century England. At that time, 
the aristocracy began visiting the coast to benefit from the alleged salutary effect 
of swimming in and imbibing salt water. By the mid-nineteenth century, with 
advances in transportation infrastructure, middle- and working-class families were 
able to join in the holidaymaking. These new vacationers brought their own tastes, 
and within a few decades beaches came to be associated as much with entertainment 
as with convalescence. The aristocratic practice of nude bathing gave way to the 
conservative bathing attire favoured by the middle class. Meanwhile, ‘mixed bathing’ 

13  George H. Burgess et al., ‘Factors Contributing to Shark Attacks on Humans: A Volusia County, Florida, Case 
Study’, in Sharks and Their Relatives II: Biodiversity, Adaptive Physiology, and Conservation, ed. Jeffrey C. Carrier 
et al. (New York: CRC Press, 2010), 541–46; West, ‘Changing Patterns of Shark Attacks’, 744–54; Jennifer Adams 
Martin, ‘When Sharks Don’t Attack: Wild Animal Agency in Historical Narratives’, Environmental History 16 
(July 2011): 451–55, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emr051; A. Peter Klimley, Biology of Sharks and Rays (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 2013), 407–8.
14  Christopher Neff, ‘Australian Beach Safety and the Politics of Shark Attacks’, Coastal Management 40, no. 1 
(January 2012): 88–106, doi.org/10.1080/08920753.2011.639867.
15  Lance van Sittert pioneered the field of South African marine environmental history; see for instance 
‘Making Like America: The Industrialization of the St. Helena Bay Fisheries, 1936–c.1956’, Journal of Southern 
African Studies 19, no. 3 (September 1993): 422–46, doi.org/10.1080/03057079308708368; Lance van Sittert, 
‘“The handmaiden of industry”: Marine science and fisheries development in South Africa 1895–1939’, Studies in 
History and Philosophy of Science 26, no. 4 (December 1995): 531–58, doi.org/10.1016/0039-3681(95)00014-3.

http://doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emr051
http://doi.org/10.1080/08920753.2011.639867
http://doi.org/10.1080/03057079308708368
http://doi.org/10.1016/0039-3681(95)00014-3
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(females and males swimming together) yielded to gender-segregated swimming 
spaces. Emerging as the quintessential English beach town, East Sussex’s Brighton 
became a favourite day trip for Londoners from all walks of life.16

Durban fell under British control in 1845 with the establishment of the colony 
of Natal. Recognising the region’s abundant beaches and sunny weather, the city’s 
English community soon set about re-creating the seaside resorts of their home 
country. They initially preferred to bathe in the confines of the harbour. But with 
immigrants boosting Durban’s population in the late nineteenth century, city 
planners looked to the unsheltered Indian Ocean beaches to the east of town as 
potential sites of healthful recreation for fatigued urbanites. With the support 
of Natal’s colonial legislature, the municipality invested heavily in infrastructure 
improvements. It dubbed the new development ‘Ocean Beach’. By the early 
twentieth century, Durban was South Africa’s most celebrated seaside destination.17 
Reflecting their desire to re-create a British beach town, promoters described the 
city as ‘the Brighton of South Africa’.18 Not surprisingly, such advertising primarily 
appealed to individuals of British descent. They made up the majority of tourists to 
the South African coast throughout the early twentieth century.19

Durban lay thousands of kilometres from England, however, and elements of 
South Africa’s natural and human geography imperilled the city council’s dreams 
of  faithfully reproducing the English seaside. In particular, Durban’s waters were 
home to bull, tiger and white sharks that occasionally attacked humans. And its streets 
and dwellings contained people of colour whom white South Africans believed had 
no business in their bathing facilities. Durban’s planners responded by constructing 
a fenced-in enclosure that excluded perceived natural and human threats alike. 
Indeed, this structure was Ocean Beach’s most ambitious piece of architecture, and 
the centrepiece of the council’s seaside improvements.20

The Durban enclosure measured approximately 200 m in diameter, with a fence 
of steel piles and grids extending out into the ocean in a half-circle.21 In a striking 
feat of engineering, the city planners fenced off a large portion of the sea from 

16  Leone Huntsman, Sand in Our Souls: The Beach in Australian History (Carlton South, Vic.: Melbourne 
University Press, 2001), 29–32; Douglas Booth, Australian Beach Cultures: The History of Sun, Sand, and Surf 
(London: Routledge, 2008), 23–4.
17  ‘Durban Beach Bill Improvement’, Debates of the Legislative Assembly of the Colony of Natal: Third Session of the 
Fifth Parliament, Volume XLV, Comprising the Period from July 29 to August 31, 1908 (Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and 
Sons, 1908), 274–5, 328–32.
18  Robert Preston-Whyte, ‘Constructed Leisure Space: The Seaside at Durban’, Annals of Tourism Research 28, 
no. 3 (2001): 584, doi.org/10.1016/s0160-7383(00)00067-0.
19  Heather Hughes, ‘Struggling for a Day in the Sun: The Emergence of a Beach Culture among African People 
in Durban’, in Art and Identity at Water’s Edge, ed. Tricia Cusack (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2012), 141–46.
20  ‘Durban Beach Bill Improvement’, 328–32.
21  ‘Durban Beach Bill Improvement’, 274–5, 328–32; Natal Anti-Shark Measures Board (NASMB), Sharks: 
A Study on the Ocean’s Supreme Predators and the Role of the Natal Anti-Shark Measures Board (Umhlanga Rocks, 
Natal: [The board], 1985), 8.
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sharks. Some contemporary observers considered this undertaking well worthwhile. 
‘The sharks round about the spot are so very numerous’, wrote one commentator 
in 1914, ‘that it was found necessary to erect a huge fence for the protection of 
bathers’.22 Fear of sharks among people of European descent in the territory that 
became South Africa had deep historical roots. In 1852, HMS Birkenhead had 
famously sunk off Danger Point, 140 km from Capetown. Great white sharks 
allegedly killed so many of the British ‘Tommys’ (soldiers) trying to escape the vessel 
that the fish came to be called ‘Tommy Haai’ or ‘Tommy Sharks’ on the Cape south 
coast.23 Speaking more broadly, the psychological appeal of this and other shark 
barriers may have owed to the fact that beaches were inherently liminal spaces, 
existing at the edges of the terrestrial and marine worlds. The sense of unease that 
many people experienced upon entering an alien aquatic environment helps explain 
why the public perceived shark attacks with such dread. In the form of its steel grids, 
the Durban enclosure brought order to a chaotic space. This structure remained 
a local landmark for around 20 years, before the crowds outgrew it, and wave action 
and corrosion necessitated its demolition.24

Although a seemingly excessive response to the threat posed by shark attacks, this 
impenetrable barrier posed little harm to shark populations. By contrast, other 
local animal species that Durban’s European inhabitants deemed unacceptably 
dangerous, including lions, leopards and crocodiles, found themselves hunted to 
local extinction by the 1860s.25 The more favourable outcome for sharks in this 
instance was hardly owed to positive perceptions of these fish. Indeed, many 
Europeans in this and other colonial settings applauded shark hunting, both for its 
alleged benefits to fisheries and human safety, and for the sport it offered, which was 
likened to big game hunting.26 In 1925, a fisherman requested government subsidies 
for a South African shark fishery that would have the dual benefit of destroying 
supposedly dangerous creatures and providing marketable hides. The Department 
of Cape Fisheries declined the request, not because of environmental concerns, but 
due to a lack of funds. Indeed, they offered to assist the aspiring shark hunter by 

22  Harold Baker, ‘Joys of the Surf: The Fine Beach at Durban: Protected from Sharks’, Evening News, 12 February 
1914, 6.
23  Malcolm Turner, Shipwrecks and Salvage in South Africa (Cape Town: C. Struik, 1988), 72.
24  Sheldon F. J. Dudley and Geremy Cliff, ‘Shark Control: Methods, Efficacy, and Ecological Impact’, 
in Sharks and Their Relatives, ed. Carrier et al., 568. For the efforts of South African officials to use fencing to 
rationalise space on land, see Sean Archer, ‘Technology and ecology in the Karoo: A century of windmills, wire 
and changing farming practice’, Journal of South African Studies 26, no. 4 (December 2006): 112–38, doi.org/ 
10.1080/03057070020008224. 
25  Beverley Ellis, ‘White settler impact on the environment of Durban, 1845–1870’, in South Africa’s 
Environmental History: Cases & Comparisons, ed. Stephen Dovers, Ruth Edgecombe and Bill Guest (Athens, OH: 
Ohio University Press, 2003), 43–5.
26  Alfred Wilks Drayson, Sporting Scenes amongst the Kaffirs of South Africa (London: Cox and Wyman, 1860), 
11–12; Alfred Wilks Drayson, ‘Wild Fishing Among the Kroos: Off the Coast of Africa’, Forest and Stream 1 
(1873–74): 3; William E. Young, Shark! Shark!: The Thirty Year Odyssey of a Pioneer Shark Hunter (London: Hurst 
and Blackett, Ltd. [1933?]), 67–8.
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sharing information concerning stock locations.27 As we shall see, once policymakers 
identified cost-effective strategies for thinning shark numbers, they enthusiastically 
implemented them. Planners took steps to mitigate the environmental impacts of 
these methods only once perceptions of sharks became more favourable in the last 
quarter of the twentieth century.

Not all people could enjoy Ocean Beach’s shark-free waters, however. White 
South Africans were adamant that people of colour not despoil this new Brighton. 
As  historical photographs of the enclosure reveal, it included a barrier on land 
at least as formidable as that facing the sea (see Figure 1). Although we tend to 
associate racial segregation in South Africa with the apartheid regime that emerged 
in 1948, these policies actually have a deeper history. By the time of Ocean Beach’s 
development in the early twentieth century, the European populations of South 
Africa had already implemented various forms of racial segregation. With the 
establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910, legislators moved to formalise 
and standardise segregation policies: first in rural areas, with the Natives Land Act 
of 1913, and then in urban spaces, with the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923.28

Beaches were sites of especially rigid segregation. South Africa’s white colonial elites 
considered beach lounging and other acts of leisure to be marks of refinement, 
which demonstrated their superiority over non-whites. Conversely, if people of 
colour relaxed in this way, they supposedly exacerbated their inherent laziness.29 
Hence, at Ocean Beach, and other white-patronised city beaches, non-whites could 
only enter when labouring for a white overseer. Durban’s black population did 
eventually convince legislators to create a swimming space for them in 1929. But 
it was a segregated beach at a site with especially strong wave action, and it lacked 
basic facilities, adequate lifesaving and protection from sharks. In 1930, legislators 
passed Provincial Notice No. 206, which standardised and entrenched municipal 
beach segregation regulations.30

27  Louis P. Bowler to Person in Charge, Department of Cape Fisheries, ‘Destruction of Sharks, Porpoises, and 
Dolphins’, 12 November 1925. HEN 1497 180/1/3 Part 1, 1921–1930, ‘Fishing Industry. Shark Fishing Industry. 
General’, South African National Archives (SANA); Secretary, Board of Trade and Industry, to Captain Louis. P. 
Bowler, ‘Destruction of Sharks, Porpoises and Dolphins—Application for Assistance’, 14 December 1925. HEN 
1497 180/1/3 Part 1, 1921–1930, ‘Fishing Industry. Shark Fishing Industry. General’, SANA.
28  Douglas Booth, The Race Game: Sport and Politics in South Africa (London: Frank Cass, 1998), 10–15, 19–26; 
Paul Maylam, South Africa’s Racial Past: The history and historiography of racism, segregation and apartheid (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2001), 71–3, 115, 119, 143–50, 160, 172. For racial segregation at beaches in the US South, see Andrew 
W. Kahrl, The Land Was Ours: African American beaches from Jim Crow to the Sunbelt South (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2012).
29  Hughes, ‘Struggling for a Day in the Sun’, 141, 146–7.
30  Preston-Whyte, ‘Constructed Leisure Space’, 584. 
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Figure 1: The Enclosure at Durban, 1907
Source: Shark Menace Advisory Committee, Report of the Shark Menace Advisory Committee 
on Suggested Methods of Protecting Bathers from Shark Attack (Sydney: Government Printer, 1935).

Besides acting on notions of civilised leisure, white South Africans also opposed 
non-white bathing at their beaches because of the exposure that accompanied 
it, even given the conservative swimming attire favoured in the early twentieth 
century. This would have been especially true at Ocean Beach, which permitted the 
contentious practice of ‘mixed bathing’. As many scholars have argued, the body is 
a particularly potent site for the exertion of power and control.31 At beaches, power 
over the body included not only dictating what spaces an individual could enter, and 
in what attire, but also controlling which bodies were visible to whom. For South 
Africa’s white men, the maintenance of power required preventing white women 
from viewing non-white males, or worse still, non-white men from seeing white 
women’s bodies. Scholars have demonstrated that in South Africa, as elsewhere, 
white racism emerged in part over male fears of sex between white women and 
non-white men.32 Hinting that these psychosexual concerns shaped the pursuit of 
beach segregation, in 1933 magistrates sentenced an African youth with no prior 
convictions to six weeks in prison, with intermittent bouts of solitary confinement 
and limited rations. His sole crime was being ‘insufficiently clothed’ at a beach.33 

31  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1995).
32  Maylam, South Africa’s Racial Past, 169–71.
33  Booth, The Race Game, 26.
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Bearing in mind this fixation with defending white female virtue, the claim of the 
Durban’s city engineers that they constructed the Ocean Beach enclosure ‘to ensure 
that there was safe bathing and as protection from shark attack’ takes on potentially 
new meanings.34

Durban’s famous shark fence may have arisen from genuine—if seemingly 
excessive—fears of attacks. But this attempt to impose a barrier against mobile 
nature also reflected and reinforced South African racial apprehensions. It is likely 
no coincidence that the first major attempt to fence off a protected bathing spot 
from wild and supposedly dangerous nature emerged in a country with a long 
history of trying to enclose safe white spaces from supposedly wild and dangerous 
black people. Indeed, by constructing a fence that marked off civilised territory 
from dangerous marine organisms and unaccompanied Africans, Durban’s planners 
further entrenched the notion that black people were inherently primitive and 
savage, better suited to the unruly waves and shark-infested waters of their own 
segregated beach.35

Owing to their similar beaches and marine environments, and perhaps to a shared 
determination to bring order to a supposedly untamed land, Australian observers 
expressed admiration for the Durban enclosure.36 Australian travellers returning 
from Europe sometimes stopped at Durban, depending on the route they took. 
Following the completion of the barrier and other improvements, visitors came 
to perceive a trip to Ocean Beach as a requisite excursion.37 In 1914, one such 
Australian tourist recorded his impressions in a newspaper. He was struck by the 
parallels between Durban’s waters and those of temperate Australia. ‘The beach is 
precisely the same as our beaches in formation and colour’, he noted. Unlike in 
Australia, though, Durbanites could proceed in perfect safety from sharks due to 
their enclosure. The writer concluded, ‘Some of our seaside councils might … learn 
a lot … from a visit to this South African port’.38 Even at this early date, Australians 

34  Engineers quoted by David H. Davies, Shark Attack and Its Relationship to Temperature, Beach Patronage 
and the Seasonal Abundance of Dangerous Sharks (Oceanographic Research Institute Investigational Report, no. 6) 
(Durban: Oceanographic Research Institute, 1963), 13–14 (emphasis added). Also see Booth, Australian Beach 
Cultures, 8.
35  For how racism and environmental inequality intersected in South Africa, see Nancy J. Jacobs, Environment, 
Power, and Injustice: A South African History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 1. For how barriers 
against people and nature can reinforce perceptions of racial difference, see Mendoza, ‘Unnatural Border’, 3–4, 19–21; 
Miles Powell, Vanishing America: Species Extinction, Racial Peril, and the Origins of Conservation (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2016). Also see Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), 
6, 10, 16; Preston-Whyte, ‘Constructed Leisure Space’, 583.
36  For parallels between Australian and South African environmental history, see Stephen Dovers, ‘Commonalities 
and contrasts, pasts and presents: An Australian view’, in Dovers, Edgecombe and Guest, South Africa’s Environmental 
History, 227–39.
37  Hughes, ‘Struggling for a Day in the Sun’, 146.
38  Baker, ‘Joys of the Surf ’, 6.
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were already looking to South Africa for solutions to the supposed shark menace 
facing both nations. In so doing, they revealed a shared marine environmental 
history linking the Indian and Pacific Ocean worlds.39

Like their South African counterparts, white Australians embraced the beach in the 
early twentieth century. This partly reflected a desire to re-create an English seaside 
resort in a new land. But it also owed to an emerging sense among Australians that 
exposure to sunlight and open waters had invigorating, even race-building effects. 
In 1907, W. Tongue and A. W. Relph wrote in the Sydney Morning Herald that 
‘surf-bathing is helping to build up a race of fine young hardy Australians, and 
everything should be done to encourage it’.40 Fit and ever vigilant—especially for 
signs of marauding sharks—lifesavers seemed to epitomise the beach’s wholesome 
qualities.41 Unlike their South African counterparts, white Australians rarely had to 
compete with people of colour for access to these healthful shores. The combined 
assaults of disease, malnutrition and settler violence had devastated (but certainly 
not eliminated) the continent’s Australian Aboriginal population. Then, beginning 
in 1901, the nation’s ‘White Australia’ policy largely restricted immigration to 
individuals of European and especially British descent. Nonetheless, scholars have 
noted that, from the early twentieth century onward, Australia’s iconic beach culture 
became closely connected to the nation’s construction of whiteness.42

Lifesavers may have provided a sense of safety, but as in South Africa, Australian 
officials also initially responded to the perceived threat of shark attacks by attempting 
to fully fence off popular bathing sites.43 The town of Bunbury, Western Australia, 
toyed with the idea as early as 1900. Proponents claimed that a large enclosure 
would allow the municipality to surpass rival beach towns.44 In the 1910s, boosters 
for Newcastle, New South Wales, made similar arguments in favour of a shark-proof 

39  Australian and South African officials also looked to each other for strategies to manage race relations; see 
Jeremy Martens, ‘A Transnational History of Immigration Restriction: Natal and New South Wales, 1896–97’, Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History 34, no. 3 (September 2006): 323–44, doi.org/10.1080/ 03086530600825969. 
40  W. Tongue and A. W. Relph, ‘Surf Bathing at Manly’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 November 1907, 6; also 
quoted in Huntsman, Sand in Our Souls, 70. For further claims of swimming’s healthfulness, see E. Thompson, 
‘Swimming’, The Port Augusta Dispatch, 18 December 1914, 3.
41  Huntsman, Sand in Our Souls, 68–71, 77–82.
42  For the desire to make Australia more ‘English’, see Thomas R. Dunlap, ‘Australian Nature, European Culture: 
Anglo Settlers in Australia’, Environmental History Review 17, no. 1 (Spring 1993): 26, doi.org/10.2307/3984889. 
For intersections of the ‘White Australia’ policy with environmental history, see Russell McGregor, ‘Drawing the 
Local Colour Line: White Australia and the Tropical North’, Journal of Pacific History 47, no. 3 (September 2012): 
329–46, doi.org/10.1080/00223344.2012.692549; Sarah Irving, ‘Governing Nature: The Problem of Northern 
Australia’, Australian Historical Studies 45, no. 3 (2014): 388–406, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2014.946521. Also 
see Booth, Australian Beach Cultures, 65; James Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera: The Story of Australian 
Immigration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 8.
43  For Australia’s best-known attempt to use fencing to manage mobile nature, the famous rabbit-proof fence, see 
Dunlap, ‘Australian Nature, European Culture’, 29.
44  John Duce, ‘The Bathing Question: Correspondence to the Editor’, Bunbury Herald, 6 November 1900, 3. 
‘Swimmer’, ‘Baths’, Bunbury Herald, 12 November 1908, 3.
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fence.45 Well-meaning planners oversaw the construction of a shark barrier at Sirius 
Beach, near Sydney. But detractors noted that the design offered no protection to 
those who desired to bathe at low tide, when receding waters left the entire structure 
high and dry on the beach.46 Seeing an opportunity to enrich themselves while 
protecting the public, Australian amateur inventors filed dozens of patents for shark 
barriers in the 1920s and 1930s.47

After discussing the issue for several years, in 1929 officials commissioned the 
construction of Australia’s best-known shark-proof fence at Coogee Beach in 
the Sydney suburb of Randwick, which lies on the Pacific Ocean. From a pool 
of 300 submitted schemes, the city council chose a design involving a steel net 
that operators could raise or lower with a hoist, depending on weather conditions. 
When deployed, the barrier enclosed an approximately 200 m stretch of beach.48 
A columnist for the Sydney Morning Herald deemed the fence a prudent investment, 
noting an increase in business at local hotels and other tourism-related enterprises.49 
Other Sydney suburbs followed suit with shark fences of their own, though not on 
the scale of Coogee.50

In assessing whether to construct shark-proof enclosures at local beaches, Australian 
commentators often looked to Durban’s example. In 1922, months before planners 
began discussing the possibility of a fence at Coogee, a writer for the Sydney 
Sportsman observed that ‘At Durban it is possible to swim … in safety and see on 
the other side of the netting, the sharks swimming to and fro, waiting vainly for 

45  ‘Safety for Bathers’, Newcastle Morning Herald and Miner’s Advocate, 25 March 1918, 4; ‘The Surf Calamity’, 
Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate, 20 January 1919, 3.
46  ‘Shark-Proof Fence Lets Sharks In’, Evening News (Sydney), 24 October 1922, 1.
47  William Nicholls, ‘Patent Application No. 9303/22: A Detachable shark proof net and means for securing 
same in position to protect bathers’, 5 October 1922. AU1922009303BO, Australian National Archives (ANA); 
Henry Frank Bate and Henry Charles Bate, ‘Patent Application No. 181/26: A shark proof bathing and surfing 
enclosure’, 18 January 1926. AU1926000181BO, ANA; James Rutledge Louat, ‘Application for Patent No. 
17,870/29: Improvements in shark proof fences for ocean beaches’, 15 January 1929. AU1929017870BO, ANA; 
Edward William Ward, ‘Application for Patent No 20,186/29: An Improved Shark-proof Fence’, 20 May 1929. 
AU1929020186BO, ANA; Albert John Feeney and George Phillips, ‘Patent Application No. 26,443/30: An 
improved shark proof fence’, 30 April 1930. AU1930026443BO, ANA; Francis Patrick Hart, Manager Industrial 
Machinery Company Limited, ‘Application for Letters Patent for an invention by Industrial Machinery Company 
Limited, titled improvements in shark resisting nets for protection of swimming beaches’, 3 January 1930. Item 
4218190, ANA; William Walton Barrie, ‘Application for Letters Patent for an invention by William Walton Barrie 
titled—–A Shark proof structure’, 14 August 1929. Series A627, Control symbol 21894/1929, ANA; Arthur Ernest 
Whitelaw, ‘Application for Letters Patent for an invention by Arthur Ernest Whitelaw, Titled—Improvements in 
means for constructing shark proof bathing enclosures’, 2 November 1929. Series A627, 18275/1929, ANA; Frank 
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48  ‘Shark Proof: Fence for Bathers at Coogee’, World (Hobart, Tas.), 13 October 1922, 5; ‘Shark-Proof Fence: For 
Coogee’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 July 1929, 18; ‘Shark Menace: Shark Proof Fence for Coogee?’, The Longreach 
Leader (Qld), 1 March 1929, 23; ‘Coogee Shark Fence’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 Nov 1929, 17; ‘Coogee Week: 
Shark-Proof Fence’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19 November 1929, 12.
49  ‘Real Estate: Good Business: Coogee’s Shark-proof Fence’, Sydney Morning Herald, 18 December 1929, 10.
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their prey’. The author ended with a challenge to the local authorities: ‘They have 
effectively beaten the sharks at Durban—can we not beat them here?’51 In 1928, 
a year before the construction of Coogee’s barrier, another Sydney suburb, Brighton-
Le-Sands, constructed a smaller enclosure ‘on a plan of the bath at Durban’.52 
In 1930, an author for the Sydney Sportsman complained of a hole in the Coogee 
fence, and deemed it ‘strange’ that ‘this supposedly go-ahead city’ could not properly 
protect its beach, while ‘the comparatively backward city of Durban … had a shark-
proof enclosure [that] served its purpose admirably’.53 Reflecting the insecurities 
of a nation that only achieved statehood in 1901, the writer considered shark-
proof enclosures important symbols of progress and civilisation. But his allusion 
to Durban also spoke to a long-standing exchange between Australians and South 
Africans concerning how best to cope with potentially dangerous sharks.54

As in South Africa, Australian attempts to control nature intersected with efforts 
to administer people. Taking pride in their British heritage, many early-twentieth-
century Australians insisted on implementing middle-class Victorian morality at the 
seaside. Besides banning immodest swimwear, Australian municipalities also strove 
to prevent the practice of mixed bathing. As policymakers contemplated using 
fencing to block the entrance of sharks to popular swimming spots, they debated 
the impacts these structures would have on human behaviour.55

From an early date, Australian conversations over whether to construct shark-proof 
barriers, and in what form, became entangled with discussions of social propriety. 
Some commentators fretted that, by creating a single safe bathing zone, shark barriers 
would encourage mixed-gender bathing. In 1908, the council for the Melbourne 
suburb of St Kilda rejected a proposed shark-proof fence, for fear it would encourage 
men and women to swim together.56 A year later, referring to a  different beach, 
a columnist advocated a barrier, precisely because the same fencing could be used 
to divide the enclosure into separate female and male zones, thereby eliminating 
the ‘unseemly proceedings of mixed bathing’.57 In early twentieth-century Australia, 
discussions of shark management melded with attempts to impose morality by 
creating gendered spaces, a process reflected in contemporaneous efforts to restrict 
women to the domestic sphere.58

51  ‘Shark-Proof Fence’, Newcastle Sun, 4 March 1922, 3; ‘What They Do in Durban’, Sydney Sportsman, 7 March 
1922, 1.
52  ‘St. Kilda Bath Proposals’, The Prahran Telegraph (Vic.), 5 January 1923, 8.
53  ‘Ware Shark’, Sydney Sportsman, 14 January 1930, 8.
54  Also see ‘Example of Durban’, The Mercury (Hobart, Tas.), 15 January 1929, 6; ‘New Shark Proof Baths to be 
Opened Today’, Evening News (Sydney), 15 September 1928, 1. 
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Kilda: Opposition of Women’, Barrier Miner (Broken Hill, NSW), 9 October 1933, 3. Also see Huntsman, Sand 
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As other scholars have noted, Australia’s history as a penal settlement instilled in 
many of its elites a particular aversion to social disorder. We can see this reflected 
in discussions of shark barriers, with commentators often explicitly connecting the 
exclusion of natural threats to the elimination of human ones. Although St Kilda’s 
council rejected the proposed barrier in 1908, a local pundit did note that ‘some 
safeguard to bathers against sharks seems to be really needed … especially land-
sharks, who … have been depredating among the watches and chains of bathers’.59 
In 1930 similar allusions to criminal ‘land-sharks’ emerged in debates over whether 
Brisbane’s city planners should construct an enclosure at a nearby beach.60

Numerous commentators also directly compared the disorderly fraternisation of 
mixed bathing to the perilous mingling of humans and sharks in the water. In 1912, 
a columnist stated: ‘I am not in favour of mixed bathing at any price, because I think 
things are mixed quite enough in this world—in fact, too much for my liking.’ She 
compared this transgression to sharks moving onto dry land.61 Seven years later, 
another observer exclaimed that ‘[t]he very much mixed bathing in these seaside 
waters were too much mixed for my liking’, with ‘Alligators, sharks, stingrays, 
devilfish, [and] sea-snakes’ joining the human swimmers.62 In 1934, an onlooker 
made a similar comparison, noting of a recent visit to the beach that in addition to 
the women present, ‘two playful sharks provided very mixed bathing’.63 Given that 
‘mixed bathing’ was accepted practice by this time, this final commentator may 
have intended to poke fun at an outdated moral code. Yet, at least in the first two 
instances, desires for an ordered social and natural landscape merged in debates over 
shark management.

Shark-proof barriers took far less of a toll on shark populations than would later 
meshing and baited-hook programs. But as in South Africa, this outcome owed 
more to technological and financial limitations than environmental concerns. 
When sharks did inadvertently enter the fenced-in enclosures and become trapped, 
locals quickly killed them, even if the crowd identified the offending fish as a 
harmless species.64 We can probably better ascertain the prevailing attitude among 
early-twentieth-century Australians towards predators by considering the case of the 
thylacine, or ‘Tasmanian tiger’. A unique species with a head like a wolf, a striped 
body and a marsupial pouch, the thylacine found itself hunted to extinction in the 

59  Simple Simon, ‘Seen and Heard’, The Prahran Telegraph, 15 February 1908, 5.
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63  ‘Very Mixed Bathing at Burleigh’, The Telegraph (Brisbane), 23 April 1934, 8.
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1930s, with government officials providing bounties to encourage the slaughter. 
Australian legislators offered similar bounties for dingos, pelicans, eagles and any 
other predator deemed to pose a risk to commercially valuable livestock or fisheries.65

As some prescient observers had forewarned, Australians could never hope to enclose 
every popular swimming spot on a continent.66 This was partly a consequence of 
scale, but it also reflected the agency of the ocean, the raging waves and powerful 
currents of which quickly made scrap metal of most fences. Shark attacks thus 
remained a real, if statistically improbable, possibility for swimmers. New South 
Wales endured 13 attacks, seven of which were fatal, between 1918 and 1929. 
In response, the state government established a Shark Menace Committee to weigh 
potential options. The committee reported that, for most beaches, shark-proof 
fences were not a viable long-term option, because wave action would destroy them. 
This left the possibility of humans avoiding waters where sharks were likely to be 
present—which the committee recommended, but feared would be unpopular—or 
finding a way to eliminate or substantially reduce shark populations. After ruling out 
bombs and electrical repellents, the group determined that ‘regular and systematic 
netting affords a cheap and effective way of greatly minimizing the shark peril’. 
Decreasing shark numbers would make it less likely for humans to encounter them, 
the committee reasoned. Moreover, the surviving sharks would have proportionately 
more natural prey available to them, reducing their motivation to consume people.67

These recommendations do not appear to have led to policy changes. But after 
four more attacks claimed two human lives in New South Wales’s waters in the 
early 1930s, the Surf Life Saving Association convinced the state government to 
commission a second Shark Menace Advisory Committee in 1934. As with its 
predecessor, the group stressed that enclosures were impractical. Coogee represented 
a rare exception due to its unique geography. The committee thus confirmed the 
findings of the earlier body by stressing the importance of safe bathing practices, 
while also recommending a systematic meshing program. The group opted for 
meshing after hearing testimony from pioneer commercial shark fishermen. In an 
omen of future developments in global shark fisheries, they had observed that shark 
numbers rapidly diminished in the face of sustained harvests.68

65  Dunlap, ‘Australian Nature, European Culture’, 32–3.
66  ‘Example of Durban’, 6.
67  New South Wales Shark Menace Committee, General Report of Sub-Committee (Sydney: Government Printer, 
1929), 1–4 (National Library of Australia: Np 363.14 S955); also quoted in Dudley and Cliff, ‘Shark Control’, 
572. Some municipalities also requested government-funded air patrols for sharks; see ‘Request for a/c Aircraft 
shark patrols’, 9 January 1928. Series A705, control symbol 9/1/1928, ANA; [No. 23 Fighter Squadron] ‘Search 
and Rescue—Shark Patrol’, 15 December 1952. Series A11250, control symbol 21/8/AIR PART 1, ANA.
68  Shark Menace Advisory Committee, Report of the Shark Menace Advisory Committee on Suggested Methods 
of Protecting Bathers from Shark Attack (Sydney: Government Printer, 1935), 8–11, 27, 32, 40–1. For observations 
of commercial shark fishermen, see Norman Caldwell and Norman Ellison, Fangs of the Sea (Sydney: Angus and 
Robertson, 1936), 22. Also see ‘Anti-Shark Protection’, The Daily News (Perth, WA), 17 September 1935, 4; Neff, 
‘Australian Beach Safety’, 90.
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In 1937 the New South Wales Shark Meshing Program commenced with the 
installation of a series of anchored gill nets off Sydney’s beaches from Palm Beach 
to Cronulla. Policymakers hoped to reduce shark populations, rather than create 
a complete barrier. Thus, operators left openings between nets, removed them each 
day before redeploying them at night and cycled locations, leaving each beach 
unprotected for a few nights per month. In their first 17 months of operation, the 
nets snared 1,500 sharks. Suggesting a population decrease, the program caught 
473 sharks over the following two-year period. With the exception of a brief 
hiatus during the Second World War, the meshing program at Sydney beaches has 
continued through to the present. In 1949 New South Wales expanded the program 
to Wollongong and Newcastle. In 1962 Queensland followed suit with a meshing 
and drum-line program that eventually provided some form of protection to all surf 
club-patrolled beaches along 2,400 km of coastline. A drastic reduction in attack 
rates ensued.69

South African officials adopted this Australian innovation, revealing how the 
exchange of shark management strategies between Australia and South Africa 
contributed to a  transoceanic environmental history. South Africa experienced 
few fatal shark attacks in the early twentieth century, perhaps contributing to the 
decision of Durban city planners to dismantle their enclosure. With beach crowds 
continuing to swell, however, the 1940s saw a major rise in fatal shark bites. By 1948, 
Durban officials were contemplating rebuilding their fence, but they baulked at 
the estimated cost. South African researchers investigated numerous methods, 
including barriers of bubbles or sound waves, and even depth charges. Then, in 
1951, The Surf Life Saving Association of South Africa encountered an article from 
the Medical Journal of Australia highlighting the immense success of the New South 
Wales meshing program. The following year, Durban Corporation established nets 
off its beaches. Fatal attacks immediately ceased there for the next several decades.70 
New South Wales’s Pacific Ocean innovation had found its way to Durban’s Indian 
Ocean waters. Yet 14 years passed before this transfer took place. This delay reveals 
that connections between Australia’s and South Africa’s shark management programs 
waxed and waned depending on natural variability (especially surrounding attack 
rates) and how outward-looking the relevant institutional bodies were at any 
given time.

69  Geremy Cliff and Sheldon F. Dudley, ‘Reducing the Environmental Impact of Shark-Control Programs: 
A Case Study from KwaZulu–Natal, South Africa’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, no. 6 (June 2011), 700, 
doi.org/10.1071/mf10182; T. S. Wallett, ‘Analysis of Shark Meshing Returns off the Natal Coast’ (MA diss., 
University of Natal, Durban, 1973), 3. Some found it wasteful not to utilise the sharks captured in these meshing 
programs; see Technical Research Section, Fisheries Division, Department of Primary Industry, Utilisation of Sharks 
(Canberra: [The department], 1961) (University of Adelaide Library: TT6356-6360). Also see Ben Daley, The Great 
Barrier Reef: An Environmental History (London: Routledge, 2014), 119.
70  NASMB, Sharks, 5, 8, 9; Wallett, ‘Analysis of Shark Meshing Returns’, 4.
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Neighbouring beaches that lacked Durban’s new defences, though, remained 
vulnerable. During the summer of 1957–58, the nation’s east coast endured 
an unusual escalation in attacks, five of which proved fatal. Dubbed ‘Black 
December’, for the month during which the attacks commenced, this string of 
encounters panicked would-be bathers. This produced severe economic hardship 
for the region’s tourism-dependent beach towns.71 Rather than assuaging these fears, 
prominent South African marine researchers within the National Physical Research 
Laboratory of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (NPRL) fanned 
the hysteria. They suggested that only heavy investment in their projects could 
solve the crisis. A genuine desire to increase public safety no doubt motivated this 
scientific community. But the contrast between their research publications—which 
downplayed the risk of attacks—and a sensationalist pamphlet requesting donations 
from the public—which warned of the ‘grave danger of shark attacks’—suggested 
financial incentives were also at play.72

Over the next few years, officials explored a number of strategies to improve bather 
safety. In 1958, NPRL researchers began experimenting with electrical repellents, 
but they proved impractical. Beach communities also erected a variety of physical 
barriers, but none were able to withstand the powerful surf.73 South Africa’s 
Governor General, Charles Robberts Swart, commissioned a destroyer to explode 
depth charges up and down the Natal coast, before accepting the absurdity of this 
strategy.74 An amputee shark attack survivor named John E. Hughes repeatedly 
requested government sponsorship for a long-distance walk to raise funds to 
eliminate the shark ‘menace’. Despite his assurance that he only required ‘a car to 
take me to Maritzburg and follow me to Durban, carrying my spare leg, food and 
water and to afford me protection from dogs, snakes, monkeys, hoboes, and stray 
natives’, the Governor General’s office seemed reluctant to associate themselves with 
him.75 As news spread of Durban’s success, though, the meshing strategy imported 
from Australia became the preferred method. Multiple municipalities had adopted 
similar programs by the early 1960s. In 1964, Natal’s government formed the Natal 
Anti-Shark Measures Board (NASMB) to oversee bather-safety programs in the 

71  Wallett, ‘Analysis of Shark Meshing Returns’, 4; NASMB, Sharks, 5; Dudley and Cliff, ‘Shark Control’, 
566–8.
72  For an assertion of the relative insignificance of shark attacks, see Davies, Shark Attack, 1. For an inflammatory 
pamphlet, see Anti-Shark Action Committee, ‘It Began With This …’ (1961?), 7. SPT 46, SANA. The researchers 
also petitioned the government for funds to conduct ‘general research’ to thwart the ‘shark menace’; see J. D. 
Roberts, Chairman, Anti-Shark Action Committee, to Governor General C. R. Swart, 24 February 1961. SPT 46, 
SANA; David H. Davies, Director, Research Professor, University of Natal, to C. R. Swart, 23 February 1961. SPT 
46, SANA.
73  J. P. A. Lochner, ‘Memorandum on Anti-Shark Investigations in South Africa’ (National Physical Research 
Laboratory, Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 1961?). SPT 46, SANA; NASMB, ‘Annual Report for 
the year ended 31st Dec., 1964’ (Natal: [The board], 1965) (National Library of South Africa (NLSA): P 4940 
W00404 1964).
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75  John E. Hughes to C. R. Swart, ‘Shark Menace’, 11 February 1962, 3. SPT 46, SANA.
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province. Initially, the board coordinated net deployments conducted by municipal 
workers or private contractors. But between 1974 and 1982, the organisation 
gradually assumed direct control over all operations.76

The NASMB attempted to order the natural world to minimise the possibility of 
human–shark encounters. In contrast to the earlier enclosure at Durban, which fully 
fenced off a portion of the sea, this meshing system—like its Australian counterpart—
operated by reducing shark numbers in popular bathing areas. Operators deployed 
nets parallel to shore at a depth of 10 to 14 m, and a distance from land of 300 
to 500 m.77 In some instances, the crews also set drum lines adjacent to the nets. 
Operators inspected the nets and drum lines every few days. Reflecting prevailing 
perceptions of sharks as dangerous to humans and destructive to commercial fish 
stocks, crews initially killed all captured large sharks. The board also experimented 
with a complementary long-line fishery, before concluding that it removed too few 
sharks to justify its costs. These strategies allowed Natal’s bather-safety programs to 
destroy 1,404 sharks in 1965.78 By 1970, that number had dropped to 744 and, the 
following year, the NASMB confidently announced that shark populations in the 
region were in a state of ‘continued decline’. At this point, few researchers saw this 
decrease as a cause for concern.79

The NASMB sought to control more than just sharks, for in apartheid South Africa 
such a program also required the channelling of human beings into spaces and roles 
that officials deemed appropriate. In its promotional materials, the board boasted 
not only of managing shark populations, but also of disciplining black crews. A 
1984 publication celebrating the NASMB’s first 20 years included a photograph 
depicting African men performing synchronised exercises at the behest of a white 
officer. The accompanying caption read: ‘Discipline has always been the foundation 
of the Board’s efficiency’ (see Figure 2).80 For the NASMB, the effective control of 
shark populations was inseparable from the careful administration of black crew 
members. In 1970, the board constructed a headquarters in Durban, complete 
with its own segregated ‘black crew compound’.81 Each black crew followed the 
commands of white Shark Control Officers, and the NASMB offered annual prizes 

76  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1974’ (Natal: [The board], 1975), 3 (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1974); ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1982’ (Natal: [The board], 1983), 2 (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1982). Also see Wallett, ‘Analysis of Shark Meshing Returns’, 1, 4; NASMB, Sharks, 1, 9; Dudley and 
Cliff, ‘Shark Control’, 568–70; Cliff and Dudley, ‘Reducing the Environmental Impact’, 701–2.
77  Cliff and Dudley, ‘Reducing the Environmental Impact’, 701.
78  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1965’ (Natal: [The board], 1966) (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1966).
79  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1970’ (Natal: [The board], 1971), 3 (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404  1970); NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1971’ (Natal: [The board], 1972), 3 
(NLSA: P 4940 W00404 1971); NASMB, Sharks, 7, 9.
80  NASMB, Sharks, 3, 4.
81  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1972’, 3 (Natal: [The board], 1973) (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1972).
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to the most well-ordered team.82 Natal stubbornly refused to relinquish control 
over its marine fisheries to the national state, and so these programs partly reflected 
resilient provincial traditions of colonial science and native administration. But these 
procedures also fitted well with the prevailing apartheid national regime, which 
commenced in 1948, and included brutal political repression of black people and 
systematic segregation, including of public spaces.83 Since the collapse of Apartheid 
in 1994, the Board has adopted far more progressive labour practices.

Figure 2: Image from promotional material for the Natal Anti-Shark Measures 
Board, 1984
Source: NASMB, Sharks, 3.

Besides instilling discipline in black crews, the NASMB could claim to be bringing 
greater safety to an activity that exploded in popularity among Australians and 
South Africans beginning in the 1960s: surfing. Pacific Islanders invented surfing 
and helped popularise the sport through the influence of iconic pioneers. These 
included Vanuatu’s Tommy Tanna (who primarily bodysurfed) and Hawaii’s Duke 

82  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1978’ (Natal: [The board], 1979), 4 (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1978).
83  Maylam, South Africa’s Racial Past, 179–81.
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Kahanamoku (who actually rode a board) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, respectively.84 But modern surf culture emerged in California in the 
1950s. There, a group of beachgoers took advantage of post-war affluence and 
leisure time—along with new, lighter board designs—to develop a style of riding 
that combined skill and self-expression. Through the influence of Hollywood films, 
popular surf magazines and globetrotting American surfers, this culture rapidly 
diffused to Australia and South Africa.85

Surfers are notoriously territorial, and their efforts to defend their claims to the best 
waves inevitably brought them into conflict with other beach users. In Australia in 
the 1960s, this often led to clashes between conservative surf lifesavers and bohemian 
surfers.86 In South Africa, where the dominant culture claimed surfing as a ‘white’ 
sport, it led to increasing efforts at beach apartheid. This occurred through official 
and unofficial means. In 1960, in an effort to uphold the segregation of bathers 
and surfers, South Africa’s legislators amended the 1953 Reservation of Separate 
Amenities Act. They clarified that, in the wording of the legislation, ‘land’ actually 
extended 4.8 km out to sea.87 Meanwhile, as white surfers came to understand their 
sport as an extension of their racial identity, they used physical intimidation to 
block people of colour from popular surfing spots. The strong association between 
surfing and whiteness meant that when Durban assumed the title of ‘Surf City’ in 
the mid-1960s, it reinforced the racial exclusivity of its main beaches. In a tragic 
irony, the black crews of the NASMB thus diligently ensured the safety of waters 
that were often off limits to them. Black South African surfers certainly existed, 
but they generally had to hone their craft at segregated beaches, which received 
lesser government expenditures for safety. By the 1980s, though, with many South 
Africans aggressively demanding an end to apartheid, black surfers such as Ahmed 
Collier challenged beach segregation laws, even in the face of repeated arrests. 
In 1989, the government relented and desegregated beaches—five years before the 
nation’s first open elections officially brought apartheid to a close.88

By the early 1970s, meshing and drum-line programs in Australia and South Africa 
had produced substantial declines in per capita bather fatalities resulting from 
shark attacks. In fact, recent research suggests that these programs have reduced 
the frequency of attacks at protected beaches by approximately 90 per cent. Yet, 
just as officials in these two nations seemed to have achieved a permanent solution 
to  the ‘shark menace’, they encountered a new challenge: people were beginning 
to see sharks in a more favourable light, and were becoming far less comfortable 

84  Huntsman, Sand in Our Souls, 97; Booth, Australian Beach Cultures, 36–9, 87–95.
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with programs that pursued these majestic creatures’ destruction. As a consequence 
of these changing perceptions of sharks, and of the environment more broadly, 
policymakers had to rethink the placement and enforcement of boundaries 
structuring interactions between humans and mobile nature.89

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, the English-speaking world underwent 
a radical transformation in perceptions of large sharks. This was especially true with 
regard to the species responsible for the majority of global fatal attacks—the white 
shark. Once seen as primitive killing machines that devastated commercially valuable 
fish stocks and maimed or killed bathers at every opportunity, large sharks came 
to be celebrated as regionally iconic species that demonstrated nature’s splendour 
and the interdependence of all life on the planet. Although many scholars have 
noted this sea change in attitudes (with some wishing it would proceed further), 
it has proven difficult to systematically demonstrate. A few years ago, a team of 
researchers found a solution. Through content analysis of the 53-year run of the 
popular Australian magazine Sportdiving, they revealed a marked shift in discussions 
of sharks. Prior to 1975, contributors to the magazine expressed fear or annoyance 
at the presence of sharks, and recorded their desire to destroy them through spear 
fishing. By the mid-1980s, though, writers described shark encounters as sources of 
excitement and wonderment, and emphasised the need to respect these imposing 
creatures when entering their realm.90

Several factors accounted for this transition. Steven Spielberg’s summer blockbuster 
Jaws appeared in 1975, featuring a gigantic white shark as its villain. This film 
heightened public fears of sharks. It also likely led to a temporary escalation in 
informal attempts to eradicate white sharks through sport hunting and other 
methods. But, as the small community of shark conservationists that existed at the 
time noted, the film also generated immense popular interest in sharks, and thereby 
indirectly contributed to an increase in efforts to research and preserve the white 
shark and other species. More recent film depictions of sharks, such as the Discovery 
Channel’s popular Air Jaws series, depicting breaching great whites in South Africa’s 
False Bay, have had a similarly double-edged impact.91

Shark-related ecotourism also contributed to this shift. Pioneered in the mid-
1960s by an Australian shark attack survivor named Rodney Fox, shark-cage diving 
grew in popularity in Australia and South Africa through the last quarter of the 
twentieth century. Fox and other tour operators pushed for legislators to protect the 
white shark in particular, which they had come to admire, and that now provided 

89  For estimated reductions in attacks, see Dudley and Cliff, ‘Shark Control’, 573.
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sharks and rays and marine protected areas’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, no. 6 (2011), 755–8. For a personal 
account of such a transition in attitudes, see Theo Ferreira, Shark Man: My Obsession with the Great White Shark 
(Cape Town: Sunbird, 2007).
91  Rodney Fox, Sharks, the Sea, and Me (Mile End, South Australia: Wakefield, 2013), 94.
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a  significant source of tourism revenue for coastal communities. Yet critics have 
noted that the ‘chumming’ (baiting with animal parts) carried out by some tour 
operators may have encouraged sharks to associate humans with food, encouraging 
attacks and fuelling retaliatory culls.92

Perhaps most important, beginning in the 1960s and gaining momentum 
thereafter, environmentalists powerfully shaped public perceptions of nature by 
making arguments for the ecological interdependence of all organisms, including 
sharks and other predators. In the late twentieth century, the listing of some large 
shark species as endangered (Australia listed the great white in 1999) reflected, and 
likely contributed to, a mounting perception of sharks as vulnerable, rather than 
threatening.93

These changing views forced policymakers to alter their bather-protection 
strategies to minimise unnecessary harm to shark populations. In Natal, where one 
administrative body came to oversee all shark management activities, the record is 
particularly clear. In 1975, the NASMB began removing netting during the annual 
sardine run to prevent excessive numbers of sharks from becoming ensnared. At the 
time, officials saw this change as a means of minimising damage to the nets, but in 
ensuing years, the board emphasised the policy’s ecological benefits.94 In a further 
effort to cultivate a more environmentally friendly image, the Natal Anti-Shark 
Measures Board dropped ‘Anti’ from its name in 1985. Initially, the board killed 
all large sharks found alive, but this policy gradually transformed with the release 
of species deemed to pose little threat. By 1989 crews were releasing all live sharks, 
even white sharks and tiger sharks. Natal’s netting peaked at a length of 45 km in 
1992, but between 1999 and 2005 the board cut this back to 27 km. Today, the 
Natal Shark Board is one of the world’s leading institutes for the scientific study 
of sharks. Researchers estimate that these combined changes have contributed to 
a 64 per cent reduction in board-caused shark mortality since the 1980s.95

92  For the development of shark tourism, see Valerie Taylor, ‘The Day I Met Mr. Big Alone in the Cage, without 
Air, and the Exit to Safety’, Australian Women’s Weekly, 6 May 1970, 24; Fox, Sharks, the Sea, and Me, 54–8; Klimley, 
Biology of Sharks and Rays, 424. For the efforts of Fox and other tour operators to secure protection for white sharks, 
see personal papers of Rodney Fox: Rodney Fox to R. A. Stevens (Director of Fisheries, South Australia), 28 July 
1986; R. A. Stevens to Rodney Fox, 7 Aug 1986; Marty Snyderman (Ocean Environment, Motion Picture and 
Still Photography, San Diego, CA) to Rodney Fox, 2 March 1987; Neil Wells (World Society for the Protection 
of Animals) to Rodney Fox, 16 March 1987; Howard Hall (SummerHall Films, San Diego, CA) to Rodney Fox, 
19 March 1987; Marty Snyderman to R. A. Stevens, 19 March 1987; Carl Roessler, See and Sea Travel, Inc, San 
Francisco, to R. A. Stevens (?), 20 March 1987; Rodney Fox to Dr Leonard Compagno (Shark Research Center, 
Cape Town, South Africa), 16 January 1995. (Papers in possession of Rodney Fox.)
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and rays’, 518–27.
94  NASMB, ‘Annual Report for the year ended 31st Dec., 1975’ (Natal: [The board], 1976), 6 (NLSA: P 4940 
W00404 1975); NASMB, Sharks, 7.
95  Cliff and Dudley, ‘Reducing the Environmental Impact’, 702–7. 
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Australian and South African shark management still produced diminutions in 
shark populations, though. Despite efforts to minimise unnecessary loss of life, 
meshing and drum-line programs still operated on the premise that reducing 
numbers of sharks near beaches lessened the likelihood of human–shark encounters. 
This objective necessarily entailed the destruction of numerous sharks. Even in 
South Africa, which eventually adopted a zero-kill policy, many sharks perished 
before crews arrived, and others surely failed to survive after being disentangled 
from gill nets or cut free from drum lines. Ironically, meshing programs provide 
the best evidence for downward population trends among some large shark species. 
Having set nets in fixed locations year after year, and compiled careful catch logs, 
these programs produced useful records of the marine organisms present in select 
Australian and South African waters from the 1970s—and in some places even 
earlier—through the present.96

These logs indicate substantial declines in the catch per unit effort (the number 
or tonnage of individuals caught for each measure of net or hooks in the water) 
of several, although not all, of the target species. In New South Wales, between 
1950 and 2010, catch rates for white sharks and tiger sharks, as well as some less 
dangerous species, declined. Moreover, in the case of white and tiger sharks, smaller 
individuals made up an increasing proportion of the population, a telltale sign of 
dwindling stocks.97 Between 1978 and 2003, in the area that became KwaZulu–
Natal (a South African province created in 1994 by merging the Zulu homeland 
with Natal province), catch statistics for the bull shark and three other less-dreaded 
species waned. Unfortunately, these records cannot tell us whether these reductions 
resulted from bather-safety programs, or from escalating commercial fisheries, 
which often took a much larger, if less geographically focused, catch. Yet, in at least 
some cases, such as that of the bull shark in KwaZulu–Natal, researchers think the 
meshing programs played a primary role.98
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general’, 15 March 1948, Series 376/6, control symbol P1947/7477, ANA; R. R. Ellen, Australian Government 
Trade Commissioner, The Market for Shark Hides in the United States (Canberra: Department of Commerce and 
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Resulting in part from shark management strategies exchanged between Australian 
and South African officials, these declining catch records reveal the existence of a trans-
boundary marine environmental history that spanned the Pacific and Indian Ocean 
worlds. This history involved movements of both ideas and organisms. Beginning 
in the early 1900s, Australian and South African citizens traded shark management 
technologies, ranging from comparatively benign fences to meshing and drum-line 
programs of varying degrees of destructiveness, with major repercussions for large 
shark populations in both countries’ waters. Meanwhile, the sharks themselves also 
passed in and out of the zones patrolled by each nation, with some sharks even 
migrating between the two coastal areas. When meshing or drum-line programs 
destroyed these manifestations of mobile nature, they ensured that these migratory 
fish would not return to the guarded waters at some future date. The diminishments 
indicated by meshing program catch records might have appeared to be local. But 
in reality they would have also extended in some form out into the distant waters 
through which the eliminated sharks had previously passed.99

The stock decreases resulting from bather-safety programs mirrored a broader 
reduction in many shark species globally. Over the last few decades, numerous 
researchers have warned that world shark populations have fallen under intensifying 
fishing pressure, and that, without rapid intervention, large numbers of these species 
will experience catastrophic declines.100 This escalation has resulted partly from the 
shark fin industry, which surged with the increasing purchasing power of Chinese 
consumers, beginning in the 1980s. But this rising fishing pressure is also due to 
growing demands for cheap protein, often in the developing world, especially in 
regions where conventional food fisheries have already been depleted.101 New fishing 
technologies have also allowed harvesters to target shark species that were formerly 
inaccessible. Since 1950, annual world shark harvests have tripled to around 800,000 
tonnes as a result of these various developments.102

Responding to warnings from numerous fisheries scientists, the United Nations’ 
Food and Agriculture Organization established an International Plan of Action 
for the Conservation and Management of Sharks in 1998. Most member nations 
with large shark fisheries have agreed to participate, but enforcement has proved 
challenging. Moreover, the biology of sharks makes them difficult to manage and 
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conserve. Ecologists distinguish between ‘R-selected’ and ‘K-selected’ species. 
The former reproduce prolifically and have short life spans, allowing them to 
rebound rapidly from exploitation under ideal conditions. The latter produce few 
young and mature slowly, enabling them to thrive in undisturbed conditions, but 
rendering them poorly adapted to recover from population declines. Many shark 
species, including all large ones, fall into the latter category.103 This combination of 
economic, legislative and biological factors has led numerous scholars to warn that 
many species of sharks will face dramatic collapses in the next few decades. Fisheries 
scientists have already reported some instances of local extinctions.104

Adding to the urgency of the situation, researchers have demonstrated that the 
removal of apex predators, such as large sharks, from an ecosystem often results in 
a process dubbed ‘trophic cascading’. This involves shifts in population ratios and 
feeding patterns as the organisms within each level of a food web adjust to new 
opportunities and perils. For instance, scholars speculate that in some cases the 
removal of large sharks that consumed small sharks may have resulted in an increase 
in the latter. In turn, growing populations of small sharks may have competed with 
and consumed stocks of commercially valuable fish species, causing their numbers 
to plummet.105 Although we might not recognise it, the transoceanic history of 
Australian and South African shark management has likely transformed marine 
ecosystems in ways that extend far beyond shark populations.

Conclusion

The recent surge in attention to the plight of sharks can create the impression that 
humans have only begun to affect shark stocks in the last few decades, and it is 
true that harvests have greatly increased since the 1980s. Yet, as fisheries scientist 
Daniel Pauly has warned us, we must be careful not to fall prey to ‘shifting baseline’ 
syndrome.106 This misconception occurs when we assume that, prior to an identified 

103  Verlecar, ‘Shark Hunting’, 1078.
104  Compagno, ‘Shark Exploitation and Conservation’, 412; Alastair V. Harry et al., ‘Evaluating catch and 
mitigating risk in a multispecies, tropical, inshore shark fishery within the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage 
Area’, Marine and Freshwater Research 62, no. 6 (June 2011): 710–11, doi.org/10.1071/mf10155; J. K. Carlson et 
al., ‘Relative Abundance and Size of Coastal Sharks Derived from Commercial Shark Longline Catch and Effort 
Data’, Journal of Fish Biology 80 (2012): 1749–64; Barausse et al., ‘The role of fisheries and the environment’, 1593, 
doi.org/ 10.1111/j.1095-8649.2011.03193.x.
105  Manon Osseweijer, ‘A Toothy Tale: A Short History of Shark Fisheries and Trade in Shark Products in 
Twentieth-Century Indonesia’, in A World of Water: Rain, Rivers, and Seas in Southeast Asian Histories, ed. Peter 
Boomgaard (Leiden: KITLV, 2007), 114; Klimley, Biology of Sharks and Rays, 443; Hugo Bornatowski et al., 
‘Ecological Importance of Sharks and Rays in a Structural Foodweb Analysis in Southern Brazil’, ICES Journal 
of Marine Science 71, no. 7 (2014): 1586–92, doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsu025.
106  Daniel Pauly, ‘Anecdotes and the Shifting Baseline Syndrome of Fisheries’, Trends in Ecology and Evolution 
10, no. 10 (October 1995): 430. Also see W. Jeffrey Bolster, The Mortal Sea: Fishing the Atlantic in the Age of Sail 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 1; David J. Starkey, Poul Holm and Michaela Barnard, Oceans 
Past: Management Insights from the History of Marine Animal Populations (London: Earthscan, 2008), xv.
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change, the environment existed in a pristine or natural state. Such thinking 
prevents us from recognising that human transformations of the environment often 
extend much further back in time. In the case of Australia’s and South Africa’s shark 
populations, bather-safety programs have been deliberately obliterating these fish 
since the 1930s in the former country’s waters and the 1950s in the latter’s.

These significant environmental changes resulted directly from the attempts of 
policymakers to establish and enforce barriers regulating the flow of mobile nature. 
The history of shark management in Australia and South Africa provides new insights 
into this theme. This story reveals that future research on mobile nature may need to 
adopt broader frames of reference, shifting from discussions of the ‘trans-boundary’ 
and ‘transnational’ to analyses of the ‘transoceanic’ and ‘transcontinental’. Recent 
work by Gregory Barton and Brett Bennett on global forestry networks similarly 
demonstrates this requirement. The history of shark management also highlights 
the manner in which efforts to regulate and discipline nature have historically 
intersected with desires to administer and control people, with major ramifications 
for both. Finally, this topic demonstrates how shifting perceptions of particular 
species, and of the environment more broadly, have forced policymakers to rethink 
the placement and enforcement of boundaries regulating interactions between 
people and nature. To understand contemporary environmental issues, we need 
to adopt a new perspective, one which identifies obscured connections spanning 
further back in time, ranging across broader geographic scales, and transcending 
tidy demarcations between the human and natural worlds. This study has made an 
attempt in that direction, but many sprawling environmental histories remain to be 
chronicled.107

107  Gregory Barton, Empire Forestry and the Origins of Environmentalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007); Brett Bennett, Plantations and Protected Areas: A Global History of Forest Management (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2015).



31

THE CURIOUS CASE OF 
THE MARGINALISATION OR 
DISTORTION OF RUSSIAN AND 
SOVIET ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY 
IN GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
HISTORIES

DAVID MOON1

University of York, UK

Abstract
For too long, ‘global environmental history’ has not been truly ‘global’, but has been 
shaped by the perspectives and linguistic skills of its practitioners, who have generally, 
but not solely, been based in the Anglophone world. This is evident until recently in the 
relatively limited consideration of the environmental history of Russia and the Soviet 
Union—the largest country in the world—in works on global environmental history, and 
in the distorted or unbalanced treatment of that country’s environmental history in 
such works. The article first briefly reviews ‘global environmental history’, and then 
considers how and why so many global environmental histories have marginalised 
or distorted Russian environmental history. It points to reasons relating to language, 
periodisation and biases. The essay concludes by assessing the prospects for further 
integration of Russian environmental history into global histories.

Keywords: Russia, Soviet Union, environmental history, global history, world history, 
empires, environmental disasters

Introduction

The purpose of this article is to consider the curious case of the marginalisation 
or distortion of the environmental history of Russia and the Soviet Union in works 
on world or global environmental history. The article covers a selection of such 
studies in English or translated into English. It will provide insights into how 
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environmental historians of other parts of the globe, who do not read specialist 
works on the subject or Russian-language sources, perceive ‘Russian environmental 
history’. After a brief overview of ‘global environmental history’, this article then 
discusses how many global environmental histories have marginalised or excluded 
Russia. In those that have included it, however, the ‘traditional interpretation’ 
has been to make a case for Russian exceptionalism with massive, state-sponsored 
environmental degradation, especially during, but not limited to, the Soviet period 
of Communist Party rule (1917–91). Over time, more balanced interpretations 
have emerged. In part, these have presented longer-term perspectives, moving back 
before the Soviet period. An important part has been played by the integration 
of different voices from specialist Russian environmental historians, in particular 
Russian scholars. The article concludes by assessing the prospects for further 
integration of Russian environmental history in global histories.

Global environmental history

From the earliest days of environmental history as a specialist field of historical 
enquiry, environmental historians have looked beyond the borders of nation-states 
to encompass larger parts of the world. Nevertheless, to a large but not exclusive 
extent, researching and writing ‘global environmental history’ has been a US- and 
Anglocentric endeavour, fuelled in part by the global reach of American academic 
studies and the legacy of Britain’s global empire. Alfred Crosby’s pioneering and 
ambitious studies of the Columbian exchange and ecological imperialism, published 
in the 1970s and 1980s, located the environmental history of the Americas, 
Australasia and Europe in the wider contexts of much of the globe and deep time.2 
The first generation of practitioners of American environmental history wrote 
about national parks, the American West and ‘wilderness’; created a ‘pantheon of 
[American] environmental heroes’, from George Perkins Marsh to Rachel Carson; 
and constructed a declensionist narrative to explain how the ‘pristine wilderness’ 
of much of the United States had been transformed by people, in particular the 
immigrants who populated its lands from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
through agriculture and industry, driven by capitalism.3 On the other side of the 
Atlantic, the British scholar Richard Grove pointed to the growing awareness of 
human impact on environments, and to efforts to study and remedy it, in the 
experience of (western) European colonialism, first on Atlantic and tropical islands, 

2  Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1972); Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900–1900 
(New York: Cambridge University Press 1986).
3  See Douglas Cazanaux Sackman, ‘Introduction’, in A Companion to American Environmental History, ed. Douglas 
Cazanaux Sackman (Malden, MA, and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), xiii–xxi, and the works cited therein.
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and later on land masses around the globe.4 The ‘cultural turn’ that stimulated 
research across the humanities from the 1980s to some extent divided the field of 
environmental history into those primarily concerned with the ‘so-called material 
dimensions of history’ and others interested in ‘changing ideas about the natural 
world’ with a focus on representation and culture; however, some scholars have 
drawn on both strands.5 Environmental historians, together with other historians, 
have long found race, gender and class to be useful categories of historical analysis. 
The development of the sub-discipline of environmental history in Asia, Australasia, 
Europe and South and Central America, in each case drawing on differing academic 
traditions, has made it truly global in its scope and reach, and created a global pool 
of expertise on which genuinely global environmental histories can draw.6

As environmental history and those practising it have spread around the globe, 
an increasing number of monographs and edited collections of essays have been 
published that cover, or more accurately claim to cover, much or all of the globe. 
How has the environmental history of Russia and the Soviet Union been presented 
in these global environmental histories? This is quite important, since the Russian 
Empire from the early eighteenth century to 1917, the Soviet Union down to 1991, 
and the post-Soviet Russian Federation were or are the largest states on earth, at 
their greatest extent covering a sixth of its land surface. This was a result of expansion 
from a core territory around Moscow from the sixteenth century to cover much of 
eastern Europe and northern Asia until the break-up of the Soviet Union allowed 
the emergence of independent states surrounding a rump, but still vast, Russian 
Federation. These lands encompass a range of environmental regions from tundra 
in the north, through successive belts of boreal forest, mixed forest, forest-steppe, 
steppe and desert, with mountain ranges on the southern and eastern peripheries. 
This vast territory contains some of the world’s longest rivers, such as the Volga 
and Lena, and major lakes, perhaps the most well known being the ill-fated Aral 
Sea and the ecological gem of Baikal. The territory also contains an abundance of 
natural resources, including vast forests, fertile soils, fur-bearing animals, valuable 
metal ores and fossil fuels, especially large reserves of oil and gas. Some of these 
resources, however, are located in areas fairly inaccessible from the core territory. 
The inhabitants are and have been peoples of many ethnicities (Slavic, Finnic, Tatar, 
Mongol and others), faith traditions (including Orthodox Christianity, Islam, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Shamanist beliefs and atheism) and lifeways (nomadic and 
settled, rural and urban, agricultural, industrial, post-industrial). For much of their 
history, moreover, these lands have been ruled by a variety of political systems that 

4  Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of Environmentalism, 
1600–1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
5  See Sackman, ‘Introduction’, xiv.
6  The International Consortium of Environmental History Organizations, which held its first congress in 2009, 
seeks to ‘foster international communication among environmental history organizations’. www.iceho.org/mission-
statement-2, accessed August 2017.
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have prioritised the power of the state over individuals, in particular the power 
of autocratic tsars and Communist Party leaders before and after 1917. These lands 
thus provide extremely fertile grounds to test differing understandings of human–
nature relationships and entanglements.7

And yet, the environmental history of the Russian and Soviet lands has tended to be 
under-represented or distorted in global environmental histories. We will return to 
reasons for this later (see the conclusion below). In the meantime, we can trace how 
the environmental history of the Russian and Soviet lands has been represented.

Russia marginalised or excluded

Most frustratingly, the authors and editors of some studies of global environmental 
history have chosen to focus on other parts of the world and paid little attention to 
the world’s largest state and its fascinating and multifaceted environmental history. 
It seems invidious to single out examples, but without implying criticism of authors 
and editors who had difficult choices to make in selecting what to cover, a recent 
environmental history of the middle ages made one brief reference to ‘Russia’ 
concerning the use of horse power by Scythians who lived in ‘Southern Russia’ 
(in terms of present-day borders, mostly Ukraine).8 The author of an essay reviewing 
‘Non-US Historiographies’ in a volume on American environmental history chose to 
focus his analysis on South Asian, African and comparative environmental histories, 
to the exclusion of studies of Europe, Australasia and Latin America. The author was 
open in explaining that his choice reflected what he found intriguing, the literature 
he was more exposed to, and what he thought would be useful for American 
environmental historians. He also focused on literature available in English.9 It is 
to be hoped that in the future authors of similar essays would choose to focus on 
‘Russian environmental history’ for the same reasons this author made his selections.

Most, but not all, environmental histories of European colonialism and imperialism 
have concentrated on western Europe’s overseas maritime colonies rather than the 
outlying parts of the land empires of Russia and other eastern European polities. 
Crosby considered the extent to which Siberia—annexed and colonised by Russia 
west of the Ural mountains from the late sixteenth century—fitted his interpretation 
of ‘neo-Europes’ colonised by European powers in temperate parts of the world, but 

7  See David Moon, ‘Peasant Migration and the Settlement of Russia’s Frontiers 1550–1897’, Historical Journal 
40 (1997), 859–93, doi.org/10.1017/s0018246x97007504; David Moon, ‘Land and Environment’, in The Oxford 
Handbook of Modern Russian History, ed. Simon Dixon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). Online 
publication date: March 2015, doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199236701.013.001.
8  John Aberth, An Environmental History of the Middle Ages: The Crucible of Nature (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2013), 150. 
9  Paul Sutter, ‘Seeing Beyond Our Borders: US and Non-US Historiographies’, in Sackman, A Companion to 
American Environmental History, 635–52.
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concluded that it did not fit.10 The Eurasian steppe to the south, however, much 
of which was also colonised by Slavic peoples from the Russian and Polish states 
from the sixteenth century, may offer more intriguing parallels with Crosby’s ‘neo-
Europes’.11 Grove’s topic was the origins of environmentalism in western Europe’s 
overseas colonies and made only very brief mention of Russia;12 however, applying 
his interpretation to Russia’s land empire is stimulating.13 More recently, building 
on the large literature on the environmental history of western Europe’s overseas 
empires that has appeared since Crosby’s and Grove’s pioneering works, Corey 
Ross has made a considerable contribution to our understanding of European 
imperialism as a ‘socio-ecological endeavour’ in his monograph on ‘Europe and the 
transformation of the tropical world’ (my emphasis).14 Ross’s book, therefore, and 
many other studies of the ecology of European empires exclude Russia’s temperate 
and arctic empire, but set a high standard for environmental historians of Russia’s 
empire to emulate. An impressive global history of empire that does include Russian 
and Eurasian empires, but addresses issues other than environmental history, was 
produced a few years ago by Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper.15

Russian exceptionalism? Massive state-
sponsored environmental degradation?

Another trend, or perhaps distortion, in the representation of Russian and Soviet 
environmental history in global environmental histories has been to use these 
lands as an example of massive, state-sponsored environmental degradation fuelled 
by careless and wasteful exploitation of natural resources by authoritarian states. 
(Some  scholars have also considered communist China together with the Soviet 
Union.) A litany of Soviet environmental disasters, actual or narrowly averted, is 
presented as if part of a moral lesson for the rest of world of what can go wrong 
without due care for the natural world: massive pollution or degradation of the 
land, air and water, and harm to human health, as a result of rapid, centrally 
planned industrial and agricultural development; the conversion of free-flowing 
rivers to chains of lakes by big dams; the threat to the pristine waters and unique 
ecosystem of Lake Baikal from cellulose plants built on its shores; the drying-up 
of the Aral Sea in Central Asia as a result of the diversion of waters from the rivers 

10  Crosby, Ecological Imperialism, 36–9.
11  David Moon, The Plough that Broke the Steppes: Agriculture and Environment on Russia’s Grasslands, 1700–1914 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 22.
12  Grove, Green Imperialism, 320–1.
13  Moon, Plough, 22–3.
14  Corey Ross, Ecology and Power in the Age of Empire: Europe and the Transformation of the Tropical World 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
15  Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010).
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feeding it to irrigate the surrounding arid lands to cultivate cotton; an aborted 
plan, following warnings from scientists, to divert rivers from Siberia and the Far 
North to replenish it; and above all the catastrophic explosion at the Chernobyl 
nuclear power station, as a result of design flaws and a test that went disastrously 
wrong. The  last has become a symbol of the Soviet Union as an environmental-
catastrophe state. All the items on this list are sadly true, but may not present a fully 
rounded and balanced interpretation of the environmental history of these lands. 
Some global environmental histories that focus on these negative aspects present the 
Russian/Soviet case as a worst-case scenario. Others are more careful to examine 
the Russian/Soviet experience in a comparative perspective.

In many of these global environmental histories focusing on the negative aspects, 
the authors do not know Russian and have relied on secondary literature available 
in English and other western European languages which are more widely known 
among Western scholars of global environmental history. To some extent, therefore, 
their interpretations are based not on original research and deep knowledge of the 
subject, but have perhaps been influenced, no doubt partly subconsciously, by long-
standing Western stereotypes of Russian ‘barbarity’ and ‘backwardness’ that were 
only exacerbated by the onset of Communist Party power after 1917 and the Cold 
War after 1945, and can all too readily be found in recent international media 
coverage of matters concerning Russia.16

Again, without wishing to imply criticism of authors who have sought to synthesise 
a wide range of literatures on a broad array of subjects and parts of the globe, 
a few examples can illustrate this trend. Clive Ponting’s Green History of the World 
(1991) included a standard statement of how rapid Soviet industrialisation, based 
on targets aimed to maximise output with little regard for the environment, had 
negative consequences, and took examples from the Soviet Union to support his 
interpretation of ‘The Environment and the Collapse of Major Civilizations’.17 
In his study of how societies choose to fail or succeed, informed by how they have 
used or abused the environment, Jared Diamond did not cover the Soviet Union in 
detail, but mentioned it in his wider analysis:

one of the main lessons to be learned from the collapse of the Maya, Anasazi, Easter 
Islanders, and those other past societies (as well as from the recent collapse of the 
Soviet Union) is that a society’s steep decline may begin only a decade or two after the 

16  For analyses of such perceptions, see Lloyd E. Berry and Robert O. Crummey, Rude and Barbarous Kingdom: 
Russia in the Accounts of Sixteenth-Century English Voyagers (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2012) 
[reprint: first published 1968]; Marshall T. Poe, ‘A People Born to Slavery’: Russia in Early Modern European 
Ethnography, 1476–1748 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The 
Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994); Martin 
Malia, Russia under Western Eyes: From the Bronze Horseman to the Lenin Mausoleum (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1999).
17  Clive Ponting, A New Green History of the World: The Environment and the Collapse of Great Civilizations, new 
revised ed. (London: Penguin, 2007), 358.
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society reaches its peak numbers, wealth, and power. In that respect, the trajectories of 
the societies that we have discussed are unlike the usual courses of individual human 
lives, which decline in a prolonged senescence. The reason is simple: maximum 
population, wealth, resource consumption, and waste production mean maximum 
environmental impact, approaching the limit where impact outstrips resources. 
On reflection, it’s no surprise that declines of societies tend to follow swiftly after 
their peaks.18

The recent Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, written mostly by American 
or American-educated or based scholars, does not do full justice to the complex 
entanglement of humans in the wider environment in the Russian/Soviet space. 
The index entries for ‘Russia’ and the ‘Soviet Union’ convey the extent and 
balance of the coverage of the world’s largest country: ‘Mongol invasion; plunder 
of natural resources in; private property in; Steppes, settlement of; environmental 
management lacking in; ideal masculine images in; nature protection in; weather 
modification in’.19 The essay on ‘The Politics of Nature’ by Frank Zelko sets out its 
stall unambiguously. The author wrote about the emergence of powerful, totalitarian 
states that controlled vast territories: the Soviets in Russia, the Nazis in Germany and 
Mao’s communists in China. He suggests: ‘There was little political space and few 
resources for the type of environmental management that was occurring in Western 
democracies.’ Further: ‘The Soviet and Chinese states were concerned with wringing 
natural resources and food from the land as quickly as possible, with little thought 
for conservation, let alone nature preservation, wildlife protection, or concerns 
about pollution.’ He noted that although there were a few environmentally-minded 
scientists in the Soviet Union, the situation in communist China was ‘similarly 
bleak’. He continued: ‘In both these states, environmental management, if one 
can call it that, was devoted to intensive exploitation regardless of the ecological 
and social costs.’ The author’s background as a historian of Greenpeace may have 
inclined him against large, authoritarian states.20 Elsewhere in the volume, however, 
James Morton Turner presents a more balanced discussion of nature protection in 
the Soviet Union in an essay rethinking American exceptionalism.21

A further explanation for the rather one-sided treatment of Russian/Soviet 
environmental history in global environmental histories, besides lack of linguistic 
skills to read Russian for research and inherent if sometimes unconscious bias, 
is that global environmental historians have engaged in a partial reading of specialist 

18  Jared Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (New York: Viking Penguin, 2005), 509.
19  Andrew C. Isenberg, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 774, 777.
20  Frank Zelko, ‘The Politics of Nature’, in The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, ed. Isenberg, 728, 
737 n.16.
21  James Morton Turner, ‘Rethinking American Exceptionalism’, in Isenberg, The Oxford Handbook of 
Environmental History, 291.
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works in English, and that some of this literature, especially early studies of the 
subject, present precisely the negative interpretation that has made its way into 
global environmental histories.

A major landmark in Western scholarship on Russian and Soviet environmental 
issues was the book by the American specialists Murray Feshbach and Alfred 
Friendly, Ecocide in the USSR: Health and Nature under Siege, published in 1992 in 
the immediate aftermath of the end of the Soviet Union.22 The book was a massive 
indictment of the mismanagement and abuse of the environment in the Soviet 
Union that had led to an ecological disaster—ecocide—which, in turn, had had 
a serious, negative influence on the health of the Soviet population, demonstrated by 
declining life expectancy. The book is a catalogue of waste, pollution, environmental 
and human health disasters, including the drying-up of the Aral Sea, factories 
pumping pollutants into the atmosphere of industrial areas such as Kemerovo in 
Siberia, and the escalating incidence of cancer and respiratory and digestive diseases. 
The authors traced the origins of the problem to Stalin’s Five-Year Plans and massive 
engineering projects that prioritised production targets over due care for the health 
of the environment and the population. At one point the authors went so far as to 
state that the Soviet Union experienced ‘ecocide by deliberate design’.23 They also 
argued that ecocide was a factor in the demise of the Soviet Union. Feshbach and 
Friendly did make comparative points: they pointed out that controls on pollution 
in the United States were much more effective than in the Soviet Union, but 
accepted that the United States had serious levels of pollution in some areas, and in 
cases was worse than the Soviet Union. But they did not sustain the comparison. 
The book was very influential. In the Environmental History Review, the prominent 
scholar Mark Tauger wrote:

While Ecocide in the USSR focuses on what may be the worst case of ‘ecocide’ in 
history, it serves as a warning of the threat that pollution and ecological disruption 
represent to human health in any political system. This book is essential reading for 
environmental and Soviet specialists. It could be used in a variety of environmental 
and general history classes.24

The legacy of Feshbach’s and Friendly’s interpretation and similar studies can be 
found in the treatment of Soviet environmental history in the works on global 
environmental history considered thus far.

The negative, declensionist interpretation of Soviet environmental history has also 
been presented effectively and to wider readerships by the American scholar Paul 
Josephson, whose long-standing expertise in the history of science and technology 

22  Murray Feshbach and Alfred Friendly, Ecocide in the USSR: Health and Nature under Siege (New York: Basic 
Books, 1992).
23  Feshbach and Friendly, Ecocide, 75.
24  Review by Mark B. Tauger, Environmental History Review 16, no. 3 (1992): 95–7. 
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in the Soviet Union has given him considerable insights into the subject. His essay, 
‘War on Nature as Part of the Cold War: The Strategic and Ideological Roots of 
Environmental Degradation in the Soviet Union’, opened a collection, edited by 
John McNeill and Corinna Unger, on the environmental history of the Cold War. 
Josephson’s position is clear: ‘The Soviet environmental legacy is fields of toxic 
waste’; the ‘war on nature’ in the Soviet Union was distinguished by interrelated 
political, economic and ideological factors; and the ‘assault’ was accelerated in the 
Cold War.25

The arguments presented by Josephson, Feshbach and Friendly, and others making 
a strong, negative case for the impact of Soviet economic policies on the environment 
that have made their way into global environmental histories are, it should be 
emphasised, legitimate and based on careful and rigorous research into an array of 
sources. It is not the purpose of this article to challenge their veracity. What may be 
questioned, however, is how far the Soviet experience was extreme, an outlier, or one 
part of a wider global experience of environmental degradation in industrialising 
and industrialised parts of the world.26 It may also be asked how far the negative 
interpretation of Soviet environmental disasters and degradation may realistically 
be presented as the most important or largest part of the environmental history of 
the territory of the Soviet state. Or are there other aspects that need to be presented 
to give a more balanced picture?27 Whatever answers may be given to these two 
questions, a third question that has recurred in the representation of Russian and 
Soviet environmental history in global environmental histories is the extent to which 
the Soviet experience was peculiar to the twentieth century, or whether it had deeper 
roots in Russian and Eurasian history. Possible answers to the first two questions will 
be suggested later in the analysis of more recent global histories. Regarding the third 
one, two major scholars with particular expertise on Russia whose work has reached 
global history audiences have made strong cases for longer-term origins of human-
induced environmental degradation in this part of the world dating back centuries.

David Christian, in his ‘Big History’, developed the earlier idea of ‘tribute-taking 
societies’, dating back to the fourth millennium BCE, in which ‘elite groups used 
force or the threat of force to control surplus resources’. Such societies, he argued, 
‘have been the most powerful and most visible communities for most of recorded 

25  Paul Josephson, ‘War on Nature as Part of the Cold War: The Strategic and Ideological Roots of Environmental 
Degradation in the Soviet Union’, in Environmental Histories of the Cold War, ed. J. R. McNeill and Corinna 
R. Unger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 21–50; quotations from 21, 22. Josephson presented 
a similar interpretation at much greater length in a co-authored environmental history of Russia that focused mostly 
on the Soviet period: Paul Josephson, Nicolai Dronin, Ruben Mnatsakanian, Aleh Cherp, Dmitry Efremenko, 
Vladislav Larin, An Environmental History of Russia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
26  Josephson himself considered Soviet environmental history in a comparative perspective in his Industrialized 
Nature: Brute Force Technology and the Transformation of the Natural World (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2002).
27  See Jonathan Oldfield, Julia Lajus and Denis J. B. Shaw, ‘Introduction’, in ‘Conceptualizing and Utilizing 
the Natural Environment: Critical Reflections from Imperial and Soviet Russia’, special issue, Slavonic and East 
European Review 93, no. 1 (2015): 1.
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history’. He went on to argue that many characteristics of traditional tributary 
empires survived in ‘great Communist empires of the twentieth century’. First in 
Russia, then in China, states with communist, anti-capitalist ideologies had to 
compete with capitalist states, but lacked the innovatory dynamism of capitalism. 
Communist states were better at mobilising resources than raising productivity 
through innovation, thus most of the increases in production were a result of 
coercive mobilisation of capital, raw materials and labour. The Soviet Union never 
caught up with the capitalist world, defied attempts at reform, eventually ran out 
of resources and collapsed.28

Working on the narrower temporal and spatial frameworks of the entire span 
of  Russia’s history, Douglas Weiner—one of the first American environmental 
historians of Russia—made a strong case for Russian/Soviet particularism over 
a long time period in an essay in a volume on the environment in world history. 
He referred to the Aral Sea, the Semipalatinsk nuclear testing site in Kazakhstan, 
and Chernobyl, amongst other sites of environmental disasters in Eurasia. Locating 
them in a longer-term context, he argued that Russian/Soviet environmental policy 
has been based on a long tradition of tribute-taking: ‘since the Mongol–Tatar 
invasion of the thirteenth century, and particularly with the rise and expansion of the 
Muscovite state and, later, the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, a succession 
of militarized, predatory tribute-taking regimes have dominated the Eurasian 
landmass.’ Weiner continued: ‘Unbounded by rule of law … these regimes saw the 
population and the land over which they ruled as a trove of resources to be mined 
for the rulers’ purposes’, which varied between regimes and included ‘defence of the 
true faith’, the ‘ingathering of the Russian ethnos’ and the ‘creation of a just, classless 
society’. ‘In pursuit of these purposes,’ Weiner argued, ‘Russia’s rulers have spared 
neither people nor land.’ This ‘predatory tribute-taking state’ has made the land 
mass ‘a treacherous patchwork quilt of poisoned lands … air … and water’. While 
his argument emphasised the ‘extremely serious’ environmental problems of this 
part of the world, he ended his essay by suggesting that we, i.e. Western scholars, 
‘take a look in the mirror, where the outlines of a sinister “convergence” have become 
distinctly more pronounced of late’.29 (Thus, Weiner raised, but did not address in 
this article, the comparative framework for analysing the environmental history of 

28  David Christian, Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History, with a new preface (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 2011) [1st ed. 2004], 278–82, 455–7. 
29  Douglas R. Weiner, ‘The Predatory Tribute-Taking State: A Framework for Understanding Russian Environmental 
History’, in The Environment and World History, ed. Edmund Burke III and Kenneth Pomeranz (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2009), 276–315, quotations from 276, 277. An earlier version of the essay appeared 
as ‘The Genealogy of the Soviet and Post-Soviet Landscape of Risk’, in Understanding Russian Nature: Representations, 
Values and Concepts, ed. Arja Rosenholm and Sari Autio-Sarasmo (Aleksanteri Papers, 4) ([Helsinki]: [Aleksanteri 
Institute, University of Helsinki], 2005): 209–36. The similarity with Christian’s argument seems a coincidence, as 
both were writing around the same time and did not cite each other in the original or later editions.
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the former Soviet lands.) One of the editors of the volume it appeared in, Kenneth 
Pomeranz, endorsed Weiner’s interpretation in his introduction to the volume, 
referring to ‘Russia’s tragic environmental history’.30

Weiner’s essay has become very influential in defining understandings of Russian/
Soviet environmental history in a wider, global context. It has been read as an 
authoritative or definitive summary of the topic. For example, in his review of the 
volume it appeared in, McNeill wrote: ‘There is as yet nothing else that I know 
of that synthesizes the environmental history of … Russia as well as …Weiner’s 
chapter.’31 McNeill reprinted it in an introductory reader on global environmental 
history he edited.32 Weiner may, however, have intended his essay to make a case 
for a particular interpretation to provoke discussion and debate as his wider body of 
scholarship on Russian and Soviet environmental history is more nuanced and has 
focused on the Russian and Soviet tradition of scientific nature protection, works 
that have also been cited in global environmental histories.

Weiner presented a more balanced, but still declensionist, view of Soviet 
environmental history in an essay in a volume on environmental activism around 
the globe, which included case studies from the United States, western Europe, 
Australia, China, India, Mexico and Brazil, as well as Russia. He opened his essay 
by noting the surprised reaction from academics and laypeople alike when they 
heard he had written two books on Soviet environmental activism: ‘Was there really 
an environmental movement in the Soviet Union?’ He presented his findings on 
how scientists and environmentalists tried to protect nature in the Soviet Union. 
He conceded that they were ‘not terribly influential or effective’, but concluded 
that environmental activists ‘created a bright haven in a gloom-washed land and set 
a standard of courageous collective behavior when that was a rarity’.33 Drawing on 
all the case studies from around the world, the introduction to the volume, however, 
argued that whereas in some societies, anti-modernists were able to shape a counter 
narrative that recast the terms of the debate about ‘progress’, or policies were 
introduced that ‘put a halt to unchecked development without prohibiting economic 
development’, on the other hand, the ‘most disastrous failures attributable to high-
modernist arrogance during the twentieth century occurred in the communist states’. 
Thus, for readers of this volume, the global comparative framework highlighted the 
importance of political systems, ideas and access to resources.34

30  Kenneth Pomeranz, ‘Introduction’, in Burke and Pomeranz, The Environment and World History, 27.
31  www.h-net.org/reviews/showpdf.php?id=26362, accessed August 2017.
32  Weiner, ‘Predatory Tribute-Taking State’, in Global Environmental History: An Introductory Reader, ed. J. R. 
McNeill and Alan Roe (London: Routledge, 2013), 283–319.
33  Douglas R. Weiner, ‘Environmental Activism in the Soviet Context: A Social Analysis’, in Shades of Green: 
Environmental Activism Around the Globe, ed. Christof Mauch, Nathan Stoltzfus and Douglas Weiner (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), 101–34. 
34  Mauch, Stoltzfus and Weiner, ‘Introduction’, in Mauch et al., Shades of Green, 1–9.
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In recent years several edited volumes on environmental history have been published 
that include essays by specialists on Russia and the Soviet Union that make 
contributions to our understanding of global environmental history, rather than 
seek mainly to explain what was, or may have been, peculiar to Russia. In an essay 
on ‘Russia and the Soviet Union’ in an encyclopedia of world environmental history, 
Weiner, again, presented a more balanced assessment than his more polemical piece 
on tribute-taking states. He considered the landscape and natural resources, and 
how they have been used since early modern times, pioneering Russian scientific 
research on nature protection from the late nineteenth century and its development 
and application in the Soviet period, as well as Soviet economic development 
and its impact on the environment. His conclusion balanced ‘success stories’ of 
environmental restoration against the customary list of disasters, but argued that the 
latter outweighed the former.35

The location of Weiner’s essays in volumes with global coverage has allowed the 
Russian/Soviet experience to form part of wider analyses, highlighting both 
the widespread view of the particularly harmful impact of economic policies of 
communist states, China as well as Russia, but also other aspects of the story, such 
as the long history of nature conservation based on scientific ideas in Russia.

The emergence of more balanced interpretations

While some studies by individual specialists on Russia that have come to the 
attention of global environmental historians have presented a particular, and 
largely negative, interpretation that has reverberated in wider histories, the cause 
of presenting a more balanced interpretation of Russian and Soviet environmental 
history has been better served by some of our leading environmental historians 
(although some have occasionally revealed surprise that there may be more ‘positive’ 
aspects to the story) writing at the start of the present millennium as memories 
of the Soviet Union were starting to recede into history.

The author of a major study of world environmental history in the twentieth century, 
McNeill, included many examples from the Russian and Soviet states, as well as 
much of the rest of the world, to support his conclusion that ‘to an unprecedented 
degree humankind in this [i.e. the twentieth] century has … refashioned the earth’s 
air, water, soil, and biosphere’. He included a familiar list of Soviet environmental 
impacts and catastrophes, such as the industrial pollution of the land, water and air; 
space junk; big dams; the desiccation of the Aral Sea; soil erosion as a result of the 
Virgin Lands Programme on the semi-arid steppe of Kazakhstan and elsewhere in 

35  Douglas R. Weiner, ‘Russia and the Soviet Union’, in Encyclopedia of World Environmental History, ed. Shepherd 
Krech III, John R. McNeill and Carolyn Merchant (New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 3:1074–80.
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the 1950s; Soviet whaling from the 1940s; the Chernobyl explosion; and the threat 
to Lake Baikal.36 However, he presented balanced interpretations of the contribution 
of the Soviet Union to the refashioning of the environment. He noted the success 
of Soviet public health programmes between the mid-1920s and 1970s, which he 
attributed to the Soviet Union as a ‘well-ordered society’. He offered an instructive 
conclusion, and one that showed his own preconceptions, concerning the US and 
Soviet governments’ respective responses to scientific studies in the 1960s that 
revealed the health hazards of leaded gasoline. In the United States, the automotive 
and chemical industries prevented laws regulating it until the 1970s, but ‘[s]imilar 
findings in the USSR resulted in a ban on leaded gasoline in major cities in 1967, 
a rare instance of the Soviet Union leading the world to a healthier environment’. 
Elsewhere, McNeill noted: ‘Geopolitical anxiety or ambition in particular helped 
spur Germany, Japan, Russia, China, Brazil and other polities to industrialize as 
quickly as possible, almost regardless of the consequences.’ The  results were air 
pollution and violence, and the lives and health of millions were sacrificed in the 
‘national interest’. Economic growth, he pointed out, was pursued by communists, 
nationalists and capitalists. He offered an insightful conclusion on the environmental 
impact of the autarchic economic policies pursued by the vast communist states 
of the Soviet Union and China, explaining how by combining all main areas of 
economic activity inside their borders, rather than relying on international trade 
for some of them, they suffered environmental degradation of their air, water and 
land. In poorer countries, in which he included Russia, he noted that environmental 
protection laws existed only on paper.37 Overall, therefore, McNeill offered a 
balanced if more negative interpretation of the role of the Russian and Soviet lands 
in the environmental history of the twentieth-century world.

In his ambitious and widely used environmental history of the world, Donald 
Hughes selected his case studies from around the globe. The study he took from 
Russia or the Soviet Union came, perhaps not surprisingly, in his section on 
‘Modern Environmental Problems’: the disturbing consequences of the Chernobyl 
nuclear power plant explosion on the health of the population of the nearby region 
of Bryansk. He referred to other examples of Soviet environmental disasters, or near-
disasters, such as the drying-up of the Aral Sea after water from the rivers feeding it 
were used for irrigation, the plan to divert rivers from Siberia and the Far North to 
replenish it, which was cancelled after protests from scientists, and the threat to the 
pristine waters of Lake Baikal from industrial pollution. He took care, however, to 
locate examples of human impact on the environment in the Soviet Union, such as the 
construction of high dams, deforestation, acid rain or factory fishing, in comparison 
with similar cases elsewhere in the world. He concluded that in Russia after the 

36  J. R. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth Century World 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 26, 29–30, 32, 59, 86, 89, 115–16, 150, 162–6, 214–15, 240–2, 312–13, 330.
37  McNeill, Something New, 200, 204, 62, 116, 324, 333–4, 343.
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Bolshevik revolution, it might have been expected that environmental conditions 
would be better than in the capitalist world, since Marxist and socialist theory 
taught that nature be managed for the benefit of society. ‘In reality,’ he concluded, 
‘economic and political priorities took the upper hand, since Soviet planners insisted 
that socialism should out produce capitalism.’ He continued: ‘In practice, Russia 
and other communist states devastated the environment in a race for higher levels of 
production. Their record was at least as bad as that of the capitalist countries, if not 
as far-reaching.’ While focusing on environmental degradation in the Russian and 
Soviet lands, Hughes nevertheless reached a balanced view in his global perspective, 
rather than a blanket condemnation. He also noted that observations from space 
since the launch of the first Soviet satellite, Sputnik, in 1957 had contributed to an 
awareness of climate change.38

At around the same time as McNeill and Hughes were writing, German scholar 
Joachim Radkau produced a global history of the environment that stretched far 
back in time as well as around the globe. He included several examples from Russia/
the Soviet Union in a global, comparative perspective. For example, he compared 
extensive and wasteful cultivation of land until it was exhausted in the Russian 
Empire with analogous practices in North America. Most of his examples from 
Russia were from the twentieth century. He wrote about ‘colonial style’ treatment of 
the environment in Central Asia and other outlying parts of the Soviet Union under 
Khrushchev in the 1950s and early 1960s. His account included the customary list 
of environmental disasters, real and potential: the Aral Sea, the aborted river diversion 
scheme, pollution of Lake Baikal, Chernobyl, and also the Soviet part in global 
phenomena, such as dam construction. In placing Soviet environmental history in 
a global perspective, like other scholars, he concluded that the Soviet ambition of 
overtaking the West led to environmental degradation, including ruthless treatment 
of the soil. He added, however, that this was in spite of pioneering Russian research 
on erosion control. He also noted that the ‘Soviet Union was … the first country 
where nature protection sought to avail itself of the authority of science’. He perhaps 
betrayed his preconceived ideas, however, by including the words ‘surprisingly 
enough’ in the middle of this sentence.39

A global study of environmentalism by the Indian scholar Ramachandra Guha 
devoted a chapter to ‘socialism and environmentalism’. Drawing in particular on 
the monographs by Weiner, Guha contrasted Soviet Marxist indifference to nature 
and the desire to exploit natural resources for economic growth with the growth of 
the scientific conservation movement in the Soviet Union in the 1920s. He argued 

38  J. Donald Hughes, An Environmental History of the World: Humankind’s Changing Role in the Community 
of Life, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2009) [1st ed. 2001], 206–12, 156, 160, 188, 191, 192, 
231, 259. 
39  Joachim Radkau, Nature and Power: A Global History of the Environment (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008) [first published in German in 2002, but revised for translation], 183, 184, 254, 256, 257, 271–2, 275.
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that the Russian scientific understanding of protected areas (zapovedniki) was ‘more 
sophisticated’ than in the United States, where national parks had been established 
for ‘cultural and nationalist reasons’. In line with conventional narratives, Guha 
argued that Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan of 1928–32 for industrial and agricultural 
development signalled the ‘demise of Soviet environmentalism’. The expression 
of environmentalist views was sharply curtailed as economics trumped nature 
protection. The greater openness under Gorbachev in the late 1980s allowed the 
emergence of a new environmentalism and protests against the consequences of 
unchecked industrialisation, the pollution of Lake Baikal and environmental 
disasters such as Chernobyl. Guha’s chapter on socialism also included discussion 
of China and eastern Europe in similar terms.40

Longer-term perspectives

While the studies by McNeill, Hughes, Radkau and Guha gave more balanced 
assessments of Russian and Soviet environmental history than the other accounts 
discussed earlier, the more negative elements reflected the emphasis on the 
twentieth century by all four authors. On the other hand, global environmental 
historians who have taken a longer-term perspective and, perhaps significantly, have 
availed themselves of expertise on Russian environmental history, have presented 
interpretations that view Russia as part of wider, global processes, rather than as an 
example of ‘exceptionalism’ in which the environment has suffered particularly badly.

Taking pride of place in this regard, and setting a very high standard for such studies, 
John F. Richards wrote an excellent analysis of the ‘environmental history of the 
early modern world’, from 1500 to 1800, through the lens of a series of case studies 
of expanding frontiers that allowed humans to use more land and natural resources. 
The book is truly global in scope, with case studies of Taiwan, China, Japan, the 
‘British Isles’, South Africa, the West Indies, Mexico, Brazil, eastern North America 
and the seas and oceans. Richards included studies of frontier settlement in Russia, 
in particular the forest-steppe and steppe, and of the hunt for furs in Siberia. 
Although he relied on works in English and other western European languages, 
he took the trouble to consult specialists on each of the regions he selected for his 
case studies, including Russia and Siberia. These two case studies present a picture 
of interaction between peoples, environments, states and neighbouring states. The 
notion of environmental determinism that has underlain, and misdirected, many 
older studies of the Russian lands was not mentioned. He discussed human impact 
on the environment throughout the book, and did not make, or consider, a case 
for Russian exceptionalism. In his conclusion, he described trends across Eurasia, 

40  Ramachandra Guha, Environmentalism: A Global History (New York: Longman, 2000), 125–37.
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and did not single out Russia. Rather, the exceptions he noted were changes in 
the conservation of resources in Tokugawa Japan and moves to new sources of 
energy in parts of north-western Europe. One of many advantages of Richards’ 
global perspective is that it drew attention not to alleged ‘backwardness’ or misuse 
of resources in some parts of the world, such as Russia, but instead to regions in east 
Asia and north-western Europe where there were changes that were exceptions to 
much of the rest of the world.41

There are a few other examples of such global studies that consider examples from 
Russia and the Soviet Union in a balanced manner. Stephen Mosley’s concise book 
on the environment in world history, that covers a much longer period of time 
than Richards in a much shorter space, simply includes examples from Russia in 
discussions of wider trends, and not as examples of egregious mismanagement 
of resources.42 Martin Rudwick’s analysis of the discovery of earth’s deep history 
acknowledges the important contributions by Russian and Chinese scientists’ studies 
of fossils in Siberia and China from the 1970s in understanding the Cambrian 
‘explosion’ of life.43

When the environmental history of Russia is presented over a longer time period, 
not focusing mainly on the Soviet period, then a different picture emerges: not 
of exceptionalism, which may in part have been fuelled by preconceptions, but as 
part of wider, longer-term, global developments. Thus, the phases of writing about 
Russian environmental history mirror phases two and three in John MacKenzie’s 
interpretation of writing on environmental history from an ‘apocalyptic approach’ 
to a new ‘perspective school’ with longer time frames.44

The integration of different voices from specialist 
Russian environmental historians in global 
environmental history

While Weiner and Josephson, two of the first American specialists on Russian 
environmental history, served for a long time as the face of the subject to the wider 
world of global environmental historians, their interpretations—which are entirely 
legitimate—have emphasised the negative, declensionist, side of the story that has to 
a large extent shaped wider understandings of the complex entanglement between 

41  John F. Richards, The Unending Frontier: An Environmental History of the Early Modern World (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2003).
42  Stephen Mosley, The Environment in World History (London: Routledge, 2010).
43  Martin J. S. Rudwick, Earth’s Deep History: How it was Discovered and Why it Matters (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2014), 277.
44  John M. MacKenzie, Empires of nature and the nature of empires: Imperialism, Scotland and the environment: the 
Callander lectures, delivered in the University of Aberdeen, 2–7 November 1995 (East Linton: Tuckwell, 1997).
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people and the non-human world in this part of the globe. Both, moreover, have 
worked mostly on the Soviet period, for which the negative interpretation may well 
be most appropriate. Weiner, moreover, read back from the twentieth century to 
construct a longer-term negative interpretation. A significant step forward in the 
presentation of differing and competing interpretations has been the integration of 
more specialists on Russian environmental history with different voices in global 
environmental histories. It is significant, moreover, that these newer spokespeople 
on Russia to global environmental historians have tended to be specialists on earlier 
periods or longer time frames. It is extremely important, furthermore, that some 
Russian-trained Russian scholars with international experience, knowledge of the 
wider literature, and command of English are contributing to global studies. It is 
also worth pointing out that while environmental historians elsewhere in the world 
have not rushed to study Russian environmental history, specialists in the field in 
Russia have endeavoured to read, and to publish in Russian translations, some of the 
works of leading environmental historians from other parts of the globe.45

In a multi-volume global history of water from ancient times to the present, two 
Saint Petersburg-based scholars contributed an essay on the significance of the River 
Neva in the history of their home city and country. Their essay considered the role of 
the river and the transport infrastructure it provided in the decision to locate a city 
in the extreme north-west of Russia, the river’s influence on the spatial organisation 
of the city, and obstacles to the city’s construction presented by the river, such as 
frequent floods. The authors concluded not that humans had ‘conquered’ and 
degraded the river, but that ‘people learned to live near the Neva River using its 
resources and trying to escape its potential threats’, and that the ‘Neva, a wild and 
self-willed river, became [an] inalienable part of the regular and predictable everyday 
life of millions of people’.46 The editors’ introduction, moreover, presented their 
study of the Neva as ‘telling a similar story’ to studies of the River Edo in the Kanto 
region of Japan and the rivers flowing into the lagoon at Venice; in other words, 
a case study in Russia as part of a global story, not an example of exceptionalism.47

In contrast to the environmental histories of European colonialism and imperialism 
referred to above that focused on the overseas colonies of western Europe’s maritime 
empires, one such volume did include an essay on a part of Russia’s land empire. 
Julia Lajus contributed—or perhaps more importantly was invited to contribute—
an essay on the ‘Colonization of the Russian North’ to a volume on ‘cultivating the 

45  See the collection of Russian translations of essays by scholars such as John McNeill, William Cronon and 
Alfred Crosby: Chelovek i priroda: ekologicheskaia istoriia, ed. Daniel Aleksandrov, Frants-Iosef Briffemaier and Iu. 
Laius (St Petersburg: Aleteiia, 2008).
46  Alexei Kraikovsky and Julia Lajus, ‘The Neva as a Metropolitan River of Russia: Environment, Economy and 
Culture’, in A History of Water, vol. 2: Rivers and Society: From Early Civilizations to Modern Times, ed. Terie Tvedt 
and Richard Coopey (London: I.B. Tauris, 2010), 343–68.
47  Terie Tvedt and Richard Coopey, ‘A “Water Systems” Perspective on History’, in Tvedt and Coopey, A History 
of Water, 2:18.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 2, 2017

48

colonies’. In her introduction, the editor remarked: ‘Turning to a very different part 
of the world’, Lajus’s essay ‘reminds us that the reach of colonialism extended not 
just to the temperate and tropical regions but northward to the Arctic and subarctic 
ones as well’. The editor, however, continued that the essay ‘brings an unexpected 
part of the globe under the consideration of colonial history’, suggesting that the 
environmental history of Russian colonialism was still seen as an outlier to global 
environmental histories of imperialism.48 To the best of the author of this article’s 
knowledge, moreover, it is the only such volume on the environmental history 
of European colonialism and imperialism to include the Russian Empire. Other 
promising approaches to integrating the environmental history of Russia into global 
environmental histories are to take a comparative perspective, comparing similar 
environmental regions in different parts of the world, and a transnational approach 
considering exchanges between such regions.49

Conclusion

For too long, ‘global environmental history’ has not been truly ‘global’, but has 
been shaped by the perspectives, worldviews and linguistic skills of its practitioners, 
who have generally, but not solely, been based in the Anglophone world. Important 
exceptions considered here have been the books by Radkau, a German scholar, 
which is available in English translation, and the Indian scholar Guha. The former 
follows the Western-centric agendas of his Anglophone counterparts. The latter is 
more distinctive, and forms part of the major contribution by South Asian scholars 
to postcolonial understandings of global history. Moreover, and importantly from 
the perspective of this essay, in recent years, books and edited collections on global 
environmental history have started to pay more attention to Russia and the Soviet 
Union, and to present different, more balanced and broader interpretations of 
aspects of their environmental history that complement and supplement the more 
‘traditional’ emphasis on the environmental damage caused by the Soviet state. 
In part this has been because such histories have looked back over longer time periods, 
and in part because more Russian environmental historians with an international 
outlook have contributed to such global studies. A key to understanding why this 
has taken so long is that environmental history in Russia and of Russia, to use 

48  Karen Oslund, ‘Getting Our Hands Dirty’, in Christina Folke Ax, Niels Brimnes, Niklas Thode Jensen 
and Karen Oslund, Cultivating the Colonies: Colonial States and their Environmental Legacies (Athens, OH: Ohio 
University Press, 2011), 7–8; Julia Lajus, ‘Colonization of the Russian North: A Frozen Frontier’, in Ax et  al., 
Cultivating the Colonies, 164–90.
49  See, for example, David Moon, ‘The Grasslands of North America and Russia’, in A Companion to Global 
Environmental History, ed. J. R. McNeill and Erin Stewart Maudlin (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 247–62; 
David Moon, ‘In the Russians’ Steppes: The Introduction of Russian Wheat on the Great Plains of the United 
States of America’, Journal of Global History 3 (2008): 203–25, doi.org/10.1017/s1740022808002611 (Russian 
translation: ‘Introduktsiia russkoi pshenitsy na Velikikh Ravninakh Soedinennykh Shtatov Ameriki’, Amerikanskii 
Ezhegodnik (2011): 161–76).
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Lajus’s phrase, developed more slowly than in some other parts of the world, in 
particular the United States.50 The reasons for this include different academic and 
disciplinary traditions in the Russian academic world, which have left a relatively 
limited space for environmental history to develop. Outside Russia, moreover, fewer 
scholars know, or have the opportunity to learn, Russian than other European or 
global languages, thus restricting the numbers that can read the specialist literature, 
undertake archival research and conduct interviews.51

The relatively slow development of the environmental history of Russia led to the 
persistence of views that little had been done on the subject. As recently as 2008, 
Radkau could write that ‘Russian environmental history is still largely unexplored. 
This is paradoxical, since Russian science was a global leader in soil research far 
into the Soviet period’.52 Two years later, McNeill stated that ‘Russia’ was one of 
the ‘geographic areas that, at present, [is] least well represented in the literature on 
environmental history’. He continued that it offered ‘dramatic opportunities’ for 
scholars.53 This may be contrasted with the earlier integration of the environmental 
history of another vast Eurasian state—China—into global environmental history. 
A possible explanation is the availability in English of major syntheses of Chinese 
environmental history. Mark Elvin’s ambitious The Retreat of the Elephants, covering 
three millennia of China’s environmental history, appeared in 2004.54 More recently, 
Robert Marks emphasised that his study of Chinese environmental history over 
the long term told ‘a story that needs to be told, and understood, because of its 
profound implication not only for China but also for the world’.55 Notwithstanding 
the endeavours of environmental historians of Russia and the Soviet Union, we are 
still waiting for a similarly accessible, ambitious and long-term study of their part 
of the world.

Over the last decade and half, however, environmental historians working in Russia 
and neighbouring countries, and on Russia around the world, have been catching up 
with their counterparts researching the environmental history of elsewhere on the 
globe. Participation by Russian environmental historians at the biennial conferences 
of the European Society for Environmental History (ESEH) has been increasing. 
At the 2017 conference in Zagreb, Croatia, there were 19 delegates from the Russian 

50  Julia Lajus, ‘Russian Environmental History: A Historiographical Review’, in The Great Convergence: 
Environmental Histories of BRICS, ed. S. Ravi Rajan and Lise Sedrez (Oxford University Press, forthcoming). I am 
grateful to Dr Lajus for allowing me to see her forthcoming chapter.
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for Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies, July 2015’. iseees.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/u4/FINAL-
ASEEES-assessment-report.pdf.
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53  J. R. McNeill, ‘The State of the Field of Environmental History’, Annual Review of Environment and Resources 
35 (2010): 366.
54  Mark Elvin, The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History of China (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2004).
55  Robert B. Marks, China: Its Environment and History (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), 7.
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Federation and Russians constituted the fourth-largest national group.56 These 
scholars are producing interesting work and also participating in international, and 
global, networks. The greater integration of Russian environmental historians into 
international organisations may be illustrated by Lajus, of the Higher School of 
Economics in Saint Petersburg, who served as vice-president of the ESEH from 
2011 to 2015.57 There are now an expanding number of environmental historians 
in and of Russia, and a rich and growing literature on these lands and adjoining 
seas and oceans. This literature addresses many issues of interest to environmental 
historians around the world, from environmental protection and conservation, as 
well as pollution and degradation, to sustainable practices in agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting, and cultural representations of landscapes. These and other 
works should, in time, be incorporated into global environmental histories and 
contribute to the further development of our understandings of the environmental 
history of the globe. Future global environmental histories should demonstrate the 
various and contrasting parts that have been played in it by the immense lands that 
have been ruled by Russia.58

56  ICEHO Bulletin 13 (July 2017): 6. docs.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=http://eseh.org/wp-content/uploads/
ICEHO-Bulletin-13-Final.pdf, accessed August 2017.
57  eseh.org/about-eseh/board/pastboards/board-2013-2015, accessed August 2017.
58  Given the growing number of studies of Russian and Soviet environmental history, it would be unfair to single 
out a few examples. Instead, readers are referred to a number of recent articles surveying the field; for example: Andy 
Bruno, ‘Russian Environmental History: Directions and Potentials’, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian 
History 8, no. 3 (2007): 635–50, doi.org/10.1353/kri.2007.0031; Brian Bonhomme, ‘Writing the Environmental 
History of the World’s Largest State: Four Decades of Scholarship on Russia and the USSR’, Global Environment 12 
(2013): 12–37, doi.org/10.3197/ge.2013.061202; Randall Dills, ‘Forest and Grassland: Recent Trends in Russian 
Environmental History’, Global Environment 12 (2013): 38–61, doi.org/10.3197/ge.2013.061203; Stephen Brain, 
‘The Environmental History of the Soviet Union’, in McNeill and Mauldin, A Companion to Global Environmental 
History, 222–43; Stephen Brain, ‘The Environmental History of Russia’, Oxford Research Encyclopedias, 
published online November 2017, oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-
9780199389414-e-355; and Lajus, ‘Russian Environmental History’. For a bibliography of nearly 500 items 
in  English on the topic, see: www.zotero.org/groups/271874/russian_environmental_history, accessed August 
2017. A network of scholars from Russian, British and American universities participated in a three-year project 
(2013–16) ‘Exploring Russia’s Environmental History and Natural Resources’ funded by the Leverhulme Trust: 
www.york.ac.uk/history/research/majorprojects/russiasenvironmentalhistory, accessed August 2017.

http://docs.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=http://eseh.org/wp-content/uploads/ICEHO-Bulletin-13-Final.pdf
http://docs.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=http://eseh.org/wp-content/uploads/ICEHO-Bulletin-13-Final.pdf
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http://doi.org/10.3197/ge.2013.061202
http://doi.org/10.3197/ge.2013.061203
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Abstract
This article presents an intensive original analysis of the history of the first deliberate 
transportations of non-domesticated European predators into southern New Zealand 
during the second half of the nineteenth century. It was part of one of the world’s 
first large-scale attempts to use alien carnivores as agents of biological control 
against a major vertebrate pest. In response to serious pasture damage in Southland 
and Otago by European rabbits, and the consequent decline in the value of wool 
exports, tens of thousands of the rabbits’ ‘natural enemies’, semi-tame ferrets, 
and pet cats collected from cities, were liberated on the worst-affected pastoral 
land, followed by wild-captured stoats and weasels. Against strong and repeated 
protests, at least 7,838 stoats and weasels were imported from Britain in at least 
25 shipments between 1883 and 1892. The total cost over the decade was probably 
at least NZ$1–2 million in today’s money, with no effect on the numbers of rabbits. 
The historic details of the mustelid introductions, never previously assembled, cast an 
unconventional light on an old story, concerning how powerful economic interests and 
dominant cultural assumptions determine official policy, with implications for thinking 
about contemporary ecological globalisation. 

Keywords: biological invasions, New Zealand, rabbits, animal translocations, stoats, 
weasels, British imperialism, settler colonialism

Introduction

The term ‘Anthropocene’ summarises a cascade of dramatic social, cultural and 
economic changes around the globe over the last few hundred years. Colonial 
governments established via imperial expansion from western Europe assumed they 
had the power and authority to reshape nature to their own needs. The drastic 
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transformation of the New Zealand landscape during the nineteenth century 
was part of the consequences of this wider movement,1 but pioneer expectations 
were often confounded. Rural settlers had to deal with the capacity of their new 
environment to ‘throw up surprise after surprise’.2 As the historian Thomas Dunlap 
put it so well, ‘The colonists spoke of conquest and command, but they learned 
to obey’.3 

As in England, but much more rapidly,4 native ecosystems were disrupted and 
replaced with ‘improved’ vegetation and imported animals. The contributions of 
the humanities toward understanding how this process unfolded in New Zealand 
are generally concerned with how Victorian assumptions of humanity’s right to 
exert control over nature was challenged by contact with reality.5 Whilst the often 
unexpected doleful consequences are well recognised in the historical literature, 
few analyses of it have examined in any detail the organisation and catastrophic 
biological consequences of the deliberate introductions of mustelids to New Zealand 
to control rabbits. 

The key questions in this context are: why did New Zealand’s colonial government 
pursue this policy even against well-informed objections?; what can be learned from 
nineteenth-century experience of well-intentioned but naïve attempts to manipulate 
natural biological processes?; and are we coming to terms with the consequences?6

The historian Paul Star summarised the double significance of environmental history 
as a tool that helps not only those who try to understand the past, but also those 
responsible for managing the future.7 Nowhere does that idea apply more cogently 
than to the current aspiration to make New Zealand predator-free by 2050.8 Two of 
the introduced species specifically targeted by this plan, the Australian brush-tail 
possum (Trichosurus vulpecula) and the stoat (Mustela erminea), were brought in 

1  Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986); Thomas R. Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora: Environment and history in the United 
States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Robert Peden, Making 
Sheep Country: Mt Peel station and the transformation of the tussock lands (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 
2011); Peter Holland, Home in the howling wilderness (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2013); E. Pawson 
and A. A. Christensen, ‘Landscapes of the Anthropocene: From dominion to dependence?’, in Rethinking invasion 
ecologies from the environmental humanities, ed. J. Frawley and I. McCalman (London: Routledge, 2014), 64–83.
2  Holland, Home in the howling wilderness, 139.
3  Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora, 73.
4  E. Pawson and T. Brooking, eds., Environmental histories of New Zealand (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 2002).
5  H. Ritvo, ‘Going Forth and Multiplying: Animal Acclimatization and Invasion’, Environmental History 17 
(2012): 404–14.
6  Paraphrased from Pawson and Christensen, ‘Landscapes of the Anthropocene: From dominion to dependence?’, 
64–5.
7  P. Star, ‘“Nature’s Trump Card”: Confronting the rabbit problem in southern New Zealand, 1867–1897’, 
ENNZ: Environment and Nature in New Zealand 1 (2006): 3–9.
8  B. Owens, ‘The Big Cull: Can New Zealand pull off an audacious plan to get rid of invasive predators by 
2050?’, Nature 541 (2017): 148–50; J. C. Russell et al., ‘Predator-Free New Zealand: Conservation Country’, 
BioScience 65 (2015): 520–5, doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biv012.
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deliberately, repeatedly, and with great care, yet have created the very opposite 
of the economic benefits they were confidently expected to bring. So also was 
the European rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus), which in its time became the most 
devastating vertebrate pest in New Zealand’s short history of agriculture, although 
in most places it is less so now than it was. The time is right for a closer look at how 
these surprising contradictions evolved.

Setting the scene

The environmental effects of European activities on the New Zealand native biota 
were recognised but often dismissed9 on the grounds that the endemic trees, birds, 
lizards and insects were already doomed to extinction. Charles Darwin himself saw, 
as early as 1835, that ‘The endemic productions of New Zealand, for instance, are 
perfect one compared with another; but they are now rapidly yielding before the 
advancing legions of plants and animals introduced from Europe’.10 And not only 
from there. As acclimatisation progressed, many species came from Asia, especially 
India11 and China.12 

Hardly surprising, then, that among the busy work of converting what the early 
settlers thought of as an empty landscape into productive farms, some also seized 
the opportunity to establish new and liberal opportunities for sport hunting and 
fishing. They not only worked hard to take advantage of the last large land area in 
the world still not colonised by Europeans in the early nineteenth century;13 they 
also populated the forests, grasslands and alpine heights with game mammals and 
birds (deer, chamois, Himalayan tahr, wallabies, hares, wild rabbits, pheasants, quail 
and partridges) and the rivers with fish (trout and salmon), so that the colonists 
could enjoy free access to the field sports that were restricted to wealthy landowners 
back Home.14 New Zealand was not the only recipient of wholesale acclimatisation 
fever, but it remains one of the more extreme examples.15 

One of the most enthusiastic proponents of the acclimatisation of game species 
during the 1860s was Francis Dyer Rich, owner of Bushey Park near Palmerston, 
Otago (Figure 1). Rich was a keen supporter of acclimatisation, except of wild 

9  Holland, Home in the howling wilderness, Chap. 4.
10  Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species (London: Folio Society, 2006) [reprint of 1st edition of 1859], 160.
11  James Beattie, ‘Plants, Animals and Environmental Transformation: Indian–New Zealand Biological and 
Landscape Connections, 1830s–1890s’, in The East India Company and the Natural World, ed. V. Damodaran, 
A. Winterbottom and A. Lester (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 219–48.
12  James Beattie, ‘Acclimatisation and the “Europeanisation” of New Zealand, 1830s–1920s?’, Environment and 
Nature in New Zealand 3 (2008): 1–12.
13  Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora.
14  R. M. McDowall, Gamekeepers for the nation: The story of New Zealand’s Acclimatisation Societies 1861–1990 
(Christchurch: Canterbury University Press, 1994), 36.
15  Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora; McDowall, Gamekeepers for the nation, 36.
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rabbits; rather, Rich imported deer, pheasants and hares in order to make his estate 
into a paradise for sportsmen, mainly fellow members of the Dunedin Club and 
of the local business hierarchy.16

In early 1880 two English gentlemen, Samuel Grant of Healing, and John S. Foster 
of Ludborough (Figure 1, inset), made a study tour of the farming districts of both 
main islands, on behalf of Lincolnshire tenant farmers considering emigration as 
an escape from increasingly difficult conditions at home.17 From their descriptions, 
one of the settlers who hosted them during their tour of the South Island, on an 
unnamed estate near Palmerston, was probably Rich.

The English visitors did not mention rabbits at all until they got to Southland, 
where they admitted that rabbits were becoming a serious nuisance. Nevertheless, 
they concluded that the prospects of New Zealand as a profitable site for emigration 
were very favourable: ‘The run-holders have, in times past, made very large sums 
of money, and no doubt will continue to do so …’18

Grant and Foster underestimated the damage already being caused by wild European 
rabbits19 and causing serious alarm to runholders near their early liberation sites in 
Southland,20 Marlborough and Hawke’s Bay (Figure 1). By the early 1880s, the 
devastation wrought by wild rabbits across Southland and Otago was forcing many 
formerly wealthy runholders into bankruptcy.21 After such a promising start, the 
speed and consequences of the rabbit invasion took everyone by surprise.22

The idea of ‘natural enemies’

Modern readers accustomed to contemporary ecological principles tend not to 
appreciate why the European migrants were so astonished by this turn of events. 
In Europe at the time, human conceptions of the relationships between people 

16  F. R. J. Sinclair, ‘High Street Quaking: A history of Dunedin’s “Inner Circle”’ (PhD diss., University of 
Otago, 1996).
17  Samuel Grant and John S. Foster, New Zealand: A Report on its Agricultural Conditions and Prospects (London: 
G. Street, 1880).
18  Grant and Foster, New Zealand, 72, 76.
19  Grant and Foster’s report was sponsored by the colonial government, with whom they negotiated a ‘special 
settlement’ for purchase of land provided they brought in a certain number of Lincolnshire farmers as permanent 
settlers. See Minister for Immigration, ‘Messrs Grant and Foster’s Special settlement at Te Aroha’, Appendix to the 
Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR) D–3 (Wellington: Government Printer, 1881). One cannot help 
wondering if one or other of the parties had some vested interest in underplaying the threat from the rabbit 
invasion. The deal fell through, and Grant was bankrupted in 1884. See ‘The bankruptcy of a Lincolnshire farmer 
and land speculator’, Thames Advertiser, 6 May 1884.
20  J. L. C. Richardson and W. H. Pearson, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance in Southland’, AJHR H–10 (1876).
21  Sinclair, ‘High Street Quaking’.
22  J. A. Gibb and J. M. Williams, ‘The rabbit in New Zealand’, in The European Rabbit: The History and Biology 
of a Successful Colonizer, ed. H. V. Thompson and C. M. King (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 158–204.
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and nature were very different from now. From the time of the ancient Greeks, 
the universal assumption was that life on Earth has both balance and purpose.23 
‘Balance’ was variously defined as a stable state of nature, steadily maintained by the 
interactions between natural communities and their environment. This reassuring 
stability was seen as the result of the long-term coexistence of native species all 
keeping each other in check. In this view, disturbances to this mutual harmony, 
such as a short-term outbreak of caterpillars, would be soon corrected by increased 
attention from their natural enemies, caterpillar-eating birds.

In Europe, rabbits and their predators (stoats, weasels, polecats and foxes, crows 
and raptors) have co-evolved a set of mutually adaptive population dynamics and 
flexible behaviour that allow long-term coexistence at landscape scale. So the obvious 
answer to the question of why rabbits suddenly became so much more abundant in 
New Zealand than in Europe was that rabbits in New Zealand had been imported 
without their natural enemies.24 Natural enemies kill rabbits; too many rabbits 
meant not enough natural enemies; this seemed to be a problem with a simple and 
obvious solution. Rabbits free of any restraints had disturbed the balance of nature, 
so an organised, large-scale importation and release of stoats would soon restore it.25 
The colonists reasoned that, since killing individuals reduced their numbers, killing 
enough of them would get rid of the problem,26 much as English gamekeepers had 
long-established methods of managing threats to managed game birds on shooting 
estates.27 No one at the time understood why the diversity of pastoral environments 
in New Zealand made the problem much more complicated than that.28

The assumption that natural enemies can and do control the numbers of their 
prey was then universally believed, and can be true, provided the two have roughly 
matching reproductive rates. The famous case of how imported natural enemies 
saved the citrus orchards of California from pest insects was being celebrated at 
about the same time (1888) as the Otago runholders were agitating to import more 
mustelids into New Zealand.29 The problem is, as John Kricher points out, since our 
actions are largely determined by what we believe about the way nature works, there 
will be serious consequences if what we believe is wrong.30

23  J. Kricher, The Balance of Nature: ecology’s enduring myth (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009).
24  Native predators such as weka and harrier hawks did kill many rabbits, but did not count as ‘natural enemies’ 
under this definition, and as part of the ‘inferior’ native fauna, they were perceived to be inadequate for the task.
25  ‘Some attempt at compensation needed’, Southland Times, 13 May 1874.
26  Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora, 73.
27  R. Jefferies, The Gamekeeper at home (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978) [first published 1878].
28  Peter Holland and Guil Figgins, ‘Environmental disturbance triggering infestations of gorse, rabbits and 
thistles in southern New Zealand: 1850 to 1980’, International Review of Environmental History 1 (2015): 41–79.
29  L. E. Caltagirone and R. L. Doutt, ‘The history of the vedalia beetle importation to California and its impact 
on the development of biological control’, Annual Review of Entomology 34 (1989): 1–16.
30  Kricher, The Balance of Nature.
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The nineteenth century was a time of great confidence in the advances of the 
Western intellectual tradition. Exciting new laws of nature were being discovered 
in physics; so people asked at the time, why should not nature be equally well 
regulated? Actually, there was and is no guaranteed way to predict biological events 
comparable to the contemporary discoveries in the hard sciences: the results are 
always much more complicated in real life, as the history of rabbits and mustelids 
in New Zealand illustrates very well.31 Rather, we must understand the dynamic 
biological interactions between rabbits and their predators in the light of equally 
dynamic shifts in human assumptions about both, not in terms of simplistic 
assumptions about a static balance of nature. To see why the mustelids failed to 
save New Zealand’s fledgling wool industry, we need a more detailed and critical 
historiography of this sorry story than has been attempted before. It needs to be 
based on a combination of specialist knowledge of the animals, an appreciation 
of the wider historical context, and access to previously untapped documentary 
resources.

Ferrets were easy to buy and import from breeders in the UK and Australia, and were 
the first ‘natural enemies’ to be tried in New Zealand.32 But neither ferrets raised 
for generations in comfortable hutches, nor pet cats stolen from cities, survived well 
when released into the wild over winter in the high country; some hardier enemy 
was needed.

By contrast, stoats and weasels (M. nivalis) are intractably wild animals, which 
evolved in the cold northern Holarctic as specialist predators of small rodents.33 
Stoats in Britain are large enough to specialise in hunting rabbits,34 but too small 
to pose a serious threat to lambs, unlike the foxes that were already established in 
Australia. Stoats breed only once a year and are difficult to manage in captivity, but 
are common and easily trapped in the wild by skilled gamekeepers. The combination 
of ferrets, cats, stoats and weasels was seen by runholders as the most appropriate 
suite of natural enemies of the rabbit to bring to the unsettled high country, although 
vehement objections to the plan began immediately and continued long after it was 
too late to stop it.35

31  Carolyn M. King, ‘The chronology of a sad historical misjudgement: The introductions of rabbits and ferrets 
in nineteenth-century New Zealand’, International Review of Environmental History 3 (2017): 141–75.
32  King, ‘The chronology of a sad historical misjudgement’, 141–75.
33  Carolyn M. King and Roger A. Powell, The Natural History of Weasels and Stoats: Ecology, Behavior and 
Management, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
34  R. A. McDonald, C. Webbon and S. Harris, ‘The diet of stoats (Mustela erminea) and weasels (Mustela nivalis) 
in Great Britain’, Journal of Zoology 252 (2000): 363–71.
35  W. L. Buller, ‘On the proposed introduction of the polecat into New Zealand’, Transactions & Proceedings 
of the New Zealand Institute 9 (1877): 634–5; H. B. Martin, ‘Objections to the introduction of beasts of prey to 
destroy the rabbit’, Transactions & Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute 17 (1885): 179–82. H. Guthrie-Smith, 
Tutira. The Story of a New Zealand Sheep Station, 4th ed. (Wellington: A. H. & A. W. Reed, 1969), 354.
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Figure 1: Locations of places mentioned in the text
Dark lines enclose the extent of open country, as defined by Holland and Figgins (‘Environmental 
disturbance triggering infestations’, 43), comprising the main area covered by pastoral runs and the 
favoured habitat for rabbits. For names, numbers and further descriptions of runs in Otago and Southland, 
see Robert Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs (Auckland: Collins, 1981) and J. G. Sinclair, ‘The Early 
Pastoral Runs of Otago and Southland’, (Dunedin: The author, 2003).  Inset, above left: North Island, New 
Zealand. Inset, lower right: Locations of places in the UK, with an enlargement for northern Lincolnshire, 
the centre of the former rabbit fur industry and of most of the mustelid collecting operations. Dashed lines 
enclose the boundaries of Vincent and Lakes Counties, which were among the areas worst affected by 
rabbits in the early 1880s.

Source: Cartography by Max Oulton, from information collected by the author.
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Over the 10 years from 1883 to1892, multiple private and official shipments of 
stoats and weasels arrived from Britain, and the animals were released only in the 
most severely rabbit-infested upland areas. By the turn of the century, stoats and 
weasels were ‘common in nearly every part of New Zealand, and in some enormously 
abundant … They have not exterminated the rabbits, in most parts they cannot 
even keep them in check’.36 

The aim of this paper is to review the documentary evidence on when, how, why 
and by whom stoats and weasels were collected and transported, at least to the 
extent that the original historical records still survive or can be deduced. The whole 
episode provides a well-documented example of how nineteenth-century notions 
about the inevitable human dominance over and control of the balance of nature 
and the effects of natural predation differ from those of today. Details of where the 
imported animals were distributed, and the pattern and timing of their subsequent 
spread, are described elsewhere.37

Primary sources detailing how the shipments were organised in the 1880s are 
preserved in archives and research libraries in New Zealand and in England, and 
in contemporary news reports, as discussed in earlier articles.38 The strong language 
used in these sources illustrates the intensity of the arguments of the time better than 
any subsequent summary. In addition I visited Brigg (Lincolnshire), the Museum 
of English Rural Life (Reading) and Buscot Park (Oxfordshire). In Brigg I was given 
access to a private collection of family papers, adding some key unpublished details 
relevant to the story.

Stoats and weasels are often confused, because both are small, brown-and-white, fast-
moving, tube-shaped animals, and the distinguishing black-tipped tail of the stoat is 
not always noticed.39 Most of the primary sources cited here refer to both together, 
often under the general term ‘weasels’; variant spellings (‘weasle’, ‘weazel’) are given 
here as in the original sources, to facilitate follow-up. Dates of ship departures from 
England and arrivals in New Zealand are taken from Comber’s Index, which ends 
in December 1889.40

36  G. M. Thomson, The naturalisation of animals and plants in New Zealand (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1922), 72.
37  Carolyn M. King, ‘Liberation and spread of stoats (Mustela erminea) and weasels (M. nivalis) in New Zealand, 
1883–1920’, New Zealand Journal of Ecology 41 (2017): 163–77.
38  Carolyn M. King, ‘Pandora’s Box down-under: Origins and numbers of mustelids transported to New Zealand 
for biological control of rabbits’, Biological Invasions 19 (2017): 1811–23; King, ‘The chronology of a sad historical 
misjudgement’, 141–75.
39  King and Powell, The Natural History of Weasels and Stoats.
40  W. C. Comber, ‘Shipping to New Zealand, 1839 to 1889: Comber Index’ (Wellington: New Zealand Society 
of Genealogists, 1985).



The history of transportations of stoats (Mustela erminea) and weasels (M.nivalis) to New Zealand, 1883–92

59

1870–81: Weasels as saviours

The first proposals
In Southland, about 30 people attended a meeting in May 1874 to discuss what might 
be done about the increasing numbers of rabbits. One speaker, R. J. Cuthbertson, 
was seriously alarmed by the universal prevalence of rabbits he observed in his 
travels around the district.41 He strongly recommended the introduction of weasels. 
The meeting voted in favour of the suggestion, and in 1876 the Rabbit Nuisance 
Committee of the New Zealand House of Representatives recommended that 
money should be granted for introducing weasels, which would ‘(if the object were 
attained) be of very great service’.42 The cautious wording shows that the committee 
was not yet convinced.

Cuthbertson and his business partner Macrorie ran a firm of stock and station agents 
and auctioneers, established in Invercargill in 1875.  They anticipated a demand 
for weasels from Southland clients of their new business, and, since an official 
reply to a question in the House (19 July 1875) provided assurance that importing 
them was not already illegal, they wrote to Frank Buckland, an English naturalist 
and leading proponent of uninhibited acclimatisation. They proposed a plan to 
offer £5 per pair for English weasels, delivered alive to Bluff, and asked Buckland 
whether he thought such imports would be useful and feasible.43 He replied that 
shipping weasels round the world to New Zealand would be impossible. Buckland 
recommended ferrets instead. 

A Bill that would have made importing alien predators to attack rabbits illegal 
was passed by the House of Representatives, but stalled in the upper house, the 
Legislative Council.44 The decision to permit the imports was influenced by the 
membership of the Legislative Council, mostly representing the wealthy landed elite 
whose interests would benefit from the expected reduction in rabbit damage. It was 
also no doubt a relief to Dr Daniel Pollen of Auckland, who during the debate 
confessed to having ‘some weasels in his possession’.45

Pollen was not the only one who had been trying to import weasels privately, but 
bringing in a few of them was no solution to the problem if they could not establish 
a resident breeding population. Cuthbert Cowan, a leading Southland runholder, 

41  ‘The Rabbit Nuisance’, Southland Times, 6 May 1874.
42  S. Hodgkinson, ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’, AJHR I–5 (1876).
43  The incentive offered was about five times the average weekly wage for an English gamekeeper at the time 
(logicmgmt.com/1876/living/occupations.htm). 
44  P. K. Wells, ‘“An enemy of the rabbit”: The social context of acclimatisation of an immigrant killer’, Environment 
and History 12 (2006): 269–96.
45  ‘Amendment to Protection of Animals Bill’ [re banning imports of mustelids], New Zealand Parliamentary 
Debates (Wellington: Government Printer, 1876), 273.

http://logicmgmt.com/1876/living/occupations.htm
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told the Rabbit Nuisance Committee that ‘they are bad travellers … [but] I have 
some coming out. They were to have been dispatched in July’.46 Almost a decade 
later, Cowan stated that ‘I landed 3 weasels and put them out on my own property 
… Nothing has been seen of them’.47

Another runholder affected by the crisis was Robert Campbell, a member of 
a wealthy family-run mercantile business, with branches in India and Australia.48 
He came to New Zealand in 1859 from Buscot Park, near Oxford (Figure 1, inset), 
where his father, Robert Tertius Campbell, and his eldest brother, William Henry 
Campbell, still lived. Robert was a member of the Legislative Council from 1870 to 
1889, and used his position to speak strongly on rabbits. Several English newspapers 
announced in October 1876 that ‘a large number of live stoats collected from various 
English counties’ were about to be shipped to New Zealand by William Campbell. 
The notices do not say the stoats were destined for Robert’s rabbit-infested runs, and 
no documentary confirmation has yet emerged, but it would be surprising if they 
were not.

The idea of exporting weasels to New Zealand was debated for months during 1876, 
both in the British press and in New Zealand. It provoked a passionate response 
from leading ornithologists concerned with the threat to New Zealand’s endemic 
flightless native birds, represented in England by Professor Alfred Newton of 
Cambridge University, and endorsed in New Zealand by Walter Buller,49 among 
others. For different reasons, opposition was also strongly expressed by landowners 
who had been investing heavily in acclimatising game birds for sport, or were 
worried about predation on lambs: ‘the introduction of such inveterate destroyers, 
not only of poultry and game, but also lambs, is most objectionable’, declared 
the Otago Witness of 17 June. Both sides of the debate were summarised in a long 
article in a British naturalists’ journal (Land and Water, edited by Frank Buckland) 
and reprinted in the Otago Witness.50 It ended by Buckland reluctantly conceding 
Newton’s point and withdrawing his support for the idea.

Meanwhile, New Zealand’s agent general in London was sufficiently alarmed by 
William Campbell’s proposal to address a separate official enquiry to Professor 
Newton ‘as to the necessity of proceeding to such extreme measures’. Newton 
repeated his opposition in forceful terms, adding that ‘there is no gamekeeper in 
this country who does not wage incessant war against them’.51 Such firm official 
disapproval of an action that could be linked to Robert Campbell, a serving 

46  Hodgkinson, ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’.
47  G. Randall Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’, AJHR 1884 I–5 (1884).
48  D. C. McDonald, ‘Campbell, Robert 1843–1889’, in Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, ed. C. Orange 
(Wellington: Bridget Williams Books / Department of Internal Affairs, 1993), 2:74.
49  Buller, ‘On the proposed introduction of the polecat into New Zealand’, 634–5.
50  ‘Weazels for New Zealand’, Otago Witness, 9 December 1876, 21.
51  Agent General, ‘Methods for diminishing the rabbit nuisance’, AJHR H–2 I (1877).
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member of the Legislative Council, might have been embarrassing. The evidence 
so far available includes no archive recording William Campbell’s cargo arriving at 
Bluff in the late 1870s. Whether or not any unrecorded shipments arrived, rabbits 
continued to ravage the South Island runs. 

Professional rabbiters and gamekeepers in Britain quickly recognised the new 
employment opportunities offered by the demand for their skills in New Zealand. 
For example, James Sellwood, a gamekeeper from Gloucester, emigrated with his 
family in the Oamaru in 1876.52 There were many others. For at least the next couple 
of years, William Campbell encouraged the idea, by placing repeated advertisements 
recruiting or encouraging rabbit trappers to emigrate. Rabbits continued to outbreed 
them all.

Gloomy predictions
The runholders’ view of their future was approaching desperation. The Marlborough 
Express53 predicted that, since no amount of human effort could prevent the spread 
of rabbits, only the importation of stoats, weasels and ferrets in large numbers 
could prevent the collapse of the wool industry (then earning 30–40 per cent of the 
colony’s export income)54 within the next 10 years.

However great the need, it was simply not possible to do that then. Public opposition 
had already persuaded Buckland to back down from his advocacy of the proposed 
imports in 1876, and both Macrorie and Cuthbertson died within a few years of 
establishing their partnership. Cuthbertson’s own brother R. F. Cuthbertson stated 
in evidence to the Rabbit Nuisance Committee in 1881 that, some years ago he had 
tried to import ‘£500 worth of vermin, but failed to get any at all’.55 

The science of invasion biology confirms that the success of a deliberate introduction 
depends largely on the size of the colonising group,56 which suggests that the few 
weasels obtained by Cowan and Pollen did not amount to a viable propagule. 
Neither, apparently, did two weasels landed by Joseph Ward of Wairau among 
a consignment of ferrets.57 It seems as if no one in the late 1870s had worked out 
how to bring such highly strung and aggressive animals alive and healthy round the 
world, in numbers sufficient to establish a viable population. 

52  Passenger list for Oamaru Sep.–Dec. 1876. R4085494 Im 15/278, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
53  ‘Our Kaikoura Letter’ [Stoats and weasels needed to save NZ wool], Marlborough Express, 25 July 1877.
54  Registrar General’s Office, Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books] 
(Wellington: Government Printer, 1870–99).
55  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’ [1880–81], AJHR I–6 I (1881).
56  T. M. Blackburn, J. L. Lockwood and P. Cassey, ‘The influence of numbers on invasion success’, Molecular 
Ecology 24, no. 1 (2015): 1942–53.
57  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’ [1880–81], AJHR I–6 I.
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Disappointed Marlborough runholders continued trying to make their own 
arrangements. Many landholders urged the official introduction of stoats and weasels, 
citing cases in Britain where rabbits (a valued animal there) could not be kept until 
the ground was cleared of stoats. An 1881 motion to a meeting of Marlborough 
landowners, proposing a subscription levied on all sheep owners between the Opawa 
and Clarence rivers (Figure 1) to finance a large collective importation of the natural 
enemies of rabbits was fiercely debated, and lost. A Blenheim stock agent placed 
advertisements offering to pay stewards on wool ships £1 each for stoats and weasels 
landed alive.58 Judging by the much greater expense and expertise required to ensure 
the success of the later importations, any unfortunate animals had small chance of 
surviving the journey in such inexperienced hands. 

Another enterprising party, signing himself only ‘Colonist’, had a letter published 
on 14 October 1882 in The Field, asking if any readers could supply information as 
to the means of procuring stoats, polecats or weasels, with suggestions for their care 
during transport to New Zealand. The editor appended a warning that such animals 
would not confine their attentions to rabbits; well-intentioned gentlemen should 
consider more carefully the likely results of their experiments. The letter provoked 
several replies, including one from Newton, agreeing on the danger and advising 
‘Colonist’ to think again. One correspondent pointed out that it would be better 
to send out professional rabbit catchers with plenty of long nets than to add more 
enemies to the poor kiwis. Would not the authorities prohibit the introduction 
of these vermin before it is too late? On the contrary, before long it would be the 
authorities who were promoting them. 

The acclimatisation societies
The regional acclimatisation societies were sharply divided. Otago viewed the 
proposals with deep regret; Hawke’s Bay found itself at loggerheads with rabbit 
inspectors; Canterbury thought the imports should be illegal. Only Southland 
dismissed their objections, pointing out that other districts were not suffering from 
rabbits as Southland was. Contrary to popular assumption, the societies were not 
entirely responsible for the regrettable decisions of the time, and ‘even when they 
were, their goals generally reflected what people of the time wanted … The general 
view was that change was inevitable and could not be stopped’.59 

Updated versions of the original Rabbit Nuisance Act 1876 and its later amendments 
added responsibility for rabbits to the work of existing sheep inspectors, provided 
for legal protection for all enemies of the rabbit, and applied to the whole country. 
It caused particular outrage when, within 20 years, stoats and weasels spread into 

58  ‘Advertisements: To Stewards and others of wool ships &c.’, Evening Post, 14 December 1881, 3.
59  McDowall, Gamekeepers for the nation, 36.
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areas where there were no rabbits.60 Complaints from the settlers, that this illogical 
provision prevented them from destroying predators to protect their cherished 
poultry and game birds, produced only a terse official notice from John McKenzie, 
Minister for Agriculture, drawing attention to the provisions of the Act protecting 
the natural enemies of the rabbit, listed as ferrets, cats, stoats, weasels and mongooses. 
The Auckland and Tauranga acclimatisation societies tried several times to persuade 
the minister to permit the removal of protection for stoats and weasels in districts 
not infested with rabbits. He replied that ‘we cannot exempt a single district’.61 

As a long-term result of this ongoing conflict of interests, the operations of 
acclimatisation societies became, as the Otago Witness reported sorrowfully in 
December 1907, largely restricted to fish culture—especially trout and salmon, 
whose impact on native freshwater ecosystems paralleled that of rabbits on pastures 
and native fauna, although that was not known at the time. The Council of the 
Otago Acclimatisation Society agreed in 1909 that ‘the importation of ferrets, 
stoats, and weasles into New Zealand was a disastrous mistake, owing to game being 
destroyed’.62 By that time, recognition of the need to protect the native species was 
rapidly increasing, but for some, concern about wasted investment in introduced 
gamebirds was still stronger. 

Benjamin Bayly
The Superintending Inspector responsible for controlling rabbits, Benjamin P. Bayly, 
appointed in 1881,63 tabled his first report in 1882, describing the establishment 
of his administration and the ongoing importations of ferrets. He added cautiously: 
‘Other enemies, such as the stoat and weasel may be introduced, if found 
practicable’.64 Bayly strongly believed that the introduction of stoats and weasels was 
a legitimate function of the legislature, because it would rehabilitate the millions of 
acres of crown lands now abandoned as worthless. He considered that stoats and 
weasels would be better adapted to cold weather than were ferrets or pet cats, and 
less vulnerable to canine distemper. In the face of repeated and increasingly hostile 
correspondence and news coverage, and questions in the House, Bayly repeated that 
he was ‘a thorough believer in the natural enemy’ and was determined to continue 
recommending their ongoing introduction.65 Parliament ignored the outcry, and 
not only commissioned many imports itself, but also announced that it would ‘assist 
liberally’ private enterprises doing the same. 

60  King, ‘Liberation and spread of stoats and weasels’, 163–77.
61  [Complaints about natural enemies], 1896–98. R1762009, Archives NZ, Wellington.
62  ‘Stoats and weasels’, Waihi Daily Telegraph, 27 March 1909.
63  Anon., ‘Notices’ [Appointment of B. P. Bayly], New Zealand Gazette, 18 November 1881, 2.
64  B. P. Bayly, ‘Livestock and Rabbits (Report as to Rabbits)’, AJHR H–21 (1882).
65  Correspondence protesting [against the] introduction of stoats and weasels, 1886. R24456501, Archives NZ, 
Wellington.
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1882: Samuel Grant and the Brigg connection

The prospects of successfully introducing wild stoats and weasels depended on one 
important condition: the recruitment of a skilled man with sufficient knowledge of 
these animals to collect them from Britain, feed and house them, and then convey 
them alive to New Zealand. The trade was a new one, because there had never before 
been any demand for such unusual articles of commerce. Fortunately, Lincolnshire 
gentleman farmer Grant was familiar with New Zealand,66 and was also able to 
facilitate the right contacts. Brigg, in Lincolnshire (Figure 2), was a local centre 
of the nineteenth-century rabbit-warrening and fur-dressing industry.67 In England 
at that time, rabbits were an important economic harvest,68 so they were provided 
with artificial warrens to encourage breeding, and protected by networks of traps 
set to remove the stoats and weasels that competed with the farmers for rabbits. 
Grant owned a farm at Castlethorpe, 1.8 km from Brigg, and employed local lads 
to help work the traps. Warrens were especially common around Brigg and on 
the Lincolnshire Wolds.69 The late nineteenth century was also the heyday of the 
aristocratic sporting estate, where gamekeepers were employed to remove stoats and 
weasels (and other predators) that destroyed many game birds.70 

Grant had been conducting a long correspondence with Charles de Vere Teschemaker 
about their common interests in rabbit control.71 Teschemaker part-owned a run at 
Kauru Hill,72 and had certainly hosted Grant and Foster during their 1880 tour 
of the South Island at his family homestead at Taipo;73 so probably did Rich at 
Bushey Park, 48 km from Taipo (Figure 1). Rich was a staunch member of the 
Otago Acclimatisation Society, and one of few who had spoken strongly against the 
idea of introducing rabbits into Otago.74 In 1882, he commissioned Grant to supply 
a shipment of mustelids for Bushey Park, with an experienced man to accompany 
them on the journey from England.75 It was the first of at least 25 shipments carrying 
at least 7,838 weasels and stoats to New Zealand over the next 10 years.76

66  Grant and Foster, New Zealand.
67  F. Henthorn, A history of 19th century Brigg (Stamford, Lincs: Spiegl, 1987); J. Bygott, Lincolnshire (London: 
Robert Hale, 1952).
68  H. V. Thompson and C. M. King, eds., The European Rabbit: The History and Biology of a Successful Colonizer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 64–7.
69  T. W. Beastall, The Agricultural Revolution in Lincolnshire (Lincoln: History of Lincolnshire Committee, 1978).
70  R. A. McDonald and E. C. Murphy, ‘A comparison of the management of stoats and weasels in Great Britain 
and New Zealand’, in Mustelids in a modern world, ed. H. I. Griffiths (Leiden: Backhuys, 2000), 21–40.
71  C. de V. Teschemaker, B. P. Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884; 
C. de V. Teschemaker to Major Atkinson [NZ Premier] on obtaining information on stoats and weasels, 1883. 
R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
72  Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs.
73  Samuel Grant to Major Teschemaker, 1883. R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
74  ‘The introduction of rabbits’, Otago Daily Times, 2 August 1867.
75  Samuel Grant to Major Teschemaker, 1883. R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
76  King, ‘Pandora’s Box down-under’, 1811–23.
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Figure 2: A display in the Brigg Heritage Centre celebrating the importance of 
rabbits to the local economy during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Rabbit 
fur traded through the Brigg market was used to trim gloves and muffs, and to make 
the felt needed for trilby hats
Source: Author’s private collection.

1883–91: How the importations were organised

The couriers
The Allbones family were professional vermin destroyers based in Brigg. Mathew 
Henry Allbones (1836–1909; known as Henry) had been a gamekeeper on the 
earl of Yarborough’s estate at Brocklesby Park, 16 km from Brigg, and his eldest 
son Walter Allbones (1863–1948), had learned the art of trapping on Grant’s 
Castlethorpe farm. Henry was described as ‘in appearance and manner the very 
“spit” [spitting image] of a professional vermin-catcher’.77 Both father and son were 
especially knowledgeable about stoats and weasels, and had proven themselves to be 

77  ‘The Government Vermin-catcher’, Marlborough Express, 21 July 1885, 2.
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reliable and responsible employees. Grant recommended Walter as the right man to 
deliver the first consignment of stoats and weasels to Rich. (One of the acute ironies 
of this story is that the Allbones’ expertise in vermin trapping, recruited to help New 
Zealand farmers remove introduced rabbits, had been gained in the course of their 
work in protecting English rabbits!)

Over the 10 years of the importation program, Walter undertook at least five 
deliveries to New Zealand, and Henry at least seven. At first, Henry collected stock 
in England while Walter accompanied the shipments. On at least two occasions 
Walter took along an assistant, his friend Fowler Metcalf, a gamekeeper employed at 
Broughton Lodge near Brigg (Figure 1, inset). In October 1886, Walter married his 
fiancée Annie and settled down in Brigg to produce a large family, swapping roles 
with his father. Henry Allbones last appeared in the passenger records in May 1890, 
when he arrived in the Tongariro with his third son, Henry junior. 

The three Teschemaker brothers (William and Charles in New Zealand and Major 
Thomas in England) had been instrumental in organising the first trial shipment of 
stoats and weasels to Rich’s estate in 1882–83.78 Charles continued to take a great 
interest in how to improve the business of importing natural enemies of the rabbits, 
and as soon as the government started making official contracts, he wanted to take 
part. He had no direct field experience with these animals, but he disputed Allbones’ 
insistence on the extra expense of carrying live pigeons and their food during the 
voyage (Table 1). In September 1884 he persuaded the colonial secretary to authorise 
him to make enquiries in England, and to engage a man to collect and transport 
100 stoats and weasels on Teschemaker’s own terms.79 He planned to cut costs by 
replacing the courier’s authorised wage of 30s a week with payments of 2s a head 
for animals delivered to the ship, plus (as before) 5s a head for animals landed, and 
reducing the on-board feeding bill by supplementing pigeons and corn with rabbits 
and hay, plus frozen meat (Allbones believed that stoats and weasels would not 
eat even dead pigeons, never mind frozen meat). The man Teschemaker chose, not 
an experienced gamekeeper, proposed to collect and transport 300 animals more 
cheaply per head than 100—far more than had been attempted before.80 Bayly 
wrote a wry comment on the file suggesting that Teschemaker had overestimated 
the number that could be cared for in one shipment, but that he could do what he 
liked within the authorised expenditure.

78  C. de V. Teschemaker to Major Atkinson [NZ Premier] on obtaining information on stoats and weasels, 
1883; C. de V. Teschemaker, B. P. Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. 
R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
79  Teschemaker, Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. R24413234, 
Archives NZ, Wellington.
80  Teschemaker, Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. R24413234, 
Archives NZ, Wellington.



The history of transportations of stoats (Mustela erminea) and weasels (M.nivalis) to New Zealand, 1883–92

67

The frequent consignments must have often needed the help of other agents. 
Immediately after the 1885 publication of reports on the success of Walter’s first 
official consignment on the Doric (Table 2), a syndicate of runholders was formed 
to employ Allbones to bring out a private shipment. Beaten by the competition, 
the government had to employ ‘another agent for similar purpose’.81 He could have 
been the unnamed man who arrived in the Ionic in October 1885,82 the third of 
five shipments to arrive within a few months, and the first that was probably not 
escorted by either of the Allbones. The records also include enigmatic references 
to a man who in July 1883 was already on his way to England to collect animals;83 
and to Teschemaker’s man, who was supposed to be sending out a consignment in 
the northern spring of 1885;84 but I have found no confirmation of either. 

One of few alternative agents to be named was George D. Storey from Cullensville, 
a small town west of Picton (Figure 1), who was employed by the Awatere Rabbit 
Board to bring a consignment on the Ionic in July 1888, and probably a second 
lot later. Most shipping records do not mention the animals, and often not the 
names of steerage passengers, but Customs records report many more animals 
imported than could have been carried in the 25 known shipments. Tracing 
unspecified consignments would be nearly impossible without the name of the 
accompanying agents.

Collecting and transporting the animals
To collect animals for export, Walter Allbones and his father Henry first persuaded 
friends and local contacts working in the gamekeeping trade at Castlethorpe, 
Broughton, Brocklesbury Park and Croxby Top (Figure 1, inset) to switch to box 
traps or stop-snares instead of leg-hold traps. Handbills offering to buy live animals 
were distributed throughout north Lincolnshire, and advertisements placed in 
local newspapers.85 As demand grew, Henry was able to claim that he had been 
permanently appointed by the government of New Zealand to collect weasels 
and stoats for export, so he began to advertise in other county papers, such as the 
Grantham Journal, Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Fife Free Press and Yorkshire Post, offering 
to supply traps at 3s 6d86 and instructions if required. He paid 6s each for stoats and 
4s each for weasels, plus carriage, provided they were sound and healthy. W. Acton 
Adams of Molesworth Station later pointed out one stoat was worth two weasels 

81  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance [1884–85]’, AJHR H–16 (1885).
82  ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1885–86], AJHR H–19 (1886); [NZ] Colonial Secretary to Colonial 
Secretary for NSW: details and costs of importing stoats and weasels to New Zealand, 1885. R24418540, Archives 
NZ, Wellington.
83  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1882–83], AJHR H–18 (1883).
84  Teschemaker, Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. R24413234, 
Archives NZ, Wellington.
85  The Field, 6 December 1884.
86  i.e. three shillings and sixpence. For definitions of monetary units, see Table 1.
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in killing rabbits,87 so suggested paying an extra 5s for stoats. Allbones increased 
his purchase price to 7s 6d for stoats, and some advertisements specified ‘No more 
weasels wanted’. Still, many more weasels than stoats were brought in.88

Henry and Walter developed a system for managing large numbers of stoats and 
weasels on the long journey, based on the assumption that the diet of these active 
small predators required fresh blood at least as often as meat. This was a common 
perception at the time, derived from widely reported observations that a stoat or 
weasel entering a henhouse or chick run would kill every bird in sight, leaving nearly 
all of them as uneaten carcases with needle-point punctures in the neck. 

Such behaviour had been an important adaptive strategy for the ancestors of small 
mustelids that evolved to live on fluctuating populations of voles and lemmings in 
the frozen north of Eurasia. It allowed them to collect and cache surplus food during 
years when hunting was easy, which in that cold climate stayed fresh enough to eat 
during the starvation years that followed. In other contexts, the same bloodthirsty 
behaviour seemed either inexplicably wasteful, or just what was needed, depending 
on the point of view. Ornithologists and keepers of game birds condemned stoats 
and weasels as the most destructive of all four-footed vermin. Runholders desperate 
for an ally against the rabbits praised their love of slaughter.

Among the early objections to attempts to importing stoats and weasels round 
the world was the prediction that such small, active animals could not endure 
confinement in small cages for months at a time, because ‘they knock themselves to 
pieces about the sides of the cage’.89 But the Allbones’ system proved that the little 
animals were remarkably tough, and if supplied with a dark nest box filled with dry 
bedding, and kept clean and well fed on fresh meat still containing blood, carried on 
the ships as live pigeons, plus plenty of water, the mortality rate during the journey 
was consistently (with rare exceptions) under 10 per cent. 

Henry’s system of collecting and managing the animals illustrates the care and effort 
required. He explained the full details to a journalist in 1887.90 His account explains 
why organising the shipments required some highly specialised skills, and suggests 
why rival attempts to manage the shipments more cheaply, or by inexperienced 
couriers, had less chance of succeeding. The keys to his success were careful vetting 
of the animals offered (he took only the most vigorous and uninjured individuals); 
he allowed a generous ration of live pigeons to feed them on, at the rate of 4,000 per 

87  ‘Awatere Rabbit Board’, Marlborough Express, 5 February 1889, 3.
88  King, ‘Liberation and spread of stoats and weasels’, 163–77.
89  Hodgkinson, ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’.
90  This account was published in The Weekly Press on 20 May 1887, and syndicated four days later with extra 
details in the Mataura Ensign, under the heading ‘Stoats and Weasels: An Interview with an Expert’.
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shipment of 300 stoats and weasels;91 certainly no cold meat of any sort; and strong, 
zinc-lined travel boxes kept scrupulously clean and dry throughout the voyage. 
Three animals occupied each box, presumably separated by internal compartments, 
and between them the three residents ate one pigeon per day per box.

Allbones’ expert services did not, of course, come cheap (Table 1), but the animals 
he brought were valuable to runholders, and competition for them was stiff. 
The Auckland Star of 28 January 1885 reported that, when 20 weasels and six stoats 
from the Ionic were sold at a Christchurch auction, the weasels fetched £3 each, 
and the stoats £5 5s each. Such high prices created quite a sensation: some English 
newspapers reported with astonishment that ‘these animals, which have hitherto 
been looked upon as vermin, now … possess a marketable value’; others suggested 
that, as ‘farmers are making 6s and 4s a head … the trade is likely to become quite 
an opening for distressed agriculturalists’ (conventional farming in England at the 
time was barely, if at all, profitable). Naturalists in England merely predicted that 
‘[d]oubtless we shall hear in a few years that the New Zealanders are at their wit’s 
end to devise means for getting rid of weasels’.92

Henry’s methods were expensive, but well justified because he could handle large 
consignments with minimal losses. But he dropped out of the trade in 1890, 
and  other couriers were less careful, or were under more pressure to cut costs. 
Both Charles Teschemaker and Acton Adams had disputed the need to feed the 
animals in transit on fresh pigeons, suggesting frozen mutton would be much less 
trouble and greatly reduce the landed cost.93 In Henry Allbones’ absence, three of 
the six shipments sent in 1891 to the Wairarapa Rabbit Board recorded drastic 
mortality rates.

Allbones sometimes had to respond to uninformed criticism, especially to sensational 
and inaccurate reports that the pigeons were fed to the weasels alive. As he pointed 
out, that would be completely impractical, as they would flap violently about the 
cages, and upset the water tins and everything else. There was no more cruelty 
involved than in the eating of a pigeon pie, which at that time was a common dish 
in rural England. 

91  Henry was adamant that it was necessary to feed the animals on fresh meat, still warm, even though he 
sometimes had to defend his operation against public sympathy for the pigeons: [Poor pigeons], Leamington Spa 
Courier, 2 June 1888.
92  ‘An Anti-ferret Testimony’, Marlborough Express, 21 April 1885, 3.
93  Teschemaker, Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. R24413234, 
Archives NZ, Wellington; ‘Awatere Rabbit Board’, Marlborough Express, 5 February 1889, 3.
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Table 1: Costs of two representative Allbones contracts

Rich, 23 Nov. 1883 (A) Riddiford, May 1885 (B)

Item Cost Item Cost

Wages, 20 weeks @ £1.5 £30 WA @ £35.5, assistant @ £7 £42.5

Passages £50 Home
Back

£21
£17

100 animals £25 182 weasels, 66 stoats
Labour to collect
Feeding before shipment

£84.9
£16.5
£135.75

Pigeons, 110 dozen @ £0.45* £45.5 2750 pigeons
Add 450

£120.2125
£19.6875

Pigeon boxes, 22 @ £0.05. £1.1

Weasel boxes, 30 @ £0.50 £15 Tarpaulins
Deck housing

£8.8583
£54.15

Corn for pigeons £37.5 Corn for pigeons £42.2250

Water troughs £2

Railway charges £10 Freight
Shipping

£94.5
£6.2125

Bonus of £0.5 on all landed £25 Bonus 167 weasels @ £0.25 55 
stoats @ £0.35

£41.75
£19.5

Correct error in cost pigeon boxes £4 Sundry
Travel expenses

£69.4208
£6.4

Totals £245.1 £773.77

(A) as a prediction of future costs compiled by Rich, extrapolated to 100 animals from his 1882–83 
experience with the Waitangi (Outwards Letterbook—Agent General. Colonial Secretary to Agent 
General [re Allbones commission], 4 December 1883. R20557923, Archives NZ, Wellington), and 
(B) actual costs for 248 animals collected, 222 delivered, as listed in the colonial secretary’s account 
to E. J. Riddiford, to which the agent general added further charges, bringing the total due to £803 
(Colonial Secretary and E. J. Riddiford, Correspondence re accounts for Rimutaka shipment, 1885. MS-
574-006, Riddiford Family Papers, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington). *Original incorrect: actual cost 
of pigeons £49.5.94

The clients
Despite the costs, the demand for stoats and weasels came from both the wealthy 
and the desperate. In 1883, the first shipment was paid for privately by Rich. 
In  1885, one of the largest consignments to that date was sent to Edward J. 
Riddiford, a prominent Wellington politician and runholder of the southern North 
Island. He  shared the order with Cyrus Goulter of Marlborough, which arrived 
in the Rimutaka in July 1885. Of 236 animals sent off95 in their 80 custom-built, 

94  Monetary amounts are cited in the currency of New Zealand used in the nineteenth century, the British pound 
sterling (£), divided into 20 shillings (s), each of 12 pence (d). The sub-units within Table 1 have been converted 
into decimals of pounds. The Reserve Bank of New Zealand provides an online calculator by which prices back 
to 1862 can be converted into contemporary New Zealand dollars: www.rbnz.govt.nz/monetary-policy/inflation-
calculator.
95  [NZ] Colonial Secretary to Colonial Secretary for NSW: details and costs of importing stoats and weasels to 
New Zealand, 1885. R24418540, Archives NZ, Wellington.

http://www.rbnz.govt.nz/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator
http://www.rbnz.govt.nz/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator
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zinc-lined maritime lodgings, accompanied by 4,000 live pigeons and 42 quarters 
of avian shipboard rations, 222 arrived in good condition, and only 14 died on 
the passage. As these animals were being distributed across Riddiford’s Te Awaiti 
station, Riddiford and Henry Allbones sat down at the homestead and signed 
another contract (Figure 3), commissioning a second consignment, on the same 
terms as the first.

Figure 3: First page of E. J. Riddiford’s second contract commissioning Walter 
Allbones to bring a shipment of stoats and weasels, dated 14 July 1885
Source: D. Allbones private collection, Brigg, Lincolnshire.

The problem of financing the imports was still a serious brake on Bayly’s program. 
In July 1887, Robert Campbell tried to persuade the Colonial Secretary Patrick 
Buckley to subsidise private imports of stoats and weasels at the rate of £2 to £1.96 
Campbell ordered a shipment of about 300 stoats and weasels as a public service, 
confident that ‘these, followed by more as I can manage, will keep the rabbits out of 
Canterbury’. The minister’s office confirmed to Campbell that he would authorise 

96  Robert Campbell and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning the promised subsidy for importing the 
natural enemy, 1887. R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
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the payment of half the expense of consignment,97 in order to ‘encourage private 
enterprise in importing stoats and weasels’. From October 1887 to the end of 
1891, the annual lists of living animals imported98 distinguished stoats and weasels 
as a  separate category, totalling 6,516 animals, until the category was abolished 
in 1892.

As soon as it was known that the government would subsidise private importations, 
the runholders were quick to apply. The Rabbit Inspector in Dunedin (E. Clifton) 
reported that private individuals in the Tuapeka District alone were so anxious to 
obtain these animals that half the cost of importing 1,000 stoats and weasels would 
be immediately guaranteed. On 28 November, Clifton forwarded orders to purchase 
1,475 animals at the subsidised rate.99

The colonial secretary organised government orders for the high country between 
1884 and 1886. In 1885 William Stronach of Lake Ohau Station, fearing that the 
rabbits would soon overrun the whole of Otago, begged for a supply of natural 
enemies, the only hope of stopping the rabbit invasion in such wild country: 
‘Let us have them in sufficient numbers’.100 Stronach’s idea of ‘sufficient numbers’ 
was certainly an order of magnitude greater than the hundreds distributed so far. 

Consortia of runholders, impressed by Bayly’s 1886 report asserting that, at the 
1884 release area in Lake Wanaka, ‘8000 acres [3,237 ha] of badly infested country 
was cleared for about £500’,101 pleaded for allocations from official shipments. 
A formal petition to the colonial secretary, signed by all the owners and managers of 
the famous stations of the Waitaki,102 expressed their concerns in strong language: 

We the undersigned … would most earnestly beg to draw the attention of the 
Government to the urgent necessity of taking [the] immediate action of introducing 
large numbers of the natural enemy of the rabbit … [we fear] the fate of the back 
runs in the Lake and Vincent Counties … [We] are certain that in the natural 
enemy alone remains … the only means to avert the calamitous result of a wholesale 
abandonment of runs … at no very distant period.103 

97  E. Clifton, ‘Correspondence concerning the promised subsidy for importing the natural enemy’, 1887. 
R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
98  Registrar General’s Office, Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books].
99  E. Clifton, ‘Correspondence concerning the promised subsidy for importing the natural enemy’, 1887. 
R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
100  Correspondence concerning natural enemies for Lake Ohau Station, 1885. R24418111, Archives NZ, 
Wellington.
101  Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1885–86].
102  Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs.
103  [Runholders of Upper Waitaki], Correspondence on the state of the rabbit scourge in upper Waitaki, 1887. 
R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
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Thomas Middleton (Campbell’s manager) wrote on 4 March 1887 to John Wilson 
(Campbell’s London agent) that ‘[w]e are urging the Government to get out stoats 
in thousands’ [my italics].104

Rabbit boards ordered large shipments in later years. The Wairarapa Rabbit 
Association offered to pay £500 for 250 stoats and weasels by the end of January 
1887 if 75 per cent of the shipment were stoats and all were landed in good 
condition—plus 2s 6d per stoat. They were even willing to add another £500 for 
a later shipment.105 The Awatere Rabbit Board, established in 1886 in Marlborough 
province, was strongly in favour of importing mustelids, part-financed by the 
government’s subsidy paid against evidence of rates collected by the Board for 
destruction of rabbits, of circa £2,000 a year.

The Otara and East Coast Rabbit Association, having failed to persuade the 
government to turn out a sufficient supply of natural enemies to keep down 
the rabbits in south Wairarapa, requested official confirmation of the subsidy scheme, 
and details of whether a voluntary body would qualify and on what conditions. 
The official reply of 4 October 1889 confirmed the government’s promised bonus 
on stoats and weasels landed in the colony for distribution on pastoral and crown 
lands, fixed at £1 per stoat and 10s per weasel,106 payable to anyone. Rabbit boards 
constituted under the Rabbit Nuisance Act of 1882 could claim a 1:1 subsidy, 
although not all of them did. In Hawke’s Bay the debate about how to organise 
efficient rabbit extermination was conducted for much of the winter of 1890 in the 
pages of the local papers. Neither scheme gained universal acceptance, so the board 
decided against spending public money on any further imports until a majority 
of the stock-owners had expressed approval.107

The ships
All consignments of stoats and weasels were carried by one or other of the two 
leading operators of passenger steamships on the New Zealand run. The Shaw 
Savill & Albion Company108 chartered the Ionic and the Doric, and the New 
Zealand Shipping Company owned all the other ships named in Table 2. Smaller 
coastal vessels such as the Rotorua and Penguin, operated by the Union Steam Ship 
Company, distributed cargo to minor ports not visited by the ocean-going vessels. 

104  R. Pinney, Notebook M1: Extracts from Benmore Letter Books, 1877–1887. MS–3178/013, Hocken 
Collections, University of Otago.
105  Correspondence with Cuff and Graham on proposed contract for supply of stoats and weasels, 1886. R17 620 
769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
106  Otara and East Coast Rabbit Association, [Re the subsidy for importing stoats and weasels], 1889. R17 620 
873, Archives NZ, Wellington.
107  ‘Hawke’s Bay Rabbit Board’, Bush Advocate, 27 July 1890.
108  S. D. Waters, Shaw Savill Line: One hundred years of trading (Christchurch: Whitcomb and Tombs, 1961), 76.
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Only the first trial consignment was carried by a sailing vessel, the Waitangi, on which 
the animals were housed in cages on deck. The ship took four months (December 
1882–March 1883) to reach Port Chalmers, and all but 10 of the animals were lost 
overboard during a storm.109 Fortunately, by 1883, the first generation of steamships 
could make the voyage in half the time taken by the Waitangi; they were much more 
spacious and equipped with refrigeration. The later success of the stoat and weasel 
importation program is undoubtedly linked to its coincidence with the beginning 
of regular schedules on passenger steamers.

The new imports were of great and immediate interest to newspaper readers in 
New Zealand, especially the runholders. Shipments were widely observed and 
commented on in the press and in parliamentary documents. From March 1883 to 
January 1886, newspapers around the country enthusiastically reported the arrival 
of seven shipments, landing at least 1,322 stoats and weasels alive, mostly in Otago 
and Canterbury.

The disadvantage of relying on passenger ships appeared in January 1886 when 
Shaw Savill & Albion’s report of passenger complaints received after the recent 
voyage of the Ionic110 obliged the government to search around for alternative 
carriers. The  Joint Committee on Rabbit and Sheep Acts put pressure on Bayly, 
pointing out that the painful losses from rabbits were continuing, and the infested 
area was increasing in both the North and South Islands; the only solution in sight 
was to ‘without delay take steps to provide for a large and constant supply of stoats 
and weasels’.111 

A solution was offered in June 1886 by the Christchurch stock agents Cuff and 
Graham, who offered to provide stoats and weasels to the government in ‘a large and 
continuous supply’ using the cargo ship Elderslie.112 However, Bayly discovered that 
the Elderslie was not suitable,113 so the deal fell through. By May 1887, Bayly’s next 
annual report on the rabbit nuisance still could not list any new imports of stoats 
and weasels.114

109  [Waitangi captain’s report], Otago Daily Times, 27 March 1883, 2; Shipboard newspaper, 1883. MS Papers 
2264, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington.
110  Agent General to Colonial Secretary, 21 January 1886. CO361/12, The National Archives, Kew, London.
111  Anon., ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Rabbit and Sheep Acts’, AJHR I–05 (1886).
112  Correspondence with Cuff and Graham on proposed contract for supply of stoats and weasels, 1886. R17 620 
769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
113  B. Fullerton to B. Bayly [report on suitability of SS Elderslie for carrying stoats and weasels], 1886. R24456085, 
Archives NZ, Wellington.
114  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1886–87], AJHR H–18 (1887).
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Henry Allbones must have been much vexed by the interruption to his business. 
In March 1887 he came in person115 to negotiate a new agreement with the New 
Zealand Shipping Company. An interview with Henry in May 1887 mentioned 
that Walter had brought five shipments so far (all listed in Table 2), ‘making 1160 
stoats and weasels, and there was another shipment for Mr Rich, of Bushy Park, 
I think, of which most were drowned’. Asked if he could arrange some more, he 
said he could.116 

Henry’s foresight and family connections ensured the fastest possible resumption of 
his business. Back in Brigg, Walter must have been notified of Henry’s new shipping 
arrangements by telegraph, because advertisements immediately appeared in several 
British newspapers: ‘Wanted, by May 29, 150 Weazels and 200 Stoats for New 
Zealand’.117 Henry got them back to New Zealand in the Rimutaka in October 
1887, and signed a new contract with the government, on the usual terms.118

The costs
The earliest record is also for the smallest consignment (Table 1); the larger shipments 
organised later cost much more. Riddiford had to pay £803 16s 8d for his first 
consignment, which arrived in the Rimutaka in July 1885,119 an eye-watering amount 
charged to a single individual (NZ$148,000 in today’s money). The Awatere Rabbit 
Board’s first order in October 1887 cost about £2,000,120 delivered in five shipments 
(Table 2). Two of them are listed in detail in official correspondence: 295 animals 
from the Ionic cost on average £2 14s 2d per head, and 312 from the Ruapehu, 
£2 14s 2d per head.121 In February 1889 the Awatere Board placed a second order 
for £1,200 worth of stoats and weasels (enough for a ‘supply of 600 vermin’), which 
were delivered in three shipments (270 in the Kaikoura in June 1889, and 227 in 
the Aorangi in August 1889), each charged for separately. For the third lot in May 
1890, 225 brought in the Tongariro at 54s a head, Henry Allbones charged the 
board £607 10s, plus a £10 gratuity and his passage money home. The total known 
cost incurred by all clients over the 10 years was at least £5,428, or (allowing for the 
number of gaps in the data, more likely twice that by the end of 1892) more than 
NZ$1–2 million in today’s money. 

115  Passenger records, Card indices, 1885–90. Archives NZ, Wellington.
116  ‘Stoats and weasels’ [Allbones interview], Weekly Press, 20 May 1887.
117  ‘Stoats and weazels wanted’, Stamford Mercury, 6 May 1887.
118  H. Allbones to Minister in Charge of Livestock, Wellington: Acceptance of contract terms, 12 October 1887. 
R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
119  Colonial Secretary and E. J. Riddiford, Correspondence re accounts for Rimutaka shipment, 1885. Riddiford 
Family Papers, MS-574-006, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington.
120  [Awatere Rabbit Board], Grey River Argus, 5 October 1887.
121  Chief Inspector of Stock in Sydney, Enquiry re success and costs of importing stoats and weasels into 
New Zealand, 1890. R17621006, Archives NZ, Wellington.
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The shipments
The survivors of first consignment, accompanied in the Waitangi by Allbones and 
Metcalf, were safely delivered to Rich at Bushey Park in March 1883 (Table 2). 
Walter wrote to his fiancée Annie to confirm his safe arrival;122 Rich promptly 
engaged Walter to work on his station to kill rabbits.123

Much encouraged,124 the colonial secretary agreed to offer ‘a good bonus’ to 
anyone who will ‘introduce a certain number of these animals in a healthy 
condition’—a deal that was advertised as ‘liberal support’ for private importers—but 
Bayly wanted more systematic action. He urged the colonial government to import 
their own stocks of stoats and weasels125 as well as subsidise private importers. 

On 4 December 1883, Thomas Dick, the Colonial Secretary in Wellington, wrote 
to the agent general in London the key letter that committed the government to 
take part in what had hitherto been an entirely private game. It states that Walter 
Allbones was on his way to England in the Tongariro, armed with the first official 
contract to collect a consignment of weasels and stoats for import to New Zealand. 
Allbones had been selected for this service because of his special knowledge of the 
animals, as proven by his work for Rich of Bushy Park; Grant of Castlethorpe, Brigg, 
Lincolnshire, was cited as a referee.126 Walter delivered his first official consignment 
via the Doric in June 1884.127 Bayly confirmed the link to Rich’s pioneering effort,128 
and Walter was immediately commissioned to return home and obtain a further 
shipment, all expenses paid. 

During the 13 months from January 1885 to January 1886 inclusive, five separate 
shipments of stoats and weasels arrived, totalling 1,222 animals. Three lots were 
commissioned by the government for turning out on crown lands, mainly in the 
South Island, and two were private orders for properties in the southern North 
Island (Table 2). 

Shipments stopped after January 1886, while arguments raged about passenger 
complaints. In May 1887 Henry Allbones made his own arrangements to overcome 
the disruption to his business, and thereafter his system ran like clockwork to clear 
the backlog. He dispatched two shipments from England before the end of 1887, 

122  W. Allbones to Annie, 2 April 1883. M. Moerbe, private collection, Brigg, Lincolnshire.
123  Samuel Grant to Major Teschemaker, 1883. R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
124  Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1882–83].
125  Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1882–83].
126  Outwards Letterbook—Agent General. Colonial Secretary to Agent General [re Allbones commission], 
4 December 1883. R20557923, Archives NZ, Wellington.
127  Outwards Letterbook—Agent General. Letter to Agent General, 14 July 1884. R20557923, Archives NZ, 
Wellington; ‘Stoats and Weasels’, The Field, 26 April 1884, 566.
128  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1883–84], AJHR H–2 II (1884).
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which arrived in the Rimutaka in October and the Tongariro in January 1888. 
The government was impressed, and granted him a new contract.129 In these two 
years alone, 1,886 stoats and weasels were landed from seven shipments (Table 2).

The British press marvelled that the New Zealand government had spared no expense 
in acquiring nearly 2,000 stoats and weasels already, yet the demand continued to 
exceed supply. The ‘shillings paid to buy stock in England turn into guineas [£1 1s] 
when the animals are sold in New Zealand’.130

The year 1889 was a bad one for the hitherto indefatigable Chief Rabbit Inspector 
Bayly. As stoats and weasels spread into native forests and began to kill birds rather 
than rabbits,131 the continuing objections from settlers and others persuaded the 
government to end all official imports of stoats and weasels (imports of ferrets 
had been abandoned in 1884). The many supporters of continued imports were 
ignored.132 Bayly was demoted to the office of an ordinary district sheep inspector 
in Auckland, where rabbits were few and stoats and weasels had not yet reached.133 
The  annual report to the Rabbit Nuisance Committee dated 18 May 1889 was 
written by an unnamed official.134 In June 1890, Bayly was dismissed,135 and from 
then on, his name disappears from the archives. 

The independent Joint Committee on Livestock and Rabbits strongly criticised 
the change in policy connected with the removal of Bayly’s influence, in the most 
uncompromising terms. They regarded the decision as ‘a national calamity’ which 
should be immediately reconsidered.136 Nothing happened. In 1890, the Joint 
Committee on Livestock and Rabbits repeated its 1889 criticism of this short-
sighted change in policy. The committee asked why, since the rabbit nuisance was 
continuing to spread, at an annual loss to the colony ‘probably equal to the interest 
on our national debt’, was the government ignoring the need to bring in stoats 
and weasels ‘in large and continuous numbers’?137 Nothing changed: the Rabbit 
Nuisance Committee’s report for 1891 does not mention natural enemies at all.138

In 1890, the official import records list a total of 2,292 stoats and weasels arriving, 
but newspapers mention only three shipments. It seems that by this stage the press 
in both countries was beginning to lose interest in the matter. But from other 

129  H. Allbones to Minister in Charge of Livestock, Wellington: Acceptance of contract terms, 12 October 1887. 
R17620769, Archives NZ, Wellington.
130  ‘Politics and Society’, Leeds Mercury, 9 November 1887, 4, 5.
131  King, ‘Liberation and spread of stoats and weasels’, 163–77.
132  E. Clifton, ‘Monthly report for Wellington area to Stock Inspector’, 1889. R17620841, Archives NZ, 
Wellington.
133  Anon., ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1888–89], AJHR H–13 (1889).
134  Anon., ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1888–89], AJHR H–13 (1889).
135  ‘Parliamentary Notes’, New Zealand Herald, 21 June 1890.
136  J. B. A. Acland, ‘Report of Joint Committee on Live stock and Rabbits’, AJHR I–11 (1889).
137  G. Randall Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Livestock and Rabbits’, AJHR I–11 (1890).
138  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee [1880–81]’, AJHR I–6 I (1881).
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sources we know that, during the first seven months of 1891, three of six shipments 
delivered to the North Wairarapa Rabbit Board recorded unusually high mortality 
of stoats and weasels. Only 42 (11 per cent) of the 374 stoats and weasels loaded on 
to the Tongariro were still alive by the time the ship arrived in January; only 13 of 
93 stoats (13 per cent), plus 2 of 185 ferrets and none of 28 weasels survived to the 
end of the voyage of the Aorangi on 26 February. The Kaikoura’s exceptionally large 
cargo of 532 animals suffered ‘extraordinary mortality’ en route, attributed by the 
receiving inspectors to ‘want of cleanliness’.139 One can understand the problems of 
regular cleaning of so many boxes, and of managing enough live pigeons to feed so 
many animals. Perhaps the experiments proposed more than once in previous years, 
for cutting costs by feeding frozen meat, proved as unsuccessful as Allbones had 
predicted.

The long procession of shipments of stoats and weasels to New Zealand remained 
a matter of continuing interest to newspapers in England. The Pall Mall Gazette 
commented admiringly in April 1891 on this ‘increasing business’, which was now 
‘a very profitable occupation’ for the Loan and Mercantile Agency. Actually, by that 
time the business was no longer increasing, because the Wairarapa Rabbit Board was 
developing serious doubts, probably shared by others. Ratepayers complained about 
the great expense of the importations from Britain, especially when half of any 
loss came out of their pockets. In August the board agreed that it ‘should seriously 
consider the question as to whether it is advisable to import more’, since ferrets 
‘can be bred in the district at about one third less cost than stoats and weasels can 
be imported’.140 From the end of 1891 onwards, the ‘Stoats and weasels’ import 
category disappeared from the annual statistical report. Local newspapers continued 
to report settlers’ despair at the spread of stoats and weasels into country without 
rabbits,141 but no new arrivals. International criticism of the mustelid introduction 
program continued for long after all official imports had stopped in 1889.142 On the 
other hand, thousands of ferrets continued to be locally bred and released well into 
the 1900s, and not everyone could distinguish the three species.143

139  ‘Rabbit Board’, Wairarapa Daily Times, 14 May 1891.
140  ‘Rabbit Board’, Wairarapa Daily Times, 14 May 1891.
141  King, ‘Liberation and spread of stoats and weasels’, 163–77.
142  [Comment from Australia], Colonist, 20 November 1894.
143  A. H. Clark, The invasion of New Zealand by people, plants and animals: The South Island (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 1949).
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Social responses

The history of stoats in New Zealand can be interpreted as an extended 
commentary on the development of social interactions between (a) a colonial 
society still developing its own national identity distinct from its European roots,144 
and (b)  a  slowly strengthening indigenous conservation lobby learning (with 
encouragement from local and European naturalists) to protect native fauna from 
Darwinian doom.145 Both also had to labour against the widespread philosophical 
assumption in favour of deliberately creating a ‘Britain of the South’, full of superior 
European animals, just like Home, only better.146 

Together, these early attitudes were enough to overrule the long-standing rational 
objections to the introduction of stoats and weasels, well summarised during Grey’s 
attempt to make them illegal. Fiona Farrell has picked up some of these themes, 
and converted them into a subtly critical novel designed to make a serious point 
about parallel modern misjudgements on genetic modification.147 Farrell created 
fictitious characters using the real names of Walter Allbones and Fowler Metcalf, 
without anticipating that their descendants would see her story as a slur (although 
an unintentional one) on their families. 

Many of the key players in these events (including Robert Campbell, Rich and 
Teschemaker) were members of the Dunedin Club, established in 1858.148 These 
and other wealthy southern runholders were described as ‘men of refinement and 
education’, with extensive commercial interests at stake, as the list of members 
shows.149 The rigid class distinctions of the time helped to ensure that they did not 
represent the ordinary (mostly unfranchised) settlers, and that they could ignore 
any outside advice irrelevant to their concerns. As the historian Paul Star put it: 
‘The eventual introduction of mustelids represented the victory of income over the 
environment, of landholders’ desperation over scientific foreboding’.150 

The system of provincial government of the 1860s put political power into the 
hands of these ‘southern gentry’,151 because they were in the best position to exert 
a disproportionate influence on nineteenth-century business and government, even 
though they did not represent the ordinary landholders.152 They all faced the same 

144  Wells, ‘An enemy of the rabbit’, 269–96; Star, ‘Nature’s Trump Card’, 3–9.
145  R. Galbreath, Walter Buller: The reluctant conservationist (Wellington: GP Books, 1989).
146  C. Hursthouse, New Zealand, or Zealandia, the Britain of the South (London: Edward Stanford, 1857).
147  F. Farrell, Mr Allbones’ Ferrets (Auckland: Random House, 2007).
148  Anon., ‘The Squatters’ Club’, Friends of Hocken Bulletin 58 (2008); J. H. Beattie, The Southern Runs (Gore: 
Gore Historical Society, 1979).
149  Anon., ‘The Squatters’ Club’; Beattie, The Southern Runs.
150  Star, ‘Nature’s Trump Card’, 3–9.
151  S. Eldred-Grigg, A Southern Gentry; New Zealanders who inherited the earth (Wellington: A. H. and A. W. 
Reed, 1980), 57.
152  Star, ‘Nature’s Trump Card’, 3–9.
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disastrous economic conditions brought on by the rabbits, and all of them lost huge 
amounts of money.153 Campbell’s family connections gave him deeper pockets than 
most, but in 1881 he gave up on at least seven of his previously profitable runs. 
Cuthbert Cowan was not a member of the club, but no doubt interacted with them 
in Wellington during his years as a member of the House of Representatives in 
1884–90.154 

A clear illustration of the conflicts of interests and social counter-currents 
complicating the introductions program is provided by Charles Teschemaker. In 
1884 he spent two months in Devon, attempting to out-compete Allbones by 
arranging cut-rate shipments. Teschemaker’s naïve approach to the specialised 
business of handling highly strung wild animals was made worse by the social divides 
among his informants. At the top end of the social scale, he found it difficult to get 
information from the landowners because they wanted stoats destroyed, ‘not kept 
as valuable’. At the other end, since the trappers discovered money could be made 
from live stoats and weasels, they were developing ways to maximise the harvest. 
They told him that ‘it is impossible to procure the animals now’ (September 1884), 
which was probably quite untrue, because September is normally a good time for 
trapping the annual cohort of newly independent young.155 Instead, they ‘passed 
word around the county for 50 miles [80 km] that no stoats should be killed but all 
saved to be trapped after they have had young’156 [i.e., in the spring of 1885]. 

By 1887, the social fabric of the South Island was being severely strained by another 
controversy, the immigration of Chinese goldminers.157 One newspaper printed 
a cartoon entitled ‘Imported Pests’, unashamedly drawing a connection between the 
two (Figure 4). 

By the end of 1886, even some English landowners were beginning to wonder 
what effect the exports were having on ‘the balance of nature’ on their own estates. 
The numbers of animals removed for export were probably only substituting for 
the numbers normally killed by gamekeepers, but people began to ask whether 
local increases in rats and field voles could be due to the removal of their natural 
enemies.158 The Colonist reported that landowners of six British counties agreed 
in 1886 to prohibit the export of ‘stoats and weasles’ to New Zealand. Ironically, 
the same argument was cited in support of the policy of importing mustelids into 
New Zealand: ‘The remonstrances of the Lincolnshire farmers against the continual 
export of these animals should be a convincing proof of their usefulness’.159 

153  Sinclair, ‘High Street Quaking’.
154  Jane Thomson, ed., Southern People: A dictionary of Otago Southland biography (Dunedin: Longacre, 1998).
155  King and Powell, The Natural History of Weasels and Stoats.
156  C. de V. Teschemaker, B. P. Bayly and Colonial Secretary, Correspondence concerning Teschemaker, 1884. 
R24413234, Archives NZ, Wellington.
157  J. H. M. Salmon, A history of goldmining in New Zealand (Wellington: Government Printer, 1963).
158  ‘The Weasel, Mustela vulgaris’, Zoologist 3rd ser. 18 (1894): 446.
159  ‘Rabbit extermination’, Hawke’s Bay Herald, 5 June 1890.
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Figure 4: Cartoon illustrating the strength of local feeling against two forms 
of imported pests
The caption reads: ‘The sturdy British colonialist, and the New Zealand rabbit, protest that the remedy 
will be worse than the disease.’

Source: New Zealand Observer and Free Lance, 16 April 1887.
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Did the strategy work?

The effect of a predator on its prey is never entirely predictable, because it is a matter 
of numbers (added to and removed from the prey population) and relative rates of 
fertility and mortality on both sides, which are both highly variable with habitat and 
season, among many other parameters. In the naïve view of this apparently simple 
process, the subtraction rate imposed by predators is assumed always to beat the 
multiplication rate of prey. 

One of the few contemporary observers to recognise the real and dynamic relationship, 
Richard Henry, poured scorn on claims that stoats and weasels were or could ever 
have been successful in controlling rabbits. He pointed out that ‘we brought the 
stoat from the same place as the rabbit, where they lived and throved [sic] together 
for thousands of years’. He scoffed at Bayly’s conclusion that the weasels released 
near Wanaka in 1884 were responsible for an apparent reduction in rabbit numbers; 
in reality, ‘Bunny undoubtedly disappears from a locality where there is anything 
objectionable, and he may well be proud of so easily befooling us’.160

No, Henry concluded, the real natural enemy of any animal is that which removes its 
food, which in turn, as twentieth-century research subsequently confirmed, depends 
on habitat conditions. This logic helps to explain why the rabbit can be a devastating 
natural enemy of the sheep, but the stoat is not the primary natural enemy of the 
rabbit, unless rabbits are already under stress from some other cause such as drought 
or a poisoning operation. On the contrary, to the extent that stoats can reduce the 
numbers of rabbits at all, they can only help to improve the food resources of the 
remaining rabbits, whereas sufficient numbers of rabbits could and did destroy the 
food resources of sheep over vast areas of pastoral land in the nineteenth century. 
At that time, stoats and weasels were usually liberated where rabbits were already 
hugely abundant, but in groups too small to achieve a rate of increase matching 
that of rabbits. Henry was a hundred years ahead of his time in anticipating the 
conclusions of contemporary community ecology161 by confirming that predators 
generally follow, rather than control, the numbers of fast-breeding prey such as 
rabbits or rodents. 

160  Richard Henry, The New Zealand rabbit and its prey (Christchurch: Lyttelton Times, 1887).
161  R. P. Pech et al., ‘Limits to predator regulation of rabbits in Australia: evidence from predator-removal 
experiments’, Oecologia 89 (1992): 102–12; C. Jones et al., ‘Functional responses of an invasive top predator 
Mustela erminea to invasive meso-predators Rattus rattus and Mus musculus, in New Zealand forests’, Wildlife 
Research 38, no. 2 (2011): 131–40.
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In July 1900 the New Zealand government received an official enquiry from 
Sydney as to the advantage or otherwise of introducing weasels for the purpose of 
keeping down the rabbit pest, and, if advisable, how to obtain them. J. D. Ritchie’s 
formal reply162 provides an unprecedented post-hoc assessment of official thinking, 
formulated only a few years after the New Zealand imports had ceased. 

Ritchie agreed with the usual assumption that stoats and weasels had helped to 
check rabbit numbers in the high country, but pointed out that rabbits in those 
same areas had been poisoned first, so the predators could not take all the credit, 
and new introductions were not advisable. He added that stoats and weasels had 
spread throughout the colony including to places with no rabbits, but official offers 
to remove captured individuals from uninfested to infested districts had not been 
taken up. Unsurprisingly, Australia decided against importing stoats and weasels; 
foxes were already bad enough.

Rabbits are a pest in many countries, but Bayly’s solution was never tried on such 
a scale anywhere else in the world. Nothing could have prevented three species of 
rats from running ashore from canoes and ships, and each in turn has done untold 
devastating damage to native fauna, but the list of species at risk163 might now be 
shorter if stoats and ferrets had never been brought to New Zealand. 

Conclusions

The circumstances and world views of the colonists in New Zealand who found 
themselves at serious financial risk from invasive rabbits were very different from 
those of present-day farmers working in the same areas. Original contemporary 
documents provide the best way to appreciate these differences, because they show 
why official and private decisions made then, that we now find amazing, seemed 
fully justifiable at the time. Ideas in colonial New Zealand on how to control 
rabbits were based on the simple assumption that every rabbit killed by a ‘natural 
enemy’ would be one rabbit fewer in the population. Hence, stoats and weasels were 
confidently assumed to be actually capable of preventing the spread of rabbits from 
their earliest release areas, and no other factors controlling rabbit populations were 
considered. Besides, in contrast to the declining and inferior native predators, they 
were British.164

162  [Complaints about natural enemies], 1896–98. R1762009, Archives NZ, Wellington.
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of Ecology 34, no. 1 (2010): 86–114.
164  Star, ‘Nature’s Trump Card’, 3–9.
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Hard experience showed that the fertility rates of adult rabbits and the survival rate 
of the juveniles can be very high, given good habitat and climatic conditions,165 and 
rabbit populations normally have a high natural mortality rate, which additional 
losses can seldom exceed. Those conditions were met in wide areas of the thick 
tussock grasslands of Southland and Otago in the 1860s, which explains why, 
once the initial invasion of rabbits moved into its exponential phase in the 1870s, 
it could not have been predicted or stopped by any tools available to ninteenth-
century landholders.166 Unfortunately, they did not know that the same applied to 
‘the natural enemy’. 

Just as the American mink was freely admitted to Britain to establish fur farms,167 
so the introduction of mustelids to New Zealand was actively encouraged by 
officialdom—so long as these animals were seen as having an economic value. Mink 
farms were a reliable source of luxury fur, while stoats and weasels were seen both 
as self-perpetuating allies in the battle against the rabbit pest and a source of rural 
employment. In both cases, and in other countries transformed by introduced 
species around the world,168 repeated warnings of the risk of introduced animals 
becoming an irreversible serious threat to their new environments were simply 
overruled by the profit motive. 

With hindsight, contemporary historians and biologists alike might ask: were the 
Victorians alone in their confident assertion of human power over nature, or have 
their descendants learned something? The surviving documentation describing 
attempts to control rabbits in the colonial New Zealand of the 1880s is a sobering 
record of the urgency and optimism with which the responsible authorities chose 
to deploy mustelids, a potent new tool, against all opposition from a vocal but 
powerless minority who valued the ‘inferior’ native biota more than sheep.169 

Since then, perceptions have changed; native species are national treasures worthy 
of expensive protection measures, and environmental management authorities 
faced with pest management dilemmas are more aware than they were before that 
ecosystem-level processes cannot necessarily be predicted from observations of 
individuals, and that in nature, managers cannot change only one thing. We pick 
our battles more carefully now, and have a world-beating record of success in wildlife 

165  G. Norbury and B. Reddiex, ‘European rabbit’, in Handbook of New Zealand mammals, 2nd ed., ed. C. M. 
King (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2005), 131–50; Thompson and King, The European Rabbit.
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167  J. Sheail, ‘The Mink Menace: The Politics of Vertebrate Pest Control’, Rural History 15 (2004): 207–22.
168  Crosby, Ecological Imperialism.
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conservation on offshore islands.170 Our aspirations are more ambitious than ever,171 
but they are informed by the failures of the past—including those most bitter 
of lessons, taught by stoats, weasels and ferrets. 
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Abstract
The literature on the plague in Lagos focuses primarily on the impact of the epidemic on 
urban planning and social inequality. While the need for town planning was conceived 
during the outbreak, the implementation of major urban planning schemes in the port 
city was delayed till the post-plague years due to the global economic depression. 
Thus, the existing studies are restricted to the aftermath of the epidemic. In advancing 
this discourse, this paper examines the place of environmental change and sanitation 
in plague outbreak and control between 1924 and 1931. The approach is historical, 
based on the critical analysis of colonial administrative, meteorological, sanitary and 
medical records, as well as newspaper reports. This paper concludes that, while the 
scourge was combated through transborder epidemic surveillance, quarantine and 
medical interventions, sanitary measures were directly responsible for its termination 
in 1931. This brings to the fore the place of nature and culture in managing emerging 
infectious diseases such as Ebola in West Africa.

Keywords: bubonic plague, colonial interventions, disease processes, sanitary 
measures, Lagos

Introduction

The coming of European colonialists coincided with the emergence of serious 
epidemics in West Africa due to new patterns of urbanisation, demographic 
transition and sociocultural organisation. Whereas Europeans visiting the West Coast 
of Africa up to the nineteenth century had died in droves due to poor immunity to 
tropical diseases,1 their incursion facilitated the introduction of new types of diseases 
as the region witnessed outbreaks of the influenza pandemic2 as well as the plague 

1  Philip D. Curtin, Disease and empire: The health of European troops in the conquest of Africa (Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 4–11.
2  ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’ (1918), 18. National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan (NAI).
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in the first quarter of the twentieth century.3 As noted by Kalala Ngalamulume, 
the outbreak of the plague in West Africa was the latest in the series of epidemics 
that had ravaged the region since the second half of the nineteenth century.4 While 
earlier outbreaks had occurred in Senegal and the Gold Coast (now Ghana), the 
interconnectivity of British West Africa made the eventual transmission of plague 
from Kumasi (Gold Coast) to Lagos (Nigeria) through seaborne trade inevitable by 
1924.

The first official case of the disease was diagnosed in Lagos on 28 July 1924;5 earlier 
unofficial cases were independently noticed by the natives.6 This scenario was 
greeted by diverse colonial and local responses. While the existing literature has been 
preoccupied with the politics of town planning and slum clearance following the 
plague years,7 this paper examines the nexus between environmental transformation 
and plague in colonial Lagos.

Mapping the outbreak

The bacterial agent that causes bubonic plague is Yersinia pestis, transmitted through 
contacts with infected fleas and rodents.8 A critical examination of the pattern of 
plague morbidity and mortality in colonial Lagos suggests that its rapid spread cannot 
be divorced from three factors—migration, population growth and environmental 
change. The first quarter of the twentieth century witnessed immigration and 
consequent population growth in the port city.9 The establishment of Lagos as the 
capital created employment for Africans seeking work, as well as acting as a stimulus 

3  William J. Simpson, Report on Plague in the Gold Coast in 1908 (London: J. & A. Churchill, 1909), 2; Liora 
Bigon, ‘A History of Urban Planning and Infectious Diseases: Colonial Senegal in the Early Twentieth Century’, 
Urban Studies Research (2012): 7, doi.org/10.1155/2012/589758; Myron Echenberg, Plague ports: The global urban 
impact of bubonic plague, 1894–1901 (New York: New York University Press, 2007), 5; Myron Echenberg, Black 
Death, White Medicine: Bubonic Plague and Politics of Public Health in Colonial Senegal (Oxford: James Currey, 
2002), 15–52; Myron Echenberg, ‘Plague in Africa: Third Pandemic’, in Encyclopedia of Pestilence, Pandemics and 
Plagues, vol. 1: A–M, ed. J. P. Byrne (London: Greenwood, 2008), 487–91.
4  Kalala Ngalamulume, ‘Plague and Violence in Saint-Louis-du-Sénégal, 1917–1920’, Cahiers d’études africaines 
183 (2006): 539, doi.org/10.4000/etudesafricaines.6027.
5  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of the Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 30 July (1924), 1–2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
6  ‘Report on Plague in Lagos—Southern Nigeria’, Director, Medical Research Institute, Yaba, to the Director of 
the Medical and Sanitary Service, Lagos. Ref. 48/MRI/24 of 9 September (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
7  Liora Bigon, ‘Bubonic plague, colonial ideologies, and urban planning policies: Dakar, Lagos, and Kumasi’, 
Planning Perspectives (2015), doi.org/10.1080/02665433.2015.1064779; Liora Bigon, ‘Between Local and 
Colonial Perceptions: The History of Slum Clearances in Lagos (Nigeria), 1924–1960’, African and Asian Studies 7, 
no. 1 (2008): 49–58.
8  Robert D. Perry and Jacqueline D. Fetherston, ‘Yersinia pestis—etiologic agent of plague’, Clinical Microbiology 
Reviews 10 (1997): 35–66.
9  Ayodeji Olukoju, ‘Population Pressure, Housing and Sanitation in West Africa’s Premier Port-City: Lagos, 
1900–1939’, The Great Circle 15, no. 2 (1993): 94.
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to the local economy, drawing in workers from the countryside.10 Consequently, the 
attendant rural–urban migration witnessed an influx of migrants to Lagos (Table 1). 
This rural–urban and transborder migration was facilitated by the improved 
transportation network (sea, road and railway) in British West Africa. While this 
phenomenon promoted intra- and interregional trade, it provided an effective 
conduit for transborder transmission of infectious diseases such as bubonic plague.

Table 1: Population growth in colonial Lagos

Year Population

1866 25,083

1891 32,508

1901 38,387

1911 73,766

1921 99,700

1931 126,000

1953 230,250

1960 665,246

Source: Laurent Fourchard, ‘Lagos and the Invention of Juvenile Delinquency in Nigeria, 1920–60’, 
Journal of African History 47, no. 1 (2006): 117. doi.org/10.1017/S0021853705001660.

The transborder and intra-regional flows continued amidst problems of inadequate 
infrastructure and poor sanitation. The initial attitude of the colonial officials, 
who perceived Lagos as nothing more than an entrepôt of trade, underlined an 
inadequate attention to public health.11 As observed by Liora Bigon,12 the colonial 
authorities oscillated between two poles concerning colonial urban space: they were 
dissatisfied with the overall ‘unsanitary’ impression of the city of Lagos, but they 
were not ready to really commit themselves to improvements, as sanitary reforms 
were not perceived as a legitimate target for public expenditure. This meant that poor 
sanitation continued in the city.13 Urbanisation in Lagos transformed it by the end 
of the nineteenth century from an agrarian settlement into a city of modern squalor, 
the result of administrative neglect and an inherent quest for resource exploitation.14 
Indeed, the colonial Report for 1898 observed of the poor condition of the sewerage 
system in Lagos that ‘[t]here are hardly any drains, and … [t]here are both land 
latrines and latrines over the water’.15 In the same vein, Ngalamulume observes 

10  Akin L. Mabogunje, Urbanization in Nigeria (London: University of London Press, 1968), 327.
11  Robert Gilpin, ‘The Lost Tribes: Food Shortage among War Displaced People in Sierra-Leone’, West Africa, 
10–16 August 1992, 1348; Victor O. Edo and Monsuru Muritala, ‘Overcrowding and Disease Epidemics in Colonial 
Lagos: Rethinking Road and Railway Infrastructure’, Nigerian Journal of Economic History 11–12 (2014): 177–9.
12  Liora Bigon, ‘Sanitation and street layout in early colonial Lagos: British and indigenous conceptions, 1851–
1900’, Planning Perspectives 20, no. 3 (2005): 247, doi.org/10.1080/02665430500130175.
13  Bigon, ‘Sanitation and street layout’, 247.
14  Spencer H. Brown, ‘Public Health in Lagos, 1850–1900: Perceptions, Pattern, and Perspectives’, International 
Journal of African Historical Studies 25, no. 2 (1992): 338, doi.org/10.2307/219390.
15  Colonial Reports—Annual No. 284. Lagos. Report for 1898 (London: HMSO, 1899), 15.
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that the process of growth in Saint Louis, Senegal, ‘in the context of international 
commerce and travel’, created unsanitary conditions favourable for the outbreak of 
infectious diseases in the early colonial era.16

In the face of rapid flows of people and commodities across British West Africa, 
the  environmentally degraded landscape of colonial Lagos was thus unwittingly 
prepared to harbour a pathogenic reservoir for impending epidemics. The shipment 
of goods across borders ensured the movement of infectious diseases to new areas. 
The speed of these processes, due to improved technology, facilitated the spread 
of epidemics. It is not surprising, therefore, that the index case has been traced to 
the kola nut trade between the Gold Coast and Nigeria during the period 5 May 
to 17  June 1924, when quarantine against the Gold Coast ports was raised.17 
The period 1924 to 1931 saw a continuous outbreak of the epidemic, with a total 
of 1,947 cases and 1,813 deaths in Lagos (Table 2).18 The population of Lagos in 
1921 was 99,700, rising to 126,000 by 1931.19 Thus, with a total of 1,813 people 
dying, the case fatality rate attributable to bubonic plague in the city amounted 
to 94.02 per cent from 1924 to 1931. While this data on plague morbidity and 
mortality represents only officially recorded cases based on laboratory observation, 
these official figures provide a guide to the pattern of the outbreak.

Table 2: Plague morbidity and mortality in Lagos, 1924–31

Year Plague cases Deaths Mortality rate

1924 414 343 82.8%

1925 104 88 84.6%

1926 497 476 95.8%

1927 155 151 97.4%

1928 519 509 98.0%

1929 188 176 93.6%

1930 65 65 100.0%

1931 5 5 100.0%

Total 1947 1813

Source: ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report, Nigeria’ (1931), 27; ‘Annual Report, Nigeria, No. 1710’ 
(1934), 21. NAI.

16  Kalala I. Ngalamulume, ‘Coping with Disease in the French Empire: The Provision of Waterworks in Saint 
Louis Du Senegal, 1860–1914’, in Environmental History of Water: Global Views on Community Water Supply and 
Sanitation, ed. P. S. Juuti, T. S. Katko and H. S. Vuorinen (London, IWA Publishing, 2007), 148.
17  ‘Plague in Lagos. Reference Cable from Secretary of State’, From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, 
Lagos, to the Director of the Medical and Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 30 July 
(1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
18  ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1931), 27; ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’ (1927), 21. NAI.
19  Fourchard, ‘Lagos and the Invention of Juvenile Delinquency in Nigeria, 1920–60’, 117.
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Furthermore, important environmental determinants of plague morbidity are 
climatic conditions and their effects on the vector–rodent (flea–rat) population. 
It has been scientifically proven that plague bacilli flourish best in a temperature 
range of about 15°C to 27°C in conjunction with a certain degree of atmospheric 
dryness.20 Thus, favourable climatic conditions for breeding encouraged the spread 
and transmission of plague, especially when the disease was already epizootic 
among the rat population, as was the case in colonial Lagos.21 In the final analysis, 
the climatic variances show humid atmospheric conditions conducive for plague 
reproduction.22 In combating the epidemic, myriad public health interventions 
were attempted.

Plague and colonial interventions: The case 
of environmental sanitation

In managing the plague epidemic of 1924–31, the colonial authorities responded 
through several public health measures, including transborder disease surveillance, 
quarantine measures, medical healthcare and environmental sanitation. These 
measures were designed to contain the further transmission of plague into Lagos. 
In the implementation of transborder epidemic surveillance, passengers arriving in 
Lagos through the port were landed at the quarantine station and their clothing and 
bedding disinfected with Clayton gas.23 Boxes with clothing were disinfected with 
a  few ounces of formalin. While rat guards and tar were applied to the mooring 
ropes of all vessels from Gold Coast ports, it was not considered necessary to 
fumigate these ships.24 In Lagos, all ships coming alongside the wharves affixed 
rat guards, tarred their cables, and whitewashed their gangways, lighting them at 
night.25 These measures were considered necessary to prevent sanitary and screening 

20  John F. D. Shrewsbury, A History of Bubonic Plague in the British Isles (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005), 3.
21  The atmospheric mean temperature of the port city in 1923 was 27.2°C; in 1924, 27.4°C; 1925, 26.5°C; 
1927, 26.8°C; 1928, 26.9°C; 1929, 26.6°C; 1930, 27.2°C; 1931, 27.5°C; and in 1932, 26.7°C. Sources of statistics 
are: Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1923), 531; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 
1924), 575; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1925), 554; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government 
Printer, 1926), 572; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1927), 602; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: 
Government Printer, 1928), 632; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1929), 628; Blue Book, Nigeria 
(Lagos: Government Printer, 1930), 643; Blue Book, Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1931), 645; Blue Book, 
Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer, 1932), CC7.
22  ‘Meteorological Observations made in Nigeria during the year 1927’, in ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’ (1927); 
‘Meteorological Observations made in Nigeria during the year 1929’, in ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’ (1929). NAI.
23  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of the Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos, Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 31 July (1924), 2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
24  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of the Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos, Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 31 July (1924), 3. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
25  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and Sanitary 
Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333a/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 3. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
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evasion at the port.26 Security agents were deployed to prevent persons boarding or 
leaving ships without a pass from the Port Health Officer. Third-class passengers 
travelling overseas were medically examined before embarkation, and their clothing 
and baggage disinfected when this was considered necessary.27 This pattern of 
transborder surveillance, screening and disinfestation continued throughout the 
outbreak from 1924 to 1931. Increased powers were given to the Port Health 
Officers under the quarantine regulations of 1925 and the Quarantine Ordinance of 
1926, which empowered them to carry out preventive measures, ‘whether the port 
was actually declared to be in quarantine or not’.28 While the transborder disease 
surveillance was useful in the prevention of plague transmission through the port of 
Lagos, the porosity of West African land borders challenged its effectiveness. Indeed, 
while West African boundaries symbolised state power, transborder flows continued 
as a result of ongoing informal social groupings and networks. The case of arbitrary 
borders drawn across well-established cultural areas of West Africa undermined 
official control.29 This scenario eroded the effectiveness of these epidemic control 
measures, as informal transborder migration occurred on a daily basis across the 
porous land borders of the region.

The quarantine measures involved the encampment for observation at the Infectious 
Diseases Hospital of people who had been in contact with cases of plague. When 
an infected area was designated, the affected blocks of buildings in which the case 
had occurred were surrounded by a corrugated iron fence sunk into the street.30 
The Public Works Department constructed bush houses in the Infectious Diseases 
Hospital compound as temporary accommodation for the swelling numbers who 
had been in contact with plague victims. Temporary sanitary inspectors were 
employed to relieve the stressed experienced officers working in the affected areas.31 
A camp was arranged in which all passengers who desired to leave the infected area 
might be kept under observation for five days before departure. Each was given 

26  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of the Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos, Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 12 August (1924), 6. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
27  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333a/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 1–2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, 
NAI; ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Accra, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Accra. Memorandum No. 1815/27/19 of 23 September (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
28  ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1926), 33; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 25–8; 
‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1927), 26–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 25–9; ‘Annual 
Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1931), 26–8. NAI.
29  Anthony I. Asiwaju, ‘Cross-border initiatives and regional integration in West Africa: The Nigerian 
experience’, in Nation-States and the challenges of regional integration in West Africa: The case of Nigeria, ed. Y. 
Akinyeye (Paris: Karthala, 2010), 137; Olukayode A. Faleye, ‘Regional integration from “below” in West Africa: A 
study of transboundary town-twinning of Idiroko (Nigeria) and Igolo (Benin)’, Regions & Cohesion 6, no. 3 (2016): 
5–13, doi.org/10.3167/reco.2016.060301.
30  ‘Plague in Lagos’. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 30 July (1924), 1–2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
31  ‘Plague in Lagos’. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 30 July (1924), 2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
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an embarkation pass to be delivered to a police officer stationed on the steamer 
gangway to prevent persons boarding or leaving ships without a pass from the Port 
Health Officer.32

In the interior part of the city, canoes were used for an efficient police water patrol 
system. Police road patrols were instituted along the Macgregor Canal and at Ikoyi 
Road Bridge, Onikan Bridge and Five Cowrie Creek bridge, with roadblocks 
erected as necessary. The implementation of these measures as they applied to the 
natives was perceived to have been driven by racial prejudices, as local commuters 
were often sprayed indiscriminately with disinfectants.33 These measures were later 
criticised for obstructing trade flows between Lagos Island and the mainland.34 
Similarly, quarantine measures in India and South Africa witnessed a related system 
of racial stigmatisation of the natives, while Europeans were given preferential 
treatment at disease screening sites such as railway and road-transport stations.35 
This public health approach taken by the colonial government, especially as it 
related to quarantine measures and movement restrictions, sent jitters through the 
local population. This was particularly so due to the high rate of mortality recorded 
among quarantined victims of plague. For most, the Infectious Diseases Hospital 
seems to have become a place of no return.36 Hence, families began to hide their 
sick. Information was now difficult or impossible to get, and when a death occurred, 
many of those who had come into contact with the plague victim ran away and 
could not be found. Thus, the colonial officials lamented that ‘house to house 
inspection is difficult on account of the warren-like nature of this part of the town 

32  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Chief Secretary to the Government, 
Lagos. Memorandum No. 333A/DMS/24 of 26 August, (1924), 1–4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI; ‘Plague in Lagos’. 
From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 
333A/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 1–9. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ 
(1929), 25–8; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1927), 26–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 
25–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1931), 26–8. NAI.
33  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Chief Secretary to the Government, 
Lagos. Memorandum No. 333A/DMS/24 of 26 August (1924), 1–4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI; ‘Plague in Lagos’. 
From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 
333A/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 1–9. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ 
(1929), 25– 8; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1927), 26–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 
25–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1931), 26–8. NAI.
34  ‘Extract from the minute of Meeting of the Lagos Chamber of Commerce’. Ref. 16316 of 6 March (1926), 1. 
CSO 26 13001 Vol. VII, NAI.
35  Natasha Sakar, ‘Fleas, Faith, and Politics: Anatomy of an Indian Epidemic, 1890–1925’ (Ph.D. diss., National 
University of Singapore, 2011), 177–9.
36  The Infectious Diseases Hospital served as an isolation and treatment centre for all official cases of plague 
discovered in Lagos. We may therefore infer that the hospital must have contributed a significant portion of deaths 
to the official plague mortality (see Table 2). Although what we know about plague cases at the Infectious Diseases 
Hospital is based on fragmentary medical statistics, archival evidence points to the overwhelming ineffectiveness 
of biomedical treatment. For example, a 1926 report on plague mortality rates in the hospital put the death rate 
at 76.5%. ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’, (1926), 193. NAI. Clinical case-notes also bear out the largely ineffective 
treatment of plague victims at the Infectious Diseases Hospital. See, for example, ‘Report of Plague in Lagos—
southern Nigeria’ From the Director Medical Research Institute Yaba to the Director of the Medical and Sanitary 
Service, Lagos. Report No. 48/M.R.I/24 of 9 September (1924), 2-4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
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and the ease with which the sick can be moved about so as to avoid discovery’.37 
This was seen as a ‘lack of cooperation on the part of the people’.38 In response to 
this public resistance to anti-plague measures, it was decided that while the sick 
were isolated at the Infectious Diseases Hospital, those who had come into contact 
with them and had been removed from infected houses should be provided with 
accommodation until their own dwellings were certified fit for habitation. This 
scenario ultimately influenced the establishment of the temporary isolation camp of 
rat-proofed hut accommodation in Ebute Metta, where the occupants of infected 
houses were placed under observation.39 The quarantine measures and movement 
restrictions were continued throughout the outbreak from 1924 to 1931, and were 
extended to the neighbouring towns in Ijebu and Abeokuta provinces.40

Furthermore, biomedicine was deployed to fight the scourge of bubonic plague. 
The Infectious Diseases Hospital served as the primary observatory centre for 
the clinical pathology of plague. Suspected victims and the dead were examined 
at the hospital.41 Haffkine’s prophylactic (the plague vaccine) was distributed 
for inoculation purposes.42 By 7 August 1924, four medical laboratories were 
functional for diagnoses. Medical laboratories at the Medical Research Institute, 
Yaba, the Public Mortuary, Lagos, the Infectious Diseases Hospital, Ikoyi and the 
Clinical Laboratory, Lagos, played a significant role in the diagnosis of plague bacilli 
in victims. All dead bodies were taken to the Public Mortuary for examination. 
The pathological evaluation of disease transmission was vital to plague control in 
Lagos. Secondly, smears (bodily fluids) from the glands or lungs of victims, as well 
as rats caught in the infected area, were sent to the Medical Research Institute, Yaba, 
or to the clinical laboratory, Lagos, for examination.43 Between 9 and 22 September 
1924, Dr H. Morrison of the Medical Research Institute, Yaba, examined 208 smears 
from glands and other organs in connection with 89 post-mortem examinations; 
34 of the bodies were infected with bubonic plague.44

37  ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1927), 26–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 25–9; 
‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1931), 26–8; ‘Annual Report, Nigeria’ (1934), 21. NAI.
38  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333B/DMS/24 of 4 October (1924), 3. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
39  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333B/DMS/24 of 4 October (1924), 2–4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, 
NAI; ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333B/DMS/24 of 8 October (1924), 2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
40  ‘Extract from the minute of Meeting of the Lagos Chamber of Commerce’. Ref. 16316 of 6 March (1926), 1; 
‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report, Nigeria’ (1935), 11. CSO 26 13001 Vol. VII, NAI.
41  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Chief Secretary to the Government, 
Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 30 July (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
42  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 31 July (1924), 2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
43  ‘Outbreak of Bubonic plague in Lagos’. From Medical Research Institute, Yaba, to the Director of the Medical 
and Sanitary Service, Lagos, Report No.48/MRI/24 of 7 August (1924), 3–4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
44  ‘Outbreak of Bubonic Plague in Lagos’. From the Medical Research Institute, Yaba, to the Director of Medical 
and Sanitary Service, Lagos. Report Ref. No. 48/MRI/24 of 24 September (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
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The anti-plague vaccine was imported for prophylactic inoculation, 10,000 doses 
arriving in Lagos fortnightly.45 Inoculations were performed in Lagos using the Yersin 
serum, which was administered in 100 cc doses intravenously.46 By 6 November 
1924, about 47,100 people had been inoculated as a result of a house-to-house 
program. While native people generally raised no objections to such a procedure, 
in some cases a few residents ran away to evade it. Inoculations were performed in 
Lagos through the cooperation of African private medical practitioners. However, 
the colonial authorities observed the limitations of biomedicine in the anti-plague 
campaign: ‘it did not appear as if any treatment tried was very effective’.47 This 
is particularly obvious in the high mean mortality rate of the hospitalised cases, 
94.02 per cent between 1924 and 1931.48

In Lagos, biomedicine interfered with societal organisation. Biomedicine’s weaknesses 
was obvious in the language barrier separating British medical practitioners and 
their native patients, which reduced local confidence in the colonial hospitals. 
Suspicion of Western medicine among locals was heightened by the high mortality 
rate recorded at the Infectious Diseases Hospital during the outbreak. Also, the 
perception of illness by Lagosians differed from that of medical practitioners, as 
the African method of disease aetiology encompasses spiritual divination as well 
as ethnopharmacological intervention. Both these factors—cultural differences and 
the seeming ineffectiveness of Western hospitals during the outbreak—compounded 
to turn local peoples away from such treatment, and to regard it with some suspicion. 
In comparison, in Asia, biomedical intervention during the plague outbreak in 
Hong Kong in 1894 presented a similar challenge to that in Lagos. Hong Kong 
Chinese were fearful of British doctors, so native doctors were allowed into colonial 
hospitals to administer treatment to plague victims. This anti-Western attitude was 
reinforced by the high fatality rate (77 per cent) among plague patients treated 
by British doctors.49 In Bombay, epidemic plague was conceived in the context of 
native religious tradition, as Indians sought treatment from the goddess Kali as well 
as employing traditional remedies and biomedicine, thereby adopting myriad anti-
plague interventions.50

45  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and Sanitary 
Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333A/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 7. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
46  ‘Plague in Lagos’, From the Deputy Director of Medical and Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical 
and Sanitary Service. Memorandum No. 333B/DMS/24 of 8 October (1924), 4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
47  ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1926), 194. NAI.
48  ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 25–8; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1927), 26–9; 
‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report’ (1929), 25–9; ‘Annual Medical and Sanitary Report, Nigeria’ (1931), 26–8; 
‘Annual Report, Nigeria, No. 1710’ (1934), 21. NAI.
49  Sakar, ‘Fleas, Faith, and Politics’, 34–5.
50  Sakar, ‘Fleas, Faith, and Politics’, 34–5.
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The foregoing showcases the serious limitations of transborder epidemic surveillance, 
quarantine measures and colonial medical intervention in plague control. What 
was responsible for the extermination of the plague chain in 1931? This paper set 
out to answer this question from the perspective of environmental change and 
transformation, as framed by nature–culture interaction over time. As a zoonotic 
disease, plague relies on reservoirs, including fleas and rodents, for its survival over 
time.51 The association of epidemics with dirt is well established. In Europe, before 
the emergence of the germ theory in the nineteenth century, infectious diseases had 
been associated with foul air and animal droppings, filth and decay—‘miasmas’.52 
These pre-scientific ideas about disease manifestation had their analogues in Africa. 
For instance, the precolonial Yoruba culture emphasised the connection between 
dirt and disease. This is boldly stamped in the various sociocultural traditions of 
the people. It is stipulated in the Ifa oracular literature (a primary source of Yoruba 
history). The part of the Ifa oracular chant dealing with the nexus between personal 
hygiene and sickness is the sixteenth chapter, known as Orangun Meji, and its 
seventh verse. According to this ancient oral tradition:

A ki i f ’iti ju karun, A si maa f ’itiju ko o; A dia fun Afinju, Ti n lo yan obun lale. 
Eekana owo pente; Pente pente isale. Bi a lobun lobinrin, A o lee jeru mo; A dia fun 
Esu aiwe, Ti yoo mu obinrin sa lo, Ni’ile Agbonmeregun. Nje, alade mo n we o, 
Kuunsu, Alade mo n we o, Kuunsu.53

This Ifa verse discusses the link between poor hygiene or sanitation and the outbreak 
of disease. The Ifa divinity rebuked poor hygiene and affirmed the inevitable 
outbreak of epidemics in an unsanitary environment. Personal hygiene could be 
evaluated through the sanitary state of fingernails and private parts, as well as the 
sequence of bathing. This verse emphasises that dirty fingernails, unkempt private 
parts and lack of attention to bodily care constitute a bacteria reservoir and a potent 
basis for the outbreak of disease. It showcases the important place of women in 
maintaining proper hygiene and sanitation in their homes, and society in general. 
This remains the case in traditional Yoruba society, where women are involved in 
household chores as well as performing social functions such as environmental 
sanitation (washing of plates and clothes, sweeping and mopping of surroundings) 
and food preparation, as well as sexual activities.

51  Nicholas A. Boire, Victoria A. Riedel, Nicole M. Parrish and Stefan Riedel, ‘Lessons Learned from Historic 
Plague Epidemics: The Relevance of an Ancient Disease in Modern Times’, Journal of Ancient Diseases & Preventive 
Remedies 2, no. 2 (2013): 1–2, doi.org/10.4172/2329-8731.1000114.
52  Marianna Karamanou, George Panayiotakopoulos, Gregory Tsoucalas, Antonis A. Kousoulis and George 
Androutsos, ‘From miasmas to germs: A historical approach to theories of infectious disease transmission’, 
Le Infezioni in Medicina 1 (2012): 58–9.
53  Wande Abimbola, Awon Oju Odu Mereerindinlogun (Ibadan: Oxford University Press, 1977), 95.
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A counterpoint to this precolonial social structure in the Yoruba cultural area 
of Nigeria was the colonial spatial order, which encouraged the attendant migration 
of mainly menfolk from rural locations and from diverse ethnic backgrounds into 
the new, rapidly urbanised areas such as Lagos. This effectively altered the traditional 
demographic balance, as well as the cultural and socio-spatial make-up of the port 
city. For instance, rapid immigration into the city in the first quarter of the twentieth 
century led to housing pressure, overcrowding and poor sanitation.54 Laurent 
Fourchard noted that ‘pressure in the hinterland, including colonial taxation and 
agricultural control policies, obliged farmers to migrate to cities, especially in coastal 
regions’.55 Demographic imbalance in the face of labour migration characterised by 
predominantly male actors led to the growth of behaviour risky to health—poor 
hygiene and prostitution, which bred new forms of infectious diseases.56 Indeed, 
labour migration, dominated by men, distorted the Yoruba sociocultural order. As 
noted by Kristin Mann, ‘the arrival of large numbers of adult male immigrants in 
[colonial] Lagos created a shortage of women. Those present in the town could 
alter their domestic situation by leaving one man for another’.57 In most parts of 
Sub-Saharan Africa, women were traditionally committed to household chores.58 
For instance, in Yoruba culture, it was the duty of the woman to keep their house 
clean.59 Hence, the population’s gender imbalance and its attendant women’s 
absence in homes weakened household sanitation in Lagos. The aggregate impact 
of this phenomenon undermined public health in the city during the colonial era.

Based on the scientific understanding of the interaction between human populations 
and pathogens, sanitary measures were introduced during the plague outbreak in 
Lagos. The unsanitary condition of the city seems to have provided ideal conditions 
to help the plague spread. At the outbreak of the epidemic, 205 houses were 
inspected and 28 of them fumigated, while 1,852 poison baits and 115 rat traps 
were laid by 31 July 1924.60 All houses in the infected area were fumigated with 

54  Olukoju, ‘Population Pressure, Housing and Sanitation’, 94–5.
55  Laurent Fourchard, ‘Urban Poverty, Urban Crime, and Crime Control: The Lagos and Ibadan Cases, 1929–45’, 
in African Urban Spaces in Historical Perspective, ed. Toyin Falola and Steven J. Salm (Woodbridge: Boydell & 
Brewer, 2005), 294.
56  Saheed Aderinto, ‘Of Gender, Race, and Class: The Politics of Prostitution in Lagos, Nigeria, 1923–1954’, 
Frontiers 33, no. 3 (2012): 75–7, doi.org/10.5250/fronjwomestud.33.3.0071.
57  Kristin Mann, ‘Women, Landed property, and the accumulation of wealth in early colonial Lagos’, Signs 16, 
no.4, (1991): 702, doi.org/10.1086/494699.
58  Emily Burrill, Richard Roberts and Elizabeth Thornberry, ‘Domestic violence and the Law in Africa’, in 
Domestic violence and the Law in colonial and postcolonial Africa, ed. E. Burrill, R. Roberts and E. Thornberry 
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2010), 10; Chantal Epie and Afam Ituma, ‘Working hours and work–family 
conflict in the institutional context of Nigeria’, in Work–family interface in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Z. Mokomane 
(New York: Springer International Publishing, 2014), 61.
59  N. A. Fadipe, The Sociology of the Yoruba (Ibadan: Ibadan University Press, 1970), 87.
60  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Chief secretary to the Government, 
Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 31 July (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
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sulphur. After fumigation, they were sprayed with a mixture of tar oil and kerosene.61 
The disinfection of houses and the quarantining of their inhabitants were carried out 
alongside claims for compensation for property alleged stolen during the sanitary 
operations.62 The bodies of all the dead in the infected area were examined post-
mortem, and similar action was taken in the case of all sudden or suspicious deaths 
in other parts of Lagos.63

The nodes and hubs of colonial Lagos’ transportation system became a theatre of 
sanitary warfare against the scourge of the plague. In this respect, Denton Bridge was 
strategic in the prevention of plague transmission to the mainland. Sanitary measures 
were adopted to safeguard the city at geostrategic points. At Denton Bridge, outgoing 
cars were stopped and all passengers examined, their underclothing receiving a light 
spray of kerosene emulsion, unless they already had naphthalene or kerosene in 
their clothes. All bundles or boxes of clothing and bedding were inspected. If they 
contained naphthalene, they were passed; if not, they were sprayed. These measures 
were applied at the southern terminus of the Western Nigerian Railway at Iddo 
Island. Passengers leaving the infected area by rail from Iddo station were examined 
at a barrier, receiving the same treatment as those at Denton Bridge, as well as a pass 
which had to be presented in order to get a railway ticket.64

In Lagos, rat destruction carried out between 1924 and 1931 showed the prevalence 
of Rattus norvegicus in the port city. The rats caught in the infected areas were 
examined at the Medical Research Institute, Yaba. By 5 August 1924, out of 100 rats 
caught in the operation, five were found to be infected with plague.65 By 4 October 
1924, the deputy director of the Sanitary Service confirmed that Lagos had been 
infested by infected rodents, as they had been caught in widely separated parts of 
the town, from Carter Bridge to Oke Suna Street, and as far south as Broad Street.66 
Rat destruction, as part of the sanitary measures, was carried out by means of traps 
and poison. Rat-catching gangs were instituted and gradually expanded. Barium 
carbonate was used as a poison in three-grain doses made up with a preparation of 
maize. The ratting gangs were provided with buckets of disinfectant labelled with the 
name of the area where they had been found, and the rats had a cloth tag attached to 

61  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 31 July (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
62  ‘Compensation Board: Plague Infection’. From the Director of Medical and Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the 
Chief Secretary to the Government, Lagos. Memorandum No.570/DMS/24 of 23 December (1926), 1–2. CSO 
26 13001 Vol. VIII, NAI.
63  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 13 August (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
64  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and Sanitary 
Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333A/DMS/24 of 10 September (1924), 4. CSO 26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
65  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Chief Secretary to the Government, 
Lagos. Memorandum No. 333/DMS/24 of 5 August (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. I, NAI.
66  ‘Plague in Lagos’. From the Deputy Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the Director of Medical and 
Sanitary Service, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333B/DMS/24 of 4 October (1924), 2. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
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them which indicated more precisely where they had been caught. The rats caught 
in the operation were of the species Rattus rattus and R. norvegicus, the former being 
in the majority. Some of them were found infected with plague bacilli.67

Initially, rat destruction did not receive the anticipated public assistance, even with 
an offer of twopence per rat caught. Cases were reported where baskets or other 
receptacles were inverted over traps set in premises by the official rat-catchers, to 
prevent rats being caught. The occupiers had feared should infected rats be caught, 
their houses would be liable to disinfection and they themselves quarantined.68 
The increasing awareness of the link between the infestation of Lagos with plague 
bacilli and the consequent spread of the disease through rat–human contact led to 
improved cooperation between the colonial authorities and the natives.69 Indeed, 
in the history of plague control in West Africa, native cooperation constituted 
a major determinant of the efficacy of public health measures. For instance, Myron 
Echenberg’s examination of the pattern of bubonic plague in colonial Senegal 
shows how the sociocultural approach of the locals to the epidemic impacted on 
the efficacy of colonial interventions. Echenberg noted that in 1914, Africans 
resisted public health policies in the streets of Senegal, and the French containment 
strategies failed. However, by 1944 the outbreak had been successfully controlled by 
applications of the new insecticide DDT, the use of antibiotics and the cooperation 
of locals.70

By 1929, the anti-plague work in Lagos was organised under the Medical Officer 
of Health, who oversaw the routine district work of house-to-house inspections. 
Special anti-plague labour gangs, each consisting of two self-contained units with 
headmen and equipment, were allotted to each of the five districts in the town. 
A senior African sanitary inspector under a European inspector in each district closely 
supervised all the sanitary and anti-plague operations in his district. In this manner, 
intensive scavenging, ratting, disinfection and enforcement of all regulations and 
by-laws affecting sanitation was ensured.71 Up to 1931, the ratting and other usual 
anti-plague measures were carried out in Lagos and its neighbouring towns and 
villages of the Ijebu, Egba and Oyo.72 Plague control in Lagos from 1924 to 1931 
was inherently linked with the decimation of plague reservoirs in the city through 
sanitary measures, to which the ratting operation and demolition of perpetually 

67  ‘Plague in Lagos: Spraying operations at Denton Bridge’. From the Director of Sanitary Service, Lagos, to the 
Chief Secretary to the Government, Lagos. Memorandum No. 333A/DMS/24 of 26 September (1924), 6–7. CSO 
26 13001 Vol. II, NAI.
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rat-infested buildings was vital. While the accurate measurement of rat infestation 
is impossible to ascertain, the sanitary measures involving rat destruction around 
human habitation inevitably helped terminate plague infestation.

In the face of the escalation of the epidemic’s spread, rat destruction was carried on 
with energy and with unprecedented help from the general public, who brought 
on average about 200 rats daily to the rat stations which had been established. 
Infected rats were caught nearer and nearer towards the south of the city and, as 
this continued, human cases tended to occur in the most unsanitary huts and 
houses.73 Subsequently, rat infection extended south of Broad Street. Infected rats 
were also caught in Marina and Iddo.74 The sustenance of plague among rats in 
the city advanced: in 1927 an infection index of 1.07 per cent was reported. This 
later declined in 1929 to 0.54 per cent.75 More than any other anti-plague method, 
sanitary measures involving the elimination of the plague foci were central to the 
eradication of the epidemic by 1931. Thus, the urban planning strategy of the post-
plague years, which involved slum clearance, was anchored on this reality. The case 
of Ebola in West Africa presents a similar scenario, in which the outbreak began 
in the wild animal population and was transmitted to humans due to poverty and 
poor infrastructure.76 Indeed, the worst-affected areas in Liberia, Sierra Leone and 
Guinea are essentially rural; otherwise, the disease was associated with urban squalor 
and slums lacking sewerage and good-quality housing. In essence, both plague and 
Ebola are diseases of underdevelopment emanating from the interaction between 
the human population and the natural environment. This historical trend brings to 
the fore the importance of social equity and effective environmental management 
in the West African public health system.

Conclusion

This paper reveals how globalisation and colonialism impacted on Lagos’ disease 
environment in the first quarter of the twentieth century. European colonisation 
and its attendant urbanisation transformed the local environment in the face of 
unprecedented immigration that was stimulated by new opportunities for high 
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of 6 November (1924), 1. CSO 26 13001 Vol. III, NAI.
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wages and commerce. The outbreak has been traced to improved communication 
networks that facilitated the kola nut trade between Kumasi in the Gold Coast and 
Lagos. This was essentially the result of transporting infected persons, rodents and 
fleas, as well as contaminated cargoes. The rise in the population of Lagos and the 
evolution of urban slums with poor sanitary and infrastructural facilities created an 
environment conducive to pathogenic infestation. This is obvious in the case of the 
Oko Awo, where the outbreak was first recorded.

This study unveils the limitation of transborder disease surveillance, quarantine 
measures and medical interventions in plague control. Essentially, it reveals the 
vital role of sanitation in the fight against plague in Lagos. It shows how sanitary 
measures, especially ratting operations, helped reduce plague foci in the city, thereby 
terminating the epidemic chain by 1931. This discovery brings to the fore the central 
place of environmental management in public health and epidemic control in West 
Africa. Among others, the lessons of plague control from 1924 to 1931 are relevant 
to the management of emerging infectious diseases such as Ebola in the region.
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