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Abstract

From 1889 to 1919, Macquarie Island was the centre of one of the world’s most
unusual extractive industries. On this small island, roughly midway between
Australia and Antarctica, penguins were killed and boiled down to produce oil.
Yet despite a single company having a virtual monopoly and investing heavily
in machinery that allowed them to process up to 3500 penguins a day during
the summer oiling season, penguin oil never became the lucrative commodity
its boosters predicted. This article explores two overlapping processes of
extraction in the Southern Ocean World. It firstly reconstructs the extraction
of oil from penguins on Macquarie Island, a deeply controversial industry that
triggered an organised transnational conservation movement aimed at ending
penguin oiling and establishing a wildlife sanctuary on the island. This physical
process of extraction is then used to explore the wider mentality of extraction
that both animated the penguin oilers’ schemes and shaped visions for the
island’s future articulated by the oilers’ critics. The article argues that the
history of penguin oil provides an entry point for understanding how extraction
has profoundly shaped human interactions with the Southern Ocean World.

Keywords: Macquarie Island, Southern Ocean World, penguins, extraction, commodity
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A wave sweeps across a beach. As it breaks on the shore, one penguin after another is
knocked off its feet in a scene that would later be described as ‘for all the world like
bathers at Bondi, Coogee, or Manly on a holiday.”” Some of the penguins cascade
into their companions, some leap playfully into the surf, and others make their way
indignantly higher up the beach to join thousands of others in a throng of tiny black
and white figures.> A procession of Royal Penguins waddle up a steep slope, the

1 This article benefited significantly from discussions with History colleagues at Monash University and the ANU
Centre for Environmental History. The author would also like to thank Nick Ferns, Ben Huf, Bernard Keo, Mia
Martin Hobbs, Ruth Morgan, Ebony Nilsson, Kate Rivington, Jason Smeaton, Al Thomson, Jessica Urwin, Hannah
Viney and the International Review of Environmental History's anonymous reviewers for their invaluable comments
and suggestions on this article at various stages.

2 ‘Visit to Macquarie Island’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 August 1919, 6.

3 Frank Hurley, Home of the Blizzard (1913), 00:11:15-00:12:50. 6465. National Film and Sound Archive of
Australia, Canberra.
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tussock grass on either side quivering as fierce winds buffet the island, their awkward
gait accentuated by the jumpy cinematograph film.* A pair of King Penguins are
captured in a photograph, their beaks crossed and gently touching.” Another image
shows an advertisement for Cascade ales and beer placed amidst a huddle of penguins
on the beach.® Other photographs capture penguins on the laps and in the arms of
Australian explorers, marching in procession up an imposing cliff face, or seemingly
investigating the disintegrating timbers of a shipwreck.”

Through films and photographs such as these, the world became aware of the penguins
of Macquarie Island, an uninhabited island roughly midway between Tasmania and
Antarctica. Usually, these visual depictions were accompanied by lectures describing
the penguins’ behaviour, often in deeply anthropomorphic terms. In a published
extract from such a lecture, the Australian Antarctic explorer Sir Douglas Mawson
described Macquarie Island’s ‘irresistibly attractive and comic little penguins’ as
resembling ‘smart little men in evening dress ... who have dined well, though perhaps
not wisely’.® For a brief period in the early twentieth century—roughly 1916-22—
these cheerful, anthropomorphic characterisations of Macquarie Island’s penguins
invariably turned to a darker story. There were various versions of this story, but
the one told by Frank Hurley—the veteran Antarctic photographer and fixture of the
Australian public lecture circuit—is illustrative:

I want now to tell you something of the frightful and wanton savagery which
is perpetrated there. There is a sort of oil refinery, and it is right amongst the
penguins. The birds are driven along the pens or runs, and right up to the top
of the boiler or digester. Near the top of this boiler a man stands with a club,
and as each bird reaches the top he hits it over the head, and so knocks it
into the boiler. Owing to the hardiness of most of the birds this blow only
stuns them, and many of them go into the boiler alive ... In this manner
approximately 150,000 to 200,000 birds are butchered each year.’

To its promoters, of course, this ‘frightful and wanton savagery’ was rather a small but
valuable industry, exploiting a seemingly infinite resource to manufacture a specialised
product. This article traces the history of Macquarie Island’s peculiar penguin oil
industry—a project overseen by the New Zealand druggist, politician and perennial
entrepreneur Joseph Hatch between 1889 and 1919. It is not the first to do so—the
general story has been briefly retold in several historical works and is periodically

4 Ibid., 00:13:12-00:13:51.

5  [Exhibition of pictures taken during the AAE and other photographic studies by Frank Hurley], 191114, 30:
‘King Penguins’. PXD 158/File 05. State Library of NSW, Sydney (SLNSW).

6 Frank Hurley, ‘Cascades ales & beers reach farther south’. PIC FH/1061 LOC Cold store PIC HURL 69/5.
National Library of Australia, Canberra (NLA).

7 H. Coombe, ‘Royal penguin, Macquarie Island’, 1911-14. PIC Box P808 #P808.409. NLA; L. R. Blake, Penguins
making their way up a steep gully, Macquarie Island’, 1911-14. PIC Box P808 #808/424. NLA; Frank Hurley, ‘Royal
penguins near the remains of a wrecked ship, Gratitude, Nuggets Beach’, 1911-14. PIC Box P808 #808/404. NLA.

8  Douglas Mawson, ‘A Southern Metropolis, in 7he Lady Galway Belgium Book, ed. Marie Galway (Adelaide:
Hussey & Gillingham, 1916), 83.

9 “Visit to Macquarie Island’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 August 1919, 6.
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recounted for a wider audience in popular outlets.’ Yet while this is a story often
told, it is seldom studied. Hatch’s 30-year project to profit from penguin oil has
variously served as an interesting anecdote, a dose of historical culture shock, and a
moral warning, but it has not been treated as something of wider or lasting historical
significance. This is despite the industry having reasonable longevity, a demonstrable
environmental impact—an accurate measurement of the number of penguins killed
for oil is impossible, but a rough figure of 3.6 million seems a reasonable estimate—
and a central role in mobilising public, institutional and government support to
create a bespoke system of environmental protections for Macquarie Island."

Sites, practices and legacies of extraction are the focus of a substantial research agenda
in global environmental history.'> This scholarship has hitherto focused largely on
histories of mineral extraction, but there are many ways in which products have been
extracted from plants and animals globally, and many more which were experimented
with but never developed into fully fledged extractive industries.'’ This article argues
that non-mineral processes of extraction—such as the application of steam pressure
to extract oil from penguins—can productively contribute to the historiography of
extraction. Penguin oil offers a distinct perspective from which to approach what
Iva Pesa and Corey Ross refer to as the ‘complex and reciprocal relationship between
industry and nature’.' A commodity frontier had already swept over—and moved
on from—Macquarie Island by the time of Hatch’s experiments with penguin oil
in the 1890s. The island had been one site of a broader sealing boom in the 1810s

10 For references to the story in scholarly works see for example J. S. Cumpston, Macquarie Island, ANARE
Scientific Reports, Series A(1) (Melbourne: Antarctic Division, Department of External Affairs, 1968); Bjeorn L.
Basberg, ‘Perspectives on the Economic History of the Antarctic Region', International Journal of Maritime History
18, no. 2 (December 2006): 285-304, doi.org/10.1177/084387140601800214; Peter D. Shaughnessy and Mark
Pharaoh, ‘Mawson’s views on use of natural resources in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic’, Polar Record 57, e31
(2021): 1-11, doi.org/10.1017/S0032247421000279; Joy McCann, Ice Bound: The Australian Story of Antarctica
(Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2022), 98-100. For popular accounts see for example Geoff Chapple,
‘Harvest of Souls’, New Zealand Geographic (2005), nzgeo.com/stories/harvest-of-souls, accessed 27 December 2022;
Ros Lehman, ‘Macquarie Island history: Penguin oil and elephant seal rides—what you might not know about
“Macca”, ABC, 14 September 2016, abc.net.au/news/2016-09-14/macquarie-island-history-what-you-might-not-
know/7843390, accessed 27 December 2022; Lloyd Esler, Joseph Hatch—the penguin processor’, Southland Times
(Invercargill), 19 November 2022, www.stuff.co.nz/southland-times/news/features/130464809/joseph-hatch--the-
penguin-processor, accessed 20 November 2022.

11 Observers regularly estimated the annual penguin catch at approximately 150,000 per season across 26 active
seasons, with lower returns in the more experimental early years.

12 Iva Pesa and Corey Ross, ‘Extractive industries and the environment: Production, pollution, and protest in
global history’, The Extractive Industries and Society 8, no. 4 (December 2021), doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2021.100933.
13 For histories of extraction focused on mining, see for example Brian C. Black, Crude Reality: Petroleum in
World History (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012); Corey Ross, “The Tin Frontier: Mining, Empire, and
Environment in Southeast Asia, 1870s—1930s’, Environmental History 19, no. 3 (July 2014): 454-79, doi.org/
10.1093/envhis/emu032; Corey Ross, Ecology and Power in the Age of Empire: Europe and the Transformation of the
Tropical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), doi.org/10.21971/pi29392; Iva Pesfa, ‘Mining, Waste and
Environmental Thought on the Central African Copperbelt, 1950-2000’, Environment and History 28, no. 2 (May
2022): 259-84, doi.org/10.5197/096734019);15755402985703.

14  Pesa and Ross, ‘Extractive industries and the environment’.
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and 1820s, when global demand for fur had driven sealers to deplete the fur seal
populations of various islands to the point of unprofitability or extinction before
advancing further south in search of new, untouched sealing grounds."

The penguin oil industry was something very different. Where demand for an
existing commodity had driven the earlier fur sealing boom and the consequent
expansion of colonial jurisdiction to the Southern Ocean islands, penguin oil had
no existing market. This was instead an attempt to glean value from an island that
had been denuded of its most readily accessible and obviously valuable resource. The
subantarctic islands south of Australia and New Zealand therefore became sites of
experimentation. Some entrepreneurs and boosters envisioned productive uses of these
islands, undertaking pastoral experiments to develop them for agriculture.’® Others,
such as Hatch, experimented with novel extractive resources. By reconstructing the
history of this industry and the vociferous public debates that led to its demise, this
article uses the extraction of oil from penguins as an entry point to understanding a
wider mentality of extraction that profoundly shaped how people, institutions and
governments engaged with the Southern Ocean World.

*k*k

In 1862, the English-born druggist Joseph Hatch migrated from Melbourne to
Dunedin. According to Hatch’s own recollections 57 years later, this voyage passed
within sight of Macquarie Island."” A relentlessly ambitious figure, Hatch settled
in Invercargill and opened a druggist’s shop. Within a decade, he had added to
his list of business interests a second shop, a bone mill, soap and candle making
operations, an agricultural supply company making rabbit poison and sheep dip,
and a sideline exporting rabbit skins. In 1873, he added another venture to this
burgeoning portfolio, purchasing a schooner and outfitting it for sealing ventures in
New Zealand’s subantarctic islands. He combined these commercial interests with
a significant public profile as a prominent member of Invercargill’s municipal council,
serving as mayor in 1877-78, before winning election to New Zealand’s House of
Representatives for a single term in 1884-87.'"® Hatch’s burgeoning political career
was, however, derailed by his enthusiasm for sealing.

15 For example, John K. Ling calculates that 186,793 seal skins were harvested across 93 voyages to Macquarie
Island between 1810 and 1829. John K. Ling, ‘Impact of Colonial Sealing on Seal Stocks Around Australia, New
Zealand and Subantarctic Islands Between 150 and 170 Degrees East, Australian Mammalogy 24 (2002): 117-26,
doi.org/10.1071/AMO02117.

16 W. L. Allardyce, ‘Memorandum with respect to Macquarie Island’, 17 June 1920. AT, 1933/3165. National
Archives of Australia (NAA), Canberra. See also Paul R. Dingwall, Kevin L. Jones and Rachael Egerton, eds, /n Care
of the Southern Ocean: An Archaeological and Historical Survey of the Auckland Islands (Auckland: New Zealand
Archaeological Association, 2009); Karri Horton Hartley, James Beattie and Janice M. Lord, ‘Shepherds to the
subantarctic: The history and legacy of pasture plant introductions on Campbell Island / Motu Ihupuku, 1895-1931’,
International Review of Environmental History 8, no. 2 (2022): 10325, doi.org/10.22459/ireh.08.02.2022.06.

17 ‘Lecture on Macquarie Island’, 7he Mercury (Hobart), 20 November 1919, 2.

18 For a detailed overview of Hatch’s activities, see Alan De La Mare, ‘Hatch, Joseph', in Dictionary of New Zealand
Biography (1993), teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2h19/hatch-joseph, accessed 24 December 2022.
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The subantarctic islands south of Australia and New Zealand (the Antipodes,
Auckland, Bounty, Campbell and Macquarie Islands) are home to three species of fur
seals—Arctocephalus forsteri, Arctocephalus tropicalis and Arctocephalus gazella—as well
as elephant seals (Mirounga leonina) and leopard seals (Hydrurga leptonyx). The fur seals
were decimated by the sealing booms of the early nineteenth century, while elephant
seals declined more slowly as they were hunted for their oil throughout the century.
With these four species severely threatened, New Zealand’s parliament imposed
restrictions on sealing in the islands under its jurisdiction in 1872, strengthening
them further in 1878." Hatch had long chafed against these restrictions. He had
been fined for poaching in 1873, while several of his employees were arrested for
violating the restrictions in 1877.2° In 1887, Hatch sent a crew ostensibly to Bass
Strait, where sealing was unregulated. The schooner actually made for the Auckland
Islands to poach seals. But when Hatch’s party arrived at the Aucklands the sealers
were greeted by survivors from the shipwrecked Derry Castle. The crew tried to quietly
convey the castaways to Melbourne to avoid suspicion, but news of the sensational
rescue reached Invercargill on the eve of New Zealand’s general election. The news
confirmed Hatch’s complicity in illegal sealing, and he was resoundingly dumped
from his seat.”!

With his political ambitions ruined, Hatch doubled down on his involvement in
subantarctic sealing. He had heard reports that sealers working on the French-
administered Kerguelen Islands would occasionally supplement their cargoes of
elephant seal oil with oil produced from penguins. Connecting this to his memories
of Macquarie Island, Hatch began contemplating the feasibility of processing both
seals and penguins for oil on an island that lay beyond the limits of New Zealand’s
jurisdiction.?* While the Antipodes, Aucklands, Bounties, and Campbell were within
New Zealand’s jurisdiction, Macquarie had legally been a dependency of Tasmania
since 1825.” This arrangement was a source of significant frustration in New Zealand,
as the absence of sealing regulations for Macquarie provided cover for poachers—like
Hatch—who intended to hunt seals on the other islands. Attempts were accordingly
made to persuade Tasmania’s government to cede the island to New Zealand in 1890,
1894 and 1897, without success.

Hatch took full advantage of Macquarie’s peculiar status. In 1889, he employed
a party to erect a processing plant that would use modern Norwegian steam-pressure
digesters to allow both elephant seals and penguins to be processed for oil. This first

19 [New Zealand] Protection of Animals Act (1872), Sec. 6; [New Zealand] Seals Fisheries Protection Act (1878).
20 ‘Resident Magistrates Court’, Southland Times, 21 February 1874, 2; Southland Times, 3 September 1877, 2.
21 ‘Mr Hatch in the Theatre’, Southland Times, 24 September 1887, 2.

22 ‘Penguin Oil', 7he Press (Christchurch), 26 August 1913, 8; Lecture on Macquarie Island’, 7he Mercury,
20 November 1919, 2.

23 ‘Commission of Lieutenant-General Ralph Darling, Governor of Van Dieman’s Land, 16 July 1825 and
‘Proclamation re. Assumption of Independent Administration by George Arthur’, in Historical Records of Australia,
Series 111, vol. V (Sydney: William Applegate Gullick, 1922), 1, 14.

24 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), 106 (Wellington: John Mackay, 1899), 438-39.
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foray into oiling at Macquarie Island in the summer of 1889-90 was shrouded in
controversy. Hatch’s first cargo was deemed by Invercargill’s customs inspectors to
be a foreign product and therefore subject to sixpence per gallon customs duties.
Hatch refused to pay, the cargo was impounded, and the impasse ended only when
he threatened to ship this and future cargoes to Victoria unless penguin and elephant
seal oils were treated as fish oils, which were taxed more favourably at 1 per cent of
their total value.” The Invercargill press sided with Hatch in this dispute, arguing that
he was ‘creating wealth—more for the colony than for himself, probably—by turning
a variety of wild creatures into commodities serviceable to humanity’, yet he had been
‘pounced upon, hampered, and discouraged’ as soon as he secured a modest profit.”®

There was further controversy during Hatch’s second oiling season at Macquarie in
1890-91, when rumours began to circulate that his party had insufficient supplies and
were at risk of starving. With Hatch in the process of replacing his ship, the Marine
Department chartered a vessel to rescue the allegedly starving men. Hatch protested
that this was unnecessary, a fact confirmed when the prospective rescue ship reached
Macquarie. Having collected those who wished to leave—eight of the ten contracted
by Hatch—the rescue ship Kakanui made for New Zealand but disappeared in heavy
seas during its return passage.”” Despite these controversies, Hatch contracted another
party of eight to spend the 1891-92 season at Macquarie Island with instructions to
relocate and expand the existing processing plant.?®

Attempts were made in both New Zealand and Tasmania to restrict Hatch’s
operations during these initial experiments. Tasmania belatedly passed regulations to
ban the killing of seals in 1891, but these proved unenforceable in practice.” In New
Zealand, the lawyer, cricketer and amateur naturalist Martin Chapman launched
a campaign on behalf of 21 others to protest that Hatch’s plan involved ‘boiling
down all the penguins’ on Macquarie Island and ask the government to intervene
before the species was ‘exterminated’.”® There was significant support in parliament
for measures to restrict the killing of penguins, but the government was hamstrung
by its inability to legislate for Macquarie. Hatch responded to these efforts in
characteristic fashion—slinging public insults at his opponents (notably describing
his political opponent Thomas Fergus as ‘classed among the marine animals of the

25  ‘Customs Question’, Southland Times, 14 May 1890, 2; Southland Times, 21 May 1890, 2.

26 Southland Times, 21 May 1890, 2.

27 Joseph Hatch, “The Macquarie Island Scare’, Southland Times, 23 December 1890; Southland Times, 17 February
1891, 2; ‘Marine Department (Annual Report for 1890-91)’ in Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives
[AJHR)] Sess. IT 1891 (Wellington: George Didsbury, 1891), 3.

28 Agreement with Joseph Hatch, 16 October 1891. MS-Papers-2366-349. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington
(ATL).

29  For a discussion of the attempts to restrict the nascent industry, see Roger Kellaway, ““Sorry for the Seals and Sea
Birds”: Tasmania, New Zealand, and the Management of Macquarie Island, 1890-94’, Tasmanian Historical Studies
11 (2006): 41-58.

30 ‘Public Petitions A to L Committee, Report on Petition No. 225’, in A/HR (1890), 2; New Zealand Parliamentary
Debates 69 (1890), 752-3.

31  New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (1890), no. 2, 109.
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department on account of his bulk’) and demanding the New Zealand Government
pay him £4000 in compensation for its efforts to destroy his nascent seal and penguin
oil industry. He also sought legal loopholes, such as interpreting a Tasmanian ban on
the killing of seals as not applying to the killing of ‘sea elephants’.**

Hatch thus continued to operate and expand his seal and penguin oil industry at
Macquarie throughout the 1890s, taking advantage of the limited reach of colonial
sovereignties in the subantarctic. This included expanding the market for penguin
and elephant seal oils, sending cargoes to Tasmania and Victoria—where it was
granted duty-free status—as well as New Zealand.” Gradually, the mood shifted,
at least in Australia. In 1896, for instance, the Tasmanian-born, Melbourne-based
astronomer Louis Bernacchi published an account of the penguin industry, suggesting
that Australians—Tasmanians particularly—should take inspiration from Hatch and
undertake their own commercial enterprises in Antarctic seas, such as a similar penguin
operation at ‘Doughty Island’.** Bernacchi’s suggestion was impossible—Dougherty
Island did not actually exist—but it illustrates a growing belief that Hatch’s enterprise
was an exemplar for the transformation of unutilised wasteland into productive space.
By 1904, he desired greater security of tenure for his operation, which needed further
investment to upgrade the digesters. In the context of this shifting mood, Hatch was
granted a lease for Macquarie Island by the Tasmanian Government that would allow
him to continue oiling openly and legally for another 14 years.®

*k*k

The first three years of the 1890s was a time of experimentation, but the penguin oil
trade soon settled into a seasonal pattern. Four penguin species nest at Macquarie:
the large King Penguins (Aptenodytes patagonicus), smaller but more numerous Royals
(Eudyptes schlegeli), diminutive Rockhoppers (Eudyptes chrysocome filholi) and Gentoos
(Pygoscelis papua taeniata), which remain on the island year-round. Hatch’s oilers
initially floated the materials for a digesting plant and accommodation hut ashore at
Lusitania Bay, home to the island’s largest King Penguin rookery. The Kings—two
to three times the weight of Royals—were initially the favoured species for oiling,
but their oil proved prone to contamination with blood, which would ferment
and ruin the entire barrel. By the 1891-92 season, therefore, the oilers had shifted
their focus to the more numerous Royals and relocated the ‘Penguin Works™ to “The
Nuggets, a beach at the northern end of the island.** When the amateur botanist
Augustus Hamilton and Otago Museum’s taxidermist Edwin Jennings visited the

32 ‘MrHatch in the Theatre Royal’, Southland Times, 24 March 1891, 2; ‘Report of Public Petitions A to L Committee,
1897’, in A/HR (1891), 12—-13; Kellaway, ‘Sorry for the Seals and Sea Birds', 45-50; Cumpston, Macquarie Island, 167.
33 The Argus (Melbourne), 15 March 1897, 5; The Argus, 20 March 1897, 6.

34 ‘Macquarie Islands’, 7he Mercury, 5 June 1896, 4.

35 ‘Letter from Secretary for Lands to Joseph Hatch, 13 April 1904’. LSD177/1/59, 117R/03. State Library of
Tasmania, Hobart.

36 Agreement with Joseph Hatch, 16 October 1891. MS-Papers-2366-349. ATL.
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island in 1894, they found the Lusitania Bay factory disused, but noted there was still
a ‘great heap of refuse’ left from the extraction process in previous years that testified
to the number of Kings killed during the first two or three years.?’”

The shift to exclusively hunting Royals allowed the Macquarie Island oiling season to
extend from August to March. Hatch’s ship would land a party of eight to ten men
at Macquarie each August. These men were employed at contract rates, ranging from
6s 9d per tun (a 252-US gallon® barrel) of penguin oil for the headman to 5s 6d
per tun for general hands.” Elephant seal oil was paid at a higher rate—9s per tun
for general hands, up to 12s for the headman—but the cost of the men’s tobacco
and clothing was deducted from the sums actually paid out.*’ The ‘elephant season’
ran from September to November. During this time, the oilers would shoot the
largest bulls when they came ashore to breed. These bulls yielded 1000 lbs (454 kg)
of blubber, which was cut away and packed into bags to be carried across to The
Nuggets, ‘minced’, and crammed into the steam digesters. Fuelled by coal and timber
brought down for the purpose, the digesters would run for 12 hours, after which the
oil would be run off into vats and the refuse dumped. George E Ainsworth, who
spent nearly two years at Macquarie Island in 1911-13 manning a meteorological
station as part of Mawson’s Australasian Antarctic Expedition (AAE), estimated that
700 elephant seals were slaughtered annually in this way.*!

The penguin season began in mid-January, when year-old Royals returned to their
home rookeries. The oilers would herd these penguins into wire-netted yards,
then select the fattest birds, kill them with a wooden club, and pack them into the
digesters. The first digesters could process up to 2000 penguins a day; in the industry’s
later years, an enormous digester nicknamed ‘Big Ben’ could extract oil from 3500
penguins at a time.” The first half of the penguin season lasted for ‘18-20 days’
before the Royals went to sea. They would begin returning a fortnight later, fattened
and ready to moult. During this second stage of the penguin season, the oilers would
place wire fences across the creek at The Nuggets that was the Royals’ preferred route
from the beach to the rookery, with a gap allowing only the thinnest birds through.
With vast numbers of penguins—Ainsworth estimated the Nuggets rookery to
consist of 10 acres and 500,000 penguins in 1913—milling around on the beach,
the fattest birds could be driven into pens and the oilers could continue filling the
digesters for another three weeks, by which time few new birds were arriving and those

37 A. Hamilton, ‘Notes on a Visit to Macquarie Island’, Transactions and Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute
27 (1894): 563.

38 Equivalent to 210 imperial gallons or 954 litres.

39 Memorandum of Agreement made between the Southern Isles Exploration Company Ltd and Otto Bauer, 1917.
gMS-1361. ATL; Report on the Penguin and Sea Elephant Oil Industry of Macquarie Island by G. E. Ainsworth,
June 1915. AT, 1933/3165. NAA.

40 Diary of D. G. McDonald, July 1917-May 1918. qMS-1361. ATL.

41 Report by Ainsworth, June 1915. AT, 1933/3165. NAA; Douglas Mawson, The Home of the Blizzard, vol. 1
(London: William Heinemann, 1915), 36-7.

42 ]. B. Burton, ‘A Lonely Island’, 7he Australasian (Melbourne), 18 August 1900, 51; ‘Macquarie Islands’, Ozago
Daily Times (Dunedin), 3 November 1908, 2.
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already moulting had grown too thin to produce much oil. In this way, approximately
150,000 penguins were killed over January and February each year.”” The remains of
the seals and penguins were sometimes cleared out of the digesters, gathered in heaps,
and shipped to New Zealand for use as blood and bone meal fertilisers, but in other
years—presumably when enough oil was extracted to fill the ship’s hold—water was
simply diverted from the creek to wash the remains out to sea.*

Extracting oil from seals and penguins was arduous work. The 1917-18 diary of
one of Hatch’s general hands, D. G. McDonald, describes some days working from
3 o'clock in the morning to 7 o’clock at night, frequently in heavy rain and ferocious
winds.® But while duties such as killing penguins and cleaning the remains left in
the digesters were grim, the most universally reviled task was ‘rafting’. Macquarie
Island was infamous for its lack of safe harbours or landing spots.“ Steamships could
come within half a nautical mile of The Nuggets, but Hatch was reliant on smaller,
cheaper ketches and schooners that had to anchor up to 2 miles offshore. Whenever
the ship arrived to collect a cargo, the oil would be transferred from vats into
252-US gallon (954-litre) casks, which were hauled to the beach and tied together
into long rafts. The rafts were then towed by boat through the breaking surf out to
the ship.”” McDonald recorded that, on a good day, his party could raft 59 casks in
this fashion.”® Most of the oilers” supplies and mail had to be packed into barrels and
brought ashore in the same manner.

‘Rafting’ was exceptionally dangerous. The boats were often swamped or overturned in
heavy surf, or else blown miles down the coast. On other occasions the ship itself was
blown out to sea—Ainsworth recorded one incident when the Rachel Coben struggled
for ten days to return to the island after it was blown out in 1912—and sailors were
swept overboard to their deaths when waves swamped the ship.*’ In addition to the
New Zealand steamer Kakanui, which disappeared during its controversial 1891
rescue mission, three of Hatch’s own ships were wrecked on Macquarie Island in
1898, 1910 and 1911, while the Australian research vessel Endeavour disappeared
in 1914 after resupplying an Australian meteorological station.”® Hatch’s ships were
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often uninsured and the oilers’ pay was based on the quantity of oil successfully landed
at Invercargill or Hobart; the routine calamities that plagued the rafting process were
a disaster for all involved in the industry.

Hatch initially ran his operation out of Invercargill. Animal oils had a wide variety
of applications when the industry began in the 1890s, but penguin oil was a novel
commodity that required experimentation and promotion to find a market. While
popular retellings occasionally refer to penguins being killed so their oil ‘could be
extracted and burned in streetlamps in cities far away’, there is no evidence that
penguin oil was ever used for lighting.”' Instead, the primary market was the rope and
twine making industry. Whale or fish oil was traditionally used for the hatchelling
process, and penguin oil was found to be an excellent alternative for manufacturers in
Australia and New Zealand.>* As early as 1891, the Invercargill twine maker William
Ross had switched to penguin oil, purchasing between £300 and £400 of it that year.”
Elephant seal oil was valued in the tanning industry for its use in currying leather, and
there are hints that penguin oil was experimented with for similar purposes, such as a
customs exemption for seal and penguin tanning oils in Tasmania and the auction of
98 gallons (446 litres) of penguin oil from the estate of a Brisbane tanner in 1897.5

Ever the entrepreneur, Hatch used seal and penguin oil in his own business ventures,
such as soap making, and developed new proprietary products, such as ‘Hatch’s Sea
Elephant Harness Oil’.> Most notably, Hatch manufactured ‘Hatch’s Dip’, a tick
preventative for sheep and cattle that was mixed with penguin oil before it was
applied to livestock. The dip was a significant part of Hatch’s business interests in the
1890s, but tests in 1899 and 1900 indicated that, while it was effective at killing ticks,
it also killed 20 per cent of cattle treated with it.’® There was widespread willingness
to experiment with possible applications for penguin oil. There were mentions of it
being used to treat wool and ‘for medicinal purposes’, as well as of Hatch handing
out sample tins at the end of a public lecture and exhibiting casks of oil and sealskin
rugs to raise funds for charity in Hobart in 1919.% In the same year, Hatch produced
testimonials about the value of his oils from customers in London and Belgium.*®
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Penguin oil was also tested at the Imperial Institute in London and found to be
well suited to hydrogenation, suggesting it could provide an alternative to whale
oil in the manufacture of margarine, but this was never undertaken commercially.”
Throughout the industry’s 30-year existence, demand and prices for Hatch’s oils
remained relatively stable. Elephant seal oil was generally valued at £18—£20 per ton
unrefined and £25 refined, with penguin oil selling for a little less.®

The profitability of the penguin oil industry is difficult to ascertain. Hatch openly
admitted to suffering heavy losses on occasion, most notably when he lost two ships
in as many years in 1910-11, and had his lease cancelled in 1911 due to unpaid
rent.®’ Yet for most of the oiling years he remained bullish about its prospects, and
when the lease was cancelled he continued the trade and eventually joined with
other investors to obtain a new lease in the name of the Southern Isles Exploration
Company.®? So too did a number of those affiliated with the industry, such as the
wool broker and penguin oil distributor Henry B. Smith, or who had spent time on
the island and observed it, such as Ainsworth and Hamilton.®* There was certainly
significant output; estimates for 1896-97, for instance, were 150 to 200 tons of
penguin oil, which rose to a firm figure of 558 barrels (roughly 225 tons) of penguin
oil and 685 barrels (277 tons) of elephant seal oil in the penultimate oiling season
in 1917-18.% On the other hand, Hatch’s most vociferous critics alleged that the
industry was both unprofitable and unimportant. In 1911, Mawson criticised the
‘wholesale slaughter of penguins ... for a trifling profit of 3d. a head’, while Hurley
alleged in 1919 that it yielded ‘profit of less than a penny a bird’.%> For one of Hatch’s
staunchest international critics, the author H. G. Wells, each penguin yielded only
about a ‘farthing’s profic.® While it is impossible to quantify the industry’s profits
and losses with only fragmentary records available—Hatch’s daughter burned his
papers after his death in 1928—it seems that the industry was profitable, but that
regular investment in the digesting plant and heavy losses from shipwrecks and lost
cargo made its viability precarious.”’

As the debate over penguin oil’s profitability indicates, Hatch’s project was the
subject of intense and prolonged criticism. The killing of penguins for oil had
been a controversial subject in New Zealand since 1890, amidst fears the species
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would be wiped out or that the industry would provide cover for poaching on other
subantarctic islands.®® Outside of New Zealand, criticisms of penguin oiling began
to gain significant traction in 1905. The key figure in internationalising concerns
about the industry was Edward A. Wilson, medical officer, zoologist, and artist of
the 1901-04 British National Antarctic Expedition. Wilson had spent only three
hours on Macquarie Island during a brief stopover, and the oilers had not been
present, but on his return to England in 1905 he issued grave warnings about the
survival of the island’s penguins due to the oilers’ annual depredations.®” Wilson’s
concerns spread rapidly. One South Australian newspaper, for instance, transformed
Wilson’s sombre warning into a more evocative plea, saying that ‘once the cauldron
fires are lighted they will not be allowed to die out till the last survivor of the host
has been flung into the seething broth. Surely no effort should be spared to frustrate
this diabolical scheme.”® Another anonymous correspondent in New Zealand used
Wilson’s comments to warn that ‘it is intolerable that the whole world should be
robbed of yet another of its heritages to afford a temporary satisfaction to the greed
of a few individuals’.”!

Wilson’s views also were also twice raised in New Zealand’s parliament in 1905. First,
Thomas Kelly demanded to know why the government would ‘allow some money-
grubbing company to come and utilise these beautiful birds by melting them down,
argued that ‘the penguins had some right to live’, and suggested that the government
take steps to provide ‘a sanctuary for the birds somewhere’. Kelly was informed that
Macquarie was a Tasmanian possession and that no penguin oil operations were
under consideration for any New Zealand-controlled islands.”* Later in the year,
Alexander Hogg revived the issue, raising allegations of ‘wholesale and indiscriminate
destruction’ and of penguins ‘being driven along planks and precipitated into a
boiling cauldron’.”’ This claim was nonsense—penguins were carefully packed into
digesters to maximise efficiency and yield—but the rumour proved resilient. The
kernel of truth at the heart of the story was revealed by R. B. Burton, who spent
several years on Macquarie between 1896 and 1900. Burton reported that oilers
would often select and club birds before stopping for breakfast. When they returned,
many of the penguins were found to ‘require reclubbing’ before they could be packed
into the digesters.”* From this and Wilson’s observations developed the erroneous
claim of penguins boiled alive.
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The comments from Kelly and Hogg encapsulate the two main veins of criticism of
the penguin oil industry. As Hatch’s enterprise became more established, concerns
that he was using it as a cover for poaching on other islands faded. Instead, critics
focused on claims that the species was at imminent risk of extinction due to the oilers’
indiscriminate slaughter, and that they used particularly cruel methods. While Hatch
and his supporters aggressively rebutted both lines of criticism, these ideas resurfaced
regularly over the next two decades and played a crucial role in the industry’s demise.
The Times notably renewed interest in the issue in 1910, alleging that ‘a terrible
slaughter of penguins’ was taking place on Macquarie Island, and that ‘formerly the
birds were occasionally driven into digesters alive’.”” This was followed by public
criticism from Mawson on the eve of the AAE’s departure in 1911 and formal calls
for an investigation into the industry by the Royal Australasian Ornithologists’ Union
in 1912 amidst concerns that ‘in a little time the birds would be exterminated’.”®

Mawson returned to his criticisms soon after his return from Antarctica in 1914.
In his contribution to the Lady Galway Belgium Book, a collection of essays sold in
aid of the Belgian Relief Appeal in 1916, Mawson paid tribute to Macquarie Island as
‘one of the wonder spots of the world’.” Having described the ‘irresistibly attractive
and comic little penguins’ in familiarly anthropomorphic terms, Mawson told of the
oiling industry and the fact that ‘several hundred thousands’ of them were boiled
down annually. Concluding his essay, Mawson asked if Australians would ‘play the
part of the greatest destroyer the World has ever seen, or will we take a thought for the
future and save the situation?” Noting that ‘the future of the animals is in our hands’,
Mawson drew on the language of war to call on the Commonwealth of Australia
to ‘take a step in the right direction by proclaiming a lasting peace with that little
community at Macquarie Island’.”®

This essay marked a decisive shift in the discourse surrounding penguin oiling. Mawson
went further than simply criticising the industry and calling for investigations, as the
Ornithologists’ Union had, by articulating a more ambitious vision for Macquarie
Island as a sanctuary for subantarctic fauna. And alongside this public appeal,
Mawson was assiduously assembling allies for a concerted private effort to bring this
idea to fruition. The essay in the Lady Galway Belgium Book gained the attention of
both Ronald Munro Ferguson, Governor-General of Australia, and Baldwin Spencer,
the influential Professor of Biology at Melbourne University.”” Munro Ferguson
raised the possibility with senior federal government figures of the Commonwealth
acquiring Macquarie to designate it a sanctuary, paving the way for Mawson to submit
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a written ‘Appeal for the Preservation of Wild Life at Macquarie Island’.*® In this
appeal, Mawson insisted that ‘there is a general dwindling of the life on the Island’
and that this was due to the ‘depredations’ of Hatch’s oiling gangs, which Mawson
estimated had so far killed over 3.1 million Royal Penguins and 4,200 elephant seals.
Despite the scale of the slaughter, Hatch had made little profit and Tasmania even
less so, given the ‘paltry rent’ imposed, leading Mawson to conclude that it was ‘a sin
to sacrifice so many lives for so small a sum.” He made a formal recommendation
that Macquarie be acquired to create ‘a Zoological reserve of unprecedented popular
interest and scientific value’, predicting that summer steamship excursions would, in
future, be made to New Zealand via the Macquarie Island sanctuary.®

Mawson, Munro Ferguson, and Spencer continued this private push for the creation
of a sanctuary even after Mawson relocated to London to undertake war work for
the British Ministry of Munitions. Their efforts eventually persuaded acting Prime
Minister George F. Pearce to approach the Tasmanian Government with a request
to transfer the island to Commonwealth control.®* Yet despite significant support at
federal level, Tasmania refused to countenance a transfer. Citing a recent report by
the meteorologist Arthur C. Tulloch, who had conducted agricultural experiments
while on Macquarie Island in 1915, that the island could potentially carry 18,000
sheep, the state Treasurer Elliott Lewis offered instead to sell the island at a price of
5 shillings per acre—over £14,000.% The federal government refused to purchase the
island at such an exorbitant rate, and the idea of a sanctuary lapsed.

Hatch faced another raft of public criticism in 1918, just as he was attempting to
negotiate a renewed lease for the Southern Isles Company. The most prominent of
these came from Adelaide’s Advertiser, which revived the old allegation that penguins
were ‘forced to waddle up an inclined race, at the end of which is the immense boiling
cauldron. The poor birds drop into the boiling water alive, and die in agony.”® Facing
mounting criticism, Hatch attempted to defend the legitimacy of the penguin oil
trade, relying primarily on his reputation as a formidable public speaker. In July 1918,
he addressed a meeting of the Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, clashing directly
with Spencer and accusing Mawson of making unsubstantiated claims without first-
hand knowledge.®*> Hatch’s defence was derailed, however, by reports that he had
admitted to killing 1.5 million Royal Penguins annually. This number was wildly
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inflated—whether by the now 81-year-old Hatch in a moment of confusion or by the
club’s secretary—but was quickly picked up by the Royal Society for the Protection of
Birds (RSPB) in London, which launched a renewed effort to end penguin oiling.%
A coalition of institutions with shared concerns about the industry—the RSPB, Field
Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, and Royal Australasian Ornithologists’ Union—made
efforts to despatch a naturalist to investigate the industry in 1918. These efforts ran
into various obstacles, however, with one volunteer denied leave by his employer to
go, and another refusing to rely on Hatch for transport or accommodation but failing
to find alternative arrangements.”’

The intervention of ornithological associations into the debate over penguin
oiling reflected a wider concern regarding the ‘wanton butchery’ of birds in this
period.® The British RSPB, for instance, originated in 1889 as a response to the
extraordinary number of birds being killed around the world to supply milliners with
the feathers used in fashionable hats. In the United States, Audubon Societies were
likewise initially established in the 1880s and 1890s to campaign for the protection
of birds from the rapacious global feather trade.*” Australia’s Royal Australasian
Ornithologists’ Union began its own campaign against the feather trade in 1907,
shocked into action by an account by Arthur Mattingley—Ilater an important figure
in the Union’s Macquarie Island campaign—of the destruction of an egret rookery by
feather hunters.”® As Helen Louise Cowie has shown, the campaign of ornithological
and bird protection societies against the feather trade played out in the public sphere,
as protection campaigners and proponents of the trade both sought to influence
consumers and policymakers. Protection campaigners sought to educate consumers
on the cruelty and unsustainability of the industry, drawing on photographic
evidence, expert testimonies and rigorous rebuttals of milliners’ claims. The milliners
sought to deflect these accusations through fictions, such as claiming that egret
plumes could be collected without killing the birds.”’ Beyond the feather trade, bird
protection organisations had regularly mobilised to campaign against other forms of
bird slaughter. Emily O’Gorman, for example, has shown that the South Australian
Ornithological Association responded to the slaughter of over 2000 pelicans—on the
basis that they were a pest species that harmed the fishing industry—at the Coorong
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lagoon in 1911 by working with the government to create a private protected area.”
The campaign to end the killing of penguins at Macquarie Island was another frontier
in this battle for bird protection, and drew on many of its tried and tested tactics.

With controversy over the penguin oil industry mounting but no firm evidence of
either excessive cruelty or imminent extinction, the Tasmanian Government struck a
compromise; the company’s lease would be renewed for a further year, but additional
restrictions recommended by the Ornithologists’ Union would be inserted into the
agreement. Most notably, the digesting plant could not be expanded and no ‘Emperor
penguins’ could be killed.”® That the new lease protected Emperors—the nearest
colony of which was 2,500 kilometres further south on Beaufort Island—rather than
Kings is indicative of the limited understanding in Tasmania of Macquarie Island and
its penguin oil industry.

Having failed to end the oiling trade, nor even to secure an independent
investigation, Hatch’s various critics launched a co-ordinated transnational
conservation campaign. The Zoological Society of London, New Zealand Institute,
Royal Society of Tasmania, and Wild Life Preservation Society of Australia all added
their voices to the RSPB, Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, and Ornithologists’
Union to condemn the industry and support Mawson’s campaign for a sanctuary.”
In England, Apsley Cherry-Garrard, who had joined Robert Scott’s second Antarctic
expedition of 1910-13 as Wilson’s assistant, took up the campaign in the pages of
the Spectator and Times, arguing that, while it was reasonable to exploit Antarctic
fauna, ‘the killing of penguins for the sake only of the small amount of blubber they
carry should be absolutely forbidden’.”” This led Wells, a friend of Cherry-Garrard’s,
to incorporate his disgust at the ‘vile traffic’ in penguin oil into his 1919 novel
The Undying Fire. Wells’ account was erroneous—he wrote of King penguins being
boiled alive—but evocative, saying

birds are being murdered wholesale for their oil ... The dead and stunned, the
living and the dead together, are dragged away and thrust into iron crates to
be boiled down for their oil ... Each bird yields about a farthing’s profit, but it
pays to kill them at that, and so the thing is done.”
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Even The Children’s Newspaper got involved in the campaign, warning its young readers
that ‘the wild life of Macquarie Island is in peril of extinction at the hands of so-called
sportsmen, who go out from Australia and New Zealand to destroy such interesting
life as they can find.”” As criticism mounted, a 7imes editorial in December 1919
joined the call for Macquarie Island to be made ‘an inviolable sanctuary for Antarctic
life’, a call endorsed by the photographer for Scott’s second expedition, Herbert
G. Ponting.”®

In Australia, Mawson took to the lecture circuit to continue his campaign for
a sanctuary.” He was joined by Hurley, who had been the AAE’s photographer in
1912-14, returned to Antarctic waters with Sir Ernest Shackleton in 1914—16, and
served as a war photographer with the Australian Imperial Force in 1917-18. Hurley,
a flamboyant writer and charismatic speaker, emerged as the most effective of Hatch’s
critics. In a letter to the Sydney Morning Herald, Hurley described how penguins
could convey ‘the familiar human emotions of fear, affection, curiosity, anxiety, and
solicitude’, before repeating the erroneous story of penguins waddling up a ramp
‘with no suspicion whatever of the cruel fate in store for them’ before being struck
with a club and kicked into the boilers. He blasted both Hatch for continuing an
‘unessential’ and unprofitable industry and the Tasmanian Government for its ““dog-
in-the-manger” policy’ of refusing to transfer Macquarie to Commonwealth control
while not obtaining any meaningful benefit from it.'” Hurley’s emotive plea for the
creation of a ‘national reserve’ before the penguins were exterminated sparked a wave
of support from both the readers and editors of the Herald, which joined the call
for an end to ‘this revolting trafhc’.'” Hurley used the same rhetorical flourishes
to demand action in a lecture to the Ad Men’s Institute in Sydney a week later.'**
With the plight of penguins a topic of great interest in New South Wales in August
1919, the state’s Animals’ Protection Society was also inspired to join the campaign,
persuading Premier William Holman to approach his Tasmanian counterpart to
urge him not to renew Hatch’s lease.'”® Individuals, such as the South Australian
naturalist Tom P. Bellchambers, were likewise inspired by the controversy to join the
call for a sanctuary.'” The penguin protectors had expertly mobilised skilful rhetoric,
anthropomorphic images and language, and exaggerated accounts of horrific cruelty
to rapidly create an anti-penguin oil consensus in Australia in a way that mirrored
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the 1890s and 1900s campaign to end the feather trade and foreshadowed the role of
sentiment and discourse in the emergence of an anti-whaling consensus in the second
half of the twentieth century.'®

There were two peculiar features of the increasingly prominent campaign to end the
extraction of oil from penguins in 1919. The first was the relative absence of criticism
from those with first-hand experience of the industry. While Mawson, Hurley and
Cherry-Garrard all invoked their status as Antarctic veterans to legitimise their
attacks, none of these explorers had ever witnessed oiling themselves. Hurley certainly
claimed to have done so, declaring that seeing the oilers kick penguins into the boilers
had ‘made me feel quite sick’, but there is no evidence he was ever on Macquarie
during penguin season.'%

By contrast, those who had spent significant time living and working alongside the
oilers tended to be more sympathetic to the industry. Hamilton, who travelled and lived
with the oilers while collecting specimens in 1894, offered no substantial criticism,
and considered that ‘no impression’ had been made on the penguin population.'”
Conrad Eitel, the AAE’s secretary, wrote about Macquarie Island in a 1912 article
characterised by its sympathetic portrait of the oilers. While he criticised their habit
of leaving elephant seal carcasses to rot in situ after the blubber had been removed,
he noted that oiling had no impact on penguin numbers, and that ‘the penguineries
on the island are rapidly extending’.'®® The AAE members stationed on Macquarie
maintained an excellent relationship with the oilers, swapping information, sharing
provisions when supplies ran short, and spending many evenings together. The fact the
oilers’ dog impregnated the AAE’s is a crude but apt symbol of the close relationship
between the parties. This relationship may have tinted Ainsworth’s opinion of the
oiling industry, but he was unequivocal in saying that the oilers’ methods of killing
penguins were ‘about as humane as any that could be adopted” and that the ‘yearly
increase in numbers in the only rookeries that are being worked is certainly greater
than the decrease’ caused by oiling.'” Ainsworth was again asked to share his thoughts
on the industry with the Commonwealth Government in 1915, when a sanctuary
was under serious consideration, and again he insisted that natural population growth
was 50 per cent greater than the total number killed.'® Tulloch, the meteorologist
stationed on Macquarie in 1915, agreed that the methods employed were ‘the most
humane and only practical way of killing the birds” and that ‘the oil industry at the
present scale has very little effect on the Royals.”™"!
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These dissenting voices were drowned out as positions around penguin oil hardened
amidst an increasingly rancorous public debate. Yet the more nuanced perspectives
of Hamilton, Ainsworth and Tulloch—Eitel was a little too prone to fabrication to
ever be relied on—were likely a more accurate depiction of affairs. Robert A. Falla,
a pioneering New Zealand ornithologist, visited Macquarie Island twice, first with
the Mawson-led British Australian New Zealand Antarctic Research Expedition in
1930, then again in 1957. Drawing on fieldwork, historical notes and photographs,
Falla suggested that the population of the Royal Penguin rookery at The Nuggets grew
from approximately 180,000 in 1879 to 500,000 in 1912, then declined slowly to
338,000 in 1930 and 250,000 in 1957. During this period of population decline at
The Nuggets, other colonies had expanded.'? Hatch was lambasted as self-interested
and a liar for his assertions that the number of Royals had increased since the industry
commenced and that ‘the birds had established another enormous rookery’, while
similar suggestions by Hamilton, Ainsworth and Tulloch were quietly disregarded.'"
Yet these observations are consistent with those of Falla and more recent ornithologists,
and suggest that the bespoke methods of the industry—targeting fat yearlings, then
fat adults from one large rookery during a season of roughly six weeks in February
and March—served, perhaps inadvertently, to limit the effects of the substantial
penguin harvest on population dynamics.'* O’Gorman has suggested that perhaps
the Coorong’s great pelican massacre of 1911 ‘was not as significant to the pelicans
as it was to the ornithologists’ who scrambled to protect them.'” It might similarly
be said that the protection of Macquarie Island’s penguins mattered more to the
prospective protectors than it did to the penguins.

The second peculiar feature of the transnational campaign to end penguin oiling
was the degree to which arguments against penguin oil were informed by the same
mentality of extraction that informed arguments for it. Mawson and his allies
had a clear vision for Macquarie Island: a sanctuary for unique and threatened
Antarctic fauna. In practice though, this ostensibly conservationist vision was not
far removed from Hatch and his supporters’ avowedly extractivist one. Mawson’s
envisioned fauna reserve was to be financially self-supporting. He proposed a party
be assigned to maintain a meteorological and wireless station on Macquarie Island,
whilst simultaneously filling the role of caretakers. The caretakers’ responsibilities, as
imagined by Mawson, would include killing ‘redundant’ male elephant seals for their
hides and oil, processing the residual carcasses for blood and bone meal fertiliser,
introducing and cultivating foxes and other fur-bearing animals to supply the global
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fur trade (with the foxes fed the ‘meaty refuse’ left after processing the elephant seals),
collecting skins, skeletons and plumage for sale to museums and collectors worldwide,
developing a dried penguin egg industry for export as a food source, and introducing
and maintaining flocks of sheep and herds of cattle or reindeer. Mawson repeatedly
articulated this vision both publicly and privately.'

Mawson was far from alone in this. Notably, he found an ally in Sir William
Lamond Allardyce during the latter’s brief spell as Governor of Tasmania in 1920—
21. Allardyce had been Governor of the Falkland Islands in 1904—14, during which
time South Georgia, a dependency of the Falklands, had rapidly developed into
the centre of global whaling."” Allardyce, with experience of the tensions between
promoting the economic development of marginal dependencies and instituting
restrictions aimed at conserving vulnerable species, became interested in Macquarie’s
status during his brief governorship. Like Mawson, he believed Macquarie should be
made a reserve and that it could be rendered profitable. Allardyce’s suggestion was
to establish fur seal farming, with seal pups transplanted from distant rookeries near
the Falklands, thus ensuring they would recolonise Macquarie rather than reverting
to their home rookeries. Once established, the seals could be farmed for fur. Profits
could be supplemented by pastoralism—he proposed introducing a flock of hardy
Romney Marsh sheep from the Falklands—and experiments with novel products
such as penguin eggs, penguin skins and elephant seal hides. This plan would,
Allardyce claimed, allow the island’s fauna ‘to breed in quiet and safety and preclude
any possibility of their wholesale destruction or extermination by the seal poacher
and bird raider’, whilst simultaneously developing the island and creating a source
of revenue for the state.'® The Secretary of Australia’s External Affairs Department,
Atlee Hunt, was another to articulate this idea, suggesting that a reserve on Macquarie
Island could produce sufficient revenue to cover the costs of maintaining both the
reserve itself and a meteorological station.'”

Proponents of a Macquarie Island sanctuary were not generally opposed to the idea of
extracting value from a wasteland on the margins of Australian territory; they simply
wanted these industries to be conducted along what they considered scientifically
managed lines."* Mawson’s verdict on the oiling industry was not that it should
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necessarily be banned outright, but rather that ‘unless conducted on a scientific
basis and under proper control, the annihilation of certain species will be quickly
accomplished.?!

He had even considered the possibility of a scientifically managed Australian
penguin oil industry himself at one point, collecting samples of Adelie Penguin oil
to be analysed by the Imperial Institute.'* His criticism of Hatch’s ‘trifling profit of
3d. a head’ in 1911 had also came with a notable caveat: that there was ‘sufficient
warrant for killing whales and seals’, just not for slaughtering penguins.'*® Cherry-
Garrard agreed that it was simply ‘bad business’ not to regulate the exploitation of
subantarctic fauna. His preference was for penguins and seals not to be killed, but
if they were, he believed ‘we must insist that only a limited number are killed, that
the least possible amount of pain is caused, and that the utmost use is made of the
product.” ' Commonwealth Meteorologist Henry A. Hunt worried that wiping
out the Macquarie Island oil trade might affect supplies of important resources in
Australia, suggesting that ‘Government supervision and regulated protection would
appear to be necessary with a view to the satisfactory perpetuation of the species from
which the products are derived.”’* Francis G.A. Barnard, of the Field Naturalists’
Club of Victoria, supported calls for an investigation into the penguin oil trade, whilst
simultaneously insisting that ‘the requirements of trade and commerce demanded the
utilization of surplus material of every kind.”'*¢

This kind of complex conservationism is not unique to Macquarie Island and its
penguins, of course. For instance, Paul Kreitman’s study of the harvesting of seabirds
by feather hunters in the north-west Hawaiian islands, and the resulting conservation
campaign, indicates that these two cases share several features.'”” In both cases,
birds were slaughtered on islands on the periphery of colonial territory, where
sovereignty was stretched thinly and juridical oversight virtually non-existent. In
both cases, exaggerated allegations of excessive cruelty were mobilised to condemn
the commercial slaughter of birds, while campaigners took full advantage of their
political connections to have protection considered at the highest level. And in both
cases, many conservationists seem to have objected not so much to the principle of
exploiting birds but to who profited from the industry and how it was organised.
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Mawson proposed to replace Hatch’s unregulated slaughter with scientifically managed
exploitation of Macquarie Island’s fauna by the Australian Government. Kreitman
interprets the objections of Hawaiian Governor Sanford Dole to applications by
Japanese subjects to hunt birds on the colony’s outlying islands similarly, arguing that
‘Dole was concerned less about the hunting of the birds per se than about by whom
they were to be hunted’.'” A similar point could be made about whaling, where
ideas of conservation were negotiated between scientists, political actors and the
industry.'” The Macquarie Island debate clearly echoed these wider discussions about
the conservation of animal resources in the world’s peripheral regions, discussions that
were informed by constant negotiation between commercial, scientific, geopolitical
and emotional imperatives.

The festering dispute over penguin oil reached its peak towards the end of 1919.
Having mobilised public support for the anti-oiling campaign, Hurley escalated his
attacks in September. Channelling the Mawsonian vision of a scientifically managed
mode of deriving value from Macquarie, Hurley wrote again to the Sydney Morning
Herald to reject the claim that ‘the penguins breed faster than they are killed off
and to suggest that, ‘instead of indiscriminately killing the birds’, a considerable
profit could be made by harvesting penguin eggs.' Like so many of his allies, his
conservationist critique was couched within a mentality of extraction. Hurley’s
accusations inspired the Ornithologists’ Union to send a deputation to lobby Home
and Territories Minister Paddy Glynn."”! Hurley himself, meanwhile, continued his
campaign ‘to preserve and protect at least this one outcast spot against exploitation
and destruction’ with additional letters to the Melbourne Argus and Sydney Sun.'’*
In Tasmania, 7he Mercury began discussing the controversy, with its readers weighing
in to criticise the state government’s inaction and support Mawson and Hurley’s
campaign.'” There was some support for Hatch—a pseudonymous columnist urged
the Government ‘to pause before destroying a valuable Tasmanian industry carried
out upon a Tasmanian island’—but criticism dominated.'*
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When Hatch became aware of Hurley’s accusations, he wrote to the same paper
to reject Hurley’s ‘false and misleading’ statements and challenged him to a public
debate.’ Hurley responded immediately to ‘enthusiastically take up’ the challenge,
but when Hatch made his way to Sydney in December 1919 he found that Hurley had
pressing engagements in Brisbane and Adelaide, and would not be available to debate
until the end of March." It is notable, however, that this public controversy was
raging just as the Southern Isles Company was collapsing, having entered liquidation
in July 1919."% With the company liquidated and no lease, Hatch’s hopes of either
continuing the industry or selling the infrastructure on the island to another investor
were extinguished. He was battling now only to clear his name and to extract some
measure of compensation for his losses.

With this in mind, Hatch organised a public lecture in Hobart to present his version
of the story in November 1919. He angrily rejected suggestions that the penguins
had been treated with excessive cruelty or that they were at risk of extinction, using
lantern slides depicting vast penguin rookeries to persuade the public of his veracity.
This was evidently successful; 7he Mercury gave the lecture a sympathetic write-up
and Hobart’s mayor organised a resolution calling on the Premier to support the
continuance of the oiling at Macquarie.'”® Hatch’s pleas to reconsider the lease were
subsequently taken up by his supporters in Tasmania’s legislative assembly. Labor
member James Ogden called for an inquiry into Hatch’s treatment in November
1919, as did the Nationalist Alexander Marshall the following year.'” Marshall was
particularly vociferous, declaring the idea of a wildlife reserve ‘absurd’ and lambasting
the government for shutting down ‘in its infancy’ a promising industry that could
have been worth £10,000 annually to Tasmania.'* The idea of an inquiry was shut
down on both occasions, yet Hatch continued to mount sporadic defences. In 1921,
he gave a lecture targeted at children which defended the industry and included
photographs of ‘the method by which oil was extracted from their [the penguins’]
bodies’."! The following year, Mawson repeated his criticisms of the industry in a
paper to the Royal Society of Tasmania, prompting Hatch to lash out against both
Mawson and the press for repeating falsehoods that had ‘ruined a legitimate industry
bringing in thousands of pounds to Tasmania per annum’.'"*? Hatch even announced
a tilt for the state seat of Denison in 1922. In a fiery campaign launch, he dwelt on
his ‘shameful’ mistreatment, blasted his critics and announced a platform focused
on cutting ministries, reducing parliamentary salaries and virtually eradicating the
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civil service."® Hatch’s desire for vengeance evidently failed to inspire the electorate,
however—he came last with 32 votes—and he gradually receded from public view in
the years before his death, aged 91, in 1928.%

*kk

Hatch’s 30-year project to glean value from a remote subantarctic island that had
already been denuded by the relentless progression of a commodity frontier 70 years
earlier is, in many ways, an unusual story of extraction. Extracting oil from penguins
was a largely untried process that demanded experimentation, investment in new
technologies, and the creation of new markets and distribution networks for this
novel commodity. The fact that Hatch could look upon vast penguin rookeries and
see an untapped resource, then, seems indicative of a wider mentality of extraction.
Spaces like Macquarie Island—remote spaces on the margins of state control—were
frequently seen as ripe for development, if only the right resource and industry could
be found. This way of imagining such spaces provided the impetus for a long series of
experiments in the subantarctic islands south of Australia and New Zealand: pastoral
projects at the Aucklands and Campbell Island; attempts to transform Macquarie
Island by running sheep and poultry and planting various pines, pittosporums and
other trees; investigations into the economic properties of the endemic Pringlea
antiscorbutica at Kerguelen, and, of course, elephant seal and penguin oiling.'
Beyond the islands themselves, similar actempts were made to profit from whales, krill,
and even, as Ruth Morgan has shown, icebergs.'® And outside the Southern Ocean
World, the story of Macquarie Island recalls the extractive dynamics of the Pacific’s
guano islands. During the nineteenth-century guano boom, small islands and atolls
were assigned new value as potential sites for guano mining.'"”” As demand dropped or
resources were denuded, these islands became sites of new resource frontiers, notably
bird feathers."® Penguin oil thus provides a way of glimpsing a different kind of
process to that normally chronicled in global histories of extraction, less an attempt
to find space or resources to meet the insatiable demands of global capitalism than
a drive to derive value from underutilised islands, animals and resources.
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Penguin oil attracted greater criticism in its own time than both other experiments
with novel commodities and established industries with a greater environmental
impact, such as whaling. Yet even a co-ordinated transnational conservation
campaign, which condemned the penguin oil trade and called for the creation of
a sanctuary for Antarctic fauna, was not truly a repudiation of the mentality that
animated Hatch’s enterprise. This was an instrumental conservationism, one in which
subantarctic ecosystems could continue to be exploited along scientifically planned,
closely regulated lines to subsidise the costs of protection for specific species, such
as penguins and seals, or even to produce revenue. Hatch and his opponents shared
a vision of extracting value from the subantarctic, they simply differed in how they
believed it should be done. For Hatch, extracting oil from penguins was a legitimate
way to supply local industries with a specialised product that replaced expensive
imports. For Mawson, Hurley and their allies, Hatch was needlessly and wastefully
slaughtering a beloved species that was readily anthropomorphised and would,
if exploited propetly, be far more ‘valuable for its eggs than oil’.!¥

The story of penguin oil provides a window into a mentality of extraction that shaped
how individuals and institutions imagined the islands and seas of the Southern Ocean
at the turn of the twentieth century. Yet the same story also reveals the limits of such
extractivist thinking. Ultimately, the application of an extractivist mentality to unique,
charismatic animals like penguins sparked a backlash that led to small but significant
changes in how the subantarctic was imagined. While Hatch’s critics favoured
alternative methods of extracting value from the subantarctic—meteorological
stations, pastoral runs, fur farms and so on—their alternative methods largely failed to
bear fruit. Instead, bespoke systems of environmental protection for the subantarctic
islands were gradually created over the twentieth century. The trajectory of Macquarie
Island is indicative of this process; the proposal for a protected reserve initially lapsed
after the non-renewal of Hatch’s lease in 1919, but the island was eventually declared
a sanctuary in 1933, expanded into a state reserve in 1977, and designated a World
Heritage Area in 1997. Mawson, Hurley and their allies sought to draw attention to
the uniqueness of subantarctic biota and adopted a clear strategy of celebrating and
anthropomorphising the region’s charismatic fauna via an emotive public campaign
to support their alternative vision for scientifically managed exploitation in the
Southern Ocean World. In doing so, they contributed to a shift in attitudes that grew
gradually into a more ambitious vision of conservation than they had ever called for.
The case of penguin oil, then, is ultimately a reminder of the complex legacies of
extraction as a process in global history.
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