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Some of the world’s most important collections of ethnographic specimens from the Pacif ic 
were assembled in Devon in the period 1790–1820. The paper shows that the Tahitian 
mourner’s dress and other objects now at Exeter Museum were collected on Bligh’s Second 
Breadfruit voyage to Tahiti in 1791–1793. Five other collections of Pacif ic artefacts formed 
in Devon are described; they included many pieces from Captain Cook’s voyages, bought in 
the Leverian Museum sales of 1806. The motivations behind the country gentlemen and 
naval off icers who formed these collections are discussed briefly and the signif icance of the 
Devon and Exeter Institution as a focus for people with interests of this sort is emphasised. 
Much of this material has been dispersed to museums and other collections around the 
world, but Exeter Museum retains outstanding holdings of Pacif ic artefacts.

INTRODUCTION
A theme of the Devonshire Association’s Annual Meeting in 
Launceston this year has been ‘stepping outside Devon to view the 
county in relation to a different place’. In this spirit, rather than 
talk about my home ground of the medieval and later archaeology 
of Devon, I have chosen to speak about a subject which reflects the 
engagement of Devonians in a distant world – the Pacific Ocean 
– and specifically the way in which Georgian people living in the 
county assembled some of the most remarkable collections of 
Polynesian artefacts in the world. I have chosen the subject because 
I feel that the county’s ethnographic collections deserve to be 
more widely appreciated; for example, our Association has never 
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published a paper on this theme. The subject matter also touches on 
various other aspects of Devon history: the county’s involvement in 
the Navy in the Age of Sail; the origins of Devon’s museums, and the 
intellectual life of Devon in the early nineteenth century.

I am not an ethnographer, but in my role as Curator of Antiquities 
at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter, I did have the 
privilege of caring for its outstanding collection of ethnographic 
material for a decade or more, and I came to see that a curator with 
interests in local history could make a contribution to a field of 
research which has been conducted principally in North America, 
the Pacific, London and Cambridge. 

A mourner’s dress from Tahiti
In 2018, the Royal Academy of Arts celebrated the 250th anniversary 
of its foundation with a magnificent exhibition at Burlington House 
named ‘Oceania’ (Brunt and Thomas, 2018). Amongst the many 
astonishing objects brought together for the exhibition was one of 
Exeter City Museum’s most treasured possessions: a spectacular 
dress (heva tupapau) worn by the chief mourner upon the death 
of a high-ranking Tahitian (Fig. 1). It consists of a layered cloak of 
bark-cloth, with a pearl-shell mask surrounded by the feathers of 
the tropic bird, rising above a wooden crescent mounted with pearl 
shells. The chest apron is composed of tiny drilled rectangles of pearl 
shell, designed to shimmer in the light. The apron consists of bark 
cloth ornamented with discs and notched motifs of coconut shell, 
the latter representing the sea turtle, a sacred animal (Brunt and 
Thomas, 2018, pp. 212–15). 

Only seven complete examples of these complex artefacts survive 
today.1 Our first record of a European encounter with these 
costumes was on Cook’s first voyage to Tahiti in 1768–1771. They 
were powerful objects whose creation, in a society which did not 
have metal tools, entailed a great deal of labour. Such was the regard 
in which they were held by the people of Tahiti that none were 
exchanged on that occasion. Examples were, however, acquired on 
Cook’s second and third voyages (1772–1775 and 1776–1780), and 
these were the context in which all but two of the intact costumes 
surviving worldwide today were collected.2 Clearly they were highly 
prized objects; the Exeter dress could only have been obtained by 
someone of high rank. And, since only one was collected after 1800, 
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this would probably prove to be one of the few occasions on which 
English seamen were on Tahiti in the eighteenth century. How on 
Earth did it end up in Exeter Museum? 

THE DEVON AND EXETER INSTITUTION, EXETER
The immediate source of the dress is firmly known; the museum’s 
accession register records that it was transferred from the Devon 
and Exeter Institution3 in 1868. It arrived alongside a number of 
other rare Pacific artefacts, including a feather helmet and cape from 
Hawaii and a gorget, breast ornament and other pieces from Tahiti, 
all objects characteristic of early Polynesian contact with Europe. 

The museum register does not record the source or sources of 

Figure 1.  Tahitian mourner’s dress at the RAM Museum, Exeter 
(photo: Peter Stevens photography, courtesy of Exeter City Museums, 

Acc. Nos E1742, 1777–9, 1781).
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any of these objects before they came to the Institution, but some 
information about their earlier history can be gathered from the 
latter’s own archive. Its Committee Book of the 1860s records 
that these items, ‘principally dresses and decorations of natives of 
the South Sea Islands’, had been displayed in ‘five compartments 
at the end of the gallery in the north room’, alongside three cases 
of natural history specimens (CMB 1848–1880, pp. 401–2; Fig. 2). 
They had evidently been there some time; the bird specimens had 
suffered badly from insect damage. A printed notice sent out to the 
proprietors, informing them of the proposed transfer to the Albert 
Memorial Museum, met with no opponents. 

These objects formed part of a significant museum collection 
formed in the early days of the Institution. It consisted principally 
of natural history specimens, notably birds, shells, fossils and 

Figure 2.  The Inner Library of the Devon & Exeter Institution. The wall-cases are 
early and well-documented examples of museum display cabinets, being those 

‘running round each wall of the upper floor’ built by the local builders Howell and 
Cornish in 1815 (GMB). Sadly, they had no glazing at f irst, and specimens suffered 

from insect damage. Glass panels were installed only in 1871, after the departure of 
the ethnographic specimens (CMB, 1848–80, p. 482). (Photo: J. Allan).
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minerals (including a fine collection of stuffed birds, bought for 
£100 by Sir John Acland at the Bullock sale in London in 1819: 
CMB, p. 235, but it also contained other material including coins 
and medals, an Egyptian mummy and the Hedgeland model of 
Exeter. The collection reflected one of the two aims of the founders 
of 1813: first the formation of a library and second the creation 
of ‘a museum for receiving specimens of Natural History and the 
Arts, particularly the varied Productions of Devon.’ However, as 
a report in the Institution’s Minute Book of 1816 records, ‘In the 
formation of the Library, no attention has been spared … The 
progress of the museum … [has been] necessarily retarded.’ By the 
1860s, as Donisthorpe put it, ‘this branch of the Institution … soon 
ceased to command attention and was allowed to slumber in quiet 
forgetfulness’ (Donisthorpe, 1868, p. 6). 

Captain Francis Godolphin Bond4

Prior to the 1990s it was believed that the Polynesian ethnographic 
specimens at the Institution probably represented a collection 
acquired from the voyages of Captain Cook, and this explanation 
has been proposed once more in the last few years (Pearce, 1973, 
pp. 2–3; 2013, pp. 342–4). Cook’s voyages may still prove to be the 
source of some of the specimens who origin has yet to be resolved, 
but I will show that the Tahitian mourner’s costume and some 
associated objects have a different provenance.

Although the museum accession record of 1868 does not state the 
source of the Institution’s major Oceanic artefacts mentioned above, 
it does record that nineteen other Polynesian items transferred to the 
museum in the same donation came from a Captain Bond RN, as 
follows: 

E1734 tapa cloth beater
E1736 tapa cloth beater
E1739 wooden shark hook 
E1767 13 pieces of tapa cloth, three of them large
E1774 rush mat
E1788 two bundles of human hair 

Nine of these items can be identified in the museum collection 
today, still bearing their museum accession labels of 1868 (Fig. 3).5 It 
is a notable feature that all but one of the pieces whose provenance 
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Figure 3.  Other items donated by Capt. Bond to the Devon and Exeter Institution, 
now at Exeter City Museums: (a–b) tapa cloths; (c) shark hook; (d) tapa cloth beater; 

(e) coils of human hair (Acc. Nos E1767 (tapas); 1739 (hook), 1736 
(tapa cloth beater); 1788a–b (hair), courtesy of Exeter City Museums).
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can be established come from Tahiti. By contrast, most collections 
of early ethnographic specimens from Oceania consist of material 
from a variety of places around the Pacific, often including objects 
from the Northwest coast of North America. This suggested that we 
were not looking for someone connected with Cook’s voyages but 
for a different early encounter – and probably one preceding the long 
period of the Napoleonic wars, when there were no British voyages 
to Tahiti. 

Who was Captain Bond, and how might he have acquired these 
specimens? He was surely the ‘Capt. Bond RN’ who was one of 
the founding shareholders of the Institution in 1813, a proprietor 
in 1813–1826, a donor from 1814 and a committee member in 
1819–1826. He must have been wealthy; a share cost £25, effectively 
restricting the shareholders to the Devon gentry and leading city 
figures (TB 1814–60). His name appears in the Institution’s earliest 
Visitors Book, signing in Mr Bond, the Miss Bond and various other 
guests in the period 1818–1822 (AOS). More significantly, in 1815 
he donated to the Institution the ‘Dress of a Native of Otaheite’ 
which can be identified as the mourner’s costume described above 
(CMB, 90–1, below the entry ‘a penguin stuffed’). 

Although the Institution’s records do not state Bond’s Christian 
name, they do record his address: at Starcross in 1813–1819, and 
after that date in the handsome new terrace of Colleton Crescent, 
Exeter (Fig. 4). This information allows us to identify him as the 
distinguished naval officer Francis Godolphin Bond (1765–1839), 
whose family retained No. 4 Colleton Crescent into the early 
twentieth century. The biographer of his grandson, the antiquary 
and architect Fredrick Bligh Bond (1864–1945)6 describes his visiting 
the house in his childhood (Hopkinson-Ball, 2007).

Francis Godolphin Bond (1765–1839) was raised in Plymouth, 
entering the Navy at the age of eleven. After an adventurous early 
career in Europe and the West Indies, he served under his uncle 
Captain Bligh as First Lieutenant of the Providence on Bligh’s 
second voyage to Tahiti in 1791–1793. The purpose of both voyages 
was to grow breadfruit plants on Tahiti and transport them to the 
West Indies, where they would provide a cheap food for slaves. 
The story of Bligh’s disastrous first voyage and the mutiny on the 
Bounty in 1787–1790 is well known. On the second voyage, after 
brief landfalls in Tasmania, the Torres Strait and the Cook Islands, 



8	 Polynesian artefacts in Georgian Devon

Figure 4.  No. 4 Colleton Crescent, home of Captain Bond 
in the 1820s and 1830s (Photo: J. Allan).
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Bligh sailed to Matavai Bay, Tahiti, where he stayed for fifteen 
months before sailing to the West Indies, touching briefly on one of 
the Cook Islands. Artefacts acquired on this voyage would therefore 
consist largely of Tahitian items. The voyage was successful but its 
practical value was limited, since the slaves would not eat breadfruit 
(Lee, 1920; Kennedy, 1989). 

The voyagers returned to a country at war with France and Spain. 
After serving as First Lieutenant on the Active and the Arrow, 
Bond was promoted to command the Netley, on which he enjoyed 
spectacular success, capturing no fewer than 47 vessels. In 1801, 
he married and retired permanently from active duty. Subsequently 
he rose to the ranks of Post-Captain in 1802 and Rear-Admiral in 
1836 (Marshall, 1825, II, p. 710; Gentleman’s Magazine, 1840, p. 
322). He was buried in the graveyard of Holy Trinity church, Exeter 
(Cresswell, 1908, p. 57) from which his tomb was transferred to 
Higher Cemetery, Exeter, in 1977.

The likelihood that Bond acquired the Tahitian artefacts in 1791–
1793 is supported by one further piece of evidence. In the 1990s, 
Anne D’Alleva, Associate Professor of Art History and Women’s 
Studies at the University of Connecticut, inspected the surviving 
tapa cloths in the Bond collection, including those forming parts 
of the mourner’s dress. She found that they are all closely related 
and noted that, unlike the tapas from Cook’s voyages, their patterns 
(small diamonds, for example) showed clear evidence of the use of 
European scissors (D’Alleva, 1995; Fig. 5a). These had been popular 
trade items on Cook’s voyages of 1768–1780; the Bond tapas of 
the early 1790s are valuable evidence of their impact on Tahitian 
decoration. 

Twenty artefacts are firmly known from nineteenth-century 
documentation to have come from Bond,7 ten of which survive 
today. In total, however, some 52 Tahitian artefacts were present in 
the Institution in 1868. They formed a strikingly high proportion of 
the Oceanic items in its collection, which held merely 13 items from 
other parts of Polynesia and Melanesia. This suggests that many or 
most of its unprovenanced Tahitian pieces also come from Bond. 
Among them is a gorget (taumi) of cane and coir, decorated with 
bands of black feathers and sharks’ teeth, and fringed with white 
dog hair (Fig. 5b). This has suffered some insect damage; the striking 
impact of an object of this sort is shown by examples in pristine 
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Figure 5.  (a) Detail of the decoration of Tahitian mourner’s dress at Exeter, showing 
the use of European scissors; (b) Tahitian gorget, perhaps ex Captain Bond 

(photos: (a) Peter Stevens photography, (b) D. Garner; both courtesy of 
Exeter City Museums).
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condition, such as an example in the British Museum (illustrated, 
e.g., in Hooper, 2006, pp. 184–5).

The study of Bond continues. Research in 2013–2015, led by 
Tony Eccles, Curator of Ethnography of the Royal Albert Memorial 
Museum, has been undertaken as part Designation Development-
funded project Discovering Worlds. This has recovered previously 
unknown papers preserved by Bond’s descendants, and yielded 
much additional information about his life, although not alas any 
further records of the mourner’s dress. The family also preserves a 
silhouette (Fig. 6). No portrait has been found; this may be because 
his face was disfigured in a gunpowder explosion when he was little 
more than a boy. 

Other Pacific items at the Institution
Two further outstanding objects formerly in the Institution’s 
collections may now be mentioned: the Hawaiian feathered helmet 
and cape (Fig. 7a–b). These have been described as examples of 

Figure 6.  Silhouette of Captain Bond (courtesy of Mrs Alison Pryce).
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Figure 7.  Hawaiian featherwork: (a) helmet; (b) cape 
(courtesy of Exeter City Museums, Acc. Nos E1775, 1824).
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‘one of the most spectacular art traditions in the world … objects 
of the highest importance in old Hawai’i … visual symbols of 
prestige and power, sacred and dangerous to use or wear … since 
they had touched the sacred bodies of chiefs’ (Kaeppler, 2010, pp. 
11, 58, 278). They are a classic high-crested helmet and a cape, 
both covered in red feathers, the cape also with triangles of yellow 
feathers. They are probably eighteenth-century objects; the cape has 
the straight neckline typical of eighteenth-century pieces and is very 
similar to one firmly attributable to Cook’s third voyage (ibid., pp. 
58, 64, items H55, CA32). They too are rare artefacts: the cape is 
one of rather more than 30 examples of this early form surviving 
worldwide, although larger numbers of helmets (some of later date) 
are known (ibid., pp. 196–203). Both have lost their initial brilliance 
through insect damage, probably suffered before 1868. I have been 
unable to find any record of their presence at the Institution before 
their donation in 1868;8 there is no reason to connect them to 
Captain Bond, who did not visit Hawaii.9

One further donation connected to a celebrated Polynesian is 
recorded in the Institution’s Minute Books but cannot be recognised 
today. In April 1823 the executors of Lady Thomard/Thornard 
donated ‘The dress of Omai, the Otaheitian prince’ (CMB, un
numbered page). This was Mai, the young Ra’iatean who was 
brought to England by Tobias Furneaux on HMS Adventure in 
1773–1774 and was introduced to London society by Sir Joseph 
Banks. Renowned for his elegance and exotic good looks, he quickly 
became a favourite of London society. He was the subject of one 
of Sir Joshua Reynolds’s finest paintings, in which he was dressed 
in voluminous robes: ‘an entirely imaginary garment and a turban 
which gave him a vaguely Indian appearance’ (Luke, 1950; ERA, 
1986, painting 100). It seems unlikely that the costume donated to 
the Institution was actually a Polynesian object; Mai would have 
worn little in his homeland. 

The Vaughan collection
A quite different strand of eighteenth-century Oceanic objects 
at Exeter Museum was identified in the early 1970s by the 
distinguished American anthropologist Dr Adrienne Kaeppler,10 
who worked in collaboration with Dr Susan Pearce.11 By that time 
it was well known that a large part of the ethnographic collections 
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from Cook’s voyages to the Pacific had been acquired by Sir Ashton 
Lever, who had opened the Holophusikon or Leverian Museum 
in London in 1775, and that his collection had subsequently been 
acquired by James Parkinson, who came to sell the vast collection in 
lots at auction in 1806 (the full story in Kaeppler, 2011). 

In a remarkable piece of scholarship, Kaeppler used the Leverian 
Museum catalogue of 1784 with the beautiful watercolours of its 
artefacts drawn by the artist Sarah Stone, and the catalogues of 
the 1806 sale which were annotated with the names of purchasers, 
to piece together the story of the dispersal of hundreds of 
objects whose significance had been lost. Among many exciting 
discovering, she established that a series of 32 Pacific artefacts 
donated to Exeter Museum by Henry Vaughan in 1868 was the 
same as those bought by ‘Vaughan of Devonshire’ recorded in an 
annotated catalogue of the Leverian sale of 1806. Some of them 
had even been painted by Sarah Stone when on display in the 
Leverian a generation earlier, underlining their origin as Cook 
voyage artefacts (Kaeppler, 1978; 2011). Typically for Cook 
collections, they come from a wide range of sources: New Zealand, 
New Caledonia, Tonga, Hawaii and the Northwest Coast of 
North America. The most striking piece in the collection is a unique 
large tapa cloth from central Polynesia, decorated with three multi-
legged lizards (Fig. 8). The items from the Northwest Coast have 
been now been attractively published by the museum (Burkinshaw, 
1999).

But who was Henry Vaughan, the Victorian donor? He too was 

Figure 8.  Tapa cloth from central Polynesia 
(courtesy of Exeter City Museums, Acc. No. E1263).
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clearly a wealthy man, since he gave his address in 1868 as 28 
Cumberland Terrace, Regent’s Park, London – one of the magnificent 
terraces overlooking the park, built by John Nash. Here, important 
progress has been made by Tony Eccles and his team of researchers, 
who have shown that he was the rich and cultivated collector of 
works of art who became one of the nation’s most generous art 
donors, giving Constable’s Hay Wain to the National Gallery and 
bequeathing his collection of Turner drawings and watercolours to 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Tate Gallery and the National 
Galleries of Scotland and Ireland (Eccles, 2015a, b). 

This important step forward leaves two other questions un
resolved: who was the ‘Vaughan of Devonshire’ who bought in 
1806, and what was his connection to Henry Vaughan, a London 
man? 

Arthur Howe Holdsworth 
Two further private collectors in Devon bought Pacific artefacts at 
the Leverian sale of 1806, and their collections are inter-related. 
The first was the Arthur Howe Holdsworth of Widdicombe House, 
Stokenham, whose family will be familiar to local historians through 
their commercial activities in Dartmouth and their involvement 
in the trades with Newfoundland, the Baltic and the West Indies. 
Prior to the 1920s the family displayed at Widdicombe House a 
remarkable assemblage of Oceanic objects, recently described by 
Kaeppler (2011, p. 90) as ‘one of the major Cook-voyage collections 
in the world’. The Cambridge-based ethnographer von Hügel learnt 
of their collection, and he and his successor acquired it for the 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge in 1921–
1922. 

Prior to the 1970s this material was thought to have had a 
completely different origin, being attributed to a mid-nineteenth-
century collector named Captain Gordon. In this instance, however, 
as with the Vaughan collection, and with those of Clarke and Cooke 
described below, Dr Kaeppler was able to trace objects back to 
the Leverian sale of 1806. A number of them had been illustrated 
in the Sarah Stone drawings, and some had even been depicted by 
John Webber, the official artist for Cook’s third voyage. 

Kaeppler noted that the name Rowe had been entered in the 
annotated sale catalogues against many of these the lots. The identity 
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of this buyer, and his connection to the Holdsworths, remained a 
mystery until subsequent research established that this was the Rev’d 
John Rowe (1764–1832), a non-conformist clergyman from Bristol 
who had bought at the Leverian sale on behalf of his brother-in-
law Richard Hall Clarke of Bridwell at Uffculme (see below), whose 
daughter in turn was married to Arthur Howe Holdsworth. Further 
work found similarities between the Bridwell and Widdicombe 
material, suggesting that Rowe bought for two members of his 
family. 

At least 60 Widdicombe House artefacts now at Cambridge 
can ‘reasonably be associated with the purchases of Rowe’, and 
‘most of these artefacts are surely from Cook’s voyages’ (Kaeppler, 
2011, p. 90). They include some highly important pieces, such as 
the cuirass of Tlingit wooden-slat body armour with painted designs 
and carved human faces collected at Prince William Sound, Alaska, 
which is the only example of its type with such elaborate decoration; 
the unique bone ‘doll’ with human hair acquired in the same place; 
a Chukchi quiver collected in 1778 at St Lawrence Bay on the coast 
of Unalaska, described as ‘undoubtedly the most important piece 
collected from this area’, and a two-headed bird-shaped rattle 
from the Northwest Coast (Kaeppler, 1978, pp. 89, 271–3; 2011, 
p. 218; Salmond, 2015, pp. 48–9). Work on this collection is also 
ongoing.

Richard Hall Clarke of Bridwell
The romantic story of the rediscovery of the other half of the 
purchases of the Rev’d John Rowe at the Leverian sale emerged in 
the 1960s with the clearance of a derelict chapel-like building in the 
grounds of Bridwell, the Georgian country house at Uffculme. The 
‘chapel’, now a wedding venue (Fig. 9), is itself is of great interest, 
being an early private museum, constructed by Richard Hall Clarke 
in 1809 and displaying a fine arch-braced late medieval roof which 
is said to have come from Plymouth. This must in fact be the earliest 
known museum in Devon. 

In the early 1960s Brian Bearne, then a young auctioneer, was 
invited to clear the contents. They included Georgian furniture 
whose veneers had fallen off in the damp conditions, ships’ 
figureheads, natural history specimens including the skull of a 
hippopotamus, and ethnographic specimens, many of them of an 
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unfamiliar sort. In the first sales, in 1963 and 1964, the smaller 
ethnographic specimens were gathered into boxes and sold for small 
sums; no catalogue was prepared. In the subsequent sales of 1967 
and 1971, however, the significance of some of the items began to 
emerge, and correspondence with Adrienne Kaeppler, supported by 
research by Brian Bearne himself, started to show that the core of 
the Bridwell ethnographic collection consisted of Oceanic objects 
derived from the Leverian Museum, bought by Rowe for Richard 
Hall Clarke at the sale of 1806 (Bearne and Waycott, 1971; for a 
fuller account: Mack, 1982). 

The Bridwell artefacts, like those at Widdicombe House, included 
some remarkable objects. Just two will be chosen as illustrations. 
The one which attracted most attention at the time of the sales was 
a Nuu-chah-nulth bowl with human supporters from Vancouver 
Island, British Columbia, which had been depicted by Sarah Stone 
and Thomas Davies when it was in the Leverian Museum (Fig. 
10); it commanded a record price when it came up for auction 
and was bought by the British Museum. A yew-wood club in the 
form of a hand clasping a sphere took on new significance when it 
was identified as the object given to Captain Cook by Nuu-chah-
nulth people on Vancouver Island in 1778; its presentation to the 

Figure 9.  The interior of the ‘chapel’ (former museum) at Bridwell 
(courtesy of Bridwell Co., UK). 
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University of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology received 
much publicity a few years ago. 

Capt. Cooke of Wortham Manor, Lifton
My sixth and final collection is that of Captain Cooke of Wortham 
Manor, Lifton. It was the late H. Leslie Douch, a former Curator of 
the Royal Institution of Cornwall, who came across the sale notice of 
a small private museum owned by a certain Capt Cooke of Wortham 
Manor, Lifton, in the Western Luminary of 28th September 1813 
(Fig. 11). Among its contents were ethnographic specimens from the 
Pacific which, the sale notice tells us, were derived from his unrelated 
and more famous namesake, Captain Cook. Here too Dr Kaeppler 
has made important new progress, identifying the Lifton Cooke as 
the ‘Captain Cooke alias Smith’ whose name appears (sometimes 
just as ‘Smith’) in annotated catalogues of the Leverian sale of 1806, 

Figure 10.  Nuu-chah-nulth bowl with human supporters from Vancouver Island, 
British Columbia, depicted by Sarah Stone and Thomas Davies when it was in the 

Leverian Museum (courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum). 
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where he bought 135 Pacific objects (Kaeppler, 2011). Despite quite 
extensive research, however, she was not able to identify Cooke, and 
the objects he acquired have proved equally elusive; ‘the 135 objects’, 
she wrote, ‘have disappeared even more effectively than Cooke kept 
his anonymity.’

I too have struggled to make any progress in identifying either 
Cooke or his collection, but I have a small piece of progress to 
report: Captain Cooke of Lifton turns up among the proprietors of 
the Devon and Exeter Institution from late 1813. Like Captain Bond, 
he was among those who paid £25 to be shareholders when the 
Institution was established, and his name appears as a proprietor in 
successive years up to 1826. More interestingly, he was present at the 
inaugural meeting of the Institution in August 1813, where he signed 
his name as ‘Capt Cooke, Ham St George, Barnstaple or 3 Stafford 
Row, Buckingham Row’ (GMB, 1813–1905, p. 15). The Lifton sale 
evidently arose at the moment when he moved in to Wortham; it 
seems unlikely, therefore, that he ever exhibited or even housed his 
collection there. The London and Wortham addresses indicate that 
he was a wealthy man. We know that he did not stay long at Lifton; 
by the time the Lysons visited, gathering information for their Devon 
volume of Magna Britannia of 1822, he had moved elsewhere (Lysons 
and Lysons, 1822, p. 317). The fact that he was alive in 1826 means 

Fig. 11. The sale notice of Captain Cooke’s museum collection in the 
Western Luminary, 28 September 1813.
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that he should be identifiable in Marshall’s Royal Naval Biography 
of 1824, since this listed retired captains, post-captains and 
commanders, as well as serving officers (Marshall, 1824). Among at 
least four possible candidates on the list, we may exclude Commander 
Samuel Edward Cook, who was only a lieutenant, not a captain, in 
1813. Hugh and William Cook, both post-captains from 1806, are 
possibilities (although both are listed ‘Cook’ rather than ‘Cooke’), 
but much the most likely candidate, both in seniority, wealthy and in 
his local connections, seems to be the John Cooke born in Norfolk 
in 1750, who became a superannuated Rear-Admiral in 1814 and 
was living at Tiverton, Devon, in 1823 (Marshall, 1823, pp. 17–22). 
He moved subsequently to Portchester, Hampshire, where he died in 
1835; a blue plaque has recently been erected there in his honour. His 
identity clearly needs more research.

CONCLUSIONS
The collectors and collections described here are extraordinary in a 
national context; no county outside Devon is known to have had such 
a concentration of holdings of early Oceanic artefacts. An obvious 
explanation might be that Devon has a long-standing maritime 
tradition. In the last years of the eighteenth century fully eight per 
cent of the Navy’s officers were Devonians – a figure exceeding that 
of all other English counties outside London (Rodgers, 1992, pp. 
209–12). In fact, however, only one of the collectors discussed here – 
Francis Godolphin Bond – is known to have acquired his specimens 
in the course of his life in the Navy, and he was not a Devonian, 
being christened at St Stephen’s by Saltash.12 It is unsurprising that 
he collected ethnographic specimens; he sailed with Bligh, who 
had been brought up in the tradition of gathering exotic ‘artificial 
curiosities’ which had been cultivated by the Admiralty Board and 
practised by Bligh’s hero, Captain Cook and his officers, and by 
other naval personnel.

 Bond was one of at least three collectors of Polynesian objects 
(the others being Cooke and the unknown donor of the Hawaiian 
featherwork) who were involved in the early life of the Devon and 
Exeter Institution. It must have been an exciting place in its early 
years. Its proprietors, led by Sir Stafford Northcote and Sir Thomas 
Dyke Acland, included other distinguished naval personnel: Sir John 
Duckworth, Admiral of the Blue; his successor, Edward Pellew, 
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Viscount Exmouth, and Vice-Admiral John Dilkes. It evidently 
had an active intellectual life, which deserves fuller research than 
has been undertaken so far. Its members included specialists in 
branches of local natural history among whom Dr Leach, formerly 
of the British Museum was prominent, as well as in time-keeping, 
magnetism and (by the 1820s) Polar exploration. Its library was able 
to provide suitable reading matter for someone wishing to cultivate 
an interest in the Pacific. Already, by 1816, its library catalogue 
could boast seven pages of titles relating to geography, voyages and 
travels, including six volumes of Cook voyages (some at least are 
still there), Bligh’s Narrative on the Mutiny on Board the Bounty, 
accounts of the voyages of Dampier and Vancouver, and Martin 
Dilkes’ Mariner’s Account of the Natives of Tonga, alongside charts 
and maps and less encouraging material such as Shipwrecks and 
Disasters at Sea. 

The motivation of the private collectors who were not part of this 
circle is perhaps more difficult to fathom. Natural history specimens 
were surprisingly expensive in the early nineteenth century, and 
ethnographic specimens were not cheap. Rowe and Holdsworth were 
willing to spend money on objects which must have been unfamiliar 
to them. Rowe’s enthusiasm stretched to building an entire new 
museum to house his specimens, bringing an ancient roof from 
Plymouth and acquiring large items such as parts of a hippo skeleton 
from London. Whilst London collectors might hope to recoup their 
outlay, or at least gain acclaim, by opening to the public, there is no 
evidence that Holdsworth or Clarke ever did so.

 It was characteristic of these early collectors that they ranged 
over a wide field. Clarke, Cooke and Holdsworth all acquired 
ethnographic items alongside natural history specimens, and Cooke 
also had a few coins and medals and relics of English history. Clarke 
had an interest in minerals, some of which were incorporated in 
a landscape feature in the grounds outside the chapel, and his 
collection also included some interesting firearms.13 If the objects 
which were cleared from his museum in the twentieth century had 
all been assembled by Clarke, he also collected medieval bench-
ends14 and ships’ figureheads (Bearne and Waycott, 1971). The effect 
of this medley of extraordinary material on the mind must have been 
powerful. Brian Bearne’s photographs of the interior show large 
animals bones (possibly the hippo skull from the Leverian) placed 
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where the altar would stand in a chapel, framed by a whalebone 
arch. On her visit to the museum at Bridwell, Adrienne Kaeppler was 
struck by its quasi-religious feel: a gothic building called a chapel but 
furnished with specimens illustrating the modern world of science 
(Kaeppler, 2011).

Most of the ethnographic artefacts in these Devon collections 
have now been dispersed outside the county, but even nowadays, 
the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter is one of the few 
museums in the world which holds artefacts from each of the three 
major British episodes of Pacific voyaging of the Georgian period: 
those of Cook, Bligh and Vancouver. They form a small part of an 
outstanding assemblage which has been described as ‘perhaps the 
finest ethnographic collection in Britain outside the national and 
university museums’ (Len Pole, pers. comm. to the writer, 2017). 
Although a great deal of research has been carried out on it over the 
last 40 years, and especially over the last 20 years, its potential for 
further discoveries is great. 
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NOTES
1	 The other examples are in the collections of the National Museums of 

Australia and New Zealand, the Bishop Museum, Honolulu, the British 
Museum, the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, and Perth Museum and Art 
Gallery, Scotland.

2	 The exception is the Perth costume.
3	 Then – and still – at No. 7 Cathedral Close, Exeter.
4	 This account updates an earlier paper by the writer on Bond (Allan, 

1995). In the 1990s I could not show conclusively that the Captain 
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Bond of the Devon & Exeter Institution was Francis Godolphin Bond 
– a point demonstrated by Hopkinson-Ball’s account of the life of Bligh 
Bond (2007). 

5	 The exceptions are tapa cloths. Of the thirteen which were to be 
transferred to the museum, six were rejected at the time (almost 
certainly indicating that they were in very poor condition) and only 
three were retained subsequently. 

6	 Best known for his work at Glastonbury Abbey.
7	 The nine items surviving from those tabulated above, plus the mourner’s 

costume.
8	 The only other donor of ethnographic specimens to the Institution who 

might be relevant here is Dr Miller, who gave ‘bows and arrows from 
the South Sea Islands’ in March 1818 (GMB 193). He was a member of 
the sub-committee set up to oversee the development of the museum. 

9	 Kaeppler’s statement that this came from F.G. Bond arose from a 
misunderstanding (Kaeppler, 2010, p. 58)

10	 Curator of Oceanic Ethnology of the National Museum of Natural 
History at the Smithsonian Institution, Washington.

11	 Then Exeter Museum’s Curator of Antiquities, now Professor Emeritus 
of Museum Studies of the University of Leicester.

12	 A point established in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum project of 
2013–2015. 

13	 Dr C.A. Ralegh Radford remembered visiting the collection before 1921. 
To him, it was of little interest ‘apart from the guns’. He was able to date 
the occasion because his father A.L. Radford visited Squire Clarke to 
take part. ALR broke his arm in 1921 and was therefore unable to take 
part. With their purpose gone, the visits then ceased (pers. comm. to the 
writer, c. 1994/5). 

14	 Fourteen late medieval bench-ends ‘from an early museum formed by 
the Clarkes of Bridwell, near Tiverton, Devon’ were bought by the 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London, in 1913 (Tracy, 1988, pp. 115–16, 
catalogue numbers 201–2; Marks and Williamson, 2003, p. 387). 
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