Omai's Things

Harriet Guest

In 1789, Hester Thrale Piozzi received news of Omai's
death, and heard reports of the part his possessions
played in the fighting between the Islanders of Raiatea
and Huahine. Writing to a friend, she recalled that
‘poor Omai ... was no small favourite of mine’, and
added, more sardonically: "Two Islands quarrelling for
the Possession of a German Organ and Puppet Show—
Omai's best and most valuable Effects as [ remember—
would make an Excellent Subject for a mock Heroic
Poem Her sentimental recollection of Omai,
whom she had entertained during his stay in London,
rapidly hardens into disdain, as he and the Islanders in
general become infected with the littleness and
triviality of the European toys she believes they value
so highly.

The possessions with which Omai returned to the
South Pacific, most of which seem to have been chosen
for him and not by him, included the things Piozzi
mentions—a barrel organ, and a collection of miniature
figures (of soldiers, animals, coaches and so forth),
which it was imagined he could use in his attempts to
describe European life.2 In addition, Omai was
endowed with an assortment of fireworks; portraits of
the king and queen and, perhaps, of Cook; an
illustrated Bible; a jack-in-a-box; handkerchiefs printed

with the map of England and Wales; two drums; and a

suit of armour. Joseph Banks presented him with an
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electrical machine. As if to confirm him in, or at least
remind him of European ways of life, he was provided
with cooking and eating utensils, iron tools and a few
bits of furniture, as well as linen clothes for himself and
for gifts—and he had other trading goods. He was also
endowed with some livestock and poultry, and seeds

for a garden. Before Cook's ships departed he acquired
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a compass, globes, sea charts and maps, as well as
some guns, powder and shot. When a site had
been selected, the ships' carpenters built Omai a
European-style house designed ‘to contain his
valuables, which would by no means have been secure
in one of his own country’.3

An account of Omai published in 1774, during his
stay in England, praised him as an exemplary hero of
philosophical curiosity, venturing beyond familiar seas
resolved to die, or know the truth for himself.*
For most commentators, however, whatever might on
his arrival have seemed heroic or admirable about
Omai, was rapidly tainted, primarily as a result of his
association with Joseph Banks and his friends (who were
responsible for looking after him). David Samwell,
the surgeon to the third voyage, thought that Omai
initially seemed willing and able to learn, but Banks'
circle 'have made him more of the fine Gentlemen than
anything else’, and taught him 'nothing ... but to play at
cards, at which he is very expert.> William Bligh
lamented that Omai had ‘been led into Idleness and
Dissipation as soon as he arrived in Europe’.°

Those who lamented the nature of the education
Omai received during his stay in England saw
confirmation of its frivolity and wastefulness in the
apparently random repertoire of his possessions. George
Forster complained that Omai had been returned
without knowledge, skills, or ‘articles of real use’ to his
people or to himself.” The ‘editor’ of the satirical poem,
Omiab’s Farewell (1776), remarked that 'OMIAH is now
returning to his native isle, fraught by royal order with
squibs, crackers, and a various assortment of fireworks,
to show to the wild untutored Indian the great
superiority of an enlightened Christian prince’.?
The satirist points to what is clearly and repeatedly

implied in accounts of Omai—the sense that the failure
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to return him, freighted with either some religious
instruction or some useful knowledge, both belittles him
and reveals inadequacies in British culture; shortcomings
that might hinder British imperial ambition.

Omai seems to have hoped that his extraordinary
experiences would improve his status at home, but the
accounts of Europeans who accompanied him, or who
visited the Islands subsequently, do not indicate any
change in his position.” On his return to the Islands in
the Bounty, Bligh heard that Omai'’s firepower had
briefly increased his consequence, but that he had not
‘gained any possessions or ... higher rank than we left
him in".'% Omai's European acquisitions, however, did
possess a prestige distinct from that of their owner.
The missionary William Ellis reported, nearly half a
century later, that: The spot where Mai's house stood
is still called Beritani, or Britain, by the inhabitants of
Huahine', and parts of Omai's armour were displayed
on a house built on the spot. Ellis added that, ‘a few of
the trinkets, such as a jack-in-a-box ... were preserved
with care by one of the principal chiefs, who
considered them great curiosities, and exhibited them,
as a mark of his condescension, to particular favourites’. !!
Most accounts of Omai's return suggest that he was
largely ignored or even unrecognised until 'knowlidge
of his riches' had been spread, but his possessions
seemed to have been imbued with lasting value because
of their exotic British associations.!?

The suit of armour had been given to Omai by the
Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of the Admiralty, who had
it made for him by the artificers of the Tower of
London. Sandwich had been at pains to impress Omai
during his stay in England. Omai had visited Sandwich's
country house, Hinchingbrooke, in Huntingdonshire,
where the Islander was reported to have been

‘entertained in the most magnificent manner, and where

the neighbouring gentlemen vied with each other in
varying his diversions, in order to raise his ideas of the
splendor and gaiety of this country’.!® Sandwich also
entertained Omai with a tour of the dockyard at

Chatham. Omai was taken on board HMS Victory, and
the newspapers offered the gratifying report that 'his
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joy was amazing at seeing so large a ship’.!* Clothed in
Sandwich's final gesture of generosity, Omai seems
briefly to be possessed by his things—to become
British, like the spot where Ellis later saw the armour
hanging. The Britishness he acquires is not, perhaps, the
kind his patrons had intended.

In the unauthorised Journal of John Rickman, the
only text in which Omai's return seems to make much
of a splash, he is represented in a parodic
impersonation of British imperial identity. Rickman
writes of the astonishment of the Islanders when Cook

and Omai ride out on horseback:

Omai, to excite their admiration the more, was dressed
cap-a-pee in a suit of armour ... and was mounted and
caparisoned with his sword and pike, like St. George
going to kill the dragon, whom he exactly represented;
only that Omai had pistols in his holsters, of which the
poor saint knew not the use. Omai, however, made good
use of his arms, and when the crowd became clamorous,
and troublesome, he every now and then pulled out a
pistol and fired it among them, which never failed to send

. 15
them scampering away.

A central feature of Cook's characterisation as a
distinctively modern hero was the notion of his
humanity, manifested notably in his reputed reluctance
to use firearms: ‘Not a gun ... was ever wantonly or
unnecessarily fired by bis orde’.'® Samwell concluded
gloomily that Omai seemed incapable of profiting from
the situation his European possessions placed him in:
‘notwithstanding the admonitions he had to the
contrary, he employed much of his time in acting the
part of a merry Andrew, parading about in ludicrous
Masks & different Dresses to the great admiration of
the Rabble’.!”
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