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An unheralded yet profound Paciﬁc shi seems underway in U.S. and international historiography. For the
past three decades or so, outstanding monographs have
expanded our understanding of the Atlantic world and its
impact on much of U.S. and global history. In more recent times, as oceans have come to be seen as highways of
exchange and connectors of polities more so than barriers, scholars have been tracing America’s and the world’s
manifold links to the trade, peoples, and lands of the Paciﬁc Basin as well.[1] David Igler’s e Great Ocean: Paciﬁc Worlds from Captain Cook to the Gold Rush makes a
signal contribution to the growing body of seminal studies on North America’s Paciﬁc ties. Igler’s monograph
focuses mainly, though not exclusively, on the eastern
side of that vast waterscape. His book reveals the emergence of a peopled, contested, and globalized Paciﬁc to
which the West Coast of North America became increasingly tethered during the pivotal timeframe beginning
with Captain James Cook’s epic Paciﬁc voyages in the
1760s to the California gold rush in the mid-1800s.
Igler’s thesis is that in the wake of Cook’s voyages
the eastern Paciﬁc, deﬁned as “the coastal Americas”
and oﬀshore and “most proximate islands” (p. 9), underwent commercial, cultural, and ecological transformations that markedly shaped the history of the region
and places far beyond. Such transformations brought
the eastern Paciﬁc into the dynamics of global trade, international power struggles, disease transmissions, and
encounters between whites and indigenous populations
that had catastrophic consequences for the laer. e development of this thesis is predicated on the assumption
(credited to historian Ma K. Matsuda, Paciﬁc Worlds: A
History of Seas, Peoples, and Cultures [2012]) that the Paciﬁc waterscape was composed of such diverse peoples,
cultures, imperial regimes, and physical environments
that it makes sense to think in terms of multiple Paciﬁc
worlds. Each of these maritime zones–islands and their
cultural enclaves, liorals, and marine hunting grounds,
for example–has its own discrete past to be plumbed by

scholars and by inference insinuated into the grander history of the world’s largest ocean basin.
Commercial transformations, Igler shows, were fueled by highly lucrative transpaciﬁc sea oer, fur seal,
hide and tallow, and whaling enterprises linking the entire West Coast of North America to the United States
eastern seaboard, Chile, Peru, Oceania, China, and Russia. One measure of commercial transformation, chronicled in a chapter titled “Seas of Commerce,” was the
nearly ever-increasing number of ships calling at such
ports as Honolulu, Lahaina, and those of Alta California. Hawai’i boasted the busiest island ports in the Paciﬁc, and possibly the world. With few exceptions, Paciﬁc trade was virtually free market and conducted by
merchants and companies, rather than national governments.
Cultural transformations, Igler indicates, were oen
ushered in by violence in the forms of armed clashes
between whites and indigenous peoples, coerced native
labor, and sexual slavery. Captive and hostage taking,
which was carried out by both whites and native peoples,
exempliﬁed cross-cultural hostilities. On May 22, 1803,
on the Northwest Coast, Mowachaht chief Maquinna ordered the decapitation and grisly display of the heads of
twenty-ﬁve crewmen aboard the Boston at an anchorage
earlier named Friendly Cove by Captain Cook. Maquinna
subsequently held two seamen from that vessel captive for two years. Regarding coerced labor, Russian
overseers conscripted Aleut hunters and female skinners to search out and kill sea oers (whose pelts averaged twenty-ﬁve dollars each in Canton, China, in the
early 1800s) from Alaskan waters south to Baja California. While sex between whites and natives of Polynesia
may have been more consensual than elsewhere throughout the Paciﬁc Basin, in the eastern part of that expanse
clearly that was not the case: “From Alaska to Baja
California, indigenous women were abused as hostages,
openly bartered as sex slaves, and prostituted as com1
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modities” (p. 51).

zooms in on a pivotal time period, revealing an assortment of globally signiﬁcant transformations occurring in
that maritime space. ird, Igler’s book brilliantly elucidates the complex interplay between global, oceanic, and
local scales of history. Fourth, it gauges the environmental consequences of the European-American penetration
into the eastern Paciﬁc world, especially in terms of overhunting of sea mammals. Fih, drawing on a wealth of
primary sources, indigenous voices and perceptions are
sprinkled liberally and with eﬀect throughout the narrative.

Meanwhile, a much quieter and seemingly more benign form of cultural transformation was taking place in
the ﬁelds of oceanographic, biological, and ethnographic
science. is was due to the discoveries of researchers
aboard expeditions led by Cook, Jean-Francois de Galaup
de La Pérouse, George Vancouver, Alejandro Malaspina,
Oo von Kotzebue, Auguste Duhaut-Cilly, and Charles
Wilkes. Consequently, for the ﬁrst time, the Paciﬁc
whaling grounds were reliably mapped as were currents
and winds; the ﬂora and fauna of the region were described and catalogued for museum collections; islands
and coastlines were located and surveyed; the volcanic
origins of various archipelagos was demonstrated; reef
formation was systematically studied; the seismically active Paciﬁc Ring of Fire was glimpsed; and much more.
Igler’s coverage of this scientiﬁc reconnaissance of the
Paciﬁc is superb.

Historians and lay readers alike can learn much from
this book. While more maps would have been welcomed,
for example showing the tracks of some major voyages
(especially that of Wilkes from 1838 to 1842) and transpaciﬁc commodity ﬂows/disease transmissions), the twopage map near the beginning of the book is illuminating. e author’s thesis is bold and breaks new ground;
his scholarship is impeccable; and his exposition is clear,
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