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The goal of this project was to collect historical data and estimate the population sizes of 

the Hawaiian monk seal (Monachus schauinslandi) in the Northwest Hawaiian Islands (NWHI) 
before depletion in the late 19th century. An estimate of historical abundances can help to 
interpret the current declining trend and to set recovery targets. Further, understanding 
population densities in the NWHI can aid interpretation of long-term population change across 
the whole archipelago. 

 
I collected data on monk seal abundance from published and unpublished sources in the 

Hawaii State Archives, Hawaiian Historical Society, Hawaiian Mission Museum, and Bishop 
Museum Library and Archives. Two types of data collected from these archives will contribute 
to analyses of historical population size in the NWHI at the beginning of the 20th century: (1) 
descriptions of the abundance before hunting, the intensity of hunting, and timing of depletion on 
each group of islands in the Northwest Hawaiian Islands (NWHI), and (2) evidence for sealing in 
the NWHI in the19th century, including indirect evidence of hunting monk seals, such as the 
sailing routes for ships involved in the pan-Pacific fur trade, and the chronology of expeditions 
assumed to be sealing voyages to the NWHI.  

 
Historical Data on Abundance and Rates of Depletion: For each island group in the 

NWHI, I determined historical (pre-1920s) data on: (1) first observation, (2) quantitative or 
qualitative description of abundance, (3) quantitative or qualitative evidence for hunting, and (4) 
evidence for depletion. I will use these data to estimate rates of decline for islands with data on 
numbers taken, and to infer rates of decline where direct observations are not available. For 
example, the consumption by shipwrecked sailors was significant and all accounts describe some 
level of hunting for food, so that consumption rates can be estimated if the number of people is 
known.  
 

19th Century Sealing Data: The most compelling evidence for large historical population 
sizes for the Hawaiian monk seals are observations that sealing boats returned to Honolulu with 
large numbers of seal pelts in the 1820s-1850s. Estimates of the historical population size hinge 
on the authenticity of reports of extensive 19th century sealing, and in particular depend on the 
plausibility of a report that one vessel, the Gambia, killed 1,500 seals in the NWHI in 1859. 
Therefore, I reviewed all available evidence for sealing in the NWHI before 1860, with a focus 
on the Gambia. 
 

Sealing, 1785-1840: Because of its strategic location in the central Pacific, Honolulu was 
a trading hub, and sealing boats often stopped there to sell cargo or to re-supply before 
continuing to China to sell pelts. I compiled information from Hawaiian fur trader’s diaries 
(1820-1840) on the ships involved in the Pacific fur trade that stopped in Hawaii, and obtained 
logs of ships involved in sealing in the Pacific (1785 to 1825) to investigate whether they made 
stops in the NWHI.  
 



Sealing, Gambia: I evaluated evidence that the Gambia targeted large numbers of monk seals 
in the 1850s. The logs of the 1859 Gambia voyage have been destroyed, but the following 
information was reviewed: (1) port records of the Gambia’s arrival in Honolulu, (2) 
contemporary observations of the abundance of seals present, (3) reports in contemporary 
newspapers of the activities and purpose of the Gambia’s trip, (4) information on sailing 
conditions and other trips undertaken by the Gambia, and (5) estimations of the quantity of oil 
produced by Hawaiian monk seals. The questions that I addressed with these data sources were: 
(a) Were there enough Hawaiian monk seals remaining in the NHWI in 1859 to supply 1,500 
skins? (b) Did the Gambia return to Honolulu with 1,500 seal skins? And (c) Is it likely, given 
the sailing conditions, duration and purpose of the voyage, and amount of oil obtained, that the 
Gambia traveled to another location to kill seals or remained in the NWHI?  
 
Table 1. Chronology of Gambia’s voyage 
Date Location Distance traveled 

(miles) 
Speed  
(miles per day) 

April 26 Departed Honolulu   
April 29 Arrived Necker  467  156 
 French Frigate Shoals 102   
 Maro Shoals 290   
 Laysan 75  
 Lisansky 140  
 Pearl and Hermes 165  
July 5 Midway  100  
August 2 At sea lat 25 long 159   
August 8 Arrived Honolulu (lat 21 long 158) 260 43 
 
Source for chronology: Pacific Advertiser.  
 
Conclusions and Future Work 

 
Early shipping records suggest that ships were not traveling to or through the NWHI 

between 1785-1840. Thus no evidence exists that extensive hunting of Hawaiian monk seals 
occurred before the mid-19th century. Evaluation of records related to the Gambia suggests that 
this ship targeted Hawaiian monk seals for their skins and oil, and the available evidence 
suggests that 1,500 seals could have been taken in 1859.  

 
These data will be used to estimate the minimum population size before exploitation in 

the 19th century. The following information will also be considered in the final analysis of 
historical population size: (i) estimates of hunting from shipwreck records, (ii) historical carrying 
capacity in terms of available land area, as interpreted from historical sailing charts and 
observations of densities, and (iii) historical carrying capacity in terms of food resources, 
predation pressure, and intra-specific competition in the past, as inferred from historical fishing 
records and evaluated using food web models. The results of this research will be prepared and 
submitted for publication in the spring of 2010. 

 



Figure 1. Image of Midway Islands before and after the crew of the Saginaw visited in 1870 
Note presence of seals in “before” and absence in “after” image.  
(Read, GH. 1912. The last cruise of the Saginaw. Houghton Mifflin, Boston). 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Report from the Entries and Clearances of the Port of Honolulu showing 1,500 seal 
skins landed by the Gambia, August 8, 1859. 

 
 
  


