BAY OF PLENTY SHIPWRECKS

CORRECTIONS AND ADDITIONS

Alister Matheson
Tauranga

(First published in New Zealand Marine News, Vol 37, No. 4, 1987, under the heading
“Shipwrecks”, the following article was wrtten in the hope that the information in it would have
been included in any future edition of Ingram’s New Zealand Shipwrecks. Unfortunately this was

not the case in the most recent edition of Ingram’s work published in 1990.

Some slight

corrections have been made to the original article and a better explanation given for the change of

the schooner Falcon’'s name to Valcona.)

lan Church’s additions and corrections to
C.W.N. Ingram’'s New Zealand Shipwrecks
published in the Marine News Vol. 35, No. 4
1985 prompts me to submit the following,
arising from research | have carried out for a
history of Maketu for the Whakatane
Historical Society. | have discovered some
information concerning the schooners Falcon,
Ulitea and Industry which establishes the
dates and places where they were lost more
accurately than in the above publications,
some further references to the loss of the
Trent, and mention of two additional wrecks.

| have also found that the names of the
Falcon and Ulitea have been rendered
incorrectly by some writers as, respectively,
Falconer (or Valcona) and Mitea, with the
result that the latter have been accepted as
the names of real vessels, which were
wrecked in addition to the former. There are,
of course, no contemporary records of
vessels named Falconer or Valcona.

The name of the schooner Falcon was
apparently corrupted first to Falconer and
then to Valcona, probably as a result of either
failing memories or misunderstandings over
the years; and the name of the Ulifea was
changed to Mitea when the person making a
typewritten copy of the Rev. A.N. Brown’s
1840 manuscript journal mistook the letters
“UlI” for a capital “M”.

The facts are that both the Falcon and the
Ulitea were wrecked in the same storm, the
former at Te Tumu (over 3% kilometres
westnorthwest of Maketu) shortly before
dawn on 1 March 1840, and the latter in
Tauranga Harbour during the night of 29
February-1 March 1840, but probably in the
evening of 29 February.
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FALCON, 1840

C.W.N. Ingram, in recording the wreck of the
vessel he refers to as the Valcona, gives as
his source of information about the disaster
James Cowan’s A Trader in Cannibal Land
(1935), a biography of the early trader Phillip
Tapsell. In his book Cowan states that at
some time in the early 1840s a Sydney
topsail schooner named the Valcona arrived
at Whakatane, where it discharged goods
consigned to Tapsell. Afterwards the trader
brought the vessel up the Bay of Plenty coast
to Maketu (where he had formerly lived from
1830 to 1836) to take on a cargo of flax fibre.
With him came his children Catherine and
Retreat, who were to be sent to school in
Sydney in the Valcona. Before loading of the
flax at the anchorage outside the bar of
Maketu Harbour could begin, a gale of
hurricane force suddenly arose and drove the
schooner ashore further up the coast and
broke it into “a hundred pieces”. Passengers
and crew all survived. A Trader in Cannibal
Land is based largely on Phillip Tapsell's
reminiscences which, according to Cowan,
were taken down from the trader's lips at
Maketu in 1869 by E. Little of the Armed
Constabulary (manuscript and typescript now
in the Alexander Turnbull Library). Little,
however, recorded the name of the schooner
wrecked near Maketu as the Falconer, and
the newspaper Dajly Southern Cross, which
published the reminiscences in serial form
from February to September 1869, also spelt
it in this way (see Auckland Public Library
microfilm). Three vyears later, on 11
September 1872, the Bay of Plenty Times,
which probably followed the Cross spelling,
referred to the vessel as the Falconer.




The schooner Falcon was wrecked in 1840 at Te Tumu, where the Kaituna river now discharges
through the Cut opened in 1957 (left centre). Te Tumu Pa site by the beach (side of Cut nearest
camera) was partly destroyed by the 1957 Cut. The old niver outlet at Maketu can be seen left
middle distance.

PHOTO: Bay of Plenty Times, 1981

* % % % %

While no schooner named the Falconer is
known to have been wrecked as described by
Tapsell, there are contemporary records of
the wreck of a schooner named the Falcon
(see below); and according to Shipping
Armivals and Departures, Sydney, 1826-1840,
this 147 ton vessel was owned by Tapsell's
merchant in 1839-40, Mr F. Peterson
(incorrectly spelt by Cowan as Paterson).

In telling the story of his life, Tapsell in his old
age may not have recalled the name of the
schooner correctly, or perhaps his diction,
with his Danish accent, was not clear to Little.

The name Valcona was used in print,
probably for the first time, in a brief reference
to the wreck in the Bay of Plenty Times, 21
September 1880, in which it was said to have
occurred at Te Tumu on 1 March 1840. This
was in one of a series of descriptive and
historical articles about Maketu by J.J. Piercy,
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who had resided at Maketu since 1862, some
of the time as postmaster. Piercy would have
known old Tapsell, then in his nineties, who
spent his last years at Maketu from about
1868-69 until his death in 1873.

It seems possible therefore that in addition to
either remembering the name Falcon
incorrectly as Falconer  or being
misunderstood by Little, Tapsell speaking
with a Danish accent may in later years at
Maketu have made the letter “F” sound like a
“V*. Consequently Falconer could by word of
mouth at Maketu have become first Valconer
and eventually Valcona, the latter with the
emphasis on the first syllable rather than the
second.

Other persons at Maketu and elsewhere in
later times were probably misled by this
published reference to the Valcona.
Nevertheless, the information concerning the



date and place of the wreck, presumably
supplied by the Tapsell family, is undoubtedly
correct-see below.

In view of the above it is interesting to note
that in the manuscript of Tapsell's
reminiscences, which was borrowed from the
Tapsell family by Cowan during the
preparation of A Trader in Cannibal Land
(1935), the word “Valcona” in brackets with a
question mark has been inserted (apparently
in Cowan’s handwriting) above the word
‘Falconer’. Whether or not Cowan was
responsible for the insertion is not known for
certain, but in earlier years that writer did not
even connect the Valcona with Tapsell or the
vessel wrecked near Maketu. Indeed, when
writing about Maketu in the Canterbury Times
in 1913 he seems to have been so ill-
informed as to refer to the Valcona in a way
that suggests he has confused it with the ill-
fated brig Haweis.

The principal clues that Phillip Tapsell gave
to the date of the wreck were that it occurred
while he was living at Whakatane (where he
had purchased land late in 1839) and that his
son Retreat was aged about eight. In the
latter case, though, he was mistaken, as
Retreat, who was born in 1836, some time
after the fall of Maketu Pa on 28 March of
that year, would have been under four years
of age when the Falcon was wrecked (as it
will be seen) on 1 March 1840.

Some contemporary information about the
wreck has been supplied by the Mitchell
Library, Sydney, in the form of an extract
from the Sydney newspaper Australian of 7
April 1840. It carries a report that news had
arrived from the Bay of Islands that the
schooner Falcon had been “lost in the Bay of
Plenty on the night of 29th February — crew
saved”. Several other vessels, including the
Ulitea (see below) and the Haret, were
reported wrecked in the same gale.

The only New Zealand authority to give a
definite date (1 March 1840) for the wreck of
the Falcon is J.J. Piercy (who called the
vessel the Valcona) in his historical account
of Maketu, 1880 (see above). If, as Tapsell
related, the wreck took place in the early
morning before dawn, a 1 March date is
consistent with the Australian’s “night of 29"
February”. Support for this date can be found
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in the journals of the missionaries, who,
although they don’t mention the wreck of the
Falcon, do refer to a storm at that time. On
Sunday, 1 March the Rev. A.N. Brown of the
Te Papa mission station, Tauranga, recorded
a “hurricane” during the previous night and
the wreck of the Ulitea (see below). This was
the vessel reported by the Australian to have
been lost in the same storm as the Falcon.

Although Tapsell in his reminiscences did not
indicate exactly where near Maketu the
Falcon was wrecked, he did give a clue in
stating that after the vessel had been broken
into “a hundred pieces” by one enormous
wave another “washed the fragments over
the sandhill into the river on the other side”.
The power of this last wave was so great that
it “cut through the isthmus of land dividing the
river from the sea, connecting them both, and
undermining the sandhill on which the
shipwrecked party stood, so as nearly to
cause it to crumble in...”. This points to the
wreck having occurred at Te Tumu, as it was
there that a sharp bend or loop of the Kaituna
River, which flowed parallel to the coast for
several kilometres, came close to the ocean,
from which it was separated only by a ridge
of sandhills. It was at this place that the
Kaituna, which normally discharged into the
sea at Maketu, over 3% kilometres to the
eastsoutheast, formed a new outlet channel
in January 1907.

ULITEA, 1840

As recorded by the Rev. AN. Brown, the
Ulitea (a 70-ton Sydney schooner in the
Pacific Islands trade) was wrecked in
Tauranga Harbour during the night of 29
February-l March 1840. The Australian,
which reported the wreck briefly on 7 April,
stated mistakenly that all hands, including the
Captain (Waddy), had perished.

Unfortunately, the name of the vessel
wrecked at Tauranga on the above occasion
has been given as Mitea in both A Centennial
History of Tauranga (1940) and Marine
News, Vol. 35, No. 4, 1985. This error has
arisen from the fact that many years ago,
when a typewritten copy of Brown's
manuscript journal was first made, the person
making the copy mistook the letters “UlI” for a
capital "M".



The schooner Ulitea was wrecked in 1840 apparently east of Sulphur Point, Tauranga, i.e. right of
buildings on the Point shown here about 1910. Maunganui at Tauranga Harbour entrance is in
background.

PHOTO: Tauranga District Libraries

*x % % % *

The wreck of the Ulitea was described by
Brown in his journal on 1 March 1840, in
which he reported that a “hurricane” during
the previous night had uprooted trees and
blown down fences on the mission station,
and while the mission schooner Columbine
was found at daybreak to be riding safely at
anchor, the Ulitea, a large schooner
anchored off the settlement, was a “perfect
wreck”. The Captain had cut away the masts
during the night and hoisted a shirt to the
bowsprit as a signal of distress. Although the
sea was still rolling heavily, he and his crew
were brought ashore successfully in a boat
taken out by Mr Wilson and some Maori from
the mission station. The sailors were in a
wretched state, according to Brown, as the
sea had made a complete breach over them
throughout the night. In view of the latter
statement, the wreck could have occurred in
the evening of 29 February.

CHAPMAN, 1843
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According to the journal of J.J. Symonds
(Hocken Library), who replaced Dr. Edward
Shortland as Sub-Protector of Aborigines at
Maketu during the later half of 1843, the
small schooner Chapman was lost on the bar
at Maketu while he was away at Rotorua from
24 July to 9 August. Symonds “walked to the
wreck” on 12 August.

INDUSTRY, 1843

On 15 October 1843 the mission schooner
Columbine arrived in Tauranga Harbour from
the Bay of Islands. One of the passengers,
William Colenso, recorded in his journal
(Alexander Turnbull Library) that the vessel,
unable at first to enter the harbour “on
account of the ebb”, had anchored “just
without Maunganui”, and for a time had been
in danger as it drifted towards the breakers in
shoal water on the starboard bow
(presumably off Matakana Island on the
western side of the entrance channel
approaching the harbour, with Mount




Maunganui on the port bow on the eastern
side of the channel). The wind was
“boisterous” and the “sea all round was
majestically and awfully agitated”. Having
recorded that the Columbine had got safely
into “the desired haven”, Colenso went on to
remark: “We afterwards learned that only two
days before a little vessel was lost in nearly
the same spot and two men drowned.”

The ‘little” vessel concerned was almost
certainly the schooner Industry, which J.J.
Symonds (see above) had observed from
Maketu “beating in to Tauranga’ on 30"
September. 18 days later when Symonds
was at Rotorua he was informed by the
missionary Thomas Chapman, who had just
received some letters, that Mr Spencer (a
passenger in the Columbine) had arrived
(presumably at Tauranga) and that the
Industry had been “wrecked off Manganui
(sic)”.

TRENT, 1843

News of the loss of this vessel first reached J.
J. Symonds at Maketu on 13 November
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1843. Two days later he leamned that it had
been on the way from Tauranga to Auckland,
and on 22 November he was told that the
hatches and cabin ladder had been picked up
“off Wangapararaoa (sic)”.

[There are two places named Whangaparaoa
— one in the Hauraki Gulf and the other near
Cape Runaway. —Ed.]

UNAMED LITTLE SCHOONER, 1843

On 15 November 1843 J.J. Symonds at
Maketu heard that a “little schooner” which
had been recently lying in the Waihi estuary,
southeast of Maketu, had been “wrecked off
Manganui (sic), i.e. Mt. Maunganui, which is
at the entrance to Tauranga Harbour (see
above).

(In the next issue of the Historical Review it is
hoped to include recollections of the wreck of
the Falcon and the storm that caused it by
the Second Mate, W.M. Umbers, and the
trader Phillip Tapsell. — Ed.)



