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ABSTRACT
Neddy Larkin, a Bundjalung man from New South Wales, Australia,
was stolen from his grave and in 1891 sold to the Peabody
Museum, Cambridge, MA. This paper uses the methodology and
concepts outlined in Latour’s An Inquiry into Modes of Existence to
chart Neddy Larkin’s transitions from kinsman to scientific data.
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Rock stays,
earth stays,
I die and put my bones in cave or earth.
Soon my bones become earth… .
all the same.
My spirit has gone back to my country… .
my mother.
(Bill Neidjie in Neidjie, Davis, and Fox 1985, 62)

In March, 1891, the Peabody Museum received by purchase from Mr. A. P. Goodwin a large
collection of ethnological objects from Oceania. Among these were the photograph and skel-
eton of a native of Lismore, who was known as Neddy Larkin. As a perfect skeleton and photo-
graph of an Australian subject in life are not often met with in the museums of this country,
Professor Putnam, the Curator of the Museum, placed the skeleton and photograph in my
hands for study. Mr. Goodwin’s letter, in which he states that he knew Neddy Larkin, saw
him buried, and personally secured his skeleton, is on file in the Museum. Thus there can
be no doubt that the skeleton is really that of the individual in the photograph. (Dorsey
1896c, 57)

Introduction

This is the first in a series of papers examining the theft and repatriation of our ancestor,
Neddy Larkin, to whomwe pay our respects. In this paper we concentrate on the first stage
of Neddy’s post-death journey in which he was taken from Lismore on the far north coast
of New South Wales, Australia to the Peabody Museum at Harvard University. A sub-
sequent paper will trace Neddy Larkin’s repatriation. This focused approach allows us to
develop, here, one of the most finely grained accounts of the collection of Aboriginal Aus-
tralian remains and their scientific study. Guiding this account is a common question from
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amongst Neddy Larkin’s contemporary community, that is, Bundjalung people and
especially those who have a connection to Banyam/Baigham or North Lismore: ‘Why
did they take him away?’ Indeed, amongst the authors of this paper are those who
have asked this very question: we are a group of authors comprised of five Banyam/
Baigham knowledge holders and a non-Aboriginal academic who have been writing col-
laboratively for four years now (for example, Lismore Showground Aboriginal Heritage
Signage Project Committee 2014). While this style of paper has necessitated the academic
in the group to fashion the words and respond to the reviewers and editors (this form of
words echoes Country et al. 2016, 468), we respond to our guiding question with a voice
and point of view that has developed in the midst of our various positions. We began
writing this paper three years after Neddy Larkin’s repatriation. This was, for us, the
right time to begin writing because the process of repatriation spread knowledge of
Neddy’s theft beyond one or two community members who had been present-day
bearers of a story that had been carried for over a hundred years and this larger group
gives us the strength to write. It was also the right time because after three years
wounds opened by the repatriation process were not as sensitive to the touch as they
had earlier been.

The question ‘Why did they take him away?’ is asked with perplexity, anger and
sadness because contemporary and historical Bundjalung culture reveres the memory
of ancestors and respects their resting places as sacred (Moran 2004, 55 and 62). It is
also asked with the lived understanding that race and colonisation have, and continue
to play, significant roles in social practices in Australia. However, we resist answering
our question by directly calling upon the exercise of colonial power as an answer: this
shortcut leaves out the detail of how colonial power is composed through events
such as Neddy Larkin’s theft. Taking a different tack, an answer could also be quickly
assembled from existing research on the collection of human remains: in summary,
‘the lure of Aboriginal bodies’ (Turnbull 2008) such as Neddy Larkin’s derives from nine-
teenth century evolutionary scientists locating Australian Aborigines as ‘evolutionary
ground zero’ (Bennett 2004, 136–159) and ‘thus [our] skeletons were prized by collectors’
(Sculthorpe 2015, 227). However, as Paul Turnbull (2015, 82) demonstrates, ‘closer con-
textual scrutiny’ shows that beneath such overarching explanations is a range of local
practices, as well as developing scholarly and scientific understandings, that have indi-
vidual, institutional and national, or regional specificities. While we acknowledge the
existence of such shortcuts, slowly following Neddy’s progress satisfies our community’s
desire to understand the details of our ancestor’s fate. It also adds to the body of scholar-
ship on collection and repatriation of remains (for example, Fforde, Hubert, and Turnbull
2002; Highet 2005; Krmpotich, Fontein, and Harries 2010; Turnbull 1997, 2015; Turnbull
and Pickering 2010; Harrison, Byrne, and Clarke 2013) in order to provide ‘contextual
depth’ (Turnbull 2015, 73) to our overall understanding of this period of research on
human evolution.

The case of Neddy Larkin provides particular opportunities for an in-depth study
because the identities of the key players are known – Neddy Larkin (ancestor and ‘speci-
men’), Adolph Goodwin (collector), George Dorsey (laboratory scientist) and Frederic
Putnam (curator and professor) – their traces have been recorded in documentary and
oral form. To guide our path through this evidentiary trail, we have drawn on the
method Bruno Latour (2013) outlines in An Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An Anthropology
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of the Moderns and elsewhere. Latour’s injunction to ‘follow the actors themselves’ is our
stepping off point, and because Neddy Larkin is the actor around whom the other actors in
this story gather, including us, we place him at the centre of this ‘knot of action’ (Latour
2007, 12, 44). This resonates with our desire to honour the memory of Neddy Larkin by
keeping him, rather than the collectors and scientists, at the heart of this narrative.
Thus, we will follow Neddy as he passes through each stage on his path into the pages
of scientific journals and in parallel, using Latour’s language, as he passes through
various ‘modes of existence’. By taking this view Neddy is no longer fixed and stable in
his way of being. Moreover, as a deceased person his death is not the end of existence
but a change in the ways he acts and affects the actions of others (Despret 2016). In
each mode Neddy comes to matter and be valued and re-valued (Latour 2013, 40–46).
This diverse mattering and valuing, we contend, is germane to an understanding of
why they took him away and, beyond the scope of this paper, how a different ‘they’
could bring him back.

While Latour’s work has formed a methodological base for many studies of anthropo-
logical science (for example, Harrison, Byrne, and Clarke 2013) these have tended to
remain firmly with his work on actor-network theory (ANT). Latour’s more recent work
extends ANT by drawing connections between knowledge construction, action, actors,
networks, modes of existence and value (Latour 2013). For a number of reasons, we
have found this approach more efficacious than a conventional approach that deals
with context, characters and their motivations. First, our guiding question, ‘Why did
they take him away?’ is largely a question of value, and in Latour’s method contrasts in
values are key markers when conducting a study of inheritors of Enlightenment rationality
– those he calls the Moderns – as we are doing here. One outcome of Latour’s study is a
pluralist ontology of the Moderns composed of 15 modes of existence (Latour 2013, 488–
489) which provide us with a sensitising framework: as we follow Neddy from North
Lismore to Cambridge and into scientific journals we are sensitised to the entry of particu-
lar modes into the action at each stage of the journey and the contrasts in values that each
mode signals. The contrasts in values open up the possibility of offering differing
responses to the question of ‘Why?’ for each stage. Latour’s method, therefore, is particu-
larly enabling for piecing together an account of why they took Neddy away that avoids
overarching generalisations. Latour’s method, moreover, also allows us to chart Neddy’s
entanglement in the construction of scientific knowledge, and how the construction of
scientific knowledge is enmeshed with a market for human remains and the composition
of colonial power.

In this paper we utilise 8 of Latour’s 15 modes of existence, which we will now briefly
survey: these next two paragraphs serve as a field guide for identification. We follow
Latour’s convention of designating each mode with a three-letter abbreviation in
square brackets with its first use, but thereafter, for readability, we dispense with the brack-
ets. In his material existence, Neddy Larkin is what Latour (2013, 99–102) terms a being of
[REP]roduction. This term makes the most commonsense when we consider how as living
beings we reproduce from one generation to the next, or how our cells are continually
renewing. In an analogous way non-living things also continue to persist, or not, from
one moment to the next and if they persist, they are continually in reproduction. Had
Neddy remained in his grave he would have not persisted as a skeleton, instead returning
slowly to his mother, his country (Neidjie in Neidjie, Davis, and Fox 1985, 62). That patch of
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country would have been sacred to his memory, and this alerts us to a mode of existence
involving beings of [REL]igion (Latour 2013, 302). In life and death their passage grants per-
sonhood: when we respectfully acknowledge someone for who they are we act with a sort
of reverence towards that person. When we deny that personhood, we perform a sacrile-
gious act that dehumanizes and objectifies. In such a transformation, as happens when
Neddy becomes regarded as objects to be stolen and sold, we detect a change in
mode of existence and the values attending that mode. As goods that a collector could
trade for cash and that a museum could possess, Neddy is transformed into a being of
[ATT]achment (Latour 2013, 425). It is through such passages from one mode of existence
to another that Neddy-as-skeleton continues to persist. In the act of ‘collecting’, collectors
weigh their attachment to an object of commercial and anthropological desire with any
scruples they might have regarding ends and means. Neddy as a bearer of [MOR]al
being will call to the Moderns differently (Latour 2013, 457) in the late 1800s than he
does over 100 years later when his repatriation is made possible in the early twenty-
first century. Moreover, in the late nineteenth century setting it is as if there is a stage
where, for instance, the collector and curator perform to a script as beings of [ORG]anis-
ation (Latour 2013, 389–393). Between the objects of attachment, the weighing up of
moral scruples, and the pre-organised scripts, an economy – the ‘bone trade’ – is con-
structed (Latour 2013, 468–472).

This is not the end of the chain of events which here we tell in summary in terms of
Latour’s account of the Moderns’ modes of existence. The next passage Neddy makes on
his way to Cambridge has already been in process: this is his existence in what Latour
(2013, 77–90) terms a chain of [REF]erence. It is through a chain of reference that knowledge
is produced, whether because a scientist is able to trace the authenticity of a specimen back
to a clear reference point, or because they reference previous research to construct new
knowledge. Finally, for the purposes of this paper, we complete this sketch of Neddy’s
passage through a heterogeneous [NET]work (Latour 2013, 33), with one moremode of exist-
ence. If chains of reference are networks that produce knowledge, then beings of [MET]amor-
phosis are ‘networks that produce interiorities’ or psyches (Latour 2013, 185). For example,
our scientific knowledge might lead us to believe we can dominate nature. More relevant
in this paper, scientific knowledge might be used in the production of states of mind that
assures one group of people of their racial superiority. Perversely, Neddy is caught in a
network that reproduces states of mind essential to composing the colonial social conditions
which enabled the physical wrong that was done to him, as well as the psychical injuries and
injustices justified in the name of ‘scientific’ racism with echoes to this day.

Latour’s modes of existence enable us to trace how Neddy Larkin’s journey to Cam-
bridge is entangled in the construction of racialised knowledge, to answer the question
why they took him away, while also maintaining his personhood and centrality in this
account. In maintaining this centrality, we feel that some imperfect justice is restored:
Neddy again assumes transformational potential to humanise people who have suffered
from dehumanisation. While the modes of existence above have been crucial in our analy-
sis, in the remainder of this paper we place the theoretical constructs in the background so
that the action takes precedence. We will follow Neddy Larkin’s passage from North
Lismore to the Peabody Museum as he passes through a heterogeneous network of
people and technologies that was established and maintained to take him away. We
will use, as much as possible, the words from the 1890s of the key people involved:
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Goodwin, Putnam and Dorsey. Additional context is provided by contemporaneous his-
torical accounts and the sources Dorsey (1896c) cites in his paper on Neddy Larkin. Our
intent is to stay with the key actors’ own words so that we have a sense, as much as
might be possible, of what each thought they were doing and how they valued Neddy.
From time-to-time understanding each scene necessarily draws upon scholarship that
maps the development of physical anthropology as a field of inquiry and practice, particu-
larly during the late 1800s at Harvard University. As much as possible, however, this
account will stay in the detail of the case at hand.

Person

Neddy Larkin was born around 1838, and died in 1888 on Widjabul land in the Bund-
jalung nation in the far north-east corner of what was then the colony of New South
Wales (Peabody Museum 1891, obverse; Dorsey 1896c, 58). He spent the first years of
his life amidst a local 50,000 years old culture that was free of the colonists’ presence
(Tobler et al. 2017). In 1842 cedar-getters appeared in Neddy’s country and shepherds
began tending sheep in that locale (Olley 1995, 33, 94). Colonisation accelerated
rapidly with the passage of the Robertson Land Acts in 1861 which enabled free
selection of surveyed land. This often-violent land-grab forced Aboriginal people
into town camps and Reserves that were opened for their ‘protection’ (Hoff 2006).
By the time he was an adult Neddy lived in an Aboriginal camp ‘under Hospital
Hill’ on the eastern outskirts of the developing town of Lismore (George Daniel in
Hoff 2006, 100). He was a well-known identity amongst the non-Aboriginal commu-
nity of the town that by the 1880s numbered 3000 residents. James Brown remem-
bered that at that time

aborigines […] for the most part, kept to the hills, [… however,] the king of the tribe, King
Neddy Larkin, was popular and had been presented by the residents with a brass plate,
upon which was his title which he suspended from his neck. (Northern Star, 8 March 1935, 14)

Neddy’s second name, Larkin, came from being closely associated with and working for
George Larkin, a prominent storekeeper, alderman and civic leader (McQuilty 1954). This
association may have led to Adolph Goodwin’s familiarity with Neddy, as George Larkin
also acted as a shipping agent for the natural history and ethnological collector during
his many absences (Northern Star, 27 February 1892, 2).

Adolph Goodwin was born in Denmark in 1842, and so of similar age to Neddy Larkin.
After arriving in Lismore in 1876 from San Francisco (Northern Star, 21 September 1914, 5),
Goodwin fostered various lines of business each underpinned by his acumen with trading.
A mainstay of Goodwin’s business was importing household goods and hardware from the
United States and Europe for sale in his store (Northern Star, 9 September 1885, 2; 13
August 1887, 3). Goodwin developed his skills while living in San Francisco where he
had a business trading in ‘junk’ and ‘second hand goods’ (San Francisco Directory, 1875,
323; 1867, 242). But it was his other role as a collector of natural history and ethnological
specimens, a role that involved similar valuation and trading skills, that was his passion. In
Lismore, Goodwin principally styled himself as a ‘bird stuffer’ or ‘naturalist’ (Northern Star,
14 September 1878, 2; 16 June 1879, 3) which is how he typically has been remembered
(Henderson 2008; Oakes 1979; though see Braithwaite 2015; Hoff 2006, 260).
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Goodwin the naturalist engaged in frequent travel, collecting and trading within Aus-
tralia, as well as Papua New Guinea, Europe and North America (Northern Star, 21 Septem-
ber 1914, 5). During these travels he collected ethnological and natural history specimens
and objects, made connections with museum curators, received commissions for speci-
mens and developed a nose for what was of value (see Veys 2013 for another account
of Goodwin’s collecting). As he wrote to the secretary of the Australian Museum in a nego-
tiation over prices, ‘I have traveled [sic] in Europe and Amerika [sic] where I have had ample
opportunity of asertaining [sic] what the museums there possess and the price they are
paying for specimens’ (Letter to S. Sinclair, 24 May 1884).

It is unclear when Goodwin made the connection between Neddy Larkin’s remains
and his value to the Peabody Museum. The fact that Goodwin photographed Neddy
before he died could indicate some advanced planning, but it may also have been
part of his routine photographic practice for his magic lantern lectures. Paul Turnbull
(1997) notes that Neddy ‘was dying of tuberculosis’ and this indicates that Goodwin
may have anticipated his death, and then planned the photograph and exhumation.
This, however, is the only mention of tuberculosis in records of Neddy’s death, and
the source is uncertain (Turnbull, personal communication, 8 March 2004). The matter
could be settled by the letter from Adolph Goodwin that accompanied Neddy’s skeleton
and ‘is on file in the [Peabody] Museum’ (Dorsey 1896c, 57), however, that letter is no
longer in the Museum’s accession file for Neddy, nor in the Harvard University
Archive, and so the circumstances of Neddy’s death and Goodwin’s planning remains
a mystery. It is also important to note at this point that the photograph of Neddy has
a note on the obverse, in Goodwin’s handwriting, reading ‘Nady [sic] Larkin/died 1888/
cr[anium] and skeleton/scapula showing gunshot wound’ (Peabody Museum 1891).
There is no indication of a connection between the gunshot wound and Neddy’s
death: Dorsey’s paper suggests that he was shot some time prior to his death as the
‘rifle ball of lead [is] deeply imbedded and partially covered by new bone growth’
(Dorsey 1896c, 67). However, with stories circulating regarding collectors such as
Amalie Dietrich who urged pastoralists to kill Aborigines for their skeletons (Turnbull
1997), details such as Neddy’s gunshot wound can inspire speculation, and his death
is viewed by some of his descendants as having been ‘accelerated’.

What is clear is that Neddy died and was buried in 1888. While in the 1880s traditional
Widjabul rituals still took place following a person’s death, perhaps because of his associ-
ation with George Larkin, Neddy was buried in a grave in the colonial tradition. Even so,
Aborigines were buried outside the North Lismore cemetery fence in unconsecrated
ground (R.D. Carr in Hayden 1974). In the oral tradition of Neddy’s descendants, six
months after Neddy’s burial Goodwin dug him up and took Neddy’s remains to his resi-
dence for cleaning (Aunty Ros Sten, personal communication, 15 December 2015). The
state of the North Lismore cemetery would have aided Goodwin to clandestinely complete
his labour as it was often in the news as a place of ‘neglect and indifference’ (Northern Star,
26 November 1890, 2) with

rotting fences, falling stones, tangled grass, and rank weeds […]. Too often the wretched fence
which is called an enclosure is not sufficient to prevent the tresspass [sic] of animals which
roam at will over ground for which even savages have awe if not respect. (Northern Star, 7 Sep-
tember 1889, 2)
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Would anyone notice a disrespected grave outside the fence? If the non-Aboriginal com-
munity was aware, the theft of Aboriginal remains passed without note in newspapers of
the time. We know that Bundjalung people kept new burial locations secret for fear of
Goodwin stealing their ancestors’ remains (McQuilty 1954). Moreover, the continuing
oral tradition shows that Neddy’s community was well aware of his theft. By the 1960s,
a time when forced removals of children of ‘mixed-race’ was practiced in Australia,
Neddy Larkin’s story was told as a warning to beware of authorities ‘who could even
take you when you were dead’ (Aunty Ros Sten, personal communication, 15 December
2015).

Although illegal, the collection of Aboriginal remains from gravesites is well documen-
ted as a colonial practice in histories of nineteenth and twentieth century Australia (Turn-
bull 2007, especially 97–98). It is this illegality, as well as the transgression of social
conventions, that makes this collecting practice theft and also kept it quiet. The commu-
nities and authorities who tolerated this theft formed a crucial part of the collection
network with community values enabling the depersonalisation of Aborigines, which as
Sharp (2000, 290) notes, ‘ultimately allows for the commodification of the body and its
parts’. In this process the way is paved for human remains to become objects of economic
desire if there is market demand (Scheper-Hughes 2001, 3). Knowledge of this market
demand was Goodwin’s forte. In the region around Lismore Goodwin’s activities were
well known in the non-Aboriginal community. For example, in an interview in 1954,
Frank McQuilty, then 89 years old, recalls Goodwin ‘collecting [Aboriginal] skeletons and
all that sort of thing’ and paying ‘fifty bob [shillings] a piece’ for them (McQuilty 1954).
And in the mid-1880s in the Ethnological Museum Goodwin maintained in Lismore, the
last item in the catalogue is a ‘Complete Skeleton of a female, from the Richmond River,
N.S.W.’ (Goodwin 1884). The editor of the Northern Star (23 August 1884, 2) ‘had the
pleasure of looking over [… the] collection’ and is silent regarding her presence. In this
milieu, Goodwin was unconcerned about drawing attention to his ‘collecting’ Aboriginal
remains. This extended to including a slide of ‘Old Neddie’ in two magic lantern shows
he gave to a combined audience of over 500 people in Lismore in September and
October 1890 (Northern Star, 27 September 1890, 2; 29 October, 3) at which time Neddy
was on his way to a new identity as the Peabody’s specimen 91-6 47944 (Peabody
Museum n.d.), accompanied, perhaps, with the same photographic image.

Goods

It is unclear when or how Goodwin formed his relationship with Professor Frederic Ward
Putnam, Curator of the Peabody Museum at Harvard University. We have already seen that
Goodwin’s business success depended on identifying buyers and understanding their
desires. After immigrating to Australia in 1876, Goodwin appears to have had plans in
the 1880s to re-establish himself in the USA in Boston: at least he styled himself in this
way by using letterhead paper and collection labels giving a Boston address (Willink
2007, 164, note 196; Goodwin 1890; collection labels on the back cover of the State
Library of NSW’s copy of Goodwin 1884) despite only ever being temporarily absent
from Lismore. Whatever the status of Goodwin’s Boston business, his interest while
there would certainly have been to become acquainted with the influential Curator of
the Peabody Museum.
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It was during or after returning from a trip to New Guinea, Europe and the USA begin-
ning in 1889 that Goodwin recognised Neddy Larkin’s value to Putnam, and organised for
Neddy to be shipped to the Peabody. Following his preparation for transport, Neddy is
likely first to have travelled from Lismore to Sydney where Goodwin’s Australian agent
resided (Letter to S Sinclair, Australian Museum, 24 May 1884). From Sydney, Neddy
made the journey to London where there was a six-week delay on the docks requiring
Goodwin, via his London agent, to ‘pay storage, fraight [sic] and other expenses […]
amount[ing] to about 25 dollars’ (Goodwin 1891). After the delay, Neddy was forwarded
to Boston, then Cambridge.

From grave to ships and via docks, Neddy passes from one mode of existence to
another. In life, and in the grave sacred to his memory, Neddy is addressed through
words and deeds of his community that bear with them a religious being such that
they address him and renew him as a person (Latour 2013, 301–303). When denied
this form of address by Goodwin, Neddy passes into a new mode of existence, now
valued as an object for export trade. Indeed, in his grave Goodwin was calculating
Neddy’s relative worth across at least four modes: as a person deserving of respect,
as a moral being calling Goodwin to weigh up his scruples regarding his theft of
Neddy, as desirable goods with a commercial value, and as a specimen that would
make a perfect point of reference in the world of Science. In Goodwin’s judgement,
the balance was firmly tilted towards the latter two, and as an ethnological collector
this was a familiar script for him to follow. Neddy Larkin as goods outweighs the
moral ‘bads’ which in the end Goodwin ‘shoves off’ onto others (Latour 2013, 425),
namely the community of Neddy’s relatives, including those in the future for whom
he would be an ancestor. These are the people who will bear an ongoing cost
when Neddy the person makes this first transformation. While Neddy gains in monet-
ary and scientific value, he and his kin diminish in the value that is accorded to their
‘race’.

Goodwin’s passion appears to have been for travel and collecting, a sensibility in
tension with the men of the Peabody Museum whose passion was for Science (Griffiths
1996, 5), for ‘specimens’ not ‘goods’. No doubt Goodwin also had a scientific interest;
however, he does not demonstrate his interest went far beyond the collected object
and its description: in the Descriptive Catalogue for his museum, Goodwin (1884,
preface) makes it clear that he did not ‘arrange [the exhibits] in any order’. Goodwin
would know from his travels that the work of the museum curator was to organise exhi-
bits according to scientific principles (Bennett 2004, 170–189). Yet Goodwin appears to
have been driven more by curiosity than systematic attentiveness (Bennett 2004, 182–
183): he displayed his ‘Native Curiosities’ (Northern Star, 15 December 1883, 3), and
sent the Peabody Museum ‘two cases of curios […] including photograph of Australien
[sic] black’ (Goodwin 1891). His life was that of a collector not of a scientist. The identi-
fication of objects was necessary to describe and publicise what he had on show and for
sale. And it was these objects that connected the worlds of Putnam and Goodwin. For
their exchange, monetary value was a common point of agreement that did not
require any additional meeting of world-views. As Putnam (1892, 191) wrote of American
ethnological collecting at that time, ‘I am sorry to say that a scientific spirit seldom
actuates such work’.
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Specimen

In what ways was Neddy valuable to Dorsey and Putnam at the Peabody Museum? To
begin a considered response requires some historical context for the two men, especially
regarding the anthropological traditions and ideas to which they were authors and heirs.

Frederic Putnam was roughly the same age as Neddy Larkin and Adolph Goodwin. He
was born in 1839 in Salem, Massachusetts, into an elite family that was directly descended
from one of Salem’s earliest colonists who arrived in 1640 (Freed 2012, 113). In 1856
Putnam began studies in natural history with Louis Agassiz (Kroeber 1915, 712). While
he did not finish his degree, his talent as an administrator and scientist saw him
develop a distinguished career as a museum-builder and as a key figure in the professio-
nalization of anthropology in the United States (Darnell 1998, 99). In 1875 he was
appointed as the Curator of the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnol-
ogy, which completed his drift from ‘the natural history of animals to that of man’ (Kroeber
1915, 714). In addition to Curator, in 1887 Putnam became the first Professor of Anthropol-
ogy at the Museum and in that capacity played a key role in developing anthropological
instruction at Harvard.

Putnam believed in the power of accumulated data to answer questions and generate
theories. Kroeber (1915, 713) notes he was a particularly keen observer and had a ‘mind
restless for knowledge – not the knowledge of others, but that to be had directly from
specimen, organism, or phenomenon’. In his address as the retiring President of the Amer-
ican Association for the Advancement of Science, Putnam notes that too many ethnolo-
gists in the early 1800s ‘were inclined to theorize upon insufficient data and devoted
little time to the accumulation of trustworthy facts […which] is the only part of the
subject that now commands serious attention’ (Putnam 1899, 229). Because ‘trustworthy
facts’ came best from physical objects Putnam focussed on amassing a wealth of cultural
artefacts and human remains for study and producing well-trained professionals to sys-
tematically gather them.

Putnam’s workplace, the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology
(PMAAE), was the first museum in the United States dedicated to (American) ethnology
and archaeology. Established in 1866, its ‘chief aim […was] to facilitate research’ rather
than public instruction (Dorsey 1896a, 97) and from the outset it concentrated on com-
parative physical anthropology and archaeology. The collections initially focused on the
Americas with material from Europe for comparison; however, Putnam widened this
scope to enable comparative studies of American first peoples with peoples from the
world beyond Europe. Putnam’s genius ensured that the University and the Museum col-
laborated to complement each other’s purpose: the University provided undergraduate
education and graduate research in anthropology while the PMAAE benefited from stu-
dents well trained in fieldwork and subsequent analysis (Darnell 1998, 118–123).

George Amos Dorsey was a beneficiary of this educational opportunity. In 1889 at age
21 he ‘discovered archaeology and anthropology’ at Harvard (DeMallie and Parks 2002,
59), and in 1894 under Putnam’s supervision he was awarded Harvard’s first Ph.D. in
anthropology for a ‘cranial analysis’ of remains from a necropolis in Peru (Darnell 1998,
121, 171). Dorsey taught at Harvard until 1896, the year of his publication on Neddy
Larkin, when he was ‘appointed assistant curator of somatology’ at the Field Museum in
Chicago. The following year Dorsey became curator (DeMallie and Parks 2002, 60).
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It was in 1896, five years after Neddy Larkin came to the Peabody, that George Dorsey
and his mentor differed regarding Neddy’s value. In a letter to Putnam, Dorsey wrote, ‘Con-
fidentially –may I utter a loud exclamation at the thought of your permitting [Neddy] to be
used for classroom purposes. I feel sure that you have not a more valuable skeleton in the
building’ (Dorsey 1896b). Dorsey’s letter gives us some insights into Neddy’s value to
Putnam, whose focus at Harvard was on two interconnected concerns. The first was to
develop the Peabody’s collection. Equally important was to educate a trusted group of
anthropologists with advanced techniques for collecting well-documented groups of
specimens and who, with their laboratory skills, could produce trustworthy facts
(Browman and Williams 2013, 136–139).

Neddy’s instructional value was that he provided a rare and ‘perfect skeleton’ (Dorsey
1896c, 57) of an Australian of excellent provenance for aspiring anthropologists develop-
ing laboratory skills, including in the comparison between American peoples and other
races. He was one amongst ‘over 3,000 skulls and several hundred human skeletons of
the various races, of great importance in connection with the study of the physical char-
acters of the American peoples’ (Dorsey 1896a, 87–88), many of which were held in the
‘bone room’ where somatology classes were held (Dorsey 1896b). Adding to Neddy’s par-
ticular value was that his skeleton was accompanied by his photograph. This provided yet
other points of comparison: between somatological features such as the structure of the
face and body as well as ‘the study of hair, skin, etc’ (Dorsey 1896a, 93); and points of eth-
nological comparison such as the boomerang Neddy is holding and the scarification pat-
terns on his body and arms (Dorsey 1896c, 58–59).

For Dorsey, however, Neddy was too valuable to be a teaching aid. This may have been
due to skeletons of Australians being ‘not often met with in the museums of [the United
States]’ (Dorsey 1896c, 57), but can also be attributed to the place Australians took in
Dorsey’s (and Putnam’s) scientific understanding of human origins and evolution. In this
regard it is useful to turn to Dorsey’s description of Neddy Larkin in his paper, ‘The photo-
graph and skeleton of a native Australian’, and the descriptive process that transforms
Neddy from a singular specimen into comparable data.

Data

Neddy Larkin was to spend four years in the Peabody’s ‘bone room’ before he would be
transformed from specimen to data. When he arrived at the Museum in March 1891,
Dorsey and Putnam were consumed with preparing for the World’s Columbian Exposition
to be held in Chicago in 1893. Professor Putnam was Chief of the Anthropology Depart-
ment, while George Dorsey spent between 1891 and 1893 in the field in Peru and
working for Putnam on the Exposition ‘as superintendent of the division of American
Archaeology’ (Dorsey 1896a, 92). In mid-1894 Dorsey completed his doctoral study, and
then in 1896 he was appointed as an assistant curator at the Field Columbian Museum.
One can imagine, then, that sometime between mid-1894 and the end of 1895, Putnam
finally got around to ‘plac[ing] the skeleton and photograph [of Neddy] in [Dorsey’s]
hands for study’ (Dorsey 1896c, 57). The resulting measurements and description, and
their figuring in Putnam and Dorsey’s anthropological ideas, are a key to another aspect
of Neddy Larkin’s value. First, this comes in the form of the data that Neddy provides
these physical anthropologists. Second is the meaning that Neddy-as-data makes when
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he is compared with previously collected data from the skeletons of the ‘races of man’ and
other mammals. In this process Neddy becomes more deeply enmeshed in what Bruno
Latour (2013) calls a ‘chain of reference’.

The expression ‘chain of reference’ refers to the networks established and required in
order ‘to report, to bring back’ information about an object of interest (Latour 2013, 79,
emphasis in original). The term makes explicit how knowledge is constructed; to use a
Latourian turn of phrase, of how Neddy Larkin is being given a new form, being put
into a form, being ‘in-formed’, by scientific practices. For example, as one of 3000 skulls
and ‘several hundred human skeletons of the various races’ in the Peabody’s collection
(Dorsey 1896a, 87–88) it becomes possible to locate Neddy, or any other individual in
this crowd of people-turned-specimens by ‘comparison of corresponding bones in differ-
ent races’ and ‘with those of other mammals’ (Dorsey 1896a, 94 and 93). This sequential
arrangement puts each skeleton into a ‘form’ that produces knowledge. As Putnam
(1892, 189) explains:

scientific methods of arrangement […] are now producing results of importance […]. Here […]
the osteological collection furnishes material for the study of each people and the racial con-
nection of one to another.

The heterogeneous chain of reference that brings back information on ‘racial connection
[s]’ is comprised of such things as several hundred skeletons in a museum, anthropologists
with technical skills and standard methods for comparison of similarly described skeletons
in other laboratories in the West. Neddy’s skeleton has been informed by, and was inform-
ing, Dorsey and Putnam. This is Neddy’s primary value to them and to Science.

The ‘chain of reference’ also refers to the path that has been paved for Dorsey and
Putnam in publications by other scientists. These scientists inform their practices of obser-
vation and measurement, the reporting of results, and the interpretation of what those
results might mean. The most direct access we have to this aspect of their practice is to
consider the references Dorsey uses in his paper on Neddy Larkin.

Dorsey’s study of Neddy Larkin opens with a short introduction to how Neddy came to
the Peabody Museum and identifies him as a member of the ‘Paikalyug tribe’ (Dorsey
1896c, 58). His source admits to ‘have made [the name Paikalyug]; for […] they do not
seem to have any general name for the whole tribe’ (Fraser 1892, 91). After the introduc-
tion, just over one page is devoted to a description of Neddy from Goodwin’s photograph.
This photograph was useful for an ethnological description of Neddy Larkin ‘in life’,
however, it is unreliable for a physical anthropologist in need of objective measurements
(Edwards 1990, 242–245). By contrast, it is in death as a skeleton, as a durable and measur-
able object, that Neddy enables reliable comparison with others from other times and
places. Dorsey’s lack of concern in using a concocted tribal name indicates that Neddy
is less a situated subject and person and more an object for analysis. And while the photo-
graph acts to humanise Neddy in our present reading, in Dorsey’s paper Neddy becomes
an ethnographic object that also lends veracity to his provenance. So after a one-page
description from the photograph, come nine-and-a-half pages dedicated to describing
Neddy-as-skeleton.

The literature Dorsey draws on for his measurements gives evidence to his readers of
the reliability his data (1896c, 68–69 and elsewhere) and can be divided into two types.
On the one hand there is literature primarily from anatomy that describes the structure
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of the human skeleton and the methods for its measurement (Dwight 1890, 1894; Flower
and Garson 1879; Humphry 1858; Quain et al. 1893). Knowledge of human anatomy was
essential to allow Dorsey to piece together, from the ‘case of curios’ (Goodwin 1891),
Neddy Larkin’s remains into an articulated skeleton. Quain’s Elements of Anatomy was a
standard work for this purpose. Dorsey could then use a method such as that of
Harvard anatomist Thomas Dwight (1894) to determine Neddy’s height. This, together
with measurements of individual bones, allowed Dorsey to calculate a range of ratios
that enabled Neddy’s comparison with skeletons of other peoples and mammals, while
allowing for differences in overall height. Through this abstraction more becomes
known of Neddy as a specimen of a ‘race’ via the anatomical description and tables of
measurements and ratios: through this abstraction less becomes known of Neddy the
person and his people.

The second type of literature Dorsey used provided the data to make comparisons with
other specimens similarly ‘known’ (Cooper 1894; de Quatrefages and Hamy 1882; Duck-
worth 1894; Flower 1879; Hovelacque and Hervé 1887; Turner 1884; Wilson 1892). These
authors helped Dorsey position Neddy as an individual within the range of measurements
for other Aborigines, other races and other species. It also placed Neddy, Dorsey and
Putnam within trans-local networks of scientists. Dorsey’s work relied heavily on the circu-
lation of knowledge and skills between surgeons, anatomists and anthropologists who
formed networks in and between Cambridge (Massachusetts), Cambridge (United
Kingdom), London, Paris and Edinburgh. In some instances, such as Sir William Henry
Flower, the three domains of knowledge were evident in the biography of a single
person (Grigson and Spencer 1997).

Through Dorsey’s research on his skeleton, Neddy has made his transformation into
qualitative and quantitative data. And after Dorsey had obtained his data on Neddy’s skel-
eton, perhaps Neddy’s immediate remaining value was that which Putnam favoured; as a
teaching aid for training anthropologists. These scientific practices, multiplied across
localities and disciplines, created a demand for specimens. Dorsey writes elsewhere
(1897c, 116) that preferably a scientist would have access to ‘an unlimited supply of
material from widely distinct races [… as well as] the skeletons of apes and other
mammals’ so that variations within the group could be taken into account (Dorsey
1897c, 111). Dorsey had an added sense of urgency regarding this supply because, as
we see below, Dorsey was convinced that first peoples would quickly ‘give way and
perish’ before advancing European colonisation.

While Dorsey’s paper on Neddy Larkin provides a small but valuable and reliable point
of data on the skeletons of ‘Australians’, the purpose of this research is not explicitly clear
as he gives no overarching rationale. However, the facts he presents are not ‘mute chat-
terers’ (Latour 2013, 137) as they are layered with values and concerns regarding the hier-
archies of race.

Race

In the previous sections we discussed how Dorsey and Putnam did their research. Neddy
Larkin got mixed up in the work of these scientists because Putnam and Dorsey’s interest
in the natural history of Man, required skeletons for measurement and comparison. But
another layer of the answer can be couched in terms of the overall mission of the scientists
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involved. This might be thought of as their answer towhy do this research rather than how.
If Dorsey’s facts enabling the comparison of races appear to speak for themselves, and yet
are not as free in their speech as they seem, it is necessary to consider the theories of race
that orders this speech.

Putnam’s intellectual development straddled the period before and after Darwin’s
theory of evolution became widely accepted. His early mentor, Louis Agassiz, opposed
evolution; however, others who had a lasting influence on Putnam and his Boston
cohort were early adopters of evolutionary theory. For example, Jeffries Wyman, the
first curator of the Peabody Museum, provided Darwin with field data for his research
and in 1858 received an advance copy of Origin of the Species (Browman and Williams
2013, 26–29). Nevertheless, even as late as 1874 Putnam was a reluctant evolutionist;
yet in 1875, the year he joined the Peabody Museum, he was an ‘ardent’ proponent
(Browman and Williams 2013, 161). Darwin, Putnam wrote (1899, 227) would ‘clear the
air for the calm discussion of theories and facts’ for ‘natural historians’ interested in study-
ing what had been off limits to zoologists, that is, human evolution. This was the basis for
physical anthropology which assumed that ‘man is an animal; is a member of the brute
world, and it follows that man is to be studied as other animals are studied’ (Dorsey
1897c, 109). Evolutionary theory released human remains from religious shackles with
Putnam (1899, 234) declaring, ‘We have now reached the epoch […when] it is no
longer considered sacreligious [sic] to exhibit skulls, skeletons andmummies in connection
with the works of the same peoples’.

Wyman and many of his students, including Putnam, were not pure Darwinists, and
instead adopted what became known in the 1880s as neo-Lamarkianism: evolution
through ‘the inheritance of characteristics newly acquired under the direct influence of
the environment’ (Browman and Williams 2013, 29). Dorsey had also adopted a neo-
Lamarkian stance. However, whether Darwinian or neo-Lamarkian, evolutionary science
of this period understood human evolution in terms of ‘advancement’ with ‘race’ being
a key indicator and facilitator of this ‘advance’. In an 1897 paper, for example, Dorsey
(1897a, 1) affirms a passage by Wiedersheim (1895, 159) on the evolution of teeth as evi-
dence of such advancement. Neddy was also placed into a chain of reference that sup-
ported this thesis. Dorsey saw this playing out in Western colonial expansion:

The study of physical anthropology teaches us that not only are all men not born equal, but
that tribes and races and nations are inevitably doomed to give way and perish before the
advance of their more fortunate fellow-men; that the time is not far distant when a certain
few races will have peopled the globe, when no survivor of the native population will exist.
(Dorsey 1897c, 120)

To illustrate this decline of ‘native populations’, Dorsey gives the now known to be erro-
neous example of the Tasmanian Aborigines of whom he says in 1803 the ‘population
was 7,000; to-day there is not a single representative left’ (Dorsey 1897b, 113). He saw
the skeletons representing these first peoples as not only geographically distant, but
distant in time. They offered a window onto European Man’s past:

in these peoples we have, if we would but look, a picture full of suggestion as to [European]
man’s primitive condition. It is as if the geologist could visit some remote spot and behold the
earth as it existed in Tertiary times. (112–113)
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Thus, while Dorsey’s data from Neddy Larkin was ‘objective’ in the sense that the extensive
measurements of Neddy’s skeleton could be replicated by anyone properly trained, at the
same time that data were being informed and arranged by pre-existing racialised assump-
tions and values regarding human evolution. Some details from Dorsey’s (1896c) paper
illustrate how he compares and judges Neddy Larkin’s measurements using racially
ordered knowledge. He writes:

. of Neddy’s skeleton: ‘The antibrachial index […] approximates that of the higher apes
more closely than does the same index in the African negro’ (60);

. of Neddy’s skull: ‘The curvature of the vault of the cranium […] approaches the Nean-
derthal’ (61); and

. of Neddy’s trunk: ‘the infraspinous index [calculated from measurements of Neddy’s
shoulder blade…] is exceptionally low, even for very inferior races’ (66–67).

Dorsey’s particular understanding of human evolution is revealed through the presen-
tation of data and these comparative comments.

Dorsey’s description of Neddy Larkin sits within an historicised and racialised under-
standing of human evolution that, as we have demonstrated above, places Neddy some-
where between higher apes and Neanderthals, and ‘African Negros’. The meaning derived
from this series of skeletons metamorphoses each of us who is represented by a type in
this series: a metamorphosis that is particularly meaningful for Dorsey as it transforms a
moral issue – the doom of those peoples who ‘give way and perish before the advance
of their more fortunate fellow-men’ – into a matter of evolutionary fact. Concomitantly,
the consciousness of European Moderns is transformed as inheritors of good fortune,
including the privilege of dominion over the lands of each ‘native population’.

We have argued in the previous section that Neddy’s scientific value to Dorsey was due
to his rarity in the United States and his perfection as a specimen. We could also conclude
that adding to that value was Neddy’s specific role in developing the ‘fullness [and] com-
pleteness’ (Dorsey 1897c, 119) of the skeletal series in the Peabody’s osteological collec-
tion because of the ‘inferior’ position a specimen of an Australian would take. As
Bennett (2004) puts it, Neddy was a rare and perfect specimen representing ‘evolutionary
ground zero’.

Beneficence

Between the photograph of Neddy Larkin and his skeleton in the Peabody bone room, we
have a vision of our ancestor in two modes of existence: as a person on his colonised
country, and as a specimen in the service of Science. As Henry Atkinson (2010, 17)
writes, while our ancestors have aided the scientific world and many individuals
through ‘gaining of doctorates and the like’ this has been at the expense of the person
and our people. Between Neddy as person and his skeleton as specimen are sets of con-
flicting values that have been the source of historical and ongoing wounds and injustice.
Thus, if there is anything redeemable in Neddy Larkin’s encounter with science, then it
might come through Neddy’s contribution to knowledge. In terms of current research
ethics we might ask: What benefit was there in Neddy’s theft that might go some way
to justify any harm done? This beneficence can be examined in two ways: How was the
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knowledge generated in Dorsey’s paper used? and in addition to Dorsey’s investigations:
What knowledge has Neddy-as-skeleton generated?

From a scholarly perspective, Dorsey’s (1896c) paper immediately adds to a fund of
knowledge. Online searches using Google Scholar and Scopus reveal, however, that this
paper was not a building block for later substantive research. Rather, the paper only
ever appears in articles that incorporate bibliographic lists (Hrdlička 1919; Cole 1931) or
in the notices of scientific societies (for example, Société d’anthropologie de Paris 1898,
125). Significantly, from around 1901 Dorsey turned his attention from physical anthropol-
ogy to ethnographic descriptions of Plains Indian culture (DeMallie and Parks 2002, 60)
and so he himself had little motivation to reference this earlier work. Dorsey’s cultural
turn would lead him to radically change his earlier views on evolution and race, with
him later writing that any notion of a hierarchy of races was due to ‘convictions; habits
of mind; [and] prejudices, emotionally reinforced’. These prejudices dispelled, there ‘is
no known fact of human anatomy or physiology which implies that capacity for culture
or civilization or intelligence inheres in this race or that type’ (Dorsey 1925, 40, 42–3).
With Dorsey’s turn to culture and away from racialised evolutionary theories he may
never have had the desire to draw upon this previous work, and so his paper on Neddy
Larkin marks a terminating point in this particular branch of the chains of reference of
which Neddy was a part.

There is, though, another aspect to the chain of reference, and that is the role Neddy
played as a scientific specimen. We have already seen that Neddy was used for at least
one period of time as a classroom resource for the benefit of Harvard anthropology stu-
dents. In addition, he played a part in later research. Neddy Larkin’s PeabodyMuseumacces-
sion file includes a radiograph of his skull. This same radiograph appears in a paper by that
contributed to an intense debate amongst evolutionary anthropologists regarding the
quality of craniodental evidence used to construct and test the evolutionary family trees
that explain human origins (Lieberman 1995, 165, Figure 2[C]). This detailed analysis of
issues regarding the use of data from skulls has been subsequently cited over 200 times
(Google Scholar search, 30 January 2017). Lieberman’s paper echoes Putnam’s call to scho-
lars, 96 years earlier, to give ‘serious attention’ ‘to the accumulation of trustworthy facts’
(Putnam 1899, 229; our emphasis) when testing theories of human origins.

What is notable in the quest for the definitive story of human origins is that while con-
temporary theories of human evolution are free of explicit racism, in practice it is still the
remains of first peoples and ancient peoples that enable satisfaction of the scientific desire
to know. In the figure in which he appears, Neddy (erroneously said to be from Queens-
land) is accompanied by another ‘adult modern male [Aborigine] from Queensland’; the
Petralona skull from Greece dated between 150,000 and 250,000 years old (Grün 1996);
and Skhul V from Israel, estimated to be around 98,000 years old (Grün et al. 2005).
These specimens are either from the distant past or from distant lands, separated from
the centres of science by space and time. For some time anthropologists have acknowl-
edged their responsibility to ‘the people […] and materials they study’ in research that
can be ‘beneficial to all parties involved’ (American Anthropological Association 1998,
§IIIA1), yet the people who bear the cost of research on Neddy Larkin and others like
him, is clear. It is borne by those whose people have been taken, often as colonial
objects, and are conveniently at hand in museum collections. While the cost is direct,
the benefits, if any, are often indirect or absent.
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‘Why did they take him away?’

Why did they take Neddy away? Even if those who were instrumental in Neddy Larkin’s
theft could give evidence, we might still have doubts about answers to this question,
but with hindsight we can make informed judgements. This is possible because in histori-
cal records Neddy Larkin is spoken for, and Adolph Goodwin, Frederic Putnam and George
Dorsey often speak for themselves. And so in attempting to answer the question of ‘Why?’,
this paper has attempted as far as possible to dwell on these records for clues. For gui-
dance in this task we have turned from physical anthropology theory to the cultural
anthropology of Latour. This is unsurprising as the re-evaluation of practices of collecting
human remains in the period with which we are concerned has been due to changing cul-
tural values. Following the example of Bruno Latour (2007, 12), the method behind this
paper has been an attempt ‘to follow the actors themselves’ as they construct knowledge.
Neddy Larkin is, along with Goodwin, Putnam and Dorsey, an actor in this process. As the
actor around whom all other actors gather we have followed Neddy as he passed from
grave to museum ‘bone room’ and into the pages of two scientific journals.

By following Neddy – through the hands of Goodwin; under the averted eyes of a colo-
nial community into the care of shipping agents, wharf labourers and ship’s captains; past
customs agents to the Peabody Museum’s bone room; thence four years later back out
into the laboratory of Professor Putnam for study by Putnam’s former student Dr
Dorsey; even later still, one of the series of training specimens available to the students
of Harvard University’s Department of American Archaeology and Ethnology; then to
remain undisturbed until his skull was x-rayed a century later while the debate over
human origins continued – each passage provides a perspective on our motivating ques-
tion. For at each stage Neddy is a different ‘object’ that is differently valued, and as such
delivers a different answer to ‘Why?’ However, beginning at the end, we could say that
without the value accorded to Neddy as an anthropological specimen of an Australian
Aborigine the way would not be prepared for that trip of many stages from Lismore to
Cambridge, MA.

As a specimen, Neddy’s value came from a number of directions. Anthropological
knowledge was constructing ideas of a racial hierarchy that privileged those variously
described as Aryan or Caucasian above others. Neddy, through Dorsey’s measurements,
added to a store of data – reliable data as it derived from a ‘perfect’ skeleton – used to
support pre-existing racialised ideas in which Neddy’s people represented ‘evolutionary
ground zero’. This mode of anthropological research stimulated the bone-collecting mar-
ketplace that transformed Neddy from ancestor to goods to specimen to data to racialised
concept. Museums such as the Peabody, particularly in its relationship with Harvard Uni-
versity, valued complete series of skeletons with impeccable provenance. Neddy was
‘perfect’ in this regard, and having his skeleton accompanied by a photograph made
Neddy a rare and desirable somatological object. We learn from Dorsey that there was
some urgency to collect specimens of first peoples because of a belief that it would not
be long before any ‘survivor of the native population will exist’ (Dorsey 1897c, 120). The
Tasmanians, Dorsey argued, were evidence of this evolutionary inevitability.

In the midst of this, somewhat controversially between Putnam and Dorsey, Neddy had
value as a training specimen for students of anthropology. This may well have been so that
students might learn how to compare Neddy’s Australian features with those of other
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specimens in the Peabody collection; it may also have been for the purposes of learning
the practices of anthropometric measurement, and human anatomy. Here Neddy played a
small role in the professionalization of the field of anthropology in the United States.

This was enabled because as the nineteenth century progressed, the increasing legiti-
macy and scientific interest in anthropology that developed in the West led George
Peabody to consider granting Harvard University a bequest to establish a professorship
in ethnology and a museum dedicated to American ethnology and archaeology. The
Peabody curators – and in Neddy’s case, Frederic Putnam – possessed the infrastructure,
legitimacy and funds to procure specimens through their own expeditions and from the
work of collectors such as Adolph Goodwin. Putnam’s penchant for series of objects and
objective data, expressed in his focus on archaeology and physical anthropology, yielded
an interest in the skeletons and material culture of ‘natives’, primarily from America but
also, for comparison, from around the world. Neddy Larkin arrived in his museum to
satisfy this interest.

Neddy’s anthropologists, then, had the desire for specimens as well as the means to
buy, display, catalogue and store them. The Museum and its curator were Goodwin’s cus-
tomers. Collecting made a neatly fitting vocation for this restless soul who had skills in
importing, exporting and retail, and who was a taxidermist to boot. Buyers for his collec-
tions were all that he needed to make the work viable, and he travelled to Europe and
America to understand and develop his market. While the majority of his trade was in
natural history objects – birds were his specialty – any item or ‘curio’ that was of interest
to a curator was of interest to Goodwin. Neddy Larkin, his acquaintance from Lismore, was
of interest in all these respects. Six months after Neddy’s death in 1888, Goodwin realised
the commercial value of Neddy’s remains and exhumed his skeleton and prepared him for
sale. Sometime later, perhaps during his visit to the USA in 1891, the particular value of
Neddy and his photograph to the curator and anthropologist Professor Putnam became
clear. For Goodwin Neddy’s value was monetary and to satisfy his client; for Putnam it
was for the ‘nobler’ cause of Science; for both, Neddy’s value to his spirit, kinsfolk and
country paled in comparison.

And for Goodwin, again, the situation matters. In colonial Lismore in 1888 the grave of a
respected Aboriginal man could be exhumed by Goodwin without recorded sanction. We
know from Frank McQuilty and the catalogue of Goodwin’s museum that the practice of
skeleton collecting occurred openly and that Goodwin’s trade was well known. Through
the oral tradition we know that Bundjalung people knew of Neddy’s theft, but knew
also not to make a fuss. The most favourable conclusion is that racialised indifference
led the community to tolerate this practice and, thereby, reinscribe a colonial hierarchy
of race. Relative silence still surrounds the trade in Aboriginal skeletons in Lismore’s
local history. Yet this silence persists in only one section of the Lismore community.
Amongst Neddy’s relatives, past and present, his fate is heard as a roar that has demanded
redress.

Neddy Larkin’s passage through time and space continues to affect those he encoun-
ters. His repatriation to Banyam/Baigham (North Lismore) in 2012 is another aspect of his
ongoing effect that we will consider in a subsequent paper. Here, however, we have
attempted to answer for his community the question of why Neddy was taken away,
and to add to scholarship on collection of human remains. Because Neddy’s name and
provenance is known, reassembling some details of his theft is possible. For many
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thousands of others this is not the case: Neddy’s is one story amongst thousands of similar
stories in the trade in remains of first peoples around the world; people whose bones
would not ‘become earth’, people who could not say their ‘spirit has gone back to my
country… ./my mother’ (Bill Neidjie in Neidjie, Davis, and Fox 1985, 62).
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