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ABSTRACT

As part of a broad review of the history of exploitation of. right

whales, Eubalaena slaci~lis, in the western .North Atlantic, this study

~ttempted to document the removals by shore whalers along the U.S:-Atlantic

coast, Maine to Florida. In addition to an extensive literature search,

which included coverage of some relevant series of newspapers, we searched

sources for infonmation on shore whaling. Data extracted from published

reviews of shore whaling in New England, New York and New Jersey were

tabulated along with data from sources not previously used or cited. The

resulting catch tables provide a crude and incomplete summary of removals, by

area and year.

There is little useful record of shore-based catches of right whales

from the coasts of Maine and New Hampshire. However, there is an extensive

record of shore whaling in Massachusetts, including Cape Cod, Nantucket and

Martha's Vineyard. Shore ~aling certainly had begun in Massachusetts Bay by

1668, and it is likely that right whales were hunted at Cape Cod at least

sporadically well before this, perhaps even as early as the 16205 or 1630s.

Though the peak in catches of right whales in Massachusetts waters appears to

have been reached before 1725, the development of pelagic whaling by vessels

based in New England ensu~ed that local interest in and competence at Whaling

was maintained until the early twentieth century. Shore whaling as a

separate enterprise seems to have declined at Cape Cod, Martha's Vineyard and

.Iantucket by the end of the eighteenth century, but opportunistic catches

were made by the distant-water whalemen and those who hunted fin whales,

8alaenoptera physalus, and humpbacks, Megaptera novaeangliae, in Cape Cod
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waters during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Right whales were

hunted in Narragansett Bay. Rhode Island, as early as 1662, and some

desultory whaling for right whales continued in Rhode Island until at least

1828. Shore whaling m~ have begun in Connecticut as early as the-middle of

the seventeenth century, and it continued until at least 1718. Some new

infonmation is presented on Long Island shore whaling, which spanned the

approximate period of 1650-1924 (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a). A Dutch

whaling colony was established near Cape Henlopen. Delaware. in 1631, and a

major shore whaling enterprise was developed by British Columbia in Delaware

Bay and along the New Jersey shore. Although this fishery apparently was

most profitable at around the beginning of the eighteenth century, shore

whaling continued in New Jersey until at least the 1820s.

There is some confusion about exactly when whaling began in certain

areas, and about whether certain records pertain to whales which died from

natural causes or to whales which died from wounds~inflicted by whalers.

MDrift· whales, or whales which died at sea and became stranded, were prized

by Native Americans as well as by early colonists. It has been suggested

that the salvaging of drift whales was the earliest fonm of ·whaling" on .the

U.S. east coast. If by -whaling· some early authors meant the utilization of

drift Whales, the actual times of initiation of whaling from boats might be

confused. Numerous early records of drift whales leave unanswered the

question of whether the animals were harpooned or simply stranded because of

·natural factors.

There was no series of records which could be used to make a reliable

estiMate of hunting loss. A loss rate factor of 1.2, derived from previous

studies and considered conservative. was applied to the catch statistics.
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The whaling data suggest that right whales occupied coastal waters south

of Virginia only during winter and spring (January through May) •. They were

also present 1n Delaware Bay and along the New Jersey coast Mainly during

~1nter and spring. The right whale season appears to have extend~ across a

somewhat greater part of the year 1n Long Island and New England, although in

both these areas the peak period was December-May. Thus, right whales were

most abundant in the area from Massachusetts to Florida during December-May,

and they appear to have been essentially absent from nearshore waters during

summer and fall (June-October).

Shore whaling for right whales was particularly intensive in the eastern

United States from about 1685 to 1730. Though it has been suggested that the

War of Indepenrtence, 1776-1783, caused a reduction in whaling effort

alongshore, allowing the stocks of whales an opportunity to recover, this

conclusion may not be warranted.

The catch history for, the western North Atlantic stock of right whales,

as reconstructed to date, 1s incomplete, and any attempts to estimate early

population size for comparison to the present population size must be made

with caution. Beginning in the first half of the nineteenth century, there

is better documentation for shore-based catches due to the availability of

newspapers written for whaling readerships, and for pelagic catches due to

the relatively large surviving sample of logbooks and journals. However, by

this time the period of greatest catch of Northwest Atlantic right whales was

. long past.

Based on the incomplete cumulative kill during 1700-1709 (at least 245

right whales), there certainly were at least some hundreds of right whales in

the western North Atlantic 1n the late seventeenth century. There is little

doubt that the kill between Nova Scotia and Florida from 1680 to 1730 was
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higher than could have been made from a whale population of a few hundred,

~ich is the estimate for the western North Atlantic stock's size in recent

years.

Further historical research should involve a -are extensive n~paper

search and broader regional coverage, particularly to take account of

re-ovals from the SIMe whale stock in eastern Canadian waters.
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INTRODUCTION

This study of shore whaling for right whales (Euba1aena glacialis) along

the east coast of the United States is part of a broad review of the history
.

of rjght whaling in the western North Atlantic. We previously compiletl right

whale catch data for the shore fishery on Long Island, New York (Reeves and

Mitchell, 1986a), the American pelagic fishery in the North Atlantic during

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986b),

the shore fishery on the Outer Banks of North Carolina (Reeves and Mitchell,

1987MS), and the desultory shore and Pelagic whaling in the Bay of Fundy

(Reeves and Barto, 1985).

One purpose of this work is to provide the basis for assessing early

("initial") abunda.nce and trends in the population size through time, much as

has been done for the eastern Pacific population of gray whales (Eschrichtius

robustus) (Reilly, 1981MS) and the Bering Sea stock of bowhead whales

(Ba1aena mysticetus) (Breiwick, Mitchell and Chapman, 1981; Breiwick and

Mitchell, 1983; Breiwick, Eberhardt and Braham, 1984). The models used for
\

such assessments require data, whether known or estimated, on fishing

mortality by year. In their studies of gray whale and bowhead whale

populations, the above authors used catch histories reconstructed from

diffuse and often inadequate historical sources. For most years the

subsistence and commercial kills could only be estimated, as there was no

formal mechanism in place during the nineteenth centurv and much of the

twentieth century for recording whale harvest data.

However fonmidable the tasks may have been of reconstructing the

histories of gray whale and bowhead whale exploitation, that of

reconstructing the history of right whale exploitation in the western North

Atlantic is even more difficult. This is due in large part to the antiquity
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of the fisheries involved. According to Allen (1916), right whales already

had become scarce in New England by about 1725 due to overhunting. "Much of

the whaling for right whales before and after this date was undocumented or

poorJy documented. Some of the documentation that did exist has been lost or

destroyed. That which has survived can be difficult to find.

The scope of the present paper focuses on shore whaling from Maine (£!

45-N) to Delaware (£! 38-30'N), i.e. the New England and mid-Atlantic

states of the United States. Our main objective was to document as fully as

possible the kill of right whales, beginning with the earliest settlement of

these shores. We have tabulated (or otherwise cited) all catches of right

whales and what were probably right whales (inclUding whales secured and

whales struck-but-lost) that have come to our attention. In addition to

quantitative data on specific catches, we have sought qualitative information

on whaling effort, whaling methods and techniques, whale product values and

usage, and the general historical context. Such information can be the basis

for estimating undocumented or poorly documented catches.

PREVIOUS LITERATURE

Starbuck's (1878) history of American whaling includes an important

summary, largely from primary sources, of colonial shore whaling. Clark's

(1887) review of the American whale fishery is derived in large part from

Starbuck (1878) and other published sources but includes new information (via

Earll and Atwood) on shore whaling in Maine, Massachusetts, and North

Carolina (see Clark, 1887, p. 40). True (1904) gave a useful summary of

early published accounts relating to whales and whaling along the east coast

of North America, and Allen (1908) made a further review of this subject as

it pertains specifically to the right whale.
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Regional treatments of importance include Allen's (1916) monograph on

the baleen whales of New England, Little's (1981) study of early shore

whaling on Nantucket, Edwards and Rattray's (1932) account of whaling on Long.
Island (also see Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a), Lipton's (1975) review oT

whaling in New Jersey (also see Weiss, Kemble and Carre, 1974), and Brimley's

(1894) short description of nineteenth-century whaling on Shackleford Banks,

Nort~ Carolina (also see Stick, 1958; Reeves and Mitchell, 1987MS). Little

(1981, pp. 15, 63) estimated the "maximum" whale catch per year, the dates of

peaks in catch, and the duration of shore whaling at Cape Cod, Nantucket,

Long Island, and Delaware Bay. We evaluate her estimates below.

Schev;ll, Watkins and Moore (1986) compared the frequency of their own

observations of right whales made off Cape Cod since 1955 to the frequency of

right whale records listed by Allen (1916) for the period 1620-1913. They

concluded that the available evidence does not show right whales to be very

much fewer in New England waters today than they were 350 years ago. They

suggested that "the population of right whales passing near Cape Cod is at

worst only slightly smaller now than it was in the 17th century". This is

the only instance known to us in which historical data have been used in a

quantitative manner to assess trends in the Northwest Atlantic right whale

population. In the present paper we include a critical discussion of

Schevill et al.'s (1986) views.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

we made an extensive search of the published literature. This included

checking most of the sources used by the authors mentioned above. Newspapers

were a major source of data. Systematic searches of newspapers over long
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series of years generally were not attempted. Indexes were used whenever

possible, including those for the: Brooklyn DatlY,Eagle, 1891-1902, .New York

Herald, 1913-18 (inc.), New York Evening Post, 1873-1921 (inc.), New York

Tribune, 1862-65 and 1875-1906, New York Times, 1851-1893, 1905-1924; .and

Saxannah (Georgia) Morning News, 1850-1875.

Allen's (1916) extensive review of information on baleen whales in New

England included a newspaper search. We tried to deduce as much as we could

concerning the nature and extent of his search. Judging by the sources cited

throughout his text for all species, it would appear that Allen searched at

least the Nantucket Journal, 1878-1899; Nantucket Inguirer, 1822-1864; and

Nantucket Inguirer and Mirror, 1867-1909. Although some issues of the

Provincetown Advocate, Boston Journal, Bos~on Daily Globe, Forest and Stream.

Boston Semi Week11 Advertiser, Newburyport Herald, Boston Gazette, and

Barnstable Patriot were cited by Allen, we have no reason to believe he

searched long runs of these periodicals. We made our own search of the

Nantucket newspapers.

We scanned all available issues of the Whalemen's Shipping List and

Merchants I Transcri pt of New Bedford, 1843-1914, The Whal eman of New Bedford,

1854, the New Bedford Reporter and the Seaman's ~eekly Visitor, 1846-1847,

and The Mystic Pioneer, 1859-1861, for information on right whales along the

North American east coast. In addition, we searched in an unsystematic way

newspapers of coastal towns in areas where whaling was known or suspected to

hav~ occurred. We gave special attention to periods immediately preceding or

following those dates on which whaling events were known to have been

reported.
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Our search of manuscript material included correspondence. diaries. and

account books of companies and individuals involved in shore whaling.

Whaling museums in New England were particularly useful sources 1n this
.

sear~h. though we inquired and looked for such documents in historical·

society collections and local libraries as well.

RESULTS

What follows is a summary of information on shore whaling for right

whales in the northeastern U.S•• working state-by-state from north to south.

Information is presented chronologically (from earliest to latest) for each

state. For the most part. our narrative concentrates on information not

covered in previ~us syntheses such as Allen's (1916) for New England (Maine

to New York). Reeves and Mitchell's (1986a) for New York (e~pecially Long

Island). and Lipton's (1975) and Weiss et al.'s (1974) for New Jersey.

However. data on catches from all sources are given in the summary tables and

were used in the preparation of the monthly distribution plots and

histograms.

Maine

Norton (1930) summarized the record of whaling along the Maine coast and

found little evidence of the right whale's occurrence there. This is

consistent with the negative findings of Allen (1916). The whaling that took

place on this coast (and there was much of it. beginning as early as the

sev~nteenth century and continuing at least sporadically until the early

twentieth - Martin. 1975). seems to have been directed mostly at fin

(Balaenoptera physalus) and humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae) whales, at

least during the nineteenth century (Clark. 1887. p. 41; Goode. 1884, p. 27;

Allen, 1916, p. 313; Mitchell and Reeves, 1983). Reeves and Barto (1985)
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found little evidence of whaling in the Bay of Fundy, apart from cruises for

humpbacks and fin whales made by New England whalers during the 1880·s. A

whale, probably a right whale, was taken in the bay and brought to Boston in
.

Augu$t 1733 (Starbuck, 1878). Another likely right whale was taken in" Head

Harbour Passage near Eastport, Maine, in the late 1700·s (Reeves and Barto,

1985). A whale, species unspecified, was shot at Surry, Maine, in late

September 1865 after it became lodged between two reefs (Wha1emen·s Shippina, ;

b!!t 23[31]:3 October 1865). A right whale came ashore dead in Sheepscot Bay

in the summer of 1919 (Norton, 1930).

New Hampshire

Allen (1916) mentioned nothing of shore whaling on the coast of New

Hampshire. The only reference we found was to the capture of a 50-ft whale,

with a head 16 ft broad, ·shaped like that of the horse··, and differing from

·a11 others that have been seen by those acquainted with that species of

fish·, in the Piscataqua River .in late June 1827 (The Corrector, Sag Harbor,

N.Y., 30 June 1827, Vol. 6, No.9). It is impossible to tell from the

newspaper article whether this capture was made by whalemen or by fishermen.

Massachusetts Mainland, including Cape Cod

Some authors have insisted that shore whaling in the eastern United

States began at Cape Cod, particularly at Provincetown (Freeman, 1862, p.

631; Shearman, 1876). At least one British expedition came to New England

-to take whales· in the first quarter of the seventeenth century (Smith,

1624, p. 204), and some of the Plymouth settlers in 1620 apparently were

equipped for whaling (Thacher, 1832, pp. 20-21). The master and mate of the

Mayflower expressed their intention of hunting whales off Cape Cod in the

winter of 1620-1621 (Anon., 1802, p. 204), but we do not know whether they in

fact did so. Winthrop (1825, vol. 1, p. 157) noted that 3-4 whales were
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·cast ashore" on Cape Cod in April 1635 and that this was a usual

occurrence. The oil of at least one of the whales was tried out by·the

Massachusetts Bay colonists. Whether the whales ·cast ashore· were drift

whales (see below) harpooned but not sec"ured by whalers is ;mpossibl~ ~o

tell. The earliest unequivocal record of whaling by the Massachusetts

colonists refers to the year 1668, when a man was killed while trying to

se~ure a struck whale in Boston harbor (Bradstreet, 1855, p. 44).

we consider it very likely that the commercial exploitation of right

whales began in New England well before 1650, the year when according to some

authors the first private whaling company in America was licensed at

Southampton on Long Island (Hedges et al., 1874, p. 70; Starbuck, 1878, pp.

9-10). Starbuck (1878, p. 6) noted:

As important as the pursuit of whaling seemed to have been

considered by the first [New England] settlers, many years seem to

have elapsed before it w~s followed as a business, tho,ugh probably

something was attempted in that directipn prior to any recorded

account that we have [emphasis added].

In his account of Dutch attempts to establish a whale fishery in Delaware

Bay, Parr (1969, p. 124) indicated that David de Vries learned of the English

·experimenting off the coast of New England with a limited kind of shore

whaling" as early as the 1630s. They supposedly had trained selected Indians

to serve as harpooners and oarsmen, in the absence of skilled Basques and

Cap~ Verde islanders to fill these roles. Allen (1908, p. 314) claimed that

·a few whales, in addition to stranded or drift whales, were taken in

Massachusetts Bay as early as 1631 ••• •• In any event, shore whaling was

certainly well established in Massachusetts by no later than the 1670s.
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Josselyn (1833, p. 323) described Ipswich Bay in the early 1670s as a

place -where they fish for Whales". Governor Hinckley's representation to

the King on behalf of New Plymouth Colony in 1687 emphasized the relative

iMPOrtance of whale products in the economies of towns on the Cape (Coll •

. Mass. Hist. Soc •• Series 4. Vol. V. p. 178):

There are also some small whales. or part of them, sometimes in

some winters cast on our shore. - some whereof making, with much

labor. seven or eight barrels of oil. and some between that and

twenty, - which have been some help to the poor of those poor towns

planted on the Cape. being the barrenest part of the country.

A resident of New Plymouth Colony proclaimed in 1688 that the people there

had made "great profit by whale killing". He expected whaling to increase in

importance, ·now beaver and peltry fayle us· (Randolph quoted in Felt, 1849,

p. 223).

Shore whaling remained a 'major industry in Massachusetts through the

first half of the eighteenth century (Table 1). Cotton Mather (1912, p. 379)

referred in his journal in 1716 to "our nll11erous tribe of Whale-Catchers".

The people of New England chafed under the British colonial administration's

policies toward whaling and disposal of whale products (e.g. see Coll. Mass.

Hist. Soc., Series 5. Vol. VI. pp. 39*, 49*. 73* - 74*). Their complaints in

the first decade of the eighteenth century resembled and coincided with those

of the Long Island whalers against the latter's colonial government (cf.

Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a).

Samuel Kempton (1712-1766, Ms.). a boat-builder in Plymouth and

Dartmouth. referred 1n his ledger to transactions involving -a 10ade of whail

bote" in 1724, -whail bone" in 1732 and 1734, and ·oyl" in 1739. In 1727 the

Boston News-Letter reported (Smith, 1922, p. 71):
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We hear from the towns on the Cape that the whale-fishing has

failed much among them this winter, as it has for several winters

past, but having found out the way of going to sea upon that
.

. business, and having had much success in it, they are now fitting

out several vessels to sail in the spring.

In March 1729 whalers were working out of Duxbury and Plymouth (Winsor, 1849,

p. 350), probably hunting right whales in CaPe Cod Bay.

According to an article in the Boston Postboy in 1739, the peoDle of

Provincetown regarded their winter's catch of Mnot more than seven or eight"

whales as inadequate, and the seven or eight principal families made plans to

move to Casco Bay (Smith, 1922, p. 247). In 1746 Douglass (1760, p. 59)

reported only thl~ee or four whales were taken Min Cape Cod", and he claimed

that Nantucket was the only whaling site. His conjecture was that the whales

had been driven away from the coast:

••• fonmerly for many suc~essive years, they set in along shore by

Cape-Cod, there was good whaling in boats, proper watchmen ashore

by signals gave notice when a whale appeared; after some years they

left this ground, and passed further off upon the banks at some

distance from the shore, the whalers then used sloops with whale­

boats aboard, and this fishery turned to good account: At present

they seem in a great measure, to be drove off from these banks, and

take their course in deep water, that is, in the ocean ••••

In.December 1756 a whale said to have been 75ft long was landed on MKing's

[Lynn] BeachM(The Corrector, Sag Harbor, N.Y., Vol. 8, No. 42, 13 February

1830). A man wrode into his mouth, in a chair drawn by a horse; and

afterwards had t~ of his ribs set up for gate-posts at his house 1n

Essex-stM• This was probably a right whale.
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In spite of their scarcity in New England during the middle of the

nineteenth century, right whales were pursued at every opportunity.· Charles

W. Morgan (1841 MS) of New Bedford noted in his diary entry of 13 May 1841:

Went to Westport Point in company with many others to see two

whales which had been caught off there day before. They were

cutting one in - about 48 ft. long and will make about 40 bbls of

oil (right whale). It was a curious sight and quantities of people

were present from N. Bedford and surrounding country. The other

was much smaller, perhaps 20 bbls.

These two whales were also mentioned in the New Bedford newspapers,

i nd icat i ng that they had fi rst been seen Mnear the entrance of the harbor" at

Westport on 11 May. They were chased by four or five boat crews. Estimated

lengths of 50 ft and 25 ft were given, and the two whales were expected to

produce about 1500 gallons of oil (equivalent to about 48 barrels, at 31.5

gallons per barrel) (New-Bedford Mercury, Friday, May 14, 1841, Vol. XXXIV,

No. 46). Cursory mention of these whales is also made in the 12 May entry of

Samuel Rodman's diary (Pease, ed., 1927, p. 220).

Referring to Provincetown, Freeman (1862, p. 623) wrote:

Even now, if peradventure one [whale] occasionally shows itself

within the range of the practised sight of a seaman, no objection

is made to the vicinage of the game, and it is almost sure to be

'brought to' by the unerring harpoon of the expert.

He.~ded that the occasional sighting of a whale ·of the larger kind" in

Barnstable Bay, Wellfleet B~, or Provincetown harbor was ·the signal for

sport that is generally successful· (Freeman, 1862, p. 655). Pelagic whaling

vessels were sometimes delayed from departing Provincetown when their masters

received news that whales had been sighted near Race Point (e.g. the~
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~ and Seychelle in April 1853 - Whalemen's Shipping List 11[8]: 26 April

1853; the Rienzi 1n June 1857 - Whalemen's Shipping List 15[15]: 23-June

1857) •

. Captain N.E. Atwood of Provincetown made the following statement about

right whales during the late 1860s (Allen, 1869, p. 202-203):

This well-known species is at times taken here; in fonmer years

they were much more frequent in their visits than now. Although a

straggling specimen may be seen at any time, they are generally

more common during the latter part of April and the early part of

M~.

That some Provincetown captures have been overlooked in the literature is

suggested by Goode's (1884, p. 24) statement, apparently on the authority of

Captain Atwood, that 2-3 right whales were killed near Provincetown after

1867 but before 1884. The only published Provincetown record we found for

this period refers to a mother. accompanied by a calf, that was lanced but

not secured in March 1870 (Allen, 1916, p. 137). Goode (1884, p. 24) stated

that in the vicinity of Provincetown "years now often pass by without any

[right whales] being seen".

There was an intensive fishery for balaenopterids (almost entirely

Balaenoptera physalus and Megaptera novaeangliae) in Cape Cod and

Massachusetts bays and in the Gulf of Maine during the period 1865-1895

(Clark, 1887, pp. 41-48; Allen, 1916; Mitchell and Reeves, 1983).

Steam-powered vessels and explosive harpoons and lances were used. It must

be assumed that a close lookout was kept for right whales, both in

Provincetown harbor, where many of the steamers were based, and in the areas

where fin and humpback whales were found. Any right whales sighted would

have been chased by these whalers.
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Martha's Vineyard

Allen (1916, p. 167-168) reviewed some of the evidence of early whale

processing and whaling at Martha's Vineyard. In addition, we found the

following:

The right to "a Six and Twentyth part of fish and whale" was attached to

property owned by Nicholas Butler of Edgartown, who died in 1671 (Banks,

1966b, p. 55). This practice of including claims to products from drift

whales with the title to land, which continued until at least 1676.

apparently grew out of purchase agreements made with Natives as early as 1658

(Banks. 1966a, p. 432). Banks (1966a, p. 432-433) regarded items listed in

personal inventories in the late 1660s - barrels of oil, "great Kittel1s",

and a large "Iron Pot" - as evidence that Vineyard residents were by that

time making commercial use of whales. He noted that there were try houses at

Holmes Hole "quite early" and at the Butler homestead before 1748.

John Butler and Thomas Lothrop were the first Vineyard whalers on

record (though Allen, 1908, p. 314, stated that whaling began at Martha's

Vineyard in 1652). They killed three whales in February 1703, and Banks

(1966a, p. 434) reasoned:

That Butler had been engaged in this occupation for some time, and

was an expert is amply evidenced by the number of his catches

enumerated in one month, and we may conclude that it had been his

business for a considerable time before 1700 even.

Shor~ whaling continued at Martha's Vineyard through at least the first

quarter of the eighteenth century. A drift whale was brought ashore at

Squ1bnocket 1n 1720 (Banks, 1966b, p. 44). In 1724 a Vineyard man, Pain

Mayhew, Jr., agreed to make a joint whaling expedition in Barnstable Bay with
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Jabez Lumbert of Barnstable (Banks, 1966a, p. 435). A six-man crew took a

26-barre1 whale off Noman's Land in 1725 (Banks, 1966a, p. 435).

Nineteenth-century records overlooked by Allen (1916) include a 33-40

barr~l right whale found dead between Edgartown and ProvincetoNn in late

March 1824 (Nantucket Inquirer, 5 April 1824). It" was believed to have been

the whale struck in mid-March by shore whalers from the south side of

Martha's Vineyard. A right whale expected to produce 40-45 barrels of oil

was taken near Edgartown on 25 March 1841 (New-Bedford Mercury, Friday, April

2, 1841, Vol. XXXIV, No. 40).

Nantucket

Allen's (1916, p. 163-167) account of shore whaling at Nantucket was

derived largely t,·om Macy (1835) and St. John de Crevecoeur (1782) for the

early years and from Allen's own search of Nantucket newspapers. The catches

and evidence of whaling activity reported in those sources are summarized in

Table 2. Little's (1981) search of archival documents has added to the

record of Nantucket shore whaling during the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries. We re-examined some of her sources and have incorporated in our

table new information from them as well as that given in her published

paper. A few additional references to whaling on or near Nantucket have come

to our attention:

In 1715 six sloops were whaling from Nantucket. Their production that

year, 600 barrels of oil and 11,000 pounds of bone (Macy, as quoted in Col1.

Mass~ Hist. Soc., ser I, vol. 3, p. 161), was worth :1100 sterling (Macy,

1835, p. 37). Because long-distance whaling cruises had not yet become

commonplace for the colonists (the voyages by the sloops lasted no longer

than about 6 weeks - Macy, 1835, p. 37), and shore whaling for right whales

was still a rewarding enterprise at this time, we suspect the returns of
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these six vessels came primarily from right whales. The first sperm whale

(Physeter catodon) caught at sea by the Nantucket whalers supposedly was

taken in about 1712 (Macy. 1835. p. 32). but sperm whales were known from the
. .

Massachusetts coast much earlier (Josselyn. 1672. 1833). Though Starbuck

(1878. p. 168) referred to one New England whaling voyage to Davis Strait (up

to 66-N) as early as 1732. Nantucket vessels did not begin visiting the

northern regions where bowhead whales ~uld have become mixed in the catch

until about 1746 (Macy. 1835. p. 54). Converted at 40 barrels per whale. 600

barrels of oil ~u1d represent a secured catch of about 15 right whales.

This would mean the whales produced a not-unreasonable average of 733 pounds

of bone. Starbuck (1878, p. 168) surmised that the 1715 effort and catch by

the Nantucket sloops ·was probably for some years pretty constant". We know

that they continued to catch right whales and sperm whales east of the Grand

Bank and elsewhere through at least the 1760s (Reeves and Mitchell. 1986b).

Short cruises to Nantucket Shoals were made from time to time even

during the heyday of Nantucket's distant-water whaling (e.g. 6-10 September

1825 by the sloop Sarah Porter [Nantucket Inquirer, 12 september 1825];

Mitchell and Reeves, 1983). Occasionally, pelagic Whaling vessels in port

would put to sea off Nantucket in pursuit of whales sighted near the island

(e.g. mid-May 1827. the brig Quito [Nantucket Inquirer. 26 May 1827]; several

vessels in April 1847 [Nantucket Inquirer. 21 April 1847]).

According to Macy (1835, p. 31) shore whaling continued at Nantucket

until about 1760. after which time whales were taken by boats from shore

·only occasionally·. Most of the whales taken by these boats were right

whales (Shearman, 1876).

An article entitled -The Whaling Business at Nantucket· appeared in~

Corrector, Sag Harbor, 19 June 1852:
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The recent close approach of whales to the island which has so

thinned their ranks, has started 'off-shore fisherman', and three

fine schooners are now fitting for the service. This is the old

. business of Nantucket over again. May it prove profitable and

acceptab1e.

One of these schooners was the Hamilton, Captain Patterson, which sailed on

12 ~ne for a whaling cruise on the shoals (The Corrector. Sag Harbor. N.Y.,

26 June 1852, from N.B. Shipping List). The Hamilton took six humpbacks and

struck but lost five more during the first three weeks of August 1852 on

Nantucket Shoals (Allen, 1916, p. 137). It is unclear whether right whales

were among those whales that appeared off the Nantucket coast in the early

1850s.

The occurrence of a ·school" of right whales off Tuckernuck in April

1886, from which three were caught (a fourth was lost but later found dead

and towed to New Bedford), was'discussed by Allen (1916, p. 138) and again by

Stackpole (1982). The latter author gave the year as 1887. However, we

confirmed by reference to articles in the Nantucket Inquirer and Whalemen's

Shipping List that the year was 1886. The record' of a dead right whale being

found in the sound and towed to Nantucket, where it was flensed alongside a

schooner in April 1871 (Stackpole, 1982), was overlooked by Allen (1916).

Rhode I~land

Allen (1916, p. 168-170) found relatively little evidence of shore

whaTing in Rhode Island. His notation that a bounty was offered, with

unknown effect, on whale 011 and whalebone in the colony in 1751 1s given

some- perspective by the fact that a bounty of 5 shillings per barrel and one

penny per pound, respectively, had already been offered for these commodities

1n 1731 (Arnold,- 1860. p. 103; Potter and Rider, 1880, p. 31-32). The bounty
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was renewed for ten years in 1738 but repealed in 1745 (Preston, 1932, p.

28). During the years 1733-1738 bounties were paid on 1,211 barrels of whale

011 and 3,843 pounds of whalebone (equivalent to 30 right whales at 40
- . .

barrels of oil per whale). It 1s likely that the oil and baleen bountied at

this time was principally from North Atlantic right whales. The sloop

Pelican, owned by Benjamin Thurston, sailed out of Newport in 1733 and

returned with 114 barrels of oil and 200 pounds of bone (Arnold, 1860, p.

110). Though the Pelican has been described as Rhode Island's "first

regularly equipped" whaling vessel of which there is any record (Arnold,

1860, p. 110), a vessel from Rhode Island took a large sperm whale in May

1723 (Starbuck, 1878, p. 168).

The aborigines who lived on the shores of Rhode Island had a tradition

of using the products of drift whales (Arnold, 1859, p. 85). Also, according

to Arnold, whales were taken ·oftenH with boats in Narragansett Bay before

about 1750. The description of a whale being taken off Narragansett Bay in

March 1662 (Sporri, 1677; see Bridenbaugh, 1974, appendix V, p. 144-145) is

-among the earliest accounts of fastening to a whale with a whaleboat in

colonial America" (Kugler, 1980, p. 8n). These Narragansett Bay whalers

attacked the whale in two boats, carrying crews of six or seven men, and they

used the established European (Basque) technique of fastening to the whale

with a harpoon and line. The March 1662 whale was a right whale, judging by

Sporri's description:

.- This fish was fifty-five feet long and sixteen feet high; it had

only two fins; the tail was broad. Its blubber was two feet thick

•••• The teeth, which are as much as six feet long and saw-like,

are the whale-bone which is shipped t~ us [in Holland]

(Bridenbaugh, 1974, p. 145).
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Not surprisingly. the inventories of possessions of Rhode Island

residents during the early 1700s occasionally included quantities of

whalebone (e.g. Rogers. CarPenter and Field. 1894a. p. 249; 1894b. p. 119).

Rhode Island merchant vessels sometimes carried oil to the West Indies (e.g.

1n 1723 - Preston. 1932. p. 26). but much of it could have been ·the result

of previous trading with neighboring colonies· (ibid •• p. 28). The Rhode

Island General Treasurer's accounts for 1723 indicate payment of f171 for 433

pounds of whalebone and 2i tons of oil (Preston. 1932. p. 28).

Allen's (1916. p. 135) record of a right whale killed ·off Providence"

in 1828 (note that his source was the Nantucket Inquirer of 1 March 1828. not

22 February as given) can be further described from information in The

Gazette. New London. Connecticut. 27 February 1828 (citing the Cadet of

Providence; also see Clark. 1887. p. 48). The whale. ·of the largest size".

was chased by four whaleboats and twice harpooned on 18 February. It was

finally killed near Newport on 19 February by Captain Potter of Newport.

This whale probably was the one seen near the Providence lighthouse "some

weeks since". Cope (1865; 1866) referred to the periotic bones of a large

right whale from Newport. but he gave no further details to indicate whether

this was a different specimen from that taken in 1828.

Connecticut

The coast of Connecticut appears not to have been a particularly

favorable area for shore Whaling. Nevertheless. there may have been more of

·such activity than is suggested by Allen's (1916. p. 170) brief account.

A widely quoted resolution of the Connecticut General Court in Hartford.

dated 25 May 1647. states (Trumbull. 1850. p. 154):

Yf Mr. Whiting wth any others shall make trya1l and prsecute

a designe for the takeing of Whale. wthin these llbertyes. and
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if vppon tryall wthin the terme of two yeare~, they shall like

to goe on, noe others shalbe suffered to interrupt the, for the

tearme of seauen yeares.

No evidence has survived to indicate whether Whiting et a1. took up this

offer of a monopoly on shore whaling.

Caulkins (1895, p. 638) took the listing of a whale boat in an

enumeration of goods during the seventeenth century to imply that "excursions

were sometimes made in pursuit of whales". Two early diaries kept by

Connecticut residents attest to the validity of this inference. First,

Hempstead's (1901, p. 72) detailed journal contains the following entry for

13 January 1718:

Comfort Davise hath hired ~ whale boat to go a whaling at fishers

Island till ye twentieth of Next Month for 20s & he to Run the Resk

of Sd boat &to pay lOs for her hire &if he Stays longer 10 30 if

She be lost &they get nothing 10 he is to pay me £3 &if they get

a fish 10 !03-10s-00d if She be not in a good Order as now he to

make good.

The whale boat was returned on 18 February, but Hempstead made no comment

about Davise's catch (ibid., p. 73).

The second of the two diaries, while much less detailed, contains

considerably more intelligence on whaling (Miner and Miner, 1915). Manasseh

Minor was a Stonington farmer in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth

centuries. There is no reason to suppose he participated directly in

whaling. He did, however, report on the activities of some whalers in his

diary kept from 1696 to 1720 (Table 3). From these, it is clear that at

least five men known to Minor were whalers. Their whaling season began as

early as December and seems to have finished by the end of March. We can
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infer from Minor's cryptic entries that some of the whalers (Robin, Abnar,

Pelig, and Abel) were local men; others (Sam Hand and his associates) were

from elsewhere, perhaps Long Island. At least three whales were taken on the

Connecticut coast in early 1703 and one in March 1705.

The data in Minor's diary substantiate the comment by Hurd (1882, p.

677; reiterated by Wheeler, 1900, p. 131) that:

As early as 1701, and for several years thereafter, whales were

taken and brought ashore at Wadawanuck [Stonington Point], the oil

tried out and sold in Boston and the West Indies.

We listed previously several sightings and catches of right whales (and a

sperm whale) in Long Island Sound (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a, table 1).

These did not include the 33 ft whale taken in Peconic Bay near Greenport in

June 1850 (Caulkins, 1895, p. 639), which was probably a right whale. Nor

did we include the sighting of a large (est. 60 ft) whale in Oyster Bay

harbor in January 1835 (The Corre£tor, Sag Harbor, 16 January 1835, from the

Long Island Farmer) or that of two large whales between New London lighthouse

and Fishers Island in late January 1835 (Nantucket Inquirer, 4 February

1835). In the latter instance it was considered remarkable that "idle

harpooners passing away their winter in New London" did not give chase. A

whale seen for several days in New Haven harbor the first week of April 1824

was pursued by some Menterprising seamenM(Nantucket Inquirer, 12 April

1824). Watson (1855, Vol. 2, p. 429) noted that a Myoung" 60 ft whale was

Mcha~ed, grounded, and used up· 1n New Haven harbor 1n May 1834. However,

according to t~ Sag Harbor Corrector (13[5], 24 May 1834) and Nantucket

Inguirer (10 May 1834, quoting from the New Haven Herald), the recent report

of the capture of a whale in New Haven harbor was a MhoaxM•
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A large right whale was seen in the sound, -nearly opposite New Haven",

by the crew and passengers aboard the sloop Franklin in early December 1829.

The crew members complained of not having the proper gear for attempting its..
capture (The Corrector, Sag Harbor, N.Y., Vol. 8, No. 33, 12 December 1829).

A 27-barrel right whale was taken off Stonington in about 1840, and another

in the same group was killed and towed to Montauk, New York (Linsley, 1842,

p. 352n; both noted by Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a, table 1). There is no way

to tell whether the 6-8 whales seen blowing within 4 miles of Stonington in

summer 1841 (Linsley, 1842, p. 352n) were right whales or of some other

species. A whale was seen near New London lighthouse about 22 April 1869

(Sag-Harbor Express, vol. 10, no. 44, 29 April 1869).

New York (Long Island)

We reconstructed much of the history of right whale hunting on the Long

Island coast previously (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a). Here we present

additional information and data that have come to our attention since that

chapter went to press (Table 4).

One of the earliest specific references to a Long Island whaling company

concerns the fitting out of a small vessel by John Ogden in 1658, apparently

at Southampton (Ross, 1902, p. 871). In addition to Southampton and

Easthampton, which definitely had whaling companies as early as 1650 and

1651, respectively, Southold, on the Long Island Sound side of the island,

had one 1n 1652 (Ross, 1902, p. 872). In our previous paper (Reeves and

Mitchell, 1986a) we noted that there were at least 14 whaling companies

active in 1687 from Quogue [or Ketchaponack] east. R.M. Bayles (in Ross,-
1902, p. 872) listed 18 companies in 1690 from Mastic east. In 1699 Col.

Smith, whose whaling company was based at Mastic, reported that he had

cleared 600 sterling 1n a single year (Bayles, ~ Ross, 1902, p. 873).
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Whale oil was valued at t1:10:0 per barrel 1n North Carolina in 1715 (Cain,

1981. p. xxii). If we assume the same value for New York in 1699 and that

'15 of Col. Smith's ~O was for oil (the other fifth being for wha1e~one),
- . .
his ~stimated return would be 267 barrels. At 36 barrels per whale. this

would represent a catch of about seven whales. Another way of calculating

Col •.Smith's catch would be to refer to Macy's report that 600 barrels of oil

and "11.000 pounds of bone were worth Li100 at Nantucket in 1715 (see above).

Our estimate that this might represent a catch of about 15 right whales is

consistent with the suggestion that returns worth t500 in 1699 would

represent a catch of about seven right whales. In 1726, 11 whales were

killed at Southampton; six of them yielded 220 barrels of oil and 1,500

pounds of whalebone (x =37 barrels, 250 pounds) (Bayles, ~ Ross, 1902, p.

873). This record was attributed to the season 1732/33 by Reeves and

Mitchell (1986a, table 1).

Samuell Mulford made some whale oil and bone ·without licence" late in

1705 (Headlam, 1930, p. 159). Thi~ can only be taken as corroborative

evidence for the one whale estimated to have been taken that year on the

basis of infonmation in Mulford's diary (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a). Eight

licenses for ·wha1e fishing· were issued by the Governor and Lieutenant

Governor of New York in 1705-09 (Head1am, 1930, p. 159). This fact tends to

support our conclusion that the Long Island whale fishery reached a peak in

effort (and presumably catch) near or soon after the beginning of the

eighteenth century (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a).

In 1717 it was noted in a statement to the British Council of Trade and

Plantations that ·i.ports of whale oil and bone from New York have greatly

decreased. owing to disputes with the Governor as to a duty demanded for

whales catched there· (Headlam, 1930. p. 16). However. this claim was
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disputed by Governor Hunter, who claimed that the whaling effort was constant

or increasing on Long Island. The difference, according to Hunter, ·was that

the products were being sold and exported from Boston rather than New York.
- . .

. In ourprevious paper (Reeves and Mi tche11, 1986a) we fa i led to note

that according to Edwards and Rattray (1932, p. 232), the whaling station at

Smith·s Point alone averaged 20 whales per winter during the early eighteenth

century. This -ould suggest that our estimate of 20-30 whales taken per year

in the entire Long Island fishery between 1700 and 1725 was too low.

In our previous paper we gave little evidence of shore whaling on Long

Island at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In fact, we had found no

catch data from 1784, when the schooner Eagle cruised along the south shore,

to about 1815, whcn whaling was definitely being conducted. However, Starr

(1876, p. 72~) indicated that some whales were taken on the south coast of

Long Island in the winter of 1801-1802 and that after being "much neglected",

the whale fishery "has considerably increased".

Some whaling was done by the people of Staten Island. On 13 December

1705 a license was issued to Thomas Jones to take drift whales lion the gut

joining Mr. Nicoll's land and the west end of Gravesend beach" (Leng and

Davis, 1930, vol. II, p. 990). An unspecified quantity of oil and whalebone

was taken on or prior to 26 March 1711 "on Mereck beach, Rockaway beach and

at Nicoll's beach" (ibid.; also see Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a, table 1).

Sometime in the spring of 1730 (before 9 April) Adam Matt, Joseph Carman and

company of Staten Island Petitioned for the oil and bone of a whale "wounded

by them 1n the bay of New York, and afterwards cast ashore at Cape May- (Leng

and Dav1s, 1930, vol. II, p. 991). The Staten Island Whaling Company, which

was act1ve during the 18305, apparently was concerned with pelagic whaling

rather than shore whaling (Freedman, Rooney, Heitowit and Carnivale, 1975).
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A sloop sailed out of Moriches on the south coast of Long Island for

whaling between Fire Island and Coney Island in 1831. It cruised daily for

40 days, calling each night at either Fire Island or Coney Island. Only one

whale was sighted, and it was a finback, H a kind too lively to land with

harpoons and lines" (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 20 August 1899, p. 12).

Reeves and Mitchell (1986a) mentioned that they had no evidence of

schooners whaling along the coast of Long Island after the 1850s. However,

Weiss et a1. (1974, p. 110) referred to a 40-barre1 whale, worth $2,000,

taken by two schooners off that coast in March 1860. The vessels had been

whaling between New Jersey and Long Island for a month. It is likely that

this was a right whale, considering the month and locality of capture and the

great value of the whale in spite of its modest oil yield.

An East Bay sloop, the Branch, cruised for "whales, leatherback turtles,

sea serpents, devilfish, etc." between East Moriches and Gravesend Bay during

August and (possibly) September 1899 (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 20 August 1899,

p. 12). We have no information on sightings or catches.

New Jersey, Delaware, and Pennsylvania

There are two recent reviews of whaling in New Jersey (Weiss et a1.,

1974; Lipton, 1975). These and other sources were used to compile a table of

right whale catch records (Table 5).

The Dutch were probably the first Europeans to hunt whales in and near

Delaware Bay, though the bay had been discovered and named (St. Christopher's

Bay} by the Spanish in 1525. A Dutch colony (called Swanendae1) was

established near Cape Hen10pen in 1631 for the express purpose of conducting

a whale fishery (Parr, 1969, pp. 108-114).

The promise of a successful shore whaling enterprise was also a major

inducement for the first BritiSh settlers to come to the New Jersey shore and
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foreigners" who exported the "oyl and bone" without duty, the Assembly

required that a tenth of the value of the oil from all whales killed in

Delaware Bay lIor on its shores" be paid to the governor. The WestN~w Jersey

Soci~ty, a group of London businessmen, tried to develop whaling in Cape May

County during the early 1690s (Weiss et al., 1974, p. 21).

If Gabriel Thomas (1952), writing in 1698, can be believed, the Cape May

whal e fi shery was very successful. IIGreat nunbers" of whal es and

IIprodigious" quantities of oil and whalebone were taken each year in Cape May

County, according to Thomas.

A manuscri pt by Thomas Leaming, 1674-1723, provides some i nformat ion on

seventeenth-century whaling at Cape May (Beesley, 1857, p. 175-6; also see

Lipton, 1975, p. 7). Leaming "went a whaling"in four consecutive winter

seasons, 1694-1698. The first year he reported that eight whales were caught

and the next year at least a cow and calf. The third season was apparently

successful, but all we learn from Leaning is that he "made a great voyage".

No hint is given about the catch in the fourth season.

There are some indications that the years when Thomas Leaming was

whaling were near the peak of New Jersey shore whaling. His father

Christopher had moved to Cape May from Long Island in about 1691 (Beesley,

1857, p. 176). When not whaling, Christopher Leaming worked as a cooper.

This occupation was lucrative at the time because lithe great number of whales

caught in those days, made the demand and pay for casks certai nil. The

"fai~lure" of the Del aware Bay whale fishery apparently occurred soon after

Leaming's death in 1696. The tract owners at Town Bank sold their land and

1eft the area (Anon., 1976). Humphrey Hughes, a Long Is1and wha1 em an who

immigrated to Cape May County about 1689, sold his land which had been owned

jointly with another whaler in about 1700 (Williamson, 1951).
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Although the Cape May and Delaware Bay fishery may have been past its

peak by the 17oos, whaling continued long after the turn of the century.

John Peck was whaling at Pecks Beach (present-day Ocean City) in about 1700

(Darby, 1951). Oldmixon (1708) reported that a ·wha1ery" still exist~ at

the mouth of Delaware Bay, on both the Cape May side and the Cape Henlopen

side. Apparently referring to the first half of the eighteenth century,

Darby (1951, p. 137) claimed: ·Whaling was still a flourishing industry, the

whalemen working from the shore in small open boats".

The diary of Aaron Leaming, Jr., includes the following entries for the

month of February 1737 (Dickinson, 1979, p. 550): on the 4th "They kill a

whale"; on the 22nd "The whalemen chased the whales &struck two".

Whalers settled permanently on Long Beach Island as early as 1690, and

their efforts to catch whales continued, possibly without any major

interruption, through at least the 1820s ·(Lipton, 1975, p. 23-26). The

average catch by one family (t~e Stephen Inman's) in the early 1820s was two

or three whales per season (Watson, 1855, p. 547).

In a letter to his son Tucker in Dartmouth, Massachusetts, Philip Taber

(1745MS) reported the recent arrival of George Sisson at Sandy Hook. Sisson

and his associates were eager to "go off a whaling", and they wanted Taber's

son to bring a whale boat and "sam good hands" to aid their efforts. This

letter has been taken as evidence that "New Bedford vessels were engaged in

offshore whaling" (taken to mean pelagic whaling) in the 1740s (Littlefield,

1965, p. 5n). However, it seems more likely to us that these New Englanders

planned to whale in New Jersey fram shore. Such an interpretation would be

consistent with that of Lipton (1975, p. 22-23).

The diary of Lewis Cresse (1968), who whaled along the New Jersey shore

between Brigantine and Five Mile Beach at least from 1752 to 1766, mentions
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numerous sightings; one Whale struck and probably killed. but lost. and one

secured in 1764; and four taken in 1765 (Table 6).

At the same time that Cresse was whaling along the coast of New.Jersey.

some" Cape May wha1emen were exploring grounds farther south. Twelve men and

two whaleboats sailed aboard the sloop Susannah in November 1753. bound for a

winter of whaling along the Carolina coast (Smith. 1973. p. 34; Reeves and

Mitchell. 1987MS. for a derivative summary). After some desultory whaling

near Cape Lookout. the men established a Whaling camp at Lockwood Folly

Inlet. southern North Carolina. They returned to Cape May in March 1754.

having had no success (Smith. 1973. p. 41). These men were essentially shore

whalers. and we regard their expedition of 1753-54 as corroborative evidence

that shore wha1in9 around Cape May had become less profitable by this time.

In a notice written by Aaron Learning. Jr •• in 1772. Whaling is said to

have failed "long since" in Cape May County (Learning. 1978). A whale was

taken in 1723. another in 1731 (a "yearling"). and another in spring 1772

(another "yearling"). In this document. Learning claimed no whales had been

brought ashore during 1732-1771. in spite of the fact that some effort was

maintained: "••• they went a whaling on this beach every year for 40 years"

after 1731. Up to 12 boats were involved. In 1772 Learning guessed there

were six or seven whaleboats still in use. each manned by a crew of six. It

was Leaming's opinion that whaling had become nothing more than a pretext for

the "wha1 ernen" to roan the beaches in pursuit of other game:

•••Whaling seems to be the least part of their Errand. For they

·carry Guns and repair to the Beaches &Gun for Deer foxes Raccoons

Ducks Gees &.

He was particularly incensed by the way their activities disturbed the range

cattle kept on or near the beach.
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We cannot account for the discrepancy in Learning's two accounts

regarding the dates of whale captures. He may have failed to mention the

1737 capture simply to strengthen his case against the whalemen, or he may

have forgotten exactly what year the last whale had been taken prior to 1772.

From 1810 to 1820 a crew of seven men led by Captain John Sprague of

Manahawkin ·followed whaling exclusively" (Clark, 1887, p. 48). They

operated one whaleboat, launched from the beach, whenever a whale was

sighted. Results were said to have been "fair".

In spring of 1820 whales were reported as "frequently seen in the

neighborhood of Sandy-Hook" (Conwnercial Advertiser, N.Y., 15 May 1820). This

prompted a crew to go whaling in the New York Bight in the Clinton, a pilot

boat. At least three cruises were made, but as far as we know only one whale

was taken. Though initially reported as a "young", 45-ft sperm whale

(Centinel of Freedom, Newark, 16 May 1820) and cited as such by Weiss et al.

(1974, p. 105), this whale, taken 13 May, almost certainly was a right whale

(True American, Trenton, 5 June 1820; and see Weiss et al., 1974, p. 110).

It was struck about 7 mi from Sandy Hook. Another large whale had been

struck "on the bar" near Sandy Hook on 6 May; it escaped bearing two irons

and towing 18 fathoms of line with a drag attached (Centinel of Freedom, 9

May 1820). Weiss et al. incorrectly stated that this whale was cut free

"while it was being towed in". The whale was in fact towing the boat at the

time of cutting, according to Weiss et al.'s source (~.). Weiss et al.'s

conGlusion that the whale secured on 13 May was the whale struck on 6 May is

not supported by the information in their newspaper sources. Because it was

encountered near shore in early May by whalers who would take a right whale a

week later, we believe the whale struck but lost on 6 May was a right whale,

and all or most of the 25-30 whales seen during the Clinton's second cruise
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may have been right whales. The whale that washed ashore in Long Island

Sound on 20 May 1820 may have been one of those struck a week or two earlier

off Sandy Hook (Weiss et al., 1974, p. 18, 105) •

. As noted by Reeves and Mitchell (1986a), there was a brief spurt bf

whaling by vessels off Sandy Hook during 1822-23. The sloops Ocean of Sag

Harbor and Hampton of Providence were involved, along with a smack or smacks

from 'New London. In early April 1822 "another" large .whale had been taken

off Sandy Hook (Allen, 1916, p. 134; Nantucket Inquirer, 4 April 1822.

Although we believe the vessels cruising along the New Jersey and Long

Island coasts were in search of right whales primarily. sperm whales were

taken occasionally by whaleships off the New Jersey coast. For example. the

ship Mansfield of Hudson arrived in New York on 21 March 1839. having

encountered a large school of sperm whales off Cape May (Sag-Harbor

Corrector, 27 March'1839). Five whales were killed, but two were lost

because of darkness. The blubber was brought into port on the vessel's

deck. The sperm whales were seen as the Mansfield was returning from a

21-month voyage to the South Atlantic (Starbuck, 1878, p. 342-343).

Shore whaling continued at Long Beach Island on at least a small scale

through 1823. Watson (1877, Vol. II, appendix, p. 547) learned during a

visit to the island in 1823 that the Inman family (comprised of 12 members at

the time) had "never ceased to be whale catchers along this coast". They

caught 2-3 whales, each producing 40-50 barrels, per year •

. ~Earll (1887). in his review of New Jersey's fisheries in about 1880,

failed to mention whaling. This can be taken as evidence that the regular,

organized whale fishery had by then been discontinued. Those kills made

along the New Jersey coast during the second half of the nineteenth century

probably were the results of chance encounters rather than of a systematic
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watch for whales. Fishermen from Long Branch "drove ashore" a 42 ft whale in

May 1878, killing it with a scythe (New York Times, 12 May 1878). Judging by

its expected oil yield (60 barrels) and the fact that it was identified in a

newspaper account as a "Greenland whale", the whale probably was a right

whale. The same article claimed that "several of the species have been seen

off the coast recent1y" •

A right whale with baleen 5 ft 9 inches long was ~aptured in spring 1882

by "a crew of experienced Egg Harbor [N.J.] whalers" (Holder, 1883, p. 106).

This event prompted a report in the New York Evening Post (24 October 1883).

An old man had told the reporter that hi s great-grandfather "used to catch

all the blubber he could tend to right off Long Branch [N.J.]". Apparently

this particular whaleman gave up whaling before the War of Independence

(1776). The reporter claimed that after a century of little or no whaling,

whales had by 1883 "growed plenty again, and the old Jersey fishin' has

revived". Probably referring .to the Egg Harbor specimen of 1882, he noted

that a right whale had been taken recently on the New Jersey coast and that

Ita regul ar crew of whalers ••• are in the business there". He added that

"numbers of boats all down the coast make daily trips to sea in search of

whales". This last statement is difficult to evaluate. At face value, it

could be taken to suggest that shore whaling effort had increased during the

early 1880s not only locally (near Egg Harbor) but along much of the New

Jersey coast and southward. However, the only example given in support of

the ~tatement is a reference to Manigault's (~Ho1der, 1883) remark that

several schooners were "now engaged in their [right whales'] pursuit" off

South Carolina. As noted elsewhere (Reeves and Mitchell, 1987M5), we believe

Manigault had in mind the New England vessels which were cruising in winter
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for right whales on the Southeast U.S. Coast Ground from the mid-1870s

through the 1880s (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986b).

During the first week of December 1886 a large whale was seen from time

to time in the Delaware River. It died on about the 7th, apparently from

being crushed between two ice floes (New York Times, 9 December 1886). The

carcass was towed to Philadelphia, where the blubber and whalebone were

removed. It was expected to be worth $800. Consi~ering the timing of the

whale's appearance and the fact that its baleen was saved, it may well have

been a right whale. Three whales seen close to shore off Cape May the first

week of November 1893 drew a cro~ of onlookers, and local fishermen made

plans to attempt their capture on the 6th (New York Tribune, 6 November 1893,

p. 1).

DISCUSSION

Drift Whales

The subject of drift whales arises frequently in the literature of

colonial whaling. These were whales which died at sea and stranded, or

drifted ashore. It is probably fair to assume that whales which came ashore

alive were also considered drift whales. Ownership of the carcasses

naturally became a contentious matter, and as a result court and tax records

often refer to complaints and controversies over drift whales. The legal

status of drift whales and the taxation measures applied to them in the

. colony of Old Plymouth through 1690 were discussed by and Pulsifer (1861).

Much of this material was quoted and interpreted by Allen (1916). In

some places, such as Sandwich in 1702, drift whales were donated in their

entirety to the church (Freeman, 1862, p. 85). A part of each drift
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whale was appropriated for the ministry at Eastham, beginning in 1662

(Freeman, 1862, p. 362).

Little and Andrews (1982) proposed that on Nantucket and Martha's

Vineyard and along parts of the New England and Long Island coasts; Indians

practiced "drift whaling" before the arrival of Europeans. By drift whaling

they meant an organi zed effort to ut i 1i ze the carcasses of stranded whal es.

It is possible, according to Little and Andrews (1~82, p. 4), that in

particularly favorable areas "drift whales were so numerous that no need had

arisen to go to sea to kill them". Given that whales of many species, not

only right whales, would then, as now, have come ashore from time to time in

the absence of active whaling, the question arises as to how whaling came to

influence the availability of drift whales. For our purposes, it is

especially important to separate those whales that came ashore due to natural

causes from those that were killed or injured, but not secured, by the

whalers. The latter would' be considered part of fishing mortality while the

former would be part of natural mortality. There is also the problem of

identifying drift whales to species. Judging by the pattern of recent

strandings on the U.S. east coast, there is no reason to suppose a higher

proportion of right whales would have become naturally stranded than fin

whales, humpbacks, and other coastal cetaceans. So it would be unsafe to

assume that all, or even most, drift whales in New England, Long Island and

New Jersey were right whales. Moreover, when the whalers harpooned

-balaenopterids, they were more likely to lose them than they were to lose

harpooned ri9ht whales. Thus, more balaenopterids may have been included

among the struck whales that washed ashore than might be expected from the

relative frequency with which they were pursued by the whalers.
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Several authors have concluded that a high proportion of the drift

whales mentioned in early records were casualties of whaling. Freeman (1862,

p. 50) noted concerning drift whales in Cape Cod Bay:

So numerous were whales in the Bay, and such was the activity·of

the whalemen, that instances were frequent of whales, escaping

wounded from their pursuers and dying subsequently, being washed to

the shores.

Allen (1916, pp. 145-154) and Little (1981) both concluded that "most drift

whales of New England at that time [seventeenth century] had been harpooned

and then lost at sea" (Little, 1981, p. 49) •.

In our tables of catches, we have not made all drift whales a part of

fishing mortality. Rather, we looked for any evidence to suggest that a

whale had been struck, e.g. that its salvaged carcass was claimed by a

whaler, or that a harpoon was still embedded. Only when such evidence was

available did we feel confi-dent in listing the whale as taken by whalers.

This procedure probably means that some whales were excluded from our catch

summary (Figure 1) even though whalers caused their death. To some extent,

this effect is offset by the possibility that some of the whales we did

include as caught were in fact not right whales.

Loss Rate

Some hunting loss occurs in virtually all whaling operations. As a

result, it is necessary to correct statistics on catch to account for this

·~dditional "hidden" fishing mortality. Some of such mortality is revealed by

referring to drift whales and dead whales found at sea. However, there are

clearly instances when a whale is killed or seriously injured but never

secured. In addition, the finding of some of those struck-but-lost whales

which were finally secured may not be reported in an extant written source.
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We previously discussed the problem of accounting for hunting loss in

the Long Island shore fishery and noted that the loss rate for this fishery

probably was lower than the rates for pelagic whaling and for any whaling

that involved species other than right whales (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a).

However, without a trustworthy record of whaling activities over a period of

time, which includes information on all whales struck, taken, and found

("drift"), it is impossible to estimate the loss rate rigorously. We know

from accounts like those of Dudley (1725) and Allen (1916, pp. 153-154) that

there was substantial loss in the New England shore fishery. The finding and

reporting of drift whales bearing evidence of encounters with whalers

compensates to some degree for hunting loss, and we might suppose that in an

enclosed area such as Cape Cod Bay the prospects of a lost whale's being

found eventually was reasonably good. Winthrop (1892, p. 55), for example,

noted the confidence of the whalers at Sandwich that the one lost whale of

the three they killed in one day would "drive on shore in the bay".

We used a loss rate factor (LRF) of 1.2 (meaning 1 of every 6 whales

killed or mortally wounded was lost) for correcting catch data from U.S.

shore whaling during the seventeenth through early twentieth centuries (see

"Trends in Popu1 ation Abundance" below). Thi s is lower than the LRFs

calculated for pelagic Whaling for right whales during the nineteenth century

in the North Atlantic (1.25~1.57 - Reeves and Mitchell, 1986b) but consistent

with our impression for the Long Island fishery in the latter half of the
#

"nineteenth century (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a) and the Cape Lookout, N.C.,

fishery in the same period (Reeves and Mitchell, 1987MS). By applying any

single LRF to the catch data over the 2-2i centuries of shore whaling and

across all the shore-whaling sites along the U.S. east coast, we run the risk

of over- or underestimating fishing mortality, according to the technology in
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use in a given area or during a given period. Though we recognize that the

uniform application of an lRF of 1.2 is difficult to defend on the basis of a

representative and consistently-reported set of whaling data, we also realize

it would be misleading to estimate kills only by reference to secured

catches. Since there is no doubt that the catch record as compiled in this

and our other studies of right whale exploitation (Reeves and Mitchell,

1986a, b; 1987MS) is incomplete, for virtually all .times and areas discussed,

the conservative lRF of 1.2 still leaves the estimates of total kill as

conservative. Our inclusion in the "secured" catch totals of drift whales

. bearing evidence of encounters with whalers (e.g. harpoons and lines still

attached) leads to some double-counting of whales, since the LRF is applied

to the secured catch totals. However, again, we feel the under-reporting of

catches is so substantial that it offsets most such double-counting.

Whaling Seasons

On Figures 2a-1 we have shown the cumulative records of the right

whale's occurrence, by month, using data from Reeves and Mitchell (1986a, b;

1987MS) and from this paper. The sample used for these figures consists of

some 304 records for which the month is known; 651 available records could

not be used because the month was not known. Each whale represents a

"record", e.g. if 2 whales were seen together in one sighting in January we

counted the event as 2 records for that month. No distinction is made here

between whales seen or taken.

Allen's (1916, p. 140) conclusion that right whales are "practically

absent from the New England waters during the summer and fall from early June

until October" is generally borne out by our data. Allen (p. 143) proposed

that after May the right whale population moved "off the Grand Banks and

thence northeasterly, even to Iceland". He did not mention the summer
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concentrations in the lower Bay of Fundy (Arnold and Gaskin, 1972; Kraus et

a1., 1982) and on the Scotian Shelf (Mitchell, Kozicki and Reeves, 1986).

There is no certain evidence that these areas had the same relative

importance to the right whale stock in Allen's and earlier times as they

appear to have at present to the currently reduced stock. Allen's

speculation that at least part of the population moved to an area east of the

Grand Bank and possibly even to Denmark Strait (se~ Allen, 1972, p. 502) is,

however, consistent with some of the whaling data compiled by Schevill and

Moore (1983) and Reeves and Mitchell (1986b).

The overall pictures are similar for New England and Long Island. On

Long Island, the whaling usually began in October or November and lasted

until April or early May (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a). Sunmer records are

almost as rare for Long Island as they are for New England. Though they

whaled through the winter, the whalemen of Long Island did not consider the

whales to be overwintering in their area. Rather, they believed the whales

were always moving through, remaining in one spot for no more than a few

days (similar to the spring observations off Cape Cod by Watkins and

Schevill, 1982). At least toward the end of the nineteenth century, late

winter was considered the best season for whaling at Long Island. At this

time, the whales were believed by the whalers to be on a northward migration

(Edwards and Rattray, 1932, p. 18).

By all accounts, the New Jersey and Delaware Bay whale fisheries were,

. like those in New England and New York, prosecuted principally during winter

and early spring. The Dutch whale fishery in Delaware Bay lasted from

December to March (Parr, 1969, p. 112). Thomas Leaming's seventeenth-century

account refers to whaling as a winter and early spring activity, the season

being finished by no later than the first of May (Beesley, 1857, p. 175-6).
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lewis Cresse's diary indicates that the whaling began as early as the end of

January or early in February and lasted until as late as the middle of April,

at least during the eighteenth century (Table 5). Watson (1855, YQ1. II, p.

547) indicated that February and March were the peak months of whaling at

long Beach Island. All the confirmed right whale records on Table 5 that

include the month of occurrence are for March, April or May, with one

. except i on (November). The evi dence taken together 'suggests that some ri ght

whales overwintered in Delaware Bay and off the coast of New Jersey but that

their numbers increased in February and March, perhaps as animals that

wintered farther south began arriving on their passage to the north.

The data· shown on Figures 2a-1 suggest that right whales were present

alongshore south of Virginia(£ 36·N) only during the first 5 months of the

calendar year, with the largest numbers seen and taken in February and

March. With the exception of a few records for September and November, a

similar pattern is suggested for the coast of New Jersey and Delaware Bay.

The only area where a year-round presence of right whales is indicated is

long Island, although there are many more records for December-May than for

June-November off Long Island. In New England, it appears that right whales

began to arrive in October, reaching peak numbers in January, then

maintaining a steady presence through May, with few remaining by June.

These limited data indicate that a migration of some kind takes place,

as proposed by Allen (1916, p. 142; 1972, p. 502) and proven by the

sight-resight work of Kraus et al. (1986b). However, this migration is not

easily characterized from the historical records reviewed here. It appears

that the right whale population's winter and spring distribution

(December-May) includes various coastal areas from northern Florida to

Massachusetts, and that in a given year only part of the population reaches
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the southern portions of this range. There seems to be a spring nearshore

migration bringing the southerly distributed component of the population to

Cape Cod and environs by May. Virtually the entire population then disperses

northward, so that by June and July right whales have become scarce in Cape

Cod waters and south. The complete extent of the summer and fall

distribution is unknown, though it certainly includes the northern Gulf of

Maine and the Scotian Shelf. Some members of this .POpulation may reach the

Gulf of St. Lawrence, Labrador Sea, and areas east and north of the Grand

Bank. It remains to be seen whether the animals occupying different portions

of the winter and sunmer ranges represent different sex or age classes, or

perhaps family groups or "substocks".

Group Size

Because so many of the records of right whales are ambiguous concerning

the number of individuals in a group, we chose not to analyze the historical

records for trends in group size. Allen (1916, pp. 125-126) concluded that

right whales off New England and Long Island were not particularly

gregarious, being encountered principally alone or in groups of two or

three. Almost half the sightings off Cape Cod by Watkins and Schevill (1982)

between 1955 and 1980 involved groups of 2-6 whales. Allen (1916) regarded

larger groups as adventitious. He seems not to have credited the record of a

school of 25 whales being chased by the schooner Glide off Nantucket in April

1886 as other than anomalous. However, Watkins and Schevill (1982) reported

·even larger concentrations (30-70 individuals) seen near Cape Cod during

April and May in recent years. Schevill et al. (1986) noted that the one-day

kill of 29 [right] whales by the shore whalers of Cape Cod in 1700 implied

the presence of a sizeable concentration of animals.

The interesting questions which we would like to be able to address are:

Was there a significant trend through time in the size of right whale
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groups? And if so, can school size be taken as one indirect measure of the

population's status? Though, as noted above, we do not consider our

historical data base adequate for addressing these questions, it can be..
stated that the groups of several tens of whales reported during the past 20

years by Kraus et al. (1982), Watkins and Schevill (1982) and Mitchell et

al. (1986) are as large as or larger than any reported in the early

literature. Whether this' means the population has recovered is a moot point.

Whaling Effort

In her study of the role of Indians in the development of shore whaling

at Nantucket, Little (1981) estimated the years when shore whaling (as

distinct from "drift whaling") began along various parts of the east coast:

1690 for Nantucket, 1688 "or just before" for Cape Cod, 1667 for Long Island,

and 1680 for Cape May. Her starting dates for Cape Cod and Long Island are

too late, according to our 'findings reviewed in this paper. Whaling was

underway in Massachusetts, Cape Cod, and Narragansett bays well before 1688.

In fact, it seems clear that by then the shore whale fishery had become well

established and profitable in these areas. Allen (1908, p. 314) gave

starting dates of 1631 for Massachusetts Bay, 1652 for Martha's Vineyard, and

1672 for Nantucket. There is also no reason to suppose Long Island shore

whaling waited to begin until 1667, as whaling companies had been formed in

at least three localities at the east end during the 1650s (Ross, 1902).

Whaling along the New Jersey coast certainly began before 1680, though the

settlement at Cape May apparently was not developed as a whaling center until

the early 1680s.

little (1981) also estimated the peak years of the shore fisheries at

the various sites: Nantucket in 1726, CaPe Cod in 1714-1724, Long Island in

1687-1707, and Cape May in 1707-1714. Though we accept Macy's (1835) claim
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that the record catch of right whales occurred at Nantucket in 1726, it must

also be acknowledged that shore whaling had been intensive on the island well

before this time. The catch of an estimated 15 right whales by six sloops

from Nantucket in 1715 (see above) may be taken as evidence that the whalemen

were already expanding their effort offshore to supplement the shore-based

catch.

Our findings for Long Island (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a; also see

above) agree reasonably well with Little's conclusion that the peak in

whaling effort and catch occurred there at or shortly after the beginning of

the eighteenth century. Her estimate of 84 whales as a maximum catch is

somewhat less than ours. Little reasoned that 28 whaling companies caught an

average of 3 whal~s each in a good year, for a total of 84, and she noted

that this number of whales, at 50 barrels each, would produce 4200 barrels of

oil, which is not inconsistent with the return of 4,000 barrels listed for

1707 by Cornbury (1708, p. 59)~ Our calculated average yield for right

whales killed off Long Island was 36 barrels; thus, our estimate of 111

whales taken in 1707 (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a). Neither Little's 84 nor

our 111 is corrected for hunting loss. An aspect of Little's analysis that

is certainly in error is her statement that the Long Island shore fishery

terminated by 1717. Though it does appear as if the annual catch had begun

to decline by the 17205, Long Island shore whaling continued with no major

interruption for another two centuries •

. - The development of a whale fishery in New Jersey was closely connected

to the fortunes of Long Island whaling, as many of the Cape May whalers were

immigrants from Long Island. Thus, Little's conclusion that Cape May whaling

began to reach a peak just as Long Island Whaling began to decline is

reasonable. However, there is considerable evidence suggesting that the Cape
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May fishery was already flourishing in the 1690s. While New Jersey shore

whaling certainly had declined by 1734, when Little considered it finished,

it continued on some parts of the coast for another century. ..
. Taken all together, the available evidence suggests that colonial

whaling for right whales in the eastern United States was particularly

intensive between about 1685 and 1730. During this time whales were hunted

from shore and vessels in much of New England, long Island, New Jersey, and

North Carolina. It is important to note that whaling was underway for

several decades before 1685, and that it continued for nearly two centuries

after 1730. The trend toward distant-water whaling by American whalers in

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the switch to sperm,

bowhead, and humpback whales as target species, did not necessarily give

right whales a reprieve along the U.S. east coast. The pelagic whalers

maintained an interest in taking any right whales encountered during cruises

into and out of port, as well as those seen near the whaling centers between

voyages. In addition, shore whaling persisted in some areas.

Whaling Effort during the War of Independ~nce

The impact the War of Independence, 1776-1783, had on the western North

Atlantic stock of right whales is difficult to gauge. Stackpole (1972, p.

4), referring to the years immediately following the war, stated:

Due to the war years the number of whales along the coast had

increased, not having been hunted, and became easy prey for the

newcomers. This brought a glut on the American market, especially

in Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York, and Charleston ••••

Though to which ·coast" Stackpole's remark applied is unclear, there is

every reason to believe whaling from vessels as well as boats along the

American east coast was interrupted by the hostilities (Starbuck, 1878, p.
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177). Thus, the stocks of right, humpback, and sperm whales in the western

North Atlantic may have profited from th~ war to some degree. However, the

stocks in distant seas would seem to have gained even more of a respite. The

Nantucket whaling fleet had already extended its activity far to the north

(Davis Strait, Strait of Belle Isle, Gulf of St. lawrence) and south (Brazil

Banks, Falkland Islands) before the war (Stackpole, 1953), but such long

voyages would have become virtually impossible during. the war. Starbuck

(1878, p. 177-9) listed a number of whaling vessels as having filed bonds

with the Massachusetts state treasurer during the period 1775-1783, but he

had very little information on their returns or on where they whaled (if

anywhere) during this period.

In 1779 or 1780 the whalers of Nantucket obtained permits from the

British military authorities in New York "for a few vessels, about fifteen,

to whale on our Coast, which were successful" (Rotch, 1916, p. 15).

Apparently many of these vessels cruised "in Boston Bay and its vicinity"

(ibid., p. 26). Twenty-four such permits were secured the following year

(ibid., p. 27), and permits for 35 whaling vessels were granted by the

Continental Congress to Nantucketers shortly before the treaty of peace was

signed in 1783 (ibid., p. 34). It can only be assumed that what remained of

Nantucket's whaling fleet after the first several years of war with Great

Britain cruised at every opportunity in local waters. This concentration of

activity would have made the war years particularly costly to the coastal

stocts of whales, e.g. right whales.

Catch levels

-Any conclusions about the magnitude of removals from the right whale

population prior to about the mid 18005 should be made with great caution.

The records are far too fragmentary to support reliable and conclusive
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quantitative assessments. With respect to pelagic whaling, the surviving

sample of whaling journals and logbooks for the eighteenth century, when

right whales may still have been relatively abundant'on some grounds (e.g.

east of the Grand Bank, in the Strait of Belle Isle and Gulf of St: Lawrence.

and along the Labrador coast?) is pitifully small (Fonda, 1969; Sherman,

Downey, Adams and Pasternack, 1986). Other primary sources, such as the

Whalemen's Shipping List (WSL, 1843-1914), the Dennis Wood abstracts (Wood,

n.d.MS), Starbuck (1878), and the Maury (1852) and Townsend (1935) charts,

begin their detailed coverage of American pelagic whaling in the 1780s or

later. The critical period between about 1715 and 1760 is essentially a

blank as far as good primary sources of data are concerned. With respect to

shore whaling, there is every reason to believe that a much higher catch was

made by shore whalers between 1650 and the early 1800s than our tables

(including those in this paper as well as those in Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a

and 1987MS) show. The secondary sources, as well as a few primary sources,

providing information on shore-based catches during the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries do so in a completely unsystematic way. For example,

while Winthrop (1892, p. 55) tells us that whalers killed 29 whales in Cape

Cod Bay in one day prior to 27 January 1700, we do not know how many more

were killed on other days that winter. The context suggests that some were:

••• all the boates round the bay killed twenty nine whales in one

day, as sam that came this week report; as I came by when I was

there last one company had killed thre, two of which lay on

Sandwich beach, which they kild the day before, and reckned they

had kild another the same day, which they expected ~uld driue on

shore in the bay.
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Considering that the peak season of the right whale's occurrence off the

Massachusetts coast is during April and May (Schevill et al., 1986, "figure 1)

and that Winthrop's letter was written in late January, perhaps more were

killed in the bay later in the season. It is not even possible to be certain

that this was the greatest one-day catch in Cape Cod Bay during the height of

shore whaling there, though Winthrop did describe the winter of 1699-1700 as

a "favorable" one. Considering the anount of whaling effort required to

account for 29 whales in one day, there must have been considerable numbers

of whales caught at Cape Cod in the years immediately before and after 1700.

Yet we found little documentation of such catches (Table 1).

The catch record is probably more nearly complete beginning in 1822,

when the Nantucket Inquirer started publication. It may be reasonable to

assume that most of the shore-based catches made in New England after this

time would have been reported in one or several of the whaling-town

newspapers (e.g., Nantucket's 'Inquirer or Journal, Sag Harbor's Corrector,

New Bedford's Wha1emen's,Shipeing List), though even this assumption is

highly speculative. Only about a third of the dated records given by Allen

(1916, p. 141) are from years before 1822, but this can hardly be taken to

mean that twice as many observations of right whales were made in the century

following 1821 than were made during the two centuries before that year. The

increased frequency of Allen's reports over time, e.g. 9+ records 1800-1850

vs. 63 or more 1850-1900 according to Schev;ll et a1. (1986), must be an

artifact caused by documentation factors, at least to some extent. The

statement by Schevi11 et a1. (1986) that "the record back to 1620 is not

really very different" from the record of sightings of right whales in

Massachusetts coastal waters by Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

personnel since 1955 may be literally true. However. what is missing from



45

the statement is an acknowledgment that documentation procedures were totally

different for the two sets of data. Allen's historical record, however

·painstakingly compiled" (Schevill et al., 1986), must be considered, at
.

lea~t for years before 1822, little more than a collection of randomly-

offered hints at what occurred in colonial and early post-colonial times. It

cannot be compared, at face value, to the Woods Hole investigators' own

careful and consistently documented record of observations over a 27-year

period (1955-1981). It may be provocative to use Allen's partial record as a

basis for suggesting "the population of right whales passing near Cape Cod is

at worst only slightly smaller now than it was in the 17th century" (Schev;ll

et a1., 1986). However, we believe the kill of right whales throughout the

western North Atldntic stock's range (Florida northward at least to Nova

Scotia) was higher during the period 1680-1730 (see below) than could be made

from the stock at its current size (estimated as a few hundred, at most -

Kraus, 1985, pp. 3-4).

Schevi1l et al.'s suggestion that there are about as many right whales

passing Cape Cod now as there were in early colonial times is an unlikely

one. The supposed similarity in numbers seen off Cape Cod then and now might

be explained in one of the following ways:

(1) Right whales were never depleted in the western North Atlantic, as Allen

(1908), Allen (1916, 1972). and others have alleged they were.

(2) Right whales were depleted but have recovered to a level approaching

their seventeenth-century abundance.

(3) Cape Cod is the core of the population's distribution. As optimal

habitat, it would have attracted and supported much of the remnant of

the population that survived at the end of whaling. The recovering

population would then expand to other, less optimal areas as the Cape
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Cod region became saturated with right whales. If this were true, it

would not be surprising to find right whales still scarce in other areas

(e.g. off long Island, in Delaware Bay) but in numbers approaching their

historic levels off CaPe Cod.

(4) Right whales may have changed their pattern of distribution and movement

in the western North Atlantic so that they are now more likely to be

seen in Cape Cod waters but less likely to be seen in other former

whaling areas than they were in colonial times.

(5) Allen's (1916) record of observations off Cape Cod may so under­

represent the actual frequency of observations that it is misleading to

use it as an index for comparison with recent frequencies of

observatinn.

We consider the last of these as the most likely explanation.

Trends in Population Abundance

Because it has been shown that individual right whales move between

wintering grounds off the southeastern United States and summering grounds

off southeastern Canada (Kraus et al., 1986b), the population of whales

hunted over the entire area (Florida to Nova Scotia) can be regarded as one

fishable stock. Thus, we have combined the documented catch from all parts

of the U.S. east coast in estimating the cumulative fishing mortality, by

decade (Figure 1). A loss rate factor of 1.2 has been applied to all these

catch data. Though we recognize that the record is far from complete, the

. trends are at least plausible. The apparent increase in catch between 1840

and 1890 may be due in part to the steadily improving documentation over this

period (more newspapers extant, large sample of pelagic whaling logbooks and

journals available, etc.). It also may be due, at least in part, to a

partial recovery by the whale stock, as suggested by Allen (1972, p. 503), or
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to an increase in whaling effort in areas where right whales were likely to

be encountered. As an example of the latter, the New England pelagic whalers

-discovered" a small winter concentration of right whales off northern
..

florida, Georgia and South Carolina in the mid 1870s, then proceeded to hunt

it intensively through the early 1880s (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986b). If

better documentation were available for 1730-1840, it might fill in the

gap and create a somewhat smoother downward sloping curve after 1730.

It is necessary to consider whether, over the long period from 1630 to

1910, changes occurred in whaling technology or techniques which would have

affected the "fishing power" of the whale boats. In other words, can it be

assumed that the catchabi1ity of right whales remained relatively constant?

Or can much of the continued catch after, say, 1725 be explained by

improvements in gear or methods which made right whales easier to detect,

approach, or secure? Though whaling was, in general, a conservative

business, important innovations were made (see lytle, 1984; Mitchell, Reeves

and Evely, 1986).

The emergence of the toggle iron in the middle of the nineteenth century

was a major innovation which increased whaling efficiency (lytle, 1984).

Steam-powered vessels were used for catching and towing fin and humpback

whales off Cape Cod in the 1880s. Both of these factors would have reduced

the loss rate. Darting guns and shoulder guns also were developed in the

middle of the nineteenth century. Their use before fastening to the whale

-might have increased the loss rate. The American whaleboat evolved over a

long period, and there were many local variants (see Ansel, 1978); but there

was no clearcut, major innovation in its design which could be regarded as a

watershed in the efficiency of right whaling.
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It had been our hope to gather enough data on catches, particularly for

the colonial period, to make a useful cumulative catch estimate of the right

whale population size in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. The peak

decade of documented catch is 1700-09, when an estimated minimlJ11 of 245 right

whales was killed. In previous historical studies of North Atlantic­

mysticetes we have assumed that the sum of removals during the peak decade of

whaling would give a conservative, minimum estimate of "original" population

size (Mitchell, 1977; Mitchell and Reeves, 1981; 1983). However, a

requirement for making such estimates is a steep decline in availability (=

abundance) immediately following the peak decade. If such a decline is not

evident, then the possibility that the removals in the peak decade were more

or less sustainable cannot be ruled out, and the population could have been

considerably higher than the sum of ten years' catches.

The western North Atlantic right whale data as depicted in Figure 1 do

not provide a clean basis for making a cumulative catch estimate. The "peak"

occurs over a 50-year period. Given the incompleteness of the record, we

have no reason to believe the true number killed was higher in 1700-09 than

in the decades 1680-89 and 1720-29, or for that matter in the decades 1690-99

and 1710-19.

Without making series of extrapolations and interpolations to estimate

removals for times and areas for which documentation is lacking, we can only

conclude that there were at least some hundreds of right whales in the
-

·western North Atlantic during the late seventeenth century. This means we

cannot disagree with Schevill et al. (1986) in their conclusion that "it may

be that when the colonists began whaling, the [right] whale population in

this area [Cape Cod] may not have been as 1arge as has been supposed". It

is, however, difficult to determine what is meant by Mas has been supposed".
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Gilmore and Danton (1985) recently referred to "the tens of thousands [of

right whales] found off the New England coast before whaling". There is no

reason to believe the population was this high. even taking into a~count the

qualitative remarks from early sources which lead us to feel our histogram

(Figure 1) greatly under-represents the actual take. Scheffer (1976) gave

"50.0001" as a pre-commercial exploitation estimate of the world right whale

population. This figure probably is more realistic than Mowat's (1972) world

estimate of 200.000 (called "scientifically unfounded" by Mitchell. 1973).

It is clear from their qualitative statements that earlier scholars of

American whaling (Allen. 1908; Allen, 1916; 1972) believed right whales to

have been "abundant" off New England in colonial times. It is, however,

completely a matter of interpretation as to whether by this they meant in

hundreds, thousands, or even tens of thousands.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Continued Reconstruction of Catch History - U.S. Coast

The catch history of right whales in the western North Atlantic (south

of Canada) has now been reconstructed in as much detail as can be expected

without a major additional commitment of resources. We have identified two

further approaches which, though expensive, are likely to yield useful data.

These are:

1. A broad, carefully designed survey of nineteenth-century newspapers •

. Our own sampling of U.S. east-coast newspapers has covered what we feel are

the most obvious and readily available sources. However, there are certainly

more records to be found in newspapers. Three principal obstacles stand in

the way of finding them. First. most newspapers are not indexed. and many of

the indexes that do exist are not sufficiently detailed to include the kind
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of snippets that contain notices of a whale capture. Second, many

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century newspapers have physically disappeared.

Thus, even if all relevant surviving issues of east-coast newspap~rs could be

located and examined, many gaps would remain in the available newspaper

record. Finally, the process of searching newspapers for obscure references

to whales is extremely time-consuming. It requires someone to sit for hours

at a time, day after day, while maintaining a high level of concentration.

Another problem with newspaper articles is that they rarely provide the

information needed to establish the species identity of the whale mentioned.

Thus, some proportion of any sample of records from newspapers is rendered

difficult or impossible to use in analyses.

2. In a previous study of the catch history of humpback whales in the

western North Atlantic we used British colonial records to help estimate

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century catches by American whalers in the

West Indies (Mitchell and Reeves, 1983). The Bluebooks for St. Vincent

contain data on the amount of whale oil and baleen exported, by year. We

considered most of these exports to have been from humpbacks. A similar

approach would be worth investigating for the British colonies on the east

coast of North America. Our preliminary examination of reference books

suggests that useful material on whale products does exist in British

repositories. Such material is most likely to consist of records of oil and

baleen imported into Great Britain or exported from the colonies during the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Product records for years before 1725

can be readily attributed to right whales, with some allowances made for the

inclusion of products from naturally stranded whales and the

occasionally-caught sperm, pilot, gray(1) and humpback (1) whales. For years

after 1725 the attribution becomes more complicated, as pelagic whaling by
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New Englanders brought much larger amounts of oil from sperm, pilot, humpback

and other whales into the returns for Massachusetts. Rhode Island and

Connecticut ports. The probability would be high that the whale products

exported from Long Island, New Jersey and the Carolinas during the entire

colonial era (until about 1776) were from right whales caught alongshore.

Like any further study of newspaper sources, the proposed search of

"British records for data on colonial whaling would be expensive, as it is

labor-intensive and likely to require substantial travel. In our judgment,

however, the cost-effectiveness of a carefully planned search of colonial

records would be greater than that of a further newspaper search in North

America.

Continued Reconstruction of Catch History - Canadian Coast

Direct evidence is lacking for a connection between the stock of right

whales hunted along the Labrador coast and in the Strait of Belle Isle and

Gulf of St. Lawrence and that hunted off New England and southward. If the

right whales hunted in Canadian waters belonged to the same stock as those

hunted seasonally along the U.S. coast south to Florida, then the catch

history as reconstructed in this and our previous papers is still far from

complete. Basque whalers shipped 14,000-18,000 barrels of whale oil from

their camps along the Strait of Belle Isle in some years during the sixteenth

century (Barkham, 1984). If half of the whales taken were right whales

(c.f. Cumbaa, 1986), this production would suggest a landed catch of about

200 right whales per year.

A high priority of continuing research on right whales should be to

gather and evaluate evidence relating to the stock affinities of right whales

found in sunwner and fall across much of the Scotian Shelf (Mitchell et al.,

1986), in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (Sergeant et al., 1970; Sears, 1979) and
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off the coasts of Labrador and Newfoundland (Beamish, 1981; Mitchell et al.,

1986; Reeves and Mitchell, 1986b). The few extant photographs of right

whales in these areas (Sergeant et al., 1970, fig. 2; Beamish, 1981, fig. 3;
.

Mitchell et al., 1986, fig. 2) should be compared with the large samples from

more southerly regions (Kraus et al., 1986a), with a view to ascertaining any

discernible modal differences in callosity features which might elucidate

stock relationships. If there should prove to be one North American coastal

stock of right whales distributed between Labrador and Florida, then it will

be necessary to consider the possibility that the large stock of whales

noted, for example, by the Plymouth pilgrims at Cape Cod in 1620 (Thacher,

1832, p. 20) had already been substantially reduced in its aggregate

abundance from what it was when commercial whaling began on this side of the

Atlantic.
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Table 1. Records of right whales from New England (excluding Nantucket). State is Massachusetts unless otherwise indicated.

Whales
I. D.

Struck Cert-
Date Local tty Seen Taken ILost Chased Drift a1nty 1 Connents Sources

. 1 "Large whales of the best kind for oil Thacher, 1832. p. 20•
Dec. 1620 Cape Cod + and bone".

April" 1635 Cape Cod 3-4 2 "Cast on shore". Winthrop, 1825, p. 157.

1654 We)1louth 1 1 "Taken" or found. Shurtleff, 1854, p. 191.

1662 Off Narragansett 1 1 Sporr1 (1677 1nBridenbaugh. 1974.
Bay app. V, p. 141=145).

1662 Barnstable 1 1 Plymouth Colony received tax on a Shurtleff, 1851, p. 165.
[drift?] whale.

1665 YarllOuth 2 1 Taxes ordered paid on 2 [drift?] whales. Shurtleff, 1855, p. 99.

1668 Boston Harbor 1 1 Bradstreet, 1855, p. 44

1612 Yarllouth 1 1 [damaged carcass]. Crapo, 1876. p. 66; Allen, 1916,
p. 151.

Winter 1690 "Cape Cod 1 1 "Large". Felt, 1849, p. 224; Starbuck. 1818,
harbour" p. 18.

Winter 1691" Cape Cod 1 1 Felt, 1849, p. 224. Starbuck, 1878,
p. 18.

1692 Edgartown 1 1 "Cast on shore", supposedly having been Starbuck. 1878. p. 18.
killed by a harpooner, "on a ~ale

design".



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
1.0.

Struck Cert-
Date local ity Seen Taken ILost Chased Drift atntyl Comments Sources

I

1697 V.rIIOuth 2 1 Mother 55 ft. long and cal f 20 ft. Allen. 1916, p. 129, 133.
long.

Winter 1699- C.pe Cod 8ay 29+ 1 29 in one day by all the boats ~rk1ng Allen, 1916, p. 131.
1700 (before in the area.
27 January)

February 1703 Mirtha's Vineyard 3 1 MGreat whales. betwixt six and seven Starbuck, 1878, p. 3Si [erroneously
and eight foot bone. M attributed to 1793 by Crapo, 1876,

p. 65, and subsequently Allen,
1908. p. 319].

Late in 1706. Ipswich Several 1 Felt, 1834. p. 109.
probab1y Dec.

Early Deceaaber Boston Hirbor 1 1 40 ft. tong. Starbuck, 1878, p. 34i Allen. 1916,
1707 p. 133.

25 Nov. 1712 Duxbury 1 1 Boat chasing a whale, Mall drowned-. Allen, 1916. p. 134.

1722-23 Vicinity of 511.. 2 1 -DriftMwhales, ·claimants mai prove Felt, 1849, p. 224.
their right [to the carcasses before
courts of the ~tralt1·.

Spring 1723 Massachusetts 8 2 Brought~tnto Boston by vessels from that Starbuck, 1878, p. 168
Bay (1) port; some may have been sperm whales.

1725 Noman's Land 1 1 26-barrel. by a 6-man crew. Banks, 1966a, p. 435.



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
I.D.

Struck Cert-
Dlte Local tty Seen Taken ILost Chased Drift .1nty l Connents Sources

.
March 1736 Of f Prov tncetown 1[-21] 1 ·Large·, est. 100 barrels oil; taken Allen, 1916, p. 134; Starbuck, 1878,

-at sea- by a Provincetown vessel. p. 32. 158. [see Boston NeWS-Letter,
18 March tnd 1 April 1736]

11 May 1736 40 leagues E•. of 2 2 Could have been spenm whales, jUdging Starbuck, 1878, p. 32 [see Boston
Georges Blnk by location and circumstances. News-Letter. 27 MIY 1736.

Up to 5 Jan •• Provincetown 2 2 -Snaal'· • Allen, 1916, PP. 158-59. Starbuck,
season of 1878, pp. 32-33.
1737-38 I

Up to Feb., VlrtIOuth 1 1 Baleen 8-9 ft. long; large Allen, 1916, p. 159; Starbuck, 1878,
season of 1737- pp. 32-33.
38

1738-39 Provtncetown 6 2 "Small· • Allen, 1916, p. 159. Starbuck, 1878,
pp. 32-33.

1 1 "Large·, baleen 6 ft. long. AlIen, 1916. p. 159. Starbuck, 1878,
pp. 32-33.

1738-39 Slndwtch 2 2 "Small-. Allen, 1916, p. 159; Starbuck, 1878,
pp. 32-33.

1746- Clpt Cod -Not 2 Douglass, 1760, p. 59.
ibove
three
or
four-

10 feb. 1755 Truro 1 2 Allen, 1916, p. 134.



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
1.0.

Struck Cert-
Date Loc.l ity Seen Taken ILost Chased Drift a1nty l Connents Sources

Dec. 1756 King's [Lynn] 1 2 75 ft •• man Mrode into his mouth. in a The Corrector, Sag Harbor, 13 Feb.
Beach chair drawn by a horse-, 2 rtbs were 1830.

used for gate posts.

1770 Duxbury 1 2 Carcass found 1 .1. frOi shore, being Winsor, 1849, p. 86.
eaten by shar~s, 16+ bbls.

14 Jan. 1795 In Buzzards Bay 2 2 Two 40-bbl ~ales chased by ·several M N. B. Medley, 16 Jan. 1795.
boats within 3 IIi. of New Bedford.

4 Dec. 1808 Wi nter Is land, 1 2 Found -in the off1ng-i MgroundedM, 60 Bentley, 1911, p. 400.
near Sil. ft.

April 1822. Boston Bay 1 2 By a Cape Cod vesseli broke line and Allen. 1916. ~. 134-5. Nantucket
escaped. Inquirer 2(17 : 25 April 1822.

March 1824 Martha's Vineyard 1 2 MSmall-. Found dead by schooner Ru;t of Nantucket InqUirer, 4(15): 5 April
Boston; blubber taken to Edgartown or 1824.
trying out; Made 33-40 barrels of 011.
thought to have been struck by ~alers

operating frOM S side of island.

S April 1824 New Haven, Conn. 1[1] In harbor, chased by local Menter- Nantucket Inguirer, 4(16): 12 April
pr1s1ng se.en-. 1824.

19 Feb. 1828 Newport, R.I. 1 1 70 barrels oil, 44 ft. long, pursued by Allen, 1916, p. 135; Clark, 1887, p.
4 boats and twice harpooned on 18 Feb.; 48; New London Glzette, 27 Feb.
finally taken by Capt. Pott~r of 1828.
Newport.



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
1. D.

Struck Cert-
Date Locality Seen Taken ILost Chased Drift alnty 1 Connents Sources

.
11 April 1835 Off Provincetown 1 1 8y schooner Columbia of Provincetown, New-Bedford Herecury

expected to produce 75-80 bbls 011.

1 Sept. 1838 Ne-.buryport 1 1 Ca 40 ft.; found dead; £! 40 barrels Allen, 1916, p. 135, 140.
OTI.

25 March 1841 Edg.rtown 1 2 40-45 bbl. New-Bedford Mercury, 2 April 1841.

12 May 1841 Westport Point 2 1 Ca. 50 ft, 40 bbls; ca. 25ft., 20 bbls.; Morgan, 1841MS; New Bedford Mercury,
~ boats chased; 1~ gallons 011 14 May 1841.
expected.

11 May 1843 SE of Chath. 1 Very large. By schooner Cordelia of Allen, 1916, p. 135; Jennings, 1890,
(Great South Provincetown; 125 barrels 011 and 300 pp. 193-4.
Chlnnel) lb. baleen saved; 14 ft. baleen.

length of baleen and potential yield
(supposedly ca. Ii tons bone, CI. 300
bbls oil) suggest a bowhead. -

Mid-April 1848 Pl)Wouth + + 1 -Considerable number- seen, chased by Allen, 1916, p. 136.
5 vessels.

Late Jan. 1850 Provincetown 1 ~. -Large-. Allen, 1916, p. 136.
Harbor

Early Feb. 1850 Provincetown 1 1 -Large-, 50 barrels oil. Allen, 1916, p. 136.
Harbor

June 1850 In Peconic Bay 1 2 35 ft. Caulkins, 1895, p. 639.!!..
n.ar Greenport,
Long Island, N.Y.



Table 1. Continued.

Whales

Date Loca11ty

.......--.-...--......--.....----.---4 I. D.
Struck Cert-

Seen Taken Ilost Chased Drift a1nty 1 Comments Sources

Allen. 1916,· p. 136.

Allen. 1916. pp. 136-7.

By a Provincetown schooner.

"Large·, 60 barrels oil. Allen, 1916, p. 136; Clark, 1887.
p. 41; Goode, 1884, p. 24!.

·large", 75 b.lrrels oil. 8ft. baleen. Allen, 1916, p. 136.

2

2

1

1

11

2

2

1

1

Provincetown
Harbor

Provincetown

April 1853

Provincetown (1n
Massachusetts Bay)

Early Oct. 1852 Massachusetts Bay

Mid-May 1852

1 Nov. 1850

Late Nov. 1858 Provincetown

Allen. 1916. p. 137; Nantucket
In1uirer, 34(153): 2S Die. 1854; WSL
12 43): 26 Dec. 1854. -

~l Dec. 1854 Provincetown 1

1

1

1

Drifted ashore mid-Dec. at Sandwich,
48 ft., 30-40 or 60 barrels; harpoon
suggested it was Provincetown whale
killed but lost on 11th.

One whale ·several times fired at with Allen, 1916. p. 137.
harpoon guns. eventually escaped".

Allen. 1916. p. 118. 137, 171.
Allen. 1908, p. 322.

~ 18(3): 27 Mirch 1860.

Large, 47-48 ft.; produced 80 [or 83]
barrels, 14 gallons oil; 1001 lb
baleen. Skeleton tn Museum of Compa­
rattve 100109Yi baleen 7ft. long.

Large, 48 ft., 84 barrels 01" 1000 lbs Goode. 1884. p. 24.
baleen.

By Samuel Loper and others; ·several"
seen in harbor on March 18.

2

1

1

1

1

1Sever­
al

Pl~outh (but
towed to
Provincetown)

Cape Cod Bay, near
Provincetown

Provincetown17-24 March
1860

April 1864
[Allen, 1883,
referred to
1t as 1865]

1867



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
I.. D.

Struck Cert-
Date Local tty Seen Taken /Lost Chased Drift a1nty 1 Comments Sources

.
1 March 1870 Provincetown 2 1 1 Mother and calf, cow struck; while Allen, 1916, p. 137.

Harbor lancing, the line had to be cut.

1887 Provincetown 1 1 large, male, 4~ ft.; 70 barrels 011. Allen, 1916, p. 138.

20 May 1888 Prov1nceto"n 2 1 large, produced 170 barrels oil (one Allen, 1916, pp. 138-9, 171; WSL 46
(Massachusetts gave 80 bbls, 800 lbs baleen). (17): 29 May 1888.. -
Bay)

May 1888 Provincetown 1 1 large. found dead near Georges Bank; Allen, 1916, p. 139; WSl 46(17): 29
probably killed by stealer A.B. Nicker- May 1888. -
soni 50 ft.

I June 1888 Provincetown 1 1 1 Mother and calf. Mother 55-60 ft., pro- Allen, 1916, pp. 130-1. 139, 143,
duced 100 barrels oil, 1500 lb. baleen; 171;~ 46(19): 12 June 1888.
·unusually large and fat M

; calf sank;
killed with bomb lances by stea-er A.B.
Nickerson. 2 ----

1893 Tiverton, R.I. 1 2 large, ca. 50 ft., stranded at Newport, Allen, 1916, p. 139.
R.I. -

1894 Fort Ad..s, R.I. 1 1 First seen off Conantcut Is. R.I. Allen, 1916, p. 139.
[check state?]

October 1894 Boston Bay 1 1 Thought to have been the whale killed at Allen, 1916, p. 139.
Nahant the following Marchi may have
overwintered in this area.



Table 1. Continued.

Whales
1.0.

Struck Cert-
Date Locality Seen Taken /lost Chased Drift a1nty l Comments Sources

.
Late March 1895 Nahant 1 1 large, male, escaped towing gear; found Allen. 1916, p. 120. 139; True,

. dead on 1 April, 25 mi N. of Race Point; 1904, p. 268•
42 ft. 50-60 bbl whale; 51 ft. baleen.

15 Jan. 1909 Provincetown 1 1 small, female, entangled in fish trap, Allen, 1916, plate 9. pp. 119. 140.
killed with bomb lance; 10.59 m long; a
"scrag-.

Spring 1910 Provincetown 1 1 Allen. 1916, p. 140.

1 The certainty of our identification of the whales as right whales was evaluated according to the following criteria: 1 • whale was taken by shore Whalers
tn 1725 or earlier; baleen at least 3 ft. long or considered worth saving; yield 40 barrels oil or more; whale clearly identified as a balaentd by our
source (anyone of these criteria Is sufficient). 2· whale was taken after 1725; no definite evidence it was a balaen1d, but also no definite evidence
that 1t was not. -The Right Whale and less often the Humpback, were the only spectes regularly hunted tn our waters until the introduction of more
deadly apparatus than the hand harpoon, so that 1t .ay usually be assumed that when 'whales' are mentioned in t~e old accounts as seen or pursued. the
Right Whale is the spectes intended. Especially is this the case. since Finbacks or Humpbacks are usually so designated- (Allen. 1916, p. 132). No
whale other than the bowhead has baleen longer than 3 ft. Though large sperm whales often yielded more than 40 barrels of otl, .ysticete5 other than
balaenids rarely did. particularly when only the blubber was tried out (see M1tchell and Reeves. 1983. p. 188. for I discussion of h~pback yields).

2 Whalers also hunting fin whales at this time.
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Table 2. Nantucket shore Nha11ng. Citations for Little refer to Little (1981).

Whales I. D.
Cert-

Date Ew1dence of Whaling Activity Seen Taken Drift a1nty 1 Source

14 May 1605 ·SIW ..ny Whales. as we had two or three d~s before- at 41·20'. 2+ 2 Little. p. 11

1686 Possible sile of products from drift whale by Indians. 1 2 Little. p. 32

1691 Possible sile of products fron drift whale by. Ind1 ansa 1 2 Little, p. 32

1691 - 1695 Four whaling stat10ns active on S side. Little, p. 19, 22

1696 - 1719 Evidence of ~aleboit building and whaleboat oar crafting on the Little, tables 5, 6
[or 1731] island.

1696 • 1733 Tools for Whiling fra. boats 1n black~1th's account book. Little. table 7

1702 - 1723 Shore whaling stat10ns active. Little, p. 25

7th day, 11th A MstuntM• 1 1 8lacks.tth, 1683-1738i also
IIOnth 1708 see Little, p. 11

1709 By this ti.e, sloops carrying 2 whaleboats each were being used to Little, pp. 11-12
whale on Nantucket Sholls.

W1nter 1710 A ·cutterMpaid for cutting blubber. 1[1] 1 Little, p. 8

1711 A Mdrysk1nM, I ·yearling-, and possibly a third Mfat M whale taken. 3 2-3 1 little, pp. II, 75

1712 A spenl whale (·Spe~asetl·) caught. Supposedly the first of its Blacksmith, 1683-1738i
species taken by Nantucket ~alersi taken Maccidentally some distance Little, p. 12
south of Nantucket-.

£11712 ·Trt1ng of 2 barills of fat ~ale.- 1[1] 1 Little, appendix 10

1713 A ·drysktn- and possibly a second MfatM whale taken. 2 1-2 1 Little, pp. II, 75



Table 2. Conttnued.

Whales I. D.
tert-

Dlte Evidence of Whaling Activity Seen Taken Drift 11nty1 Source

.
1714 Reference to -the ftrst ~ale-. 1 1 Macy. 1707-1760

1715 Ref.rences to -the first ~ail- and -the second what'-. 2 1 Little, appendix 10, p. 76

1715 15(est. ) See text

1716 Dispute concerning role of Indians in whaling. Anon., 1919

1717 Reference to -whaleing and fishing on this shore-, reference to -the 1(+1) 1 Macy. 1707-1760; Little,
vinYlr ~il.· (attributed to 1714 by Little). -18 long bone sold-. pp. 75-76

1718 Complaint by Indians ibout their whaling returns. Little, p. 70; Starbuck, 1924,
p. 143

1718 Began -".11ng -out in the deep-. Little, p. 12

1726 28 bolt crews of 6 -en each. 86 2 Starbuck, 1924, p. 356; Mlcy,
1835, p. 31; Starbuck, 1878,
p. 22

1726 ~ 27-30 ~Il. houses- on Nantucket. Little. p. 25

Dec.ber 1727 Ad~'s -naltn, trip. 1 2 Lit t 1e, PP. 7. 70

1727 Shire (lIY) of 17/, barrels oil indicates 1 whale was taken. 1 2 Little, p. 32, appendix 7

February 1729 Awhiling voylge 1n I ~alebolt WIS made frOM Nantucket to Martha's - Little, PP. 7, 70
Dr 1730 Vin.yard.

Late February Reference to -• .nale d~~, indicating interest 1n shore whaling was Littl •• pp. 7-8
1731 alive.
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Table 2. Continued.

~

Whales I. D.
Cert-

Dlte .Evidence of Whaling Activity Seen Taken Drift aintyl
,.

1732 As Many IS 27 whaling ·co-panies- may have been ~al1ng alongshore.
,.

1746 • 1750 At '.Ist I ·cow , calf· taken. 2 2
...

1760 -Along-shore ~al1ng continued at Nantucket until 1760.· 28-30 max.
no. of shore Mhaleboats at Nantucket •.

1775 Whale houses and look-out .asts in pl ace at SI asconset,.

No date 30 whaleboats at sea S of Nantucket.
(before 1192)

3 May 1796 A flolt1ng SPeni whale found and towed by a sloop to Nantucket; made
50 bbls body oil And 35 head; sold for $2689.

10. 19 April One large and one small. 31 and 16 barrels oil on 10 April. 30 + 3 1
1800 barrels oil on 19 April.

Early June -A large h~pback or right whale- seen for several d~s. preparations 1 2
1854 _ide to chase ttl

10 Nov.ber One ~ale seen. not chased. 1 1
1863

End Novenaber 2 whales seen and chased. 2 1
1864

April 1871 Found dead in the sound; towed to Nantucket and ftensed. 1 1

1st week Large (40 bbl) -nale chased. 1 1-
November 1876

Source

Little. p. 33, appendix 2
Little, p. 16

Little. pp. 15-16

Little. p. 18

Little. p. 8

!:!:.. Medley. 6 and 20 May 1796

Macy, 1835. pp. 150-1i Allen,
1916. pp. 129, 134

The Whale-an. Ne~ Bedford, 9
"JUne 1854; QSL 12(15) i 13 June
1854 -

Allen. 1916. p. 131

Allen, 1916. p. 137

Stackpole, 1982

Allen, 1916, pp. 137-38



Table 2. Continued.

Whales 1.0.
Cert-

Date Ewidence of Whaling Activity Seen Taken Drift a1nt1 1 Source

..
1 Nov.ber 1877 A ·'arge scrag ~.'e· seen. 1 2 Allen, 1916, p. 138

Mid Apri 1 1886 Produced 125 barrels oil and 1500-2000 lb baleen. all told. One sank 4 1 Allen, 1916, pp. 126-128, 138,
in 11 'Ith.s. Nantucket and Tuckernuck (one towed to New Bedford). 171; WSl 44(13):4 Mly 1886.

StlCkpole, 1982

Late April to Up to 25 Nhales seen near coast; chased by schooner ~. 1125 1 Allen, 1916, p. 138
early May 1886

10 May 1886 1 1 Allen, 1916. p. 138

1st wek -Several Mseen. 2+ 1 Allen, 1916, p. 139
April 1891

1-4 April 1897 MSeveral- seen lAd chased. 2+ 1 Allen. pp. 139-140

£.! 24 May 1913 S shore of Muskeget Island. 2 I Allen. 1916, p. 140

1 The certainty of our identification of the whales as right whales was evaluated according to the following criteria: I-whale was taken by shore whalers
In 1725 or earlier; baleen It least 3 ft long or considered NOrth savi~g; yield 40 barrels oil or MOre; whale clearly identified as a balaenid by our
source (anyone of these criteril is suffici.nt). 2-whale was taken after 1725; no definite evidence it was a balaenid, but also no definite evidence
that 1t was nor. See Tlble I, footnote!.

2 Little (1981, e.g. p. 11) interpreted the 11st1ng ••••fat ~ale••• • In the account books she examined to refer to -fat- whales taken. However. we
suspect that in the context it • ., hive ..ant ·whale fat-. Thus. it should not necessarily be taken as evidence that an additional whale was caught.



Table 3. Entries referring to whales or whaling in Manasseh Minor's diary.
1696-1720 (Miner and Miner, 1915).

Date Entry
. Page of

pUblished diary

.3 December 1697

17 October 1698

14 December 1702

24 February 1703

25 February 1703

3 March 1703

4 March 1703

5 March 1703

10 March 170J

16 March 1703

22 March 1703

23 March 1703

27 March 1703

4 March 1705

8 March 1705

4 August 1706

14 August 1706

22 April 1709

21 December 1714

Robin Abnar and pelig went a whalin. 26

I went to fishars island for oyle. 31

Abell went a whaling. 57

Sam hand &Company cam hear. 59

the whale brak their boat. 59

•••a whale broght on shore. 59

•••the boat 1anched. 59

wee went to see the whale. 59

a whal e at wadawanvk. 59

Abel came from whaling. 59

Samvel hand came a whaling. 59

killed 3 whals amongst them.... 59

Sam hand went to cut his great whale.... 59

••• a wh a1 kill ed • 75

I sold one bar;ll of sider to the whalmen •••• 75

wee feched the whal boat.... 94

we went to fishas island in a whal boat. 94

I feched the whal boat home. 115

I brought oyle from SC. 120



Table 4. Information on Long Island shore whaling not included in Reeves and Mitchell (1986a, table 1). Where Reeves
and Mitchell (1986a) 1s cited as one of the sources, the record itself was included in the previous table but
the data presented here supplement~r clarify those given earlier.

Date Locality Comments

Early March 1895 Bridgehampton Right whale chased by 2 boats.

17 October 1895 Easthampton and Right whale and fin whale chased by 2
Amagansett boats.

4 November 1895 Gardiners Bay Fin whale chased by 2 Greenport boats.

20 February 1897 Amagansett 40-ft rlght whale, produced less 011 and
bone than expected. Actual yield was 18
bbls, 375 lbs; expected yield had been
30 bbls, 600-700 lbs.

Early December 1905 E of Fire Capt. Tyson Dominy of Easthampton killed
Isl and Inlet 3 finbacks; all sank.

March 1883 Amagansett Large [right] whale struck and lost;
carcass seen floating "miles off the
shore" next day.

Winter 1883-84 Amagansett No whales seen.

27 December 1893 Southampton The large right whale was taken by 2 boats
headed by Captains Rogers and Hubert White,
"two retired Arctic whalemen"; estimated
worth: $2, 000.

22 March 1907 Amagansett. 5 boats chased a whale.

Source

Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 10 March
1895. p. 7

East Hampton Star, 18 October
1895; Brooklyn Oa11Y Eagle, 19
October la9S, p. 1

Brook"lyn Dai 1y Eagle, 4 November
1895

Reeves and Mitchell, 1986a;
Brooklln Daily Eagle. 26 February
189" p. 4

New York Tribune, 11 December
1905, p. 8

New York Tribune, 26 January
1885, p. 5

New York Tribune, 26 January
1885, p. 5

Reeves and M1tchell, 1986a; New
York Tribune, 28 December 18~
p. 5 •

New York Sun, 23 March 1907, p. 5



Table 4. Continued.

Date ..• Local ity

21 March 1911 Southampton

7 April 1894 Amagansett

1853 Montauk and
west-

4 September 1766 Coney Island

Conments

2 boats chased a "school" of whales.

Large right whale. 50 ft long, baleen
7 ft, expected yield of at least 50 bbls.

Schooner Amulet of Greenport had taken 3
[right] whales by 18 April; had seen
whales 20 times.

40 ft. expected to yield 70 bbls.

Source

New York Tribune. 22 March 1911.
p. 14

New York Tribune. 8 April 1894,
p. I; Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 8
April 1894. p. 2; Reeves and
Mitchell, 1986a

Whalemen's Shipping List. 11(8):
26 April 1853.

Weiss et al., 1974. p. 104.



Table 5. Records of right whales from the coasts of Delaware, Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

Whales
I. D.. Struckl Cert-

Date Loca11ty Seen Taken lost Drift Chased a1nty 1 Conwnents Sources
.

5 Dec. 1632 Near Cape 1 Parr. 1969, p. 118
Henlopen 2

1-2 Jan. 1633 Well inside 3 Parr, 1969, p. 125
Delaw.re 8ay 2

1 Jan. - end DelAWlre 8ay 7 10 32 barrels of oil; the 7 secured Whales Parr, 1969, pp. 127, 130
of March 1633 1 were the ~allest of those struck.

1646 North River 2 1 ·grounded on an island". Weiss et al •• 1974, p. 103
1

1668 - 1671 Navesink 1 1 ~hale ·cast ashore" and "delivered Weiss et al •• 1974, p. 16
1 to· a whaling company.

£!,1683 Mouth of Dela~are 11 Watson, 1855, yol. 2, p. 428
Bay . 1

1684 Near -.uth of 9 3 All before 4 April. Weiss et al., 1974, p. 15
Delaware Bay 1

1685 Delaware 8ay 1 Lipton, 1975, p. 11; Weiss et al.,
1 1974, p. 24

1688 Delaware River up 1 2 Watson, 1855, vol. 2, p. 428
as far IS Trenton
Falls

Winter 1693 - Cape May 8 1 8eesley, 1857, p. 175-6
1694



Table 5. Continued.

Whales
1.0.. Struckl Cei-t-

Date Local tty Seen Taken Lost Drift Chased ainty 1 Comments Sources

Winter 1695 - Cape May 2 1 ·Old cow and calf H
• Beesley, 1857, p. 175-6

1696

Winter 1696 - Cape MAy + 1 HMade a great voyageM• Beesley. 1857. p. 175-6
1697

Winter 1717 - Cape May 6 1 Weiss et al., 1974. p. 22, 34 [The
1718 Egg Harbor 12 1 Boston Newsletter, 24 March 1718]

1730 North of Cape May 1 2 MCOW· whale, 50 ft long, stranded, Watson. 1855, vol. 2, p. 429
apparently killed by local whalers.

April 1733 Del.are River 2 2 Cow and calf. Watson, 1855, vol. 2. p. 429
near Phil.delphia

February 1736 Cape May 2 2 40 barrels of otl. Watson, 1855, vol. 2. p. 429

£! April 1742 Eastward of Cape 2 1 £! 4' ft bone, near 7 ft bone. Lipton, 1975, p. 17. [Boston &lzette
May or Weekly Journal of May 11. 1742].

Weiss et al •• 1974, p. 22

February 1744 Sandy Hook 1[1] 2 36 ft long, tat 1 10 ft broad. Weiss et 11., 1974. p. 104 [This
old Monmouth of Ours, W.S. Horner,
Freehold. 1932]

March 1752 MBrtgtnteenM 2 1 1 a year1 tng, 1 a stunt. Table 6
Beach

Spring 1753 Cape May 6 2 Weiss et al., 1974, p. 22. [Sarah A.
. ThOllas. Cape May Co. Mal. Hi st. and

Geneal June 1950, p. 11 ]
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Table 5. Continued.

Whales
1.0.

Struckl Cert.
Date Locality Seen Taken Lost Drift Chased atnty 1 Connents Sources

.
February - Pecks Belch 3+ - 2 Table 6
April 1756

March'- April Five Mtl. BelCh. 2+ 2 Table 6
1757 Clpe May Co.

February • Absecon 2+ 2 Tlble 6
March 1759

April 1764 Townsend's Inlet 2+ 1 1 2+ 1 Secured whale sank and was recovered Table 6
2 days later. 23 barrels otl. 230 lbs
bone, 4 ft 8 in. long.

Februlry [and Pecks Belch ·Plen- 4 2 Table 6
liter] 1765 (Oceln City), ty-

Lud1.'s Beach
(Clpe May Co.)

January 1766 Pecks Beach + 2 Table 6

1766 -Below the 1 2 Cast ashore. 49 ft long. Weiss et 11 •• 1974, p. 104. [Journal
Nlrrows on the of Capt. Montressor. N.Y. Historical
elst stde- Society Collections. vol. 14, 1881]

September 1766 Coney Is1and 1 2 40 ft lon~t 70 barrels oil (expected); Wetss et al., 1974, p. 104 [Proc.
taken ~y men from Elizabethtown. N. N.J. Hist. Soc., Yol. 13, no. 4,
J. t at Coney Island, N.Y. 1928]

1782 Manasquan Beach 1 2 Found dead 15 sept. with harpoon in Weiss et al •• 1974, p. 18, 104 [New
carcass. Jersey Gazette, Oct. 9. 1782] .
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Table 5. Continued.

Whales
I. D.

Struckl Cert-
Date Locil tty Seen Taken Lost Drift Chased a1 nt1 1 Coonents Sources

.
1792 Absecon BelCh 1 2 Washed ashore at Absecon bearing 2-3 Weiss et 11 •• 1974. p. 34 ~Wtls0n.

harpoons. H. 1953. The Jersey Shore

1803 Absecon Bar 1 1 Stranded o~ Absecon Bari had been Lipton, 1975, p. 17 [Kraft, B. R.
struck and lost by Long Beach Island 1960~i Weiss et 11 •• 1974. p. 34,
W1alers. 104 Wilson, H. 1953. The Jersey

Shore]

1809 Dellwlre River 1 2 Watson, 1855, vol. 2, p. 429; contra
near Chester, '1. Weiss et al., 1974, p. 109 -------

1813 Absecon Beach 1 2 Dead whale floated ashore. Weiss et al., 1974, p. 104·5 [Diary
of SlIIuel Mickle, in Notes on Old
Gloucester County, N.J. f.H.
Steward Ed., 1917, vol. I, p. 197]

Nov.ber 1814 DellWlre River 1 1 22 ft long, 1 ft 8 1n. baleen. Wetss et 11 •• 1974. ~. 18. 105. 109.
just below III [Sussex Register i Rhoads, 1903,
Trenton Bridge p. 11

6 May 1820 Sandy Hook 1 2 See text

13 May 1820 Sandy Hook 1 1 See text

20 May 1820 Sandy Hook(?) 1 2 Washed ashore in Long Island Sound. Weiss et al. , 1974. p. 18. 105; see
thought to have been harpooned text
earlier off Sandy Hook.

1824 Near 8.yonne, 1 2 Washed ashore on 7 April, 52 ft or Weiss et al., 1974. p. 18, 105 - 06
N.J. 58 ft long. [The Washington Whig, Bridgeton.

I N.J. Aug. 28, 1824]
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Table 5. Continued.

Whales
I. O.

Struck/ Cert-
Date Locality Seen Taken Lost Drift Chased ainty 1 Coanents Sources

End of March Cape May • + 2 Weiss et al., 1974, p. 22, [The
1825 Bridgeton Observer and Cumberland,

Cape May and Sal81 Advertiser,
April 2, 1825]

8 Nov.ber Delawlre River 1 2 Swimming downstream. Weiss et 11., 1974, p. 106
1861 near R1ce.ond

1862 Delaware River 1 1 37 ft. Cope, 1865, 1866
ntar Philadelphia

ca 1864 - Raritan 8ay 1[1] 1 New York Times, 15 March 1891
lI65

30 May 1874 Raritan River 1 1 48 ft, 4 ft baleen. Cope. 1874, p. 89; Rhoads, 1903,
near Sayrev t11e p. 13

ca 10 May Long Bran 1 1 -A Greenland whale-; 42 ft, expected New York Times. 12 Miy 1878
8 to produce 60 bbls oil.

Spring 1882 Near Egg Harbor 1 1 ·Shot with a rifle, hacked with an Weiss et al., 1974, p. 110-11;
axe. and at 1ast killed wi th a Holder, 1883
harpoon"; 48 ft, fe-ale.

1900 - 1910 Asbury Park 1 2 MEnonmous whale was washed ashore. - Weiss et al •• 1974, p. 107
[Postcard in Special Collections,
Rutgers University Library]

1 The certainty of our identification of the whales as right whales was evaluated according to the following criteria: I-whale was taken by shore whalers
tn 1725 or earlier; baleen at least 3 ft long or considered worth saving; yield 40 barrels oil or more; whale clearly identified as I balaentd by our
source (anyone of these criteria 1s sufficient). 2-whale was taken after 1725; no definite evidence it was a balaenid, but also no definite evidence
that it was not. See Tabl. I, footnote 1.
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Table 6. Continued.

Year
Whiling season

Start date End date S1ghtings Struck/lost Killed/secured Whaling sites

1765

1766

February

28 Jan.

1

1

"Plenty".

·Saw no whales one1y
Sam Spouts."

o

o

2 by Cresse's co.;
1 by them in coop.
with Ludlams Beach

. co.; 1 by Ludl.s
Beach co. alone.

o

Seven Mile Beach;
Peck Beach; lud1ams
Beach

Pecks Beach



Figure 1.

95

FIGURE LEGENDS

Number of right whales killed, by decade, Maine to Florida,.
1630-1939. Data from Tables 1-6 and text of this paper,

Reeves and Mitchell (1986a, b; 1987M5), and Reeves and Barto

(1985). DoclRented secured catch has been multiplied by 1.2

to correct for hunting loss.

Figure 2a-1. Frequency of occurrence of right whales, by month, in four

regions: New England. Long Island. New Jersey and Delaware

Bay, and North Carolina to Florida. Data from Tables 1-6 and

text of this paper. Reeves and Mitchell (1986a. table 1).

Reeves and Mitchell (1986b, table 3), and Reeves and Mitchell

(1987M5" table 2).
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