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A Review of Old Basque Whaling and its Effect on the Right 
Whales (Eubalaena glacialis) of the North Atlantic

ALEX AGUILAR
Department of Zoology (Vertebrates), Faculty of Biology, University of Barcelona, Barcelona 08028, Spain

ABSTRACT
The available information from ancient Basque whaling is reviewed. The operations have been divided into three episodes according 
to the areas of exploitation.

In the local fishery of the Bay of Biscay, Eubalaena glacialis was the main target species, although Physeter macrocephalus and other 
species might also have been harvested at least occasionally. Whaling seems to have appeared first in the French Basque country in 
the 11 th century and later it spread gradually to the remaining areas but this should not be related to a reduction of stocks. A peak 
in the overall operations was probably reached around the 16th and 17th centuries but thereafter a decline in the fishery is evident. 
The catch rate per season was probably not very high but other factors such as the preference of the whalers for the calves would 
have had detrimental effects on the stock. The total removals are impossible to estimate but the present population in the Bay of Biscay 
must be negligible, since only a few records of this species have occurred during this century.

Whaling in Newfoundland began during the 1530s and reached its maximum success at the end of the 16th century. Eubalaena glacialis 
probably represented the bulk of the catches, although Balaena mysticetus was also taken, especially from 1610, when the Basques 
moved further to the north due to the scarcity of whales on the initial whaling grounds. The average catch per boat is estimated at 
12 whales or thereabouts and thus, the total harvest per season ranged from 300 to 500 whales. This means that about 25,000 to 40,000 
whales might have been killed from 1530 to 1610, when the stock showed signs of depletion. Basque whaling on the Canadian grounds 
continued until the end of the 17th century.

Little information is available for whaling operations in the northeastern North Atlantic, since most of the capital invested came 
from outside the Basque whaling community, and often they only acted as harpooners or sailors. Purely Spanish expeditions were 
only occasionally carried out, and they took place from the 15th to the middle of the 18th century. The target species in Ireland, Norway 
and Iceland was probably E. glacialis, but in North Greenland and Spitzbergen it was B. mysticetus.

At the beginning of the 18th century, Spanish whaling operations, both in local and northern grounds, were in clear decline. Several 
companies, some of them with the support of the Crown, were created in order to carry on whaling in the northern seas, the Canary 
Islands and South America. However, all the enterprises failed and, in 1797, the last overseas Spanish whaler was back in port.

INTRODUCTION
In recent years, extensive reviews of historical sources 
and data for the different regions of the Bay of Biscay 
involved in old whaling have been carried out, and a fairly 
high proportion of the information about this subject is 
easily available and intelligible. Fischer (1871) in 
Southern France, Ciriquiain (1979) in the Basque 
country, Gonzalez Echegaray (1978) in Santander, 
Castanon (1964) in Asturias and Meijide (1971) in 
Galicia compiled part of the still-existing information 
about the local whale fishery, and Barkham (1979) has 
gone deeper into the Newfoundland operations. How 
ever the passage of time, the rather high incidence of 
warfare against neighbouring nations and Spanish 
internal struggles, all contributed towards gaps and 
uncertainties in the already reduced written material from 
these operations, and much information is still stored in 
the hundreds of manuscripts existing in Spanish libraries, 
to which access is difficult.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
In the present paper, I have used the above mentioned 
reviews and many other papers, together with original 
manuscripts preserved in the following archives: 

Archivo Historico Nacional (Madrid): AHN 
Archive Historico Provincial (Santander): AHPS 
Archivo de los Protocolos de Guipuzcoa (Onate):

APG 
Biblioteca Real Academia de la Historia (Madrid):

BRAH
Coleccion Vargas Ponce, Museo Naval (Madrid): VP 
Museo Naval, Ministerio de Marina (Madrid): MN

RESULTS
Essentially, the inhabitants of the coastal areas of the Bay 
of Biscay were involved in three theatres of whaling: 
the local fishery off the coasts of their countries, the 
Newfoundland and Labrador expeditions, and the 
whaling in the northeastern European grounds (Green 
land, Iceland, Norway and Spitzbergen). In Table 1, the 
most important features of these stages have been put 
together for an easier comparison.

The bulk of old whaling was carried out by Basques 
although often with crew or capital from other areas 
(AHPS 1587; AHPS 1554; AHPS 1596) and, when 
mentioning them, I will usually refer both to the Spanish 
and the French Basques.

Local whaling off the coasts of Northern Spain and 
Southern France
Responsibility for ancient Spanish local whaling has been 
traditionally apportioned to the Basques but although 
this was true in the overseas expeditions, it should in 
fairness be shared, in the local operations, among all the 
countries or regions whose coasts fringe the Bay of 
Biscay, from Southern France to the Cape Finisterre.

Along this coastline, up to 47 ports are known to have 
sustained whaling settlements at some time. Both 
culturally and administratively, five different regions can 
be distinguished (French Basque country, Spanish 
Basque country, Santander, Asturias and Galicia), and it 
is worth keeping them in mind when examining the trends 
of the fishery (Fig. 1).
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Table 1. 
Main features of whaling operations in the different whaling grounds and areas. For references see text.

Whaling ground

French Basque Country
Spanish Basque Country
Santander
Asturias
Galicia
English Channel
Newfoundland
Greenland
Spitzbergen
Iceland

First document 
certifying

Basque whaling

1059
1150
1190
1232
1371

XIV cent.?
1530
1613

XVI cent.?
1412

First signs
of decline

ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.

ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.

1500
1600
1650
1650
1650

9

1610
1650?
1650?
1650?

Last whale
caught1

1567
1893
1720
1722
1720

XVI cent.?
1713

ca. 1750
ca. 1750
ca. 1750

Other possible
Target species

N.
N.
N.
N.
N.
N.
N.
N.

Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic
Atlantic

right
right
right
right
right
right
right
right

whale
whale
whale
whale
whale
whale
whale
and bowhead

target species

Sperm
Sperm
Sperm
Sperm
Sperm
Sperm

and gray
and gray
and gray
and gray
and gray
and gray

whale?
whale?
whale?
whale?
whale?
whale?

Bowhead whale
-

Bowhead whale
N. Atlantic right whale Bowhead whale

1 Or last document certifying commercial Basque whaling.

In the Basque country, whaling was carried out as a 
cooperative enterprise among all the fishermen of the 
town, who launched small rowing boats every time a 
whale was spotted and in which they approached and 
eventually killed the cetacean. Spotting of cetaceans was 
the task of full time watchmen located on suitable 
look-out towers and, consequently, the whaling ground 
was limited to only several miles around the port. In the 
remaining areas, the pattern of operation was basically 
the same although small vessels which allowed the 
whalers to chase the whale in open waters were 
occasionally used, mainly in Galicia. Castanon (1964), 
Gonzalez Echegaray (1978) and Ciriquiain (1979) have 
described such operations and may be consulted if further 
detail is desired.

The actual origin of whaling in the area has been 
extensively discussed over the years and for simplicity 
I will assume here that the fishery started just when the 
first extant document giving notice of it appeared. Thus, 
the beginning may be fixed in the year 1059 (Lefebvre, 
1933) when a regulatory measure was taken in order to 
concentrate whale meat in the market of Bayonne. 
Whaling in the remaining areas began a little later, and 
considerably later in Galicia, from which we have no 
documentation until the end of the 14th century.

BAY OF BISCAY

Fig. 1. Whaling settlements and areas in the coastal operations of the 
Bay of Biscay. (1): French Basque country: Biarritz, St. Jean de Luz, 
Inin. (2): Spanish Basque country: Bermeo, Lequeitio, Ondarroa, 
Motrico, Zumaya, Guetaria, Zarauz, Orio, San Sebastian, Pasajes, 
Fuenterrabia, Deva. (3): Santander: San Vincente de la Barquera- 
Uriambre, Comillas, Suances, Santander, Santona, Laredo, Castro 
Urdiales. (4): Asturias: Llanes, Ribadesella, Lastres, Tazones, Gijon, 
Candas, Luanco, Aviles, Cudillero, Cadavedo, Luarca, Puerto de 
Vega, Tapia, Figueras, Antrellusa. (5): Galicia: Camarinas, Lage, 
Corme, Malpica, Cayon, Cedeira, Foz-Nois, San Ciprian, Ribadeo, 
Burela.

Without doubt, the most important target species of 
the local Spanish whalers was the North Atlantic right 
whale, Eubalaena glacialis, which was chased when 
approaching the coast on its winter migration. Neverthe 
less, although most contemporary pictures and skeletal 
remains from the catches proved to be of this species, 
other species such as the sperm whale, Physeter 
macrocephalus, are known to have been caught, and the 
possibility that other cetaceans were occasionally killed 
has been discussed elsewhere (Graells, 1889; Aguilar, 
1981). Furthermore, the discovery of subfossil remains 
from gray whales, Eschrichtius robustus, in the North 
Sea, some of them being only about fifteen hundred years 
old, puts forward the possibility that this species was also 
hunted by the ancient whalers (Deinse and Junge, 1937; 
De Smet, 1981). However, most evidence indicates that 
the North Atlantic right whale dominated the catch, at 
least at the time of heaviest exploitation.

The whaling season in Northern Spain and Southern 
France lasted from October-November to February- 
March, with a probable peak around January (AHPS 
1607; 1640; VP 1685; Molina, 1549). Besides the Bay of 
Biscay whaling, catches and sightings of E. glacialis at 
various times are known to have occurred occasionally 
in several other localities of the eastern temperate North 
Atlantic. Fischer (1881), Teixeira (1979), Clarke (1981) 
and Brown (1986) reported them from the Cape Verde 
Islands, Azores, Madeira and continental Portugal, and 
Gasco (1878) and Jouan (1891) described the appear 
ance of two North Atlantic right whales in the 
Mediterranean, one in Italy and another in Algiers. These 
last reports refer to encounters which took place in winter 
and at the beginning of spring, which, together with the 
October-March season in the Bay of Biscay and the 
essentially summer season in the Hebrides, Faroes and 
Iceland (Collett, 1909; Schevill and Moore, 1983), 
support a typical north-south migration rather than the 
Gulf Stream-linked movement suggested by Thompson 
(1918).

Many authors have considered that the Basques first 
heavily reduced the whales in their area and then, 
impelled by the scarcity of catches in their grounds, 
moved to the adjacent provinces (Gonzalez Echegaray, 
1978; Ciriquiain, 1979). Nevertheless, this assertion has 
to be carefully considered, since evidence of whaling 
appears gradually along the coast with a difference of 
only a few decades from one region to the next. Thus, 
the first document regulating the whale fishery in the 
French Basque country dates from 1059 (Lefebvre,
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1933), in the Spanish Basque country from 1150 
(Soraluce, 1878), in Santander from 1190 (Gonzalez 
Echegaray, 1978) and in Asturias from 1232 (Graells, 
1889).

This small but gradual shift in the appearance of 
documentation suggests not a reduction of the stock but 
a successive transfer of whaling experience and tech 
niques. In addition, the fishery was then in its infancy 
and was to continue in the region for about 250 years 
more, all of which seems to indicate that the stock was 
quite healthy at this time.

In order to estimate the evolution of whaling 
operations in the different areas, I have used the number 
of extant manuscripts or written references from each 
settlement over the years as an index of activity. This 
estimator must be viewed cautiously since the relative 
abundance of documents does not necessarily imply a 
proportional intensity of whaling (i.e. it is reasonable to 
expect a higher proportion of written material in the later 
centuries than in the former ones, both because of better 
preservation and a more extended use of writing). 
Nevertheless, this is the only raw material available to 
me, and I have assumed that the existing bias would 
operate similarly for every region in a given period of 
time. A close selection of the material has been necessary 
and thus, the number of references considerably reduced. 
For example, quite often papers gave information about 
trade or tax regulations on whale fat or oil but it was not 
clear whether they referred to the local or the overseas 
operations. The sifted material comprises 224 references 
which I have put together in groups for every 50 years. 
The result of this exercise is represented in Fig. 2.

It is worth noting here that, although the timing of the 
beginning of the activity appears only slightly different 
from one area to the next (with the sole exception of 
Galicia), subsequent patterns seem to differ clearly 
between the different areas.

In the French Basque country, where whaling first 
seemed to occur, it never attained the primary importance 
that was achieved in the Spanish settlements. The number 
of towns devoted to this industry was only a few and the 
number of whales taken was probably small. Documen 
tation is not abundant, possibly due to the antiquity of 
the fishery, which probably reached its maximum success 
around the 13th century and declined later. Although 
cetaceans were opportunistically killed from time to time, 
the last documents denoting strict commercial whaling in 
the area were produced around the middle of the 16th 
century (Darracq, 1859; Fischer, 1881). The reasons 
which impelled the French Basques to give up whaling 
are uncertain but it cannot be a depletion of the stock, 
since the Spanish - as we will see - went on whaling 
several centuries more in the adjacent waters.

The Spanish Basque country is where whaling 
operations were most successfully carried on. The fishery 
may have begun around the 12th century and lasted until 
the 19th century, although only a few whales were 
harvested then (Aguilar, 1981). Written evidence shows 
a peak around the second half of the 16th century with 
a subsequent decline. This coincides with the general 
expansion of the Basque fisheries (mainly for cod and 
whales) to Galicia, Newfoundland and the northern seas. 
To what extent such expansion was due to the lack of 
catches in their local grounds is unknown because the 
Basques traditionally carried out expeditions to remote 
places, even when their own localities were not unfruitful.

40

20

20

0 

40 H

20-
<

Q_

10

0

20-

GALICIA

n n n 33

ASTURIAS

SANTANDER

n _n

n n 38

n n 54

SPANISH BASQUE 
COUNTRY

n QnH DD n 77

Fin
FRENCH 
BASQUE 
COUNTRY

n_ Dn n il n 22

1051 1101 1151 1201 1251 1301 1351 1401 1451 1501 1551 1601 1651 1701 1751 1801

5O-yr period beginning in...

Fig. 2. Percentage distribution of selected written references regarding 
whaling operations, from the different areas in the Bay of Biscay over 
time. See comments in the text. Material from: Aguirre (1952); Canga 
Arguelles (1841); Casariego (1959); Castanon (1964); Cavanilles 
(1858); Ciriquiain (1979); Duguy (1972); Fernandez Duro (1881); 
Fischer (1881); Gonzalez Echegaray (1978); Graells (1870); Guiard 
(1913); Lence Santar (1950); Markham (1881); Meijide (1971); 
Rabot (1928); Rey (1912); Soraluce (1878); Teran (1949); Tobio 
(1927); Yturbide (1918), and from the archives: A.H.N., V.P. and 
A.H.P.S.

Nores (1981) suggested that, since local whaling took 
place in winter and the northern variety in summer, the 
whalers would move from one place to the other and that 
would result in economic gain. However, this was not 
certainly the case, since the vessels of the northern 
expeditions were back in their port of origin in December 
or even January and sailed again in April of the following 
year (Barkham, 1979), thus leaving little time for local 
whaling, which began as early as October. In addition the 
operations in the areas were different and, for example, 
large galleons would be useless in the local operations in 
the Bay of Biscay. Finally, the private capital invested in 
the northern expeditions was independent of the 
cooperatively developed operations of the Basque 
country (Barkham, 1981).

Some catch statistics from three whaling settlements 
from the 16th to the 18th century are known (Aguilar, 
1981) and they show a decline over the years (Fig. 3). 
However, it is impossible to determine what the catch 
rates were in preceding years. One of the series (that of 
Lequeitio) begins in the year 1517, when it seems that 
whaling had attained its greatest significance and the 
number of whales taken was roughly two for every three 
years. According to Madoz (1811), 55 whales were caught 
off Zarauz from 1637 to 1801, which gives a catch rate
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Fig. 3. Catch results from three Spanish Basque whaling settlements, 
expressed as number of whales taken per 50 years period. For 
references, see text. • Zarauz, A Lequeitio, O Guetaria.

of one whale for every three years. Fernandez Duro 
(1881) speaks of 4 to 10 whales in one year but it is not 
clear if he refers to the catch of the most successful 
seasons or to an average over many seasons.

It has been repeatedly said (Gonzalez Echegaray, 
1978; Ciriquiain, 1979) that these catch levels must be 
very low in comparison with those of the preceding 
centuries but no evidence at all substantiates this 
assertion. In fact, we completely lack serial catch records 
prior to the 16th century and thus, no conclusion can be 
drawn. Nevertheless, it is feasible that the given catch is 
fairly representative of what the operations were like 
before the decline, which clearly started in the 17th 
century. It should be kept in mind that whales were killed 
essentially on an opportunistic basis (they had to 
approach the shore close enough to be spotted with the 
naked eye) and that, with the exception of the watchmen 
in the lookout towers, no other people were receiving a 
salary while there were no catches (VP 1685). Thus the 
economic investment was small and the profits from one 
single whale were enormous, since their value was very 
high in those days (Tuck and Grenier, 1982).

In this way, a catch rate per port of around one whale 
for every one or two years seems reasonable and might 
keep the fishery profitable. A more difficult question, 
however, is to estimate the size of the catch along the 
whole coast in a given year. Up to now, 47 whaling 
settlements have been identified in the Bay of Biscay but 
this does not mean that all of them worked at the same 
period of time. It is well known, for example, that some 
towns only hunted whales for a short period but the lack 
of detailed information on this precludes determination 
of the total catch number. Furthermore, it is also certain 
that small galleons whaled - especially in Galicia - 
without a land settlement, and no details at all exist of 
such operations (Ciriquiain, 1979).

From this it seems that the total catch per year would 
not much exceed some dozens, possibly reaching one 
hundred or thereabouts. It is not my intention here to 
arrive at a value but to suggest that the catches were not 
of the order of hundreds or thousands per year as has 
often been reported.

Whether such a catch rate was enough to severely 
reduce the stock is unclear, but two factors must be 
considered. Firstly, whaling was carried out from many 
other points in the North Atlantic, and E. glacialis was 
the primary target in most of them. The stock identity of

this species in the North Atlantic is unknown (Reeves, 
Mead and Katona, 1978) and either a large extended 
population was harvested from many areas or a small 
discrete stock inhabited the Bay of Biscay and was 
therefore more susceptible to being over-exploited.

Secondly, the catching method of the Basques was 
particularly harmful for population maintenance, since 
the chase was mostly directed at calves, which were more 
easily taken and which the whalers knew would result in 
the mother coming to its aid so that she too could be 
killed. Consequently, the harpooner who first hit the calf 
had a proportionately higher share in the profits 
(Ciriquiain, 1979). This practice was also used by Spanish 
whalers in South America (Safiez Reguart, 1971) and in 
the California gray whale fishery with serious results for 
the populations (Harmer, 1928), and its effects would be 
emphasised because cow/calf pairs of E. glacialis show a 
preference for inshore waters (Kraus, Prescott, Turnbull 
and Reeves, 1982). According to the available catch 
statistics from Guetaria and Lequeitio (Aguilar, 1981), 
from a total of 86 whales killed, up to 22% were calves. 
Of course, the slaughter of such a high proportion of 
calves and in particular the associated adult females, 
would have detrimental consequences for this species 
which may have a lower birth rate than other baleen 
whales (Lockyer, 1984).

As Fig. 2 suggests, the industry probably began to 
decline in the Spanish Basque country as early as the end 
of the 16th century. Thereafter, an increase in whaling 
operations seems to have occurred in the neighbouring 
waters of Santander, Asturias and Galicia in which a 
clear rise in documentation occurs in the first half of the 
17th century. Basques played an important role in these 
operations and seasonally hired the land factories, 
especially in Galicia (AHPS 1592; 1609; Meijide, 1971). 
It seem probable that by this period the local population 
of E. glacialis was already severely affected and the 
change of whaling grounds produced a temporary 
increase in the catch. Moreover, this also coincides with 
the Newfoundland whaling decline, and it is likely that 
some of the unemployed material and crews was divided 
between this and the northeastern operations.

French vessels also tried to whale in these waters but 
they were soon faced with strict regulations which 
prevented them from catching cetaceans or selling their 
products in Spanish towns (MN 1531; 1619; VP 1531, 
among others).

However this revival was short-lived and a general 
decline runs through the latter half of the 17th century. 
Many experienced whalers chose, despite the restrictions 
endorsed by the Spanish Crown, to crew in boats flying 
an alien flag, and it is likely that this strengthened the 
local whaling decline (VP 1690, 1717). The war gave the 
'coup de grace' to the activity, and whaling ceased in all 
areas around the 1720s (Fernandez Duro, 1881; Meijide, 
1971; Nores, 1981) except in the Spanish Basque country, 
where it barely survived. In the 19th century only four 
whales (Rios Rial, 1890; Soraluce, 1878; Cabrera, 1914) 
were caught and, since then, only a few sightings of 
E. glacialis in the Bay of Biscay area have occurred 
(Slijper, van Utrecht and Naaktgeboren, 1964; Aguilar, 
1981), which denotes the negligible size of the eastern 
North Atlantic population (if it still exists).



REP. INT. WHAL. COMMN (SPECIAL ISSUE 10) 195

The Newfoundland and Labrador expeditions
It is difficult to know in which year the Basques first 
arrived in North American waters. Van Beneden (1878) 
gave priority of the re-discovery of Newfoundland to the 
Basques in the year 1372, which seems to be rather 
dubious, although substantiated by several existing 
documents. Other sources indicate that the Basques were 
present there at the end of the 15th century (Teran, 1949). 
However, this opinion has been widely debated and 
full-scale fishing operations certainly did not begin in the 
Newfoundland area at least until the 1530s (Fernandez 
Duro, 1881; Ciriquiain, 1979). From this decade 
onwards, the yearly trips of whaling vessels from the 
northern Spanish ports rapidly increased and were 
maintained for a considerable period, although the Royal 
recognition of a stable fishery in Newfoundland arrived 
somewhat later (VP 1557).

Barkham (1979) and Tuck and Grenier (1982) have 
given good descriptions of how whaling operations 
were carried out in the Canadian grounds. They seem 
to have been somewhat different from those in the 
Spanish coastal fishery. Nevertheless, some basic features 
of the catch would be similar and it seems likely that 
calves, for example, would have been the primary target 
of the harpooners, although Cumbaa (1986) found few 
juvenile bones in the area.

According to the contemporary maps available, the 
whale fishery was mainly located in the Strait of Belle Isle, 
where the Basques arrived every spring in large galleons. 
Flensing of the whale, extraction of its baleen plates and 
trying out of oil was done on land and the vessels only 
served as floating stores for keeping whaling materials 
and the produce of the catch. For this reason, galleons 
remained anchored in the harbour, and spotting of 
whales was directly conducted from the small launches, 
which also carried out the catch (Barkham, 1977b; 1979).

Therefore the target species would have to be those 
with a coastal distribution, capable of being taken by the 
available technology. Two species, the North Atlantic 
right and the bowhead whale, would fit these conditions 
well, and extensive discussion about which was the main 
species has occurred. Since the different populations of 
both species in the North Atlantic had already been 
depleted by the beginning of this century, it is impossible 
to ascertain the former ranges of distribution of the 
unexploited stocks and, furthermore, the relatively late 
clarification of the taxonomy of balaenids confuses 
interpretation of most of the papers about this subject 
produced during the last century. It is interesting to point 
out that several researchers (Eschricht and Reinhardt, 
1866; Fischer, 1871; Alien, 1908) were aware of the fact 
that two different species had been distinguished by the 
Basque whalers fishing in the Canadian grounds. One 
had shorter baleen plates and the other had longer ones, 
which almost certainly corresponded to E. glacialis and 
B. mysticetus.

The pagophilic habits of the bowhead whale and the 
well known presence of the North Atlantic right whale 
in the neighbouring Bay of Fundy and Nova Scotia 
waters (Reeves et al., 1978; Kraus et al., 1982) have led, 
however, to the general assumption that only this latter 
whale inhabited the Labrador and Newfoundland area 
when the Basques established their industries.

Nevertheless, some bone remains discovered in an 
ancient whaling settlement in the Strait of Belle Isle were 
classified as belonging both to bowhead and North

Atlantic right whales (Cumbaa, 1986). This finding 
suggests that the ranges of both species probably 
overlapped in the ancient whaling grounds and were 
consequently available to the Basques. This is a still 
unresolved question but the descriptions of shape and size 
of the baleen plates seem to indicate that E. glacialis 
predominated within the catches (Eschricht and Rein 
hardt, 1866).

The whaling season usually lasted from June to 
November or December (Teran, 1949) which agrees well 
with the migration pattern of the North Atlantic right 
whale in the area (Kraus et al., 1982).

Unfortunately, no catch records from the Newfound 
land operations are available and it is difficult to evaluate 
the number of whales caught by this fishery. Some 
estimates can be made, however, from the number of 
galleons involved, and their hypothetical hold capacities.

Thus, the usual yield from a single whale was between 
70 and 140 barrels of fat (Martinez de Isasti, 1625). Each 
barrel weighed about 250 kg and contained 180 1 of oil, 
and their size and capacity were rigorously controlled in 
order to avoid fraud (Ciriquiain, 1979). Alien (1908) 
gathered contemporary information about the right 
whales of " Greenland " (Spitzbergen), and estimated the 
oil production per whale as 80 to 100 hogsheads. Taking 
into account that such a measure is the equivalent of 
140 1, the total yield is quite similar to that given by 
Martinez de Isasti.

A number of contemporary documents show that 
whaling galleons usually had a tonnage of between 200 
and 700 tons and enough capacity for 600 to 1,500 
Spanish barrels (VP 1643; Barkham, 1977b, 1979; 
Ciriquiain, 1979, among others). Taking as an average 
value a yield per whale of 85 barrels and a capacity per 
vessel of 1,000 barrels, the mean catch per boat per season 
would be around 12 whales, without considering the 
unknown number of struck but lost whales.

Another estimate has been made possible through a 
manuscript (VP 1584) which detailed the produce from 
a whaling season of one small galleon, which carried back 
to Spain 2,700 baleen plates, a figure which would 
correspond to 10 right whales.

These catch numbers may seem very low, but we must 
bear in mind two points. Firstly, flensing, boiling and 
storing operations of the produce from one whale might 
mean many days of work for such non-mechanised 
primitive whalers, and occupy all the crew of the 
expedition, even those usually in charge of the small 
launches used for hunting whales. Secondly, a fair 
portion of the time had to be spent building and repairing 
the houses and stores, the barrels and all the whaling 
material which, according to Tuck and Grenier (1982) 
was made, at least in part, in Newfoundland. Further 
more, Novo Colson (1880) says that a whaling expedition 
to the Greenland coast in 1611 'packed their vessel with 
more than 12 whales', and it seems that such catch 
results were so good that they impelled further trips to 
the same area in the following years. Another reference 
says that the boats 'were carrying oil corresponding to 
seven whales' (Ciriquiain, 1979).

The number of boats travelling to Newfoundland 
varied from year to year, being influenced not only by the 
economic means of the ship owners, but also by the 
military necessities of the Spanish Crown, which often 
confiscated vessels or forced sailors to sign on according 
to its needs (VP 1642; 1645; Meijide, 1971; among
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others). However, a figure between 20 and 30 whaling 
galleons working every season in Newfoundland seems 
fairly accurate (VP 1643; Eschricht and Reinhardt, 1866; 
Barkham, 1977b; Ciriquiain, 1979). This number would 
refer both to the Spanish and French Basques, since it 
seems that they worked cooperatively when pursuing 
whales on these grounds. During the 16th century, French 
vessels were usually of a considerably lower tonnage than 
those from Spain, and most were not fit for whaling and 
had to engage in cod fishing (Barkham, 1979). The few 
French galleons, moreover, had to winter in the shelter 
of the much better provided Spanish harbours and thus, 
they are already included in the shipping accounts 
(Soraluce, 1878). Thome Cano (1611) said that there were 
more than 200 vessels whaling in Newfoundland and such 
a figure has been repeatedly cited by several later authors 
although it was an evident exaggeration.

From the above, annual catches of mainly right whales 
in the Canadian grounds were probably of the order of 
300 to 500 individuals per season, without considering 
struck but lost whales.
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Fig. 4. Percentage distribution of selected written references regarding 
whaling operations in Newfoundland and Labrador. See comments 
in the text. Material from: Barkham (1977b, 1979); Castanon (1964); 
Ciriquiain (1979); Gonzalez Echegaray (1978); Graells (1870); 
Guiard (1913) and Teran (1949), and from the archives: A.P.G., 
A.H.P.S. and V.P.

A similar approach (Fig. 4) to that used for Spanish 
coastal whaling shows that numbers of selected docu 
ments decreased sharply after 1601, having been spread 
fairly uniformly for the previous 80 years. A decline in 
the fishery was evident, and was referred to in many of 
the later documents along with requests for help from the 
Crown to reduce the economic losses (VP 1639; 1643; 
among others).

Barkham (1979) suggested the decade of 1620 as the 
possible date when Basque whaling ceased in the 
Canadian grounds but it certainly went on for many years 
more although with lesser intensity. There is evidence, for 
example, that in 1681 twelve whaling galleons were still 
travelling to Newfoundland from the port of Pasajes 
alone (VP 1681b) and many documents speak of a 
continuing industry (VP 1657; 1658; 168la, b; among 
others).

The reasons for such a decline have been the subject 
of much speculation but the confiscations and high level 
of taxes imposed by the Spanish authorities have been

considered as being the main reason for it (Barkham, 
1981). Thus, documents asking for a relaxation of the 
laws for the galleons and the companies involved in the 
Newfoundland, Norway, Greenland and Spitzbergen 
fisheries are abundant (VP 1642; 1645; among others).

Nevertheless, several sources indicate that this was not 
the only reason in the case of Newfoundland and that, 
already in 1609, 1612 and 1613, references exist which 
show that whales began to be scarce in the area and the 
whalers had to go northwards to new grounds (VP UD1, 
UD2; Castanon, 1964). Probably the Basques had to 
move from their former settlements in the Belle Isle Strait 
to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where they would find an 
unfished local stock of E. glacialis or, perhaps, the 
southern limits of the unexploited bowhead whale 
population, as has been stated above.

In those times, whaling in the area was carried out 
solely by the Basques and thus an approximate 
cumulative catch for the period 1530 to 1610 would be 
between 25,000 to 40,000 whales including an unknown 
proportion of bowhead whales. This, in addition to the 
fact that density dependence mechanisms would probably 
have operated over at least part of such a long period, 
means that no conclusions with respect to initial 
population size can be easily drawn.

It is currently impossible to ascertain catch levels after 
1610, because many factors combine to veil the question. 
Firstly, the increasing problems of Basque ship owners, 
secondly the decrease of whale availability in the 
traditional whaling grounds, and thirdly the transfor 
mation of the almost purely Basque operation into an 
international fishery with a variety of interests and 
keen competition.

The same reasons progressively impelled the Basques 
to try their hand in other whaling grounds but it seems 
that the real end was in 1697, when they were prevented 
from continuing the fishery (VP 1728; 1748a) while the 
Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 finally expelled them from 
Newfoundland and the Gulf of St. Lawrence (Ciriquiain, 
1979). Royal threats similar to those in the local Spanish 
fishery were made to the Basques joining foreign whaling 
vessels for Newfoundland (VP 1690; 1729; 1731; among 
others) but they were in vain and, although attempts to 
start whaling again in North American waters were made 
by several individuals and institutions, they were 
unsuccessful and the already dying industry had to centre 
on the northeastern grounds (VP 1620; 1697; 1698; 
among others).

Basque whaling in the Northeastern Atlantic
From very early times, the Basques carried out several 
different types of fisheries - whaling among them - in the 
waters of Southern Ireland and the English Channel. 
Seasonal trips took place at least from the 14th century 
(Teran, 1949) and especially during the 16th century 
when these waters were very familiar to the sailors due 
to the commercial routes with Flanders.

Later on, operations moved further north and, 
according to Guiard (1913) and Vaucaire (1941), Basque 
whalers arrived in Iceland as early as 1412. From the end 
of the 16th century, the presence of Spanish whalers off 
the coast of Norway and Spitzbergen was also 
documented and, in 1613, they arrived off the northern 
most coast of Greenland (Fernandez Duro, 1881; VP 
1613; Ciriquiain, 1979). According to Harmer (1928),
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Fig. 5. Old whaling in the Bay of Biscay. From a picture in the coat of arms of Lequeitio (Graells, 1870).

bowhead whaling in the neighbourhood of Spitzbergen, 
Jan Mayen and the east coast of Greenland began in 
1611; the Basques were thus involved in it from the 
outset.

Nevertheless, contrary to the Newfoundland fishery of 
the 16th and 17th centuries, Spanish participation in the 
eastern North Atlantic whaling was negligible. Normans, 
Flemings, Danes and Norwegians probably caried out 
whaling in their home waters (De Smet, 1981) and ships 
flying the Spanish colours were only a fraction of those 
in the whaling grounds of Spitzbergen and Greenland 
(Fischer, 1881; Harmer, 1928).

Documents substantiating a Basque whale fishery in 
the northern seas appear from time to time throughout 
the 17th and 18th centuries (Gonzalez Echegaray, 1978; 
Ciriquiain, 1979), especially when difficulties of access to 
the Canadian grounds became greater. But the Basque 
maritime economy had been severely damaged by the 
Crown's policy of ship embargoes and levies of men 
(Barkham, 1977b) and the experienced north Spanish 
whalers had joined the crews of many foreign whaling 
expeditions. Restrictive regulations forbidding such 
contracts had been produced by the Spanish authorities 
in the past, both for the local and the Newfoundland 
fishery, but they took on special relevance when applied 
to the northeastern operations, including threatening the 
law-breakers with death (VP 16Mb, 1615).

Thus, whaling in this part of the Atlantic, although 
often carried on by Basque crews, had an international 
character usually dominated by British, Dutch and 
Danish capital. Written material from these activities is

therefore scarce in the Spanish archives and many 
uncertainties exist about the operational patterns of the 
Spanish participation in this fishery, which lasted at least 
from the beginning of the 17th until the middle of the 
18th century (VP 1614a).

Several findings of bones in old whaling settlements 
and some modern captures support the idea that E. 
glacialis also represented the bulk of the captures in 
Iceland and Norway (Guldberg, 1884; Buchet, 1895; 
Collett, 1909) although it would have been replaced in 
the northernmost grounds, especially in northern 
Greenland and Spitzbergen, by B. mysticetus (Eschricht 
and Reinhardt, 1866). The possibility exists that the gray 
whale was also caught in the former period of 
exploitation.

The Spanish registered boats involved in this fishery 
were of a smaller tonnage than those taking part in the 
Newfoundland expeditions and the catch per boat was 
somewhat lower, since the vessels used had reduced 
capacity due to their smaller overall length and because 
try works for rendering blubber were installed on board, 
in order to avoid the payment of taxes imposed by the 
sovereigns of northern lands (Rabot, 1928).

Under such conditions, the number of whales taken 
during each trip seems to have been about seven 
(Ciriquiain, 1979). Scoresby (1820) detailed the catch 
results of several expeditions to Spitzbergen, and he gives 
more successful results (between 7 and 44 whales per 
boat), but he refers to vessels of other nationalities, 
working in the later 18th and 19th centuries, which were 
larger ships with a different pattern of operation.
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The number of vessels employed fluctuated greatly 
depending on the state of the fickle relations of the 
Spanish Crown with the rest of Europe. Probably no 
more than 30 to 40 boats sailed from Spain to the 
northern seas each year and, according to Vaucaire 
(1941) only 24 of 355 whaling vessels operating in these 
waters in 1721 were Basque.

The overall northern whale fisheries began to decline 
as early as the second half of the 17th century, and 
whaling companies slowly moved to the Pacific and 
southern seas (Harmer, 1928). Several attempts to restore 
Spanish whaling were carried out, but they were 
unsuccessful and such activity soon vanished.

Spanish whaling in the 18th century
At the beginning of the 18th century, prospects for 

Spanish whalers were very poor. Local whaling in the 
Bay of Biscay had already collapsed, the northern 
grounds were inaccessible because of political disputes, 
and the various attempts to reactivate such a fishery in 
the preceding century had failed (VP 1620; 1697; 1698, 
among others). In addition, it seems that the occasional 
whaling expeditions to other grounds such as the Brazil 
coast were unsuccessful and, therefore, no longer 
attempted (AHPS 1602).

The Basque maritime economy had been seriously 
weakened, and it was only with substantial financial 
support by the Crown that an attempt to create a whaling 
company was undertaken. In 1728 the so-called 'Real 
Compania Mercantil de Ballenas de San Sebastian' was 
established but, although the support of the Crown was 
strengthened again in 1734 (VP 1751), it seems that 
whaling was never really begun, and different opinions 
exist about the fate of its vessels (AHN 178la, b, c; 
Gonzalez Echegaray, 1978).

Another enterprise was later created, which sent a boat 
to the northern grounds in 1753, but the profits were poor 
and political reasons forced them to give up the activity 
the following year (AHN 178la, b, c; Sanez Reguart, 
1791).

From 1778 to 1799 several attempts to set up a whaling 
industry in the Canary Islands were carried out 
(Gonzalez Echegaray, 1978) but, again, the effort was 
unsuccessful and just a few whales were caught with a 
high economic outlay. The target species of this fishery 
is unknown but since several reports mention whales of 
60 feet in length, it is likely that they were fin or sperm 
whales.

Several surveys made by Sanez Reguart with respect to 
the abundance of whales and the possibilities of a 
reintroduction of whaling in Spain (MN 1789a, b), 
convinced the Crown that it should participate again in 
a new enterprise, the 'Real Compania Maritima' which 
was created in 1789 and which carried out its first 
campaign at the end of the same year. For eight seasons, 
several vessels of this company harvested sea lions and 
whales - probably southern right whales-in South 
American waters, having its main base at the mouth of 
La Plata river. A full description of how, where and when 
this fishery operated, is given by Sanez Reguart (1791) 
who personally headed the Company. Despite high 
investment and official support, the expeditions finally 
became too expensive, whales too difficult to pursue and 
whaling had to cease.
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