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Introduction

The wrecks of 40 Dundee whalers lie beneath the ice of the Arctic whaling grounds. Almost without exception the stout, wooden-hulled ships of the town met their fate crushed by converging floes, swelling the number of vessels that had ‘left their bones in the battlefield of Melville Bay’.

The rugged, hard-muscled Dundee crews who launched the city’s whaling interests 250 years ago in 1753 lived with the ever-present prospect of danger, deprivation and death. A harpooned whale could upset a flimsy whaleboat, dumping men into freezing water that killed them in seconds, but the greatest fear was being imprisoned in ice. Ships ‘beset’ offered only a terrible ordeal, leaving sailors stranded in an unknown land with few skills essential for survival. Many men lost limbs from frostbite or faced the ‘death monster’ scurvy. James McIntosh of the Chieftain watched four comrades drinking seawater in his stranded open boat and die one by one, insane. Left to his loneliness, he ate his hat and survived, but had both frostbitten legs removed on his return to Dundee. Journals written by numbed fingers tell of the barely living taking off the clothes of those who dropped dead in front of them. After one Newfoundland disaster 25 bodies lay in a frozen mass and had to be cut apart and thawed before being placed in coffins.

Captains and crews took themselves to these limits of human endurance in order to reap the enormous profits of the catch. Arctic whaling was a means to acquire wealth, and for the participants it was often as profitable as it was dangerous, a journey of exhilaration, a life of adventure and of hard-earned success. Whaling anticipated the wealth of the North Sea era of oil and gas and of industrial plastics. Whale oil lit up British cities and rural lamps, lubricated the Industrial Revolution, provided the soap to wash off factory grime and eventually smoothed the process of jute production in Dundee. At the Dundee quayside whalebone changed hands for up to £3000 a ton as the expanding Victorian middle classes demanded waist-tightening undergarments. So the men who signed articles in the whale company offices around Dundee’s docks could earn more in an Arctic season than in years in the jute mills. Everyone from the captain to the ship’s apprentice received a share of the catch. Owners and crew were ever willing to speculate to accumulate.

Whaling today is socially, morally and ethically unacceptable to many people. It remains an emotion-charged subject engendering debate among conservationists, scientists, biologists and governments. Some whale populations remain fragile after indiscriminate hunting, now outlawed by the International Whaling Commission through a moratorium agreed by all but a handful of nations. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, however, whale hunting was viewed as a strategically important industry and it involved hundreds of ships, thousands of men, and innumerable jobs in ports on both sides of the Atlantic. In charting the history of a fleet which participated in Arctic whaling longer than any other, we can perhaps place ourselves dispassionately back in time and not judge the past by today’s standards.

The chief quarry of the Dundee whalers was Balaena mysticetus, the Greenland Right whale, so called to distinguish it from the wrong one to catch. It was ‘right’ in that it was slow-moving, easy to hunt and floated when it was dead. This docile giant possessed a fortune in its cavernous upper jaw – overlapping plates of springy, tough baleen which was valued like a currency as demand grew for corsets and other flexible products. No other whale had such a mass of ‘bone’, making the Right whale a prime commercial target. Its heavy layer of fat, or blubber, was another valuable commodity when boiled to oil.

Right whales, however, could be found only on their migratory routes in largely uncharted Arctic waters. Ocean currents and polar winds meant masters needed navigational expertise, seamanship and leadership qualities to get them beyond mountainous seas to the whaling grounds, and once there, with lances sharpened in anticipation, to penetrate the pounding pack ice in pursuit of their brutal calling. Ships failed to return almost every year. Many were helplessly imprisoned. One Dundee whaler, the Advice, lost 59 men out of 69 in 1837. But the Advice made another 22 trips to the Arctic before being lost after 74 years’ service. Her story is typical of the fortitude and depths of courage shown by the whale men of Dundee.

At first the Dutch were the dominant whalers, but their navy’s defeat by the British in 1797, led by Admiral Duncan of Dundee, meant that large numbers of their ships were seized and they quickly lost their status as industry leaders to English ships from London and Hull. Boosted by a Government cash bounty, the Scottish whaling industry had been launched with a single ship out of Leith in 1750. Three years later the first whaler from Dundee sailed for the hitherto unvisited whaling grounds – a ‘strongly-built’ former merchantman appropriately named Dundee. Around 80 vessels eventually followed in her wake from the port, and by the end of Dundee’s participation in pelagic whaling over 160 years later, the Greenland whale was almost extinct and seal numbers were seriously depleted.

Thanks to whaling journals, bounty returns and the first history of the industry by William Scoresby Jnr in 1820, we know a great deal about the whaling practices established in the trade’s early years. Ships bought and fitted out for whaling represented a considerable investment to the partnerships of merchants, bankers, shipowners, physicians, lawyers and gentry who usually made up their shareholders. An average whaler was said to cost as much as New Lanark mills in 1786. A second-hand Colonial-built ship cost £3000 in 1810, and almost the same again to convert and equip for whaling. By 1860 the average cost for a new Dundee-built steam whaler was £12,000. Paradoxically, whale ships did not catch whales, but acted as transporters to get the men to the fishery and to return the catch.

The Dundee whalers were dispatched to Arctic waters every spring with the cheers of vast crowds speeding them on their way with oranges, red herrings and pennies thrown shore to ship for luck by well-wishers. Emotional farewells were said, the ships’ horns sounded and the crews lined stern rails to give three final cheers as the fleet nosed out of Victoria Dock and masters set their compasses northwards. With them, inevitably, went boy stowaways hoping to avoid life as ‘half-timers’ in the city’s jute mills.

When a whale was sighted from the ship’s crow’s nest, whaleboats were bundled into the water for a pursuit which might take several hours of back-breaking rowing as the quarry was stealthily approached, harpooned, then ‘played’ like an angler’s fish until exhausted, when it was finished off with lances. It was as exciting as it was dangerous. Dead whales were lashed to the ship’s side prior to the whaling processes of flensing and making off, which would see blubber stripped from skin and packed in barrels for the return journey, when the ships were scrubbed clean by men deep in thought calculating their bonus. Only when Dundee’s portside boiling yards had converted the raw products would bonus money be paid to the men – and depending on the success or otherwise of the voyage they might be in debt or they might have made a small fortune. Dundee, in common with other ports, showed cyclical patterns of profit and loss.

While Right whales had only nature to protect them, whalers came under threat from Royal Navy press-gangs and from enemy privateers. Journals report crews fleeing ashore to avoid conscription, and whaling companies applied to Government for protection passes for ‘essential’ crew, such as harpooners and boat-steerers, but men were seized regardless. Heavily armed privateers viewed whale ships as easy prey and more than one Dundee whaler sailed with her crew armed to the teeth. In the whaling grounds, however, time stood still. There was no post office in Davis Strait and no communication with Scotland for eight months or more. In 1873 a Dundee captain found that the Danish community of Upernavik had received no European news for nearly 12 months, ‘so that the finding of Livingstone, the death of Napoleon, and the abdication of the King of Spain’ were all news to the governor.

Huge numbers of whales were taken in the decades after 1800 and many thousands of seals were also slaughtered for their skins and oil. Yet catching whales and escaping ice remained a hazardous and dangerous enterprise, a risky business both for its financial backers and for the masters and crews who annually faced severe Arctic conditions. Losses reached a peak in 1830 when, of the 91 British ships in Davis Strait, 19 were lost and 21 returned to port ‘clean’. Then, in the saddest episode in Dundee’s whaling history, over 70 men were lost from two vessels in 1836, leaving ‘one hundred fatherless children’ in the town. The toll of such losses and paucity of whales acted as a turning-point in British Arctic whaling. From a peak of over 160 vessels in 1815, barely 30 sailed in 1830. Yields dropped, companies failed, boiling yards closed and men were paid off. London abandoned whaling in 1835 and Leith in 1840. The once-mighty Aberdeen fleet was cut to three vessels by 1839. Dundee was not immune from the recession. Three whaling companies were put up for sale and their ships placed on the market.

Just when it looked as if the trade in Dundee faced extinction, a timely restoration of fortunes returned to the port through the innovative decision to introduce steam power to the fleet. Steam propulsion offered many advantages. It provided speed to the fishery, ice-breaking capabilities in the whaling grounds, and safety in being able to press forward or to cautiously retreat. With the wooden-hulled steam fleet hastily constructed in the town by Alexander Stephen & Co, Dundee had stolen an advantage on Peterhead and other whaling centres which had tried and failed with iron hulls. The timely advance of auxiliary steam was matched by the coincidental discovery that preliminary processes in Dundee’s vigorously expanding jute industry could be smoothed by the application of whale oil. The jute industry, boosted by orders for coarse cloth during the American Civil War – when, ironically, the Stephen-built Shenandoah mauled the Yankee whaling fleet – guaranteed a doorstep market for the whale oil brought to port.

These factors stimulated quayside prices for oil and acted to motivate owners to construct bigger and better vessels to stalk the Right whale. Dundee pursued steam power relentlessly and soon boasted the most powerful whaling fleet in the world. Steam power also encouraged her whaling masters to push towards new horizons in the Arctic, and what did not change was that the hunt for profit meant ships could be tempted to dally too long in unknown, unexplored seas. Thus whaling remained as risky a venture as it had always been. The deadliest enemies remained freezing fog and crushing ice and, ironically, more Dundee whalers went to the bottom in the ‘safe’ era of steam than in the age of sail.

Hidden from history until now is the industry’s support for polar exploration. Sir Ernest Shackleton used the port’s Nimrod and Aurora, while Captain Robert Falcon Scott was reliant on the city’s ship-building skills for Discovery in 1901 and the whaler Terra Nova for his ill-fated expedition in 1910. Dundee whaling ships searched for Franklin in 1850, were used on the Greely relief expedition in 1882, on the Baldwin-Ziegler expedition in 1901, provided a supply ship for Peary in 1910, sailed with Sir Douglas Mawson in 1911 and were used by the American explorer Admiral Byrd in 1934. American, Danish, Swedish and Norwegian governments rewarded Dundee’s masters. Amundsen and Nansen sought their advice before historic treks to the polar regions.

The town built more exploration ships than any other, provided the ships of conveyance for the world’s greatest explorers, and was the port they turned to first for relief and rescue – exploits that were followed avidly all around the world. Dundee also represented a body of expert seafaring knowledge. The port’s ice-men contributed significantly to the surveying of remote regions at the ends of the earth. They sailed to uncharted seas, mapped coastlines, sounded harbours, observed weather systems and changing topography, wrote reports for eminent geographical societies, and offered the world the first glimpse of regions hitherto unknown or unexplored. Moreover, the Dundee whaling fleet expanded our knowledge of the Arctic’s inhabitants. They met, befriended and bartered with remote and nomadic communities of Inuit who had no previous experience of Europeans – including the so-called Arctic Highlanders who tried to wipe the ‘white’ off the Dundee men’s skins. As time passed, and ships began to overwinter in the area, the native Greenlanders brought their own expertise to the whaling ships by providing guides and hunters – and joined in football games with the Scots in temperatures of minus 40°C. Eventually Eskimos visited Scotland aboard whale ships and became familiar sights in fur skins in the unlikely setting of Juteopolis.

Arctic whaling fell away as Right whales were hunted to the verge of extinction for quick returns in conditions that became increasingly arduous. Catches diminished in quantity and quality and ships lost were not replaced. Diversification attempts – longer voyages, exploitation of new areas, overwintering and especially Dundee’s historic Antarctic expedition of 1892 – all proved fruitless in terms of the traditional whaling practices the port employed. Ironically, as the Dundee trade declined through over-fishing, the Norwegians created a lucrative industry on Scotland’s doorstep, while, at the same time, pioneering the Antarctic factory ships that eventually took the industry to new levels of slaughter. One by one Dundee’s once-majestic fleet – over 80 ships in 160 years of participation – had been lost or sold on.

This is their adventure story: the exploits of the tough, resilient, resourceful men who served the whaling trade with grim cheeriness in the face of the ever-present prospect of shipwreck, scurvy and starvation; the rise, supremacy and inevitable decline of an industry which stands out in history as a unique symbol of the enterprise and initiative of what has been called the ‘first generation’ of Scottish capitalists.



ONE

Northward Ho!

The Courier for April 30, 1912 painted a bleak picture for Dundee’s whaling industry as its wooden-hulled fleet, which had left port newly painted to the cheers of vast crowds, returned beggarly and empty from the Arctic hunting grounds – or in whaler parlance, ‘clean’. Its headline asked, ‘Will the Port Lose an Ancient as Well as Romantic and Picturesque Industry?’ Viewed from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, whaling would scarcely be considered ethically and socially acceptable, far less picturesque and romantic. Effectively outlawed by the International Whaling Commission, with global compliance scrutinised by conservationist and environmentalist organisations, all but an ostracised handful of countries insist on protection for whales. For 150 years, however, whaling provided Dundee mariners with a life of adventure in the most sterile, inhospitable and remote regions on earth.

Today’s vibrant university city retains strong emotional ties to the trade that froze 40 of its ships in the destructive ‘whalers’ graveyard’ known as Melville Bay. Journals written by numbed fingers in this frozen world bear witness to the conflicting problem of catching whales and escaping ice. Maps of the Arctic are dotted with the names of Dundee masters and ships. City street names evoke memories of the long-gone trade. The research ship Discovery remains a striking symbol of the era, while Broughty Castle museum tells the story of the ice-scored ships which sailed through minefields of fast-moving ice floes, immense icebergs and ghostly fogs in pursuit of the Right whale.

Nature was the whale’s only defence and she pushed whaling captains and crews to the limits of human endurance. Insufferable cold and chilling polar winds gnawed at their bones. Starvation, frostbite and the ‘death monster’ scurvy permeated each voyage. The frail wooden ships, too, paid a high price for their boldness in northern latitudes. Almost every year a ship failed to return, squeezed and sunk under the ice pack pressure. The Dundee-built Aurora’s action-packed calling saw her icebound in 1882, rescue American explorers in 1884, be twice given up for lost in 1886, feature in a ‘scurvy’ court case, lose seven whaleboats in a storm and search for lost Swedish explorers, all in 1893, spend a month in pack ice in 1895, collide with another Dundee whaler in 1908 and be reported sunk with the loss of 187 men after hitting an iceberg in 1910. Yet the Aurora turned up again and again. In 1911 she steamed 30,000 miles in southern oceans on Douglas Mawson’s expedition and was then battered in a long imprisonment by ice during Shackleton’s heroic Antarctic adventure in 1914–16. She was last seen in 1917 somewhere between Australia and Chile …

Throughout its history, commercial whaling was a business that called for equal measures of experience and luck, a trade as much a risk for its entrepreneurial backers as it was for the famous band of whaling captains who penetrated distant and unexplored northern seas. Each master could expect to be wrecked at least once in his career. An estimated one in 17 voyages ended in disaster. Life expectancy was not good. Yet always central to a port’s commitment to whaling were the economic advantages to be gained from the sale of blubber and bone. This is why whiskered, formidable captains sailed and then steamed out of Dundee’s Georgian and Victorian docks and steered northward ho, towards the highest latitudes known to man. Their quarry was the whale – or ‘fish’ – but also seals, polar bears and walrus. They took them in astonishing numbers, turning the Arctic ice red with blood.

Whaling was launched as a commercial concern around 1500, apocryphally after a storm in the Bay of Biscay washed a dead whale ashore. The story goes that it was found that its flesh dripped oil, its dark red meat could be eaten and that its huge bones could be turned into a range of goods, including tools and handles. By then, in fact, many circumpolar communities already had vast knowledge of whales, and had established shore-based practices for killing them for subsistence consumption and sustainability. This experience has been largely ignored in whaling histories and it is generally accepted that the Basque fishermen of the region between France and Spain established the pelagic industry by developing the skills to catch whales and by pursuing them far into the Atlantic Ocean. As whales became harder to find, the Basques followed the quarry as far as the coast of Iceland and the southern extremity of Greenland. By 1600 their mariners had reached the seas around Spitsbergen and the southern reaches of Davis Strait, the dangerous waters between Arctic Canada and West Greenland. Here, in 1978, underwater archaeologists discovered three sixteenth-century Basque galleons.

British merchants, meanwhile, were more concerned with practical matters of money. By the 1500s mariners were searching the little-known and unexplored Arctic seas in attempts to discover a shorter and faster shipping lane to the Orient by a northern route between the Atlantic and the Pacific – the fabled North-West Passage. Little was known of the pack ice or what lay north of the southern tip of Greenland when, in 1553, the first of a long series of British expeditions set out to search for the new route over the top of the world. It was a goal not viewed as a matter of national prestige – ‘pole bagging’ – as it was 350 years later, but as one necessary to be first to reach the riches that lay in the so-called Spice Islands of the Pacific. Henry Hudson, who gave his name to Hudson Bay, was then a distinguished sea captain in the service of the Muscovy Company of London, which had been founded in 1554 to trade with Russia. Hudson returned to England from his voyages in search of the North-West Passage in 1608 and 1609 after being turned back by walls of ice at almost 80°N. He reported that he had a seen a ‘great store of whales’ in the waters between east Greenland and the island of Spitzbergen, now Svalbard, which confirmed an earlier sighting by his fellow captain Jonas Poole. In 1610 two ships, the Amitie under Poole and the Lioness, captained by the adventurous naval commander Thomas Edge, were dispatched from London to investigate. Off east Greenland they confirmed that one of the whale’s main feeding grounds had been discovered: the meeting of the cold waters from the north with warm waters from the south generated the presence of the shrimp-like krill required by whales for feeding. And in 1611 the first purposely-sent whale ship, the 16o-ton Margaret, under Thomas Edge, had the distinction of founding the modern whaling trade.

The chief quarry for the next 200 years was Balaena mysticetus, the Greenland Right whale, so called to distinguish it from the wrong one to catch. It was also ‘right’ in the sense that it was slow moving and therefore easy to hunt and had the advantage, as far as whale men were concerned, of floating when dead, whereas most whales sank. This whale, also known as the bowhead, was a docile giant, up to 65 feet long and weighing up to 100 tons or more. Its tail alone could be 30 feet across and its tongue weigh over a ton. In the cold Arctic waters it swam ponderously on the surface with its awesome mouth open, and its food was caught in the long slabs of its ‘whalebone’. This was not actually bone, but a soft, springy tooth substitute called baleen that hung from its upper jaw in overlapping plates and acted as a filter for its intake of krill from the large mouthfuls of water taken in and expelled. No other whale had such a mass of baleen, making the Right whale a prime commercial target. Its cavernous mouth could yield a ton of this valuable bone and, as the years passed, fashions changed and whales grew scarce, ‘whalebone’ rose in price to £3000 per ton on Dundee’s wharves. While the Right whale’s flesh was not used, its heavy layer of fat, or blubber, the thickest of all whales at between 12 and 18 inches, was another valuable commodity and could produce as much as 7000 gallons of marketable oil after it was boiled on return to port.

A whaler’s catch could be put to profitable use. Washed and dried until tough and flexible, easily twisted when heated, whalebone was used to make carriage springs, walking canes, whips, brushes, brooms, bed bottoms, umbrella ribs, upholstery stuffing and fishing rods, while native Eskimos used it for bows and arrows and harpoons. Most of all, baleen was used for women’s hooped skirts and the stiffening in corsets and other tight-laced undergarments where great strength and lightness were required. At times of poor catches or industrial demand, whale oil also enjoyed periods of such value that it was considered a quayside currency. The product of blubber, whale oil was vital to industrialisation. It was used to light candles in homes and was the principal source of street lighting before the introduction of coal gas and petroleum. It was an industrial lubricant, powering lighthouses and illuminating factories. It spawned a huge industry in soap production. Later it was used in the manufacture of margarine, cosmetics, varnishes and paints. Locally, it proved a godsend to the rapidly-expanding Dundee textile industry, lighting the first linen factories and proving to be the perfect softener for raw fibres in jute processing – an innovation which secured Dundee’s eventual pre-eminence in the whaling industry. Seal oil, which increasingly became a lucrative commodity as the Right whale was hunted to high Arctic latitudes, was also used for lighting and soap and candle manufacture, while cured sealskins were popular accessories in the fashion trade.

Economic interest stimulated, the race to harvest whales drew several nations, but principally the English and the Dutch. These rival mariners viewed each other with international jealousy – and open hostility. In the first years of the trade London ships, led by Admiral Thomas Edge, carried the greater firepower and fished without fear, later the Dutch arrived with a larger number of vessels and prevented the English reaching the whale-rich bays. As it became apparent that vast profits could be obtained, the Scots saw an opportunity to checkmate their quarrelling North Sea neighbours. Legislation drafted in London to grant the Muscovy Company exclusive rights to whaling proved inadequate to cover Scotland, enabling King James to grant a monopoly to the Scottish East India Trading Company to trade in Greenland. Fearing that the unscrupulous Scots would sell off licences to English interlopers, the London company had no option other than to buy off the Scottish concern – which had little intention of whaling in any case.

The Muscovy Company over-extended itself and had ceased its whaling activities by 1623. In contrast, Dutch whaling expanded exponentially and the whaling town of Smeerenberg was eventually created on a flat shore on the island of Spitzbergen, allowing blubber to be boiled to oil near the fishing grounds. At the height of their participation in the seventeenth century the Dutch had 250 boats and 14,000 men operating out of Spitzbergen. Estimates of their activity suggest they took over 10,000 whales and many thousands of seals during the period extending from 1679 to 1683 alone. But wars in Europe and the gradual decline of stocks brought an end to the slaughter and by the early 1700s Dutch whaling was languishing. Even when the South Sea Company tried to revive English whaling in 1725, by extravagantly fitting out 12 brand-new whale ships, the company in subsequent years reported a string of losses.

By this time explorers had learned enough to rule out the possibility of a commercial sea route to the Pacific by way of the unknown ‘North Pole’. As interest in the Arctic subsided among merchants, the British government sensed an opportunity to rejuvenate whaling as a means of reducing expensive American imports of oil for lamp lighting and soap making, and passed legislation to encourage the Greenland trade. Besides, support for whaling widened the Admiralty’s pool of experienced seamen and spiked the guns, commercially, of the Dutch. Under this support a 20 shillings (£1) per ton whaling bounty was offered in 1733, paid on the tonnage of ships employed in the trade. Despite the inducement, only two English ships sailed to Greenland that year – and still no Scottish boat embarked on the chase for whales.

The revival of British whaling and the origins of the Scottish industry can be dated precisely to a new Bounty Act in 1749 when the Government subsidy was raised to 40s (£2) per ton on all vessels engaged to a limit of 400 tons, to encourage and foster the industry. This meant that a ship of 400 tons’ register would generate £800 in bounty if she complied with the Act’s conditions. Moreover, extra payments were made to the vessels that arrived soonest at a British port with a catch. A sum of £500 was paid to the first arrival, £400 to the second, £300 to the third, £200 to the fourth and £100 to the fifth. Thus, the total Government bounty that could be paid to a ship amounted to £1300, which comfortably covered the entire expense of a whaling voyage. The catch, consequently, was all profit. Naturally, the fledgling industry responded to the increased incentive – which also included the advantages of duty-free victuals for Arctic warmth, such as coal, roasted coffee and rum. It proved too good an opportunity to pass up. Advertisements in ports across the country asked for subscriptions from interested parties to become share-holding partners in whaling companies. Merchant ships were hurriedly fitted out for the Arctic and crews recruited around docksides with promises of lucrative bonus money for their signatures. Look to the benefits the Dutch had gained from the trade, they were told.

William Scoresby, son of the famous Arctic master of the same name, recalled in 1820, ‘The effect of the bounty of 40s per ton, together with other inducements held out to speculators in the whale-fishery, was such that immediately after the passing of the last act of Parliament, the British whale-fishery began to assume a respectable and hopeful appearance’. He also added for the convenience of Scottish historians, ‘The merchants of Scotland began to participate with the English in the year 1750’.

The first whaling ship from Scotland was the Tryal, a 333-ton former plantation vessel bought from London by the Edinburgh Whale Fishing Company. The Tryal departed Leith in April 1750. It failed to secure any whales and, in whaler parlance, returned ‘clean’ – although four walrus and £666 bounty helped to ease the disappointment. Scottish ports were not discouraged. Without catching any whales the Tryal had comfortably managed to defray fitting out and victualling costs. Encouraged by this situation, and the prospect of the profits any catch would yield, other speculators – initially from Glasgow and Campbeltown with two boats each – followed the example of Leith in 1751. Partly because of the continued landings of imported oil by transatlantic trading schooners, the west-coast initiative was short-lived. As 1752 drew to a close, advertisements in the London press offered the two Campbeltown ships, Argyll and Campbelton, ‘lately arrived from Greenland’, for sale ‘by the candle’.

Then, in 1753, the first exploratory whaling ship from Dundee rigged her masts and set sail for the hitherto unvisited northern fishing grounds. The Dundee was bought from London in February 1753 by a group of Dundee merchants and shipowners who had formed the Dundee Whale Fishing Company at a meeting in the town the previous October. The Dundee sailed under Captain William Chiene for the Greenland fishery six months later on April 2. She is recorded in bounty records as ‘a strongly-built British’ merchantman of 345 tons, which made her larger than the Edinburgh and Aberdeen whalers that year. One of her principal backers and the company’s clerk was Sir John Halyburtoun, later Provost of Dundee. Other owner/partners included the current Provost Andrew Wardroper and a former provost, Alexander Robertson. From this we see that the momentum to engage in the trade had considerable civic and mercantile backing.

Chiene appears to have been recruited locally. A John Chiene, ‘shipmaster at Crail’, who was likely a relative, witnessed some of the Dundee’s subsequent bounty returns. William Chiene’s crew of 46 was not entirely drawn from the Dundee area, however. As was the custom, the Dundee recruited expert personnel from overseas whaling nations. Six foreigners were listed in the Dundee’s early crews – all harpooners. Chiene’s submission to HM Customs for 1753 revealed that the men completed their task competently. The cargo returned to Dundee that year consisted of ‘143 casks containing blubber of four whales’. For this William Chiene was awarded £691.5s bounty. Shareholders must have noted with some satisfaction that three of the four Glasgow and Campbeltown whalers had returned clean on their maiden voyages. The Dundee duly met with further success in the fishery. She took seven whales in 1754, five in 1755 and four in 1756, the year the Dundee Whale Fishing Company established by local burgesses advertised bone and oil for sale at the town’s quayside. It was also in 1756 that a second ship, the Grandtully, described as an old English-built vessel of 249 tons, was fitted out in Dundee for the following year’s sailing to Greenland. The industry, at last, had a toehold in the town.

Dundee of the 1750s was obviously different from today’s modern city. With a population of around 12,000 (Edinburgh had 50,000), which rose to around 30,000 by the end of the eighteenth century, it retained much of its medieval look. Lanes ran higgledy-piggledy through high-storeyed buildings between the ancient harbour and St Mary’s Tower and the Town House. Some of these lanes, such as Couttie’s Wynd, survive today and typically feature a bend in their alignment so that cold shore winds would be prevented from reaching the town’s densely-populated heart. Burgh council records for the period indicate a civic movement towards modernising the town. In April 1751 work was carried out to pave the Nethergate and mend other streets. In October that year the council debated purchasing the first street lighting and, in a desire to enhance hygiene, organised an improved ‘rubbish bin’ uplift: ‘The Council appoint the town drummer to go through the town ordering ye haill inhabitants upon every Monday and Saturday before twelve o’clock to raik all the dung and nastiness upon the high streets opposite their possession and cause to put the same in little heaps so as it may be carried away’.

Rapid advances in trade had made the town’s harbour a busy facility and its merchant classes wealthy. Dean of Guild archives highlight trade with London, Holland, France, Portugal and the Baltic – often cargoes of timber. The shoremaster, the member of council whose duties included harbour affairs, was given authority to improve the harbour in 1751 and to remove any rocks remaining there, ‘in the cheapest and best manner’. So many petitions were presented to council for permission to build ships next to the pier that in October 1753, as the pioneering Dundee was returning from Greenland, the civic authorities recognised an opportunity to raise revenues and decreed that no-one could construct any vessel without first paying ‘four shillings Scots [about 4d Sterling] to the council for each ton of ship to be built’. By the end of the eighteenth century the burgh had grown in size and prosperity and its expanding merchant fleet was importing hundreds of tons of Baltic flax from St Petersburg and Riga for its increasingly important linen manufactories. It had also witnessed a rapid expansion in its professional and commercial classes – merchants, booksellers, printers, lawyers and tradesmen – and the architectural historian Charles McKean has described it then as ‘a flourishing alert town of ambitious intelligent people’. Ironically, the whaling industry very nearly did not survive infancy to witness these emerging economic foundations. The Dundee narrowly avoided tragedy in 1756 when she sprang a leak and ‘was obliged to come off to repair the damage, sooner than she intended’. Her rueful master recorded that ‘he would have made an extraordinary good voyage, the fish being in great plenty’.

Ships were not usually purposely built for whaling until the middle of the nineteenth century although, once established as whalers, they were often sold on as such. In the industry’s first phase, whalers were mostly second-hand merchantmen purchased from trading ports and converted for their polar role. The Peggy of Glasgow, in 1754, is described in bounty records as ‘a foreign-built ship, a prize made free’. The Dundee and Grandtully were ‘bought from London’. The going rate for pre-owned 300-ton whalers in 1750 was around £2000. At least the same was required for fitting out each vessel. These costs were normally divided among many subscribers. Shares in each vessel – often 64 in number – were advertised for sale to prospective investors and were bought by partners in stock holdings of eighths, sixteenths, thirty-seconds and so on. Some wealthier merchants became multiple-share subscribers, perhaps owning around 10 shares, but there was clearly a reluctance to invest large amounts in an untested market, and shareholdings of one share, of say £35, were not uncommon. The Aberdeen Whale-Fishing Company in 1754, for example, had 99 subscribers for its 154 shares. Thus the risks were divided. Typical Scottish shareholders were merchants, tradesmen, solicitors, physicians and, of course, shipmasters. Nobility and landed gentry played an important role, as they did with most Scottish economic initiatives, but a fair range of occupations such as brewers, booksellers and bankers were involved. One investor in the Aberdeen Whale-Fishing Company is described as a ‘wigmaker’ in the company’s Contract of Compartnery, launched in 1753 with £50 shares.

The broad-based investment structure of Scottish whaling, where a manager acted on behalf of several owners, contrasted with the system adopted in England. There, London led the initial involvement in the trade and its cadre of 40 whalers was called ‘the darling sister’ to the British fishing fleet. These ships were owned under legislation which determined that single vessels were normally joint ventures operated by small numbers of people. The Bubble Act prohibited large partnerships, hence the frequency of names such as The Two Brothers or Three Sisters on shipping registers. The English system initially produced a very competitive situation where a great many ships were sent to Greenland and Davis Strait by small groups of investors, with the result that many, just as quickly, went out of business, acting as a brake on further expansion. The Scottish ‘company’ system, where ship shareholders could spread their investment across several vessels, offset the risk of losses and thereby helped the volatile trade towards stability. A further benefit north of the border was that shareholders were limited only to their individual investment as liability did not extend beyond personal shareholding. The publicly-subscribed Scottish companies held another important advantage – they were located nearer to the fishing grounds.

Dundee’s whaler-owning base represented a significant investment by the standard of industrial investment in the mid-eighteenth century. Shareholders ploughed an estimated £10,000 into buying and fitting out Dundee’s first two ships for the northern fishery. One alone was worth as much as David Dale’s New Lanark Mills in 1786 and the famous Belpet cotton mill in the north of England, which cost £5000 in 1793. Whaling also created ancillary services and made considerable demands on the port. It encouraged shipbuilding, ship repairing, ship chandlering and the recruitment and retention of a large workforce. Substantial buildings were needed for the processing and storage of bone and oil. The merchant classes benefited from Government-regulated victualling which the whalers required each season, such as tobacco, sugar and biscuits – hardly a recommended diet today – and Sanger noted, ‘The whale fishery permeated all sectors of local economies and contributed to the growth and diversification of the economic base of each whaling town’. The Bounty Act, along with industrialisation, was a significant factor encouraging this expansion. Only two ships sailed to the Arctic fishery prior to the introduction of the £2 bounty in 1749. By 1756 the fleet had grown to 83 vessels, with Government payments acting to support the trade in poor seasons, and adding jam to speculator returns in the good years. Between 1733 and 1800, £1,975,089 was paid out in subsidy, with over a quarter of a million pounds of this huge sum entering Scotland’s maritime communities. This artificial stimulant was gradually reduced after 1790 and finally abolished in 1824, but by then whaling had established itself so significantly that the passing of the bounty was hardly noticed.

Scoresby’s Account of the Arctic Regions, published in Edinburgh in 1820, suggests that the Scots learned the ropes of whaling expeditiously. ‘Their successes in 1753 was 61 and a half whales, and in 1754, 36 whales, of which 18 belonged to the Edinburgh companies,’ he recorded. The Scots Magazine claimed that in order to encourage the local trade, many loyal ladies of Edinburgh ‘got their stays and hoops made of the whalebone’ brought home by Leith ships.










	SCALE OF SCOTTISH WHALE FISHING, 1750–1760




	YEAR

	NO. OF SHIPS

	TONNAGE

	BOUNTIES PAID £




	1750

	1

	333

	666




	1751

	6

	1933

	3866




	1752

	10

	3137

	6274




	1753

	14

	4294

	8589




	1754

	15

	4680

	9361




	1755

	16

	4964

	9929




	1756

	16

	4964

	9315




	1757

	15

	4530

	8567




	1758

	15

	4499

	8271




	1759

	15

	4479

	8959




	1760

	14

	4238

	8477




	Source: HM Customs’ bounty records, Scoresby 1820. Jackson 1978, Sanger 1985.






The 1750s ships were fitted out for whaling from Leith, Aberdeen, Glasgow, Campbeltown, Dunbar, Bo’ness and Greenock, with the Dundee and the Grandtully representing Dundee’s fledgling fleet. Indeed, the Dundee sailed on Arctic duty every year from 1753 to 1782, though she returned several times – for example in 1760, 1761 and 1762 – without a whale. Other voyages paid handsome dividends to the ship’s expectant shareholders. In 1779, 1780 and 1781 she took five, 11 and nine whales respectively. It was certainly a roller-coaster ride for the Dundee’s backers during her three decades in the Arctic. The fickle nature of the fisheries, where the reproductive cycle of whales was incapable of replenishing stocks, meant that companies often struggled when catches were poor. In 1764, the shareholders of the Aberdeen Whale-Fishing Company received just £1250 for their entire business, including the whaler City of Aberdeen, boiling yards, fishing equipment and stores. The following year the Dundee took six whales worth nearly three times that amount. In 30 consecutive seasons between 1753 and 1782, when she was lost, the Dundee caught an average of 2.7 whales per voyage and remained the symbol of the town’s involvement in the industry in more than name only. The Grandtully had a shorter Arctic lifespan, sailing between 1757 and 1762, taking only five fish in six years. She presumably had a less experienced crew or perhaps did not meet the return in revenues hoped for. Bounty payment records indicate that no other Dundee vessel sailed during the 20 years following the Dundee’s introduction to the fleet, indicating that the town’s merchants were initially reluctant to invest in the industry that would eventually raise the town’s status on the maritime map. In lean years, of which there were several, the protective subsidy kept shareholders, and their ships, afloat.

Wars in Europe, which lasted until the Treaty of Paris in 1763 and affected the supply of seamen, combined with a run of poor Arctic weather and indifferent yields, threatened the continued expansion of the northern whaling fleet. The return of peace brought a resumption of activity, but there was no repeat of the rapid increase in UK-wide fleets of former years. These factors, as well as the start of the struggle for independence in America, and the reduction of Government bounty to 30s per ton, acted to reduce the Scottish whaling presence to 10 ships in 1763 and just five in 1778, from a peak of 16 in 1756. Anstruther, for example, entered the industry with a single vessel in 1757 but withdrew just five years later when its second vessel was lost in ice and its first returned clean. This recession was then reversed. The Scottish whaling fleet grew rapidly after American independence in 1776. Post-revolutionary legislation taxed American oil as foreign and served to protect the British home market from the exports of the whaling fleets of the American eastern seaboard towns of Nantucket and New Bedford. Demand also grew as the Industrial Revolution gripped the country. Whale-oil prices rose sharply and quayside demand for bone increased as the expanding managerial classes swelled the ranks of women wearing corsets. By the end of the 1780s the Scottish fleet had also swollen – from an average of five ships at the start of the decade to 23 in 1790 – with four of the vessels based in Dundee.








	THE SCOTTISH WHALING FLEET, 1790






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Norman Watson

E

DUNDE

R'S

ALE

WH

DFheeay

-2
M






OEBPS/images/Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/map1.jpg





OEBPS/images/map2.jpg
ANTARCTICA

g
‘e, Dec 191150 %
Scott,Jon 1912@0\e I Shackleton's furthest, Jan 1909

* Scotts furhest south,jon 1902






