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Introduction

Whaling and sealing are evocative subjects today. Extensive media coverage of the actions of environmental groups have brought the world's attention to the plight of seals and the great whales in a way that would have been incomprehensible when Moray Firth ports sent ships to the hunting grounds. The attitudes and actions of the nineteenth century were vastly different from those of the twenty-first; hunting was a popular sport and whales were seen as a valuable commodity rather than a fellow species deserving of conservation.

To the Greenlandmen, the mariners who sailed the ships and hunted the whale in the waters of the Greenland Sea and the Davis Strait, whaling was a job. It may have been tinged with romance and spiced with adventure, but essentially it provided a wage that paid the rent and clothed and fed the family. At its peak in the 1850s nine whaling and sealing vessels sailed from Moray Firth ports. That was a significant percentage of the Scottish total, and the Arctic adventure certainly contributed to the local economy.

The mid nineteenth century was an exciting time to be alive, with the destitution years of the Hungry Forties past and innovation, enterprise and confidence blossoming. The coast of the Moray Firth was no exception, with new ventures being considered, and sealing was suddenly on the agenda as a commercial possibility. The Victorians had a zest for life and the Moray Firth ports entered the Arctic trade as if it was a great adventure, commercialism tinged with the sheer joy of trying something new. Whatever one's feelings for the rights or wrongs of hunting seals and whales, there can be no denying the raw courage the seamen needed to venture into the iced waters of the north in a small sail powered vessel, never knowing what tomorrow would bring, never knowing if they would return home to their wives and children.

Three ports of the Moray Firth sent ships north: Fraserburgh, Banff and Nairn, while Inverness toyed with the idea and Garmouth and Lossiemouth had tentative connections. Of the three, Fraserburgh was the most successful, with Banff next and Nairn not really getting anywhere.

This small book will show something of the sealing and whaling industries of the Moray Firth coast. It will start with a brief look at the Moray coast, and then give an overview of the industry. There is a chapter giving what could be a typical voyage, followed by a chapter on sealing, the Nairn and Banff experience, a brief look at the dangers the whaling men faced and two chapters on Fraserburgh's time as a sealing and whaling port. Finally there are lists of ships from Banff and Fraserburgh.

When this book was first compiled, it was intended to give endnotes for every detail, but the end result was a text littered with numbers that made reading a chore. It was decided to write a free-flowing book instead; easier to read and with the main sources mentioned within the text. The book gives anecdotes, names and a few details. It is not intended to justify an industry that is today in public disfavour, nor is it in any degree an exhaustive study, but it should sketch the outline of a time when Fraserburgh and Banff send hardy men to the hunting grounds of the Arctic circle.







Chapter One

A MARITIME BREED OF MEN

Again for Greenland we are bound

To leave you all behind

With timbers firm and hearts so warm

We sail before the wind

The Whaler's Song – traditional

 

Burghead was never a whaling port but it is an enigma. It is a small fishing village on the south coast of the Moray Firth, about 37 miles east of Inverness and 69 miles west of Fraserburgh. Any visitor will immediately surmise that here is something special, although they might not immediately know why. It is not a large place, but built on a north thrusting promontory that ends in a curious, grass covered mound with an old signal station on top, and affording splendid views of huge stretches of the Moray Firth.

There are many places along this coast that give good views, but Burghead is different somehow. There is an atmosphere here, an aura of great age and of something else, watchfulness nearly, that alerts those who have the perception that they are somewhere unique. There are other places with this atmosphere; DunAdd in Argyll is one, and Edinburgh Castle, another. They were all ancient fortifications, Dark Age settlements where Stevenson's “silent races” now slumber in all but memory.

The mound at the tip of Burghead's promontory is all that remains of what was once a prominent Pictish fort, and the relentless grid-iron pattern of Burghead's streets were planted upon the remainder, thus destroying what might have been one of the most valuable archaeological sites in Northern Europe.

There is no mistaking the strategic location of Burghead fort. On a promontory, surrounded by sea on three sides and with an easily defendable neck of land on the fourth, it is a natural stronghold for a maritime people. And that is the point. Only a people secure in their mastery of the sea would choose such a site, for it is as near an island as a shore based fort can be, and if besieged, could be easily supplied by sea. There is no doubt that the Picts, or Cruithin, were a sea going people, and the coastline of the Moray Firth was their home.

The Moray Firth is that huge mouth of northern Scotland that roars eastward toward Europe. It is the largest and most northerly indentation on the East Coast, marked at either extremity by dramatic promontories and fringed with some of the most picturesque and historic communities in the country.

Kinnaird Head, at the knuckle end of the Buchan fist, marks the southern end of the firth, and in its shadow sits Fraserburgh, that most maritime of Scottish towns where a still thriving fishing fleet provides employment and a focus for the community. From here the coast stretches westward, passing cliffs where the sea fumes, glorious and amazingly empty beaches and a host of small towns and tiny villages. The names are evocative with history: Rosehearty and Crovie, Macduff and Banff, Portsoy and Buckie; Lossiemouth, Burghead and Nairn. In some, fishing boats still provide employment, but others are attempting to re-invent themselves with tourism or heritage. Marinas of pleasure craft now take the place of harbours filled with brown-sailed Zulus or Scaffies, and tourists photograph dolphins where fishermen once cast hopeful nets.

The southern coast of the Moray Firth ends at the hinge of Inverness, then alters direction to slice north eastward, past the smaller Dornoch Firth and Loch Fleet to Clearance haunted Sutherland and the great gaunt coastline of Caithness and some of the most dramatic cliffs of Europe. At last, in the very north eastern extremity of mainland Scotland, Duncansby Head places a final full stop to the firth. It is a fittingly emphatic ending to a coast of unending drama, a place of wild sea and unconquerable land. To look south from here is to view a peerless geographic panorama, but even the keenest observer could not see into the past.

The Picts of Burghead were only one of the maritime peoples who made this beautiful coastline their home. Between the retreat of the great ice caps and the beginning of recorded history, the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers paddled through the marshes to merge, a few millennia later, with the Neolithic people. If, as is often assumed, the Neolithic people arrived by canoe, skirting the coast from the south, then they were the first seamen in the Moray Firth.

The Bronze Age arrived much later, followed by the Celts with their superior iron tools. More centuries past and Roman galleys carried the imperial eagles to the north, but their visit was fleeting; they came, saw but failed to conquer. Nevertheless, their visits did help to put the Moray Firth coastline on the map. It may have been the example or the threat of Rome that encouraged the local tribes to merge into larger groups, but from around the third century after Christ the Picts were the dominant people here. Presumably the Picts were a combination of all the indigenous peoples under a warrior aristocracy that may have been the last Iron-age immigrants. For long a people shrouded by ignorance, current research is unearthing many facts about these Picts, so they are gradually emerging from the haze of history as less than mysterious. There was a Pictish monastery at Portmahomack within shouting distance of the Firth, and where hand-working monks made books. Around this coast, carved stones reveal that the Picts eased from pagan superstition to Christianity at about the same time as other peoples in what is now Scotland.

Picts would clash with invading Scots along this coast, and then came the Norse. Either Scots or Norse ravaged Pictish Burghead, but while the Scots remained, the Norse withdrew westward and northward, beyond Inverness. From their capital at Dingwall, the Norse remained a threat, making this a Scottish frontier every bit as volatile as that with England hundreds of miles to the south. The kingdom of Scotland had to balance two borders in order to survive, so it is no wonder that the Province of Moray boasts so many monuments to the past.

As the Scottish kingdom pushed its border north, hard-won peace came to this coast and the maritime peoples put down their swords and searched instead for other pursuits. By the end of the 11th century the Moray Firth was bounded on three sides by a united Scotland and on the fourth by the North Sea. Trade was a natural continuation of peace, and the people of the Firth exchanged goods with their overseas neighbours. Trading towns such as Inverness, Banff and Fraserburgh sent ships to Europe and south to other ports of Scotland. Fishing became a major industry, with Wick and Balintore, Fraserburgh and Lossiemouth, Buckie and Brora all sending their quota of boats into the often-stormy waters of the Firth. There was also boat building, with nearly every fishing community larger than a village making and repairing the local craft, and larger scale enterprises at Garmouth, Lossiemouth and Buckie. The sea was vital to the people of the Firth, and the northern waters bred hardy seamen. It is hardly surprising that when sealing and whaling offered lucrative opportunities, many local seamen donned their foul weather gear and looked to the north.







Chapter Two

THE SCOTTISH WHALING INDUSTRY

'With Riff Koll Hill and Disco dipping

There you will see the whale fish skipping'

Traditional whaling saying

 

To see a whale at sea is to witness one of the wonders of the world. There is nothing quite so awe inspiring as to be in a boat when the great fin emerges from the water, and to witness the flukes of its tail wave a final goodbye is heart wrenchingly beautiful. These are magnificent oxygen breathing mammals that survive underwater and roam the seas by right. Yet from time immemorial humanity has hunted them, both by driving them ashore singly or in great pods, or by taking boats to sea to kill them in their own environment.

By the middle of the 19th century humans were so expert in hunting that they had driven the whales to the furthest, coldest oceans of the north so that every whale hunt was a perilous adventure for man as for animal.

The Scottish whale hunters were principally after the Greenland Right Whale, Balaena Mysticetus, as it was slow in the water and floated once killed. A good specimen might weigh around one hundred tons and stretch for over sixty feet, which was two thirds the length of the early whaling ships and over twice as long as the whaleboats from which they were hunted. They are distinctive creatures, designed to swim and with a layer of blubber that serves to maintain their body heat even in conditions of extreme cold, although it is believed that the species originated in warmer waters, where most return to breed.

Until well into the nineteenth century, whales were regarded as very large fish, and the whaling industry was known as whale fishing. The Greenland Right whales were distinctively smooth backed and swim slowly at perhaps five knots, which suited the wind powered sailing ships and their oar-powered boats. Greenland Right Whales also floated when killed, which was a great bonus to men in an open boat with maybe ten miles to row back to the mother ship. The Scottish Arctic whalers were not after the sperm whales, but they did kill narwhals when they could and actively hunted polar bears and just about anything else that could make them a profit or provide some sport.

Why?

Why should humans ever hunt these truly magnificent animals, whose grace and power have the ability to inspire awe and even love? Why should man venture into some of the most dangerous environments anywhere, to stand in a tiny boat and thrust a piece of iron into a monster some eighty or a hundred feet long, knowing that if there was every chance the boat could capsize or be lost amidst the ice? Why did man risk his limbs and life through frostbite, accident or disease to kill something that had never done him any harm, and which he quite possible admired?

The answer is simply for necessity and profit. People need to live, and money made life possible. Many whaling masters and many of the crewmen sailed north year after year, becoming expert in what was a highly specialised field. For instance the Stephen family were involved in the industry from its first year in Fraserburgh until it ended in that port, and then migrated to Peterhead, where they continued as seamen, if not Greenlandmen, as the whaling and sealing sailors were known. While one Stephen commanded the Fraserburgh whaling ship Melinka, his brother was master of the Fraserburgh sealer, Vulcan. Other men joined the crew for a season or two, either to make money for some other endeavour, or from a sense of adventure. But life in the Arctic was not for everybody. While many continued in the business for years, others found that a single trip was enough. However, all had one thing in common; they were professionals, hunting for money to feed their families, and the company owners invested their money in the industry, hoping for a profitable return.

When the industrial revolution increased in crescendo in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, it created a growing demand for whale oil and whalebone. A decent sized Arctic whale could carry nine tons of oil in the form of blubber, which was taken back to Scotland to be boiled in special boiling yards. The resulting oil was used for soap and paint, as well as for lighting that made the shockingly dangerous Georgian and early Victorian streets safer. John Dyson in his book The Hot Arctic mentioned that whale oil was used in London's first street lamps, and thus contributed greatly to the safety of that city. While those who walked the city streets might bless the new fuel, it is doubtful if factory workers agreed, for now their masters could keep them toiling for much longer hours in often horrendous conditions.

When gas emerged as an agent for lighting and heating in the early decades of the nineteenth century, the demand for whale oil dipped, but it was also useful in the woollen industry and later, when mixed with water, for softening raw jute. The jute industry of Dundee helped keep Scottish Arctic whaling alive until well into the twentieth century.

The whale hunters also brought home baleen. The Greenland Right Whale swam on the surface, catching krill in its open mouth. The food was filtered through overlapping plates of baleen and the unwanted seawater ejected. This baleen - or whalebone - could sell for as much as £3000 a ton, so that the catch of even a single decent sized whale could make a voyage profitable. Whalebone had a multitude of uses, but for a long period it was vital in the women's fashion industry. In the eighteenth century, fashion dictated that ladies should have slim waists, which in many cases argued for the use of corsets. Being flexible but tough, whalebone was an excellent material with which to make corsets, so the demands of female fashion contributed to the death of thousands of Arctic whales. Whalebone, however, was a versatile material and was also used for brushes, umbrella canes, whips and stuffing, frames for fashionable hats, fishing rods and nets, gratings and just about anything that required a material that was both flexible and strong.

Whaling then, was important for the lifestyle of 19th century Britain. As with every industry, it continued as long as there was a demand for the products, but would fade once cheaper alternatives were available, or when culture and attitudes altered. Throughout the nineteenth century, few people would consider killing a whale as wrong. When the ports of the Moray Firth entered the trade in the 1850s, such an idea would have been inconceivable.

Scottish commercial whaling had a chequered beginning. At the beginning of the seventeenth century the Dutch were the European masters of whaling, but King James VI and I attempted to challenge this hegemony by creating whaling companies in Scotland and England. When the Leith based Scottish East India and Greenland Company received a thirty-five year patent in 1617, it sent a single ship north. Although it was moderately successful, opposition from the English Muscovy Company caused the Scots to withdraw. Eight years later a second attempt by a Leith company had the same result and Scottish whaling slithered into non-existence for decades. Further Scottish attempts in 1670 and 1682 were equally unsuccessful and the century closed on a low of economic stagnation, failed colonies and one of the worst famines ever to hit Scotland. The so-called Ill Years were a fitting end to what had been a turbulent century.

The opening of the Eighteenth century did not promise much better as in 1707, racked by dynastic and religious troubles, Scotland entered into a political union with the one nation that had been her enduring enemy. The result was Great Britain. The new entity was born out of necessity rather than desire: Scotland needed trade and religious security, while England needed to know her northern border was safe during her constant European wars. With the nightmare of a French-Scottish alliance haunting the dreams of English statesmen, it is little wonder that many in South Britain rejoiced when Scotland was enticed, bribed or threatened into a union that was contrary to the wishes of the majority of the Scots.

For decades the Union did little for Scottish trade and nothing for the whaling industry. The Dutch continued to dominate European whaling, selling their oil and baleen to Scots and English markets while the Scots merely watched. It was King George who decided to again challenge the Dutch supremacy. As well as economic reasons, he had an ulterior motive, for if Great Britain possessed a successful whaling fleet, it would also have a reservoir of hardy seamen who could be pressed into the navy in time of war.

The difficulty about starting the whaling industry was in persuading merchant adventurers to advance their wealth in such a hazardous occupation, but bribery, in the form of a bounty system, eased away that block. Accordingly, in 1733 the government proclaimed they would pay a bounty of £1 for every ton weight of a ship over 200 tons that ventured on the whaling trade. There were strict stipulations, however: every vessel had to carry forty whale fishing lines of 120 fathoms, forty harpoons, six months' provisions, four boats for the actual hunting, five first voyagers or 'Green Men'; and, most unusually, a surgeon.

To ensure that they actually sailed north and did not merely pocket the bounty and remain in port, there were strict regulations for these whaling companies. Each ship had to be measured by the Customs Officer. Each owner, master and mate had to take an oath that they were bound for the whale-fishing grounds. Each ship had to keep a log to record their voyage. If the government was to help finance this industry, it wanted it properly regulated and controlled.

British merchants, however, were too wary to be so easily bought, and few bit at the silver harpoon. By 1749 Britain floated only two whaling vessels. Not until 1750, when the government doubled the bounty did investors seriously consider the whaling trade. A bounty of two pounds sterling for every ton weight over two hundred tons may not sound a lot, but in 1750 such a sum could cover the expenses of a whaling voyage. The merchant adventurers were limiting their liability, and if successful, would still reap the profit. Companies sprang up the length of Britain, from London in the south to Aberdeen in the north. At that early stage, there were no takers from the Moray Firth. The canny merchants of the north preferred to hold their wealth, watch the voyages of the whalers and wait for results.

Although it was obvious that the government took nothing on trust, the whaling companies flourished. Leith became a whaling port, with Aberdeen following and the first of the Dundee vessels sailing north by 1754. There were also ships from Dunbar and Montrose, Burntisland, Kirkcaldy and Bo'ness, but the Moray Firth ports remained quiescent. They had no need to venture quite so far north as they traded with their long-standing partners in Europe. The risks of whaling were not worth the margin of profit.

While the Scottish whaling industry made mainly tentative steps to the Arctic, the English took giant strides, with London and Hull floating fleets of whalers. However, despite government help, the British Arctic whaling industry remained smaller than other nations. The Dutch continued to be a formidable force, while the vessels of the North American colonies thrust forward to dominate the supply of whale related products to Great Britain. Only after the American Revolution and the birth of the United States did the British whaling industry really explode. As they were no longer part of the Empire, the whaling men of the ex-American colonies lost their trade advantages; some immigrated to Britain and brought their expertise with them.

. Although English ports were still the more important in Britain, Scottish ports were proving their mettle. Dunbar and Leith, Bo'ness and Kirkcaldy, Dundee and Montrose all sent ships north. Then, in 1788 Peterhead, just around the corner from the Moray Firth, first looked to the whaling and sealing trade. The first Peterhead vessel was Robert, of 169 tons and was English commanded and largely English manned. Captain Peacock took her north each season for the following decade, but with only moderate success. On two of these ten years she came home 'clean' or empty of whales, and her best ever catch was a mere three whales. By the end of that decade it became apparent that there was something wrong with the good ship Robert, and there was speculation that Captain Peacock and many of his English crew had accepted annual bribes from English whaling companies to fail. It was believed, perhaps correctly, that the southern ports wanted to maintain their stranglehold of the whaling trade.

Accordingly, in 1798 Mr J Arbuthnott and Mr John Hutchison of Peterhead pressed for a change of personnel. Captain Peacock and his English followers were dismissed and Peterhead men hired in their place. With the local Captain Gearey in command, Robert was more successful in her eleventh season, catching four whales, which produced 71 tuns of oil. However, that was only the beginning, with double the number of whales caught the following year, producing 96 tuns of oil. Peterhead had finally begun to show the success that was to turn the town into Britain's premier whaling port.

In 1802 the Peterhead whaling company replaced Robert with the larger Hope, of 240 tons, and that season Captain Gearey caught eleven whales. The expansionist trend continued in 1804 when Peterhead doubled its fleet by adding the 290 tons Endeavour. Yet Peterhead was still only a tiny cog in the British whaling industry, with London, Hull and Whitby far more important, and other East Coast Scottish towns sending ships in ones and twos. It was not until 1810 that Peterhead purchased Active, but at 308 tons she was a fine large vessel. Perseverance of 240 tons came the following season, and a decade of good fishing, as the whaling was known, saw further increases in the fleet, despite the danger of United States attack during the American war of 1812 to 1814.

The total of Peterhead ships rose steadily: six in 1813, eight in 1815, eleven by 1818, which revealed that whaling was not only successful, but prosperous at a period when much of Britain was experiencing an ugly recession and there was social and political turmoil in the country. In 1820 Peterhead increased its fleet to eighteen ships and the Greenlandmen raised the roofs of the taverns of the town.

As if to show that the sea must never be taken for granted, the upward trend halted and levelled into a plateau. No new ships were added to the Peterhead whaling fleet until 1825 and the sea began to take its toll. Northern whaling was always a dangerous trade, with the constant danger of storms augmenting the hazards of ice, snow and the lash of a whale's tail, but so far Peterhead had been fortunate. In 1822 she lost Invincible, and next year the 321-ton Dexterity. Not surprisingly, interest in the whaling trade slumped and in 1827 only thirteen ships sailed north from Peterhead.

There were three more ships lost in 1828, when the veterans Enterprise and Active, were among those that failed to return. Again confidence was shaken, but twelve ships headed for the Arctic in 1829, and all returned safely. 1830 proved one of the worst ever years for the British whaling industry, with two Peterhead ships among the nineteen lost that year. The large, 400-ton Resolution was one, and Hope, Peterhead's second ever whaler, was the second. Twenty-one further British ships returned to their homeports clean of whales. That year marked the beginning of a bad decade, with Peterhead sharing in the general malaise. In 1831 the port lost James, but after that the number of whaling vessels remained static. Eleven vessels sailed out, and eleven returned, but if there were no further losses, neither was there spectacular success.
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