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For Leanne and Tony





[FATHOM] 1. Anachronism: a six-foot quantification of depth or breadth, originally indexed to a fingertip-to-fingertip measurement (or “arm-span”), and accounting for spools of cordage, cables, cloth, or other materials; commonly used to demarcate the extent of a water column; 2. An attempt to understand: a metaphor for reaching out to make sense of the unknown. Ariel’s song in Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1610–1611) begins: “Full fathom five thy father lies; of his bones are coral made; those are pearls that were his eyes.” Scholars have identified this passage as the origin of the expression “a sea-change”—a profound reversal of fortune, perspective, or circumstance from which there is no return.






PROLOGUE Whalefall





A FEW YEARS AGO, I helped push a beached humpback whale back out into the sea, only to witness it return and expire under its own weight on the shoreline. For the three days that it died, the whale was a public attraction. Locals brought their children down to see it. Then out-of-towners came too. People would stand in the surf and wave babies in pastel rompers over the whale, as if to catch the drift of an evaporating myth. The whale was black like piano wood and, because it was still young, it was pink in the joints under its fins. Waves burst behind it, sending spray over its back. Every few minutes, the whale slammed its flukes against the wet sand and exhaled loudly—a tantrum or leverage. Its soft chest turned slack, concertinaed by the pull of the swell.

At first the mood was festive. People cheered each time the whale wrestled in the breakers. Efforts made to free it from a sandbar in the morning had been aided by the tide. That the whale had restranded, this time higher up the beach, did not portend well for its survival, but so astonished were the people in the crowd, and such a marvel was the animal, that hope proved difficult to quash. What the whale inspired was wonderment, a dilation of the ordinary. Everyone was talking about it, on buses and in corner stores. Dogs on the beach, held back by their owners, swept flat quarter circles in the sand with their tails. A few had their hackles up. How the dogs imagined the whale—predator, prey, or distant relation—was anyone’s guess, but they seemed keen to get a closer look. At sunset, armfuls of grease-blotted butcher paper—chips and battered hake—were passed around. The local surf lifesavers distributed zip-up hoodies. Wildlife officers, who had been standoffish with the gathering crowd, relaxed and delivered some lessons on whale physiology.

“Whales are mammals,” they began, “as we are too.”

This surprised those people who were accustomed to thinking of all marine animals as types of fish. They raised their eyebrows and nodded along. Cetacean—from the ancient Greek kētos, made Latinate as cetus: an order of mammals that includes whales, dolphins, and porpoises.

“Under its skin the whale is wrapped in a subcutaneous envelope of fat called blubber,” a man in khaki said, cupping his hands.

Trying to imagine the properties of blubber, I could only conjure the agar desserts sold in Korean supermarkets: opaque, calorie-rich, and possessed of a curiously unimpressionable tactility. While in the ocean, the whale’s blubber insulates it and allows the animal to maintain a constant inner temperature. Out of the ocean, the blubber smothers it.

“This whale has the opposite problem to hypothermia,” the wildlife officer explained. Though we were shivering, the whale, only yards away, was boiling alive in the kettle of itself.

That night, a group of us slept lightly in the dunes, arrayed like question marks and commas on the white sand. Our minds cast to the cetacean huffing beyond the swale, then swooped back into cloudier visions. Surfers arrived in the early hours. Bouncing down to the water’s edge, they stood watching. I woke and brushed a second skin of pearly sand off my cheek, my shoulder, one thigh. Were those sharks, raiding a lux channel tipped up by the moon? Hard to tell. We resolved that the whale had been washed too high on the beach for any shark to reach it.

Rinsed by pewter light, every detail was particular and peculiar. Ridges in the sand. Plants like handfuls of knives. It felt cold. It felt cold, to us.



By sunrise, a part of the whale that ought not to be outside of it was outside of it. A digestive organ, frilled and bluish in the foam. The whale’s billiard-ball eyes tumbled in its head, and its breathing sounded labored. The sharks slid into vapor, a squinting rumor. No blood on the tideline. People stayed back from the water’s edge nonetheless. Swept slantwise, shallow waves smoothed, oversmoothed, smoothed. I palmed an unremarkable shell that sat for months afterward, furred with dust on a ledge in my room, until it was lost. A cordon was set up. Seagulls flew down to peck avian hieroglyphs in the whale’s back, their inscriptions legible to yet more skyward gulls that dove to elaborate the wounds. At every nip the whale flinched, still intensely alive.

Walking off some agitation I’d accrued watching the birds, I found one of the wildlife officers crouched a way down the beach. A blocky guy wearing wraparound sunglasses, his jaw was set tight. The whale’s central nervous system was so large and complex, he explained, that euthanizing it in the manner that one might kill a cow or an old horse was impossible. A bolt through the brain would take too long for the heart to register it. A shock to the heart wouldn’t transmit immediate death to the brain. Exsanguination (opening the animal’s arteries and leaving it to bleed out) could take many hours. A day, even. The volume of blood spread across the beach would be gory, epically so.

Talking with the wildlife officer, I began to think of the whale’s body as a sort of setting in which dying could take place at multiple sites, over different durations. The animal, alive on a great scale, didn’t die in an instant. Only parts of it did. The humpback’s death wasn’t, in a word, global. This was the kind of death people call “a death of a thousand cuts.” The humpback’s face—so much as any whale can be said to have a face, its eyes on either side of its huge head, its nostrils in its crown—did not agonize, grimace, or wince. Neither did the animal cry out in anguish. People on the beach took this for a dignified stoicism, though we were only familiar with the human cosmology of pain. It was dawning on me that, because a whale’s body is attuned to its oceanic environment, and because it occupies such immense, physical dimensions, it might suffer uniquely, according to senses I then knew little about.

The wildlife officer told me there could come a point when strapping the whale with dynamite would prove the most humane option. The cleanup afterward—which needed to be thorough and hygienic if a whale had run aground on a popular public beach—was expensive. (How expensive? In time I’d look it up. Another humpback, found dead nearby, a few seasons hence, cost $188,000 Australian dollars (AUD) to remove. Biological “contaminants” sieved out of the sand had to be incinerated. Wires, chains, crane straps, and tarpaulins purchased for the task of transporting the dead whale were all thrown away. The local council and the state department of fisheries disputed which government authority should foot the bill: their remits extended to different varieties of calamity. “Because it’s a mammal, not a fish, they believe it’s not their jurisdiction,” the mayor said.)

The wildlife officer and I stared out to the horizon, the sea mouthing our shoes. Then we walked up to his van. He wanted me to see the only other mercy he could bring to hand: an injection.

“It’s called the green dream,” he said.

The needle was near to a foot long, and as thick as a car antenna. A rubber tube ran to a pump container. The whole apparatus was reminiscent of something you might use to administer herbicide. A vivid green liquid swilled inside the plastic canister: the trademarked color of Fairy detergent and Nickelodeon slime. It might work, he speculated, because the whale was small, only a yearling. But you wouldn’t want to get the dosage wrong.

If administered, the fatal chemicals would linger in the humpback’s carcass long after death, and imperil the survival, too, of any scavenger that came to dismantle the whale and gather what could be picked off the bones. Spiny nibblers and jellied dabs that crawl. Feral carrion feeders, slunk in from nearby parklands. In one recorded case, a dog (the breed was Australian shepherd) fell into a coma after digging up and consuming a scrap of blubber from a whale killed twenty-three days previous, so enduring was the barbiturate drug in the euthanizing injection delivered to that cetacean.

The lesson here, the way I grasped it, is that what instinctively feels like compassion toward one creature can prove poisonous in the orbit of small and smaller organisms left lying out on the beach after we leave.

The officer let me hold the green dream for a minute, this ghastly prop, heavier than it looked. Whose was the dream? I wondered. I pictured the whale’s many veins and arteries, which, if you could unpick them, would lead off more than three hundred feet down the beach—thinning to capillaries in the distance, like the red thread from a smashed thermometer.

I asked him, “Is it you who makes the decision?” I suspected he could get a gun instead and use that. I had heard he was empowered by certain regulations to fire on a suffering whale, as though it were a chassis on chocks in a paddock.

He held one hand, crablike, on the wet sand and said nothing. The whale weakly lifted its tail and dropped it again.

What would happen afterward: I wanted details, the process. The wildlife officer sighed. He described two mechanical bobcats assigned to collect the carcass. Beach and bundle, he called it, the policy. The whale would be chainsawed in half, it would be quartered and trucked to the Tamala Park landfill site, in Perth’s Mindarie, to decay. I envisioned it jumbled in with household waste, amid defunct white goods and bags of trash; the skull, an upturned trough of spoil. After death, the whale’s putrefaction would generate yet more heat, scorching its bones and turning its organs black within the tight bind of its innards. If no one cut the body open, it might explode. Other whales had before. Gases puff up cavities inside the carcass, straining against the fat. Did the council worry a whale’s remains, towed back beyond the shallows, could bring thresher sharks and hammerheads out of the deeps to loiter where swimmers would, after a time, return? I was confused as to why the animal was destined for the junkyard, even if it didn’t end up being given the death-dealing injection.

“This whale is malnourished,” the wildlife officer offered, apropos of a question he was more routinely called to answer. “We’re not sure why it stranded. Maybe it’s sick; maybe the mother didn’t feed it right as a calf. Maybe the whale ate something it shouldn’t have, or it’s got parasites, or it’s too tired and ill to survive.”

He cleaned salt spots from his sunglasses. I saw fatigue pleated around his eyes. “Killer whales pick off the weak ones,” he went on.

The problem of the hour—what was killing the whale, now that it had beached—was gravity. The wildlife officer suggested I visualize the whale as see-through. He said to notice how the heaviest bones lay in the whale’s topside; the big, leaden vertebrae, its ribs thickest where they met the spine. Buoyant in the ocean, it was no problem for the whale to be built this way. Even diving to great pressure, its weight distribution didn’t trouble it. On land, though, its largest bones exerted a downward force on the animal’s soft underside, causing crush injuries we couldn’t see. “The chest wall caves in,” the wildlife officer begun, but stopped himself from finishing the thought. Fragments of sea-foam spotted the whale, trapped in its tonnage on the wrong side of its known world. One final thing he would say on the matter: “There’s an argument, a conservation argument, not to put a whale that’s been weeded out back in again.”



My mother, Leanne, grew up in a township on the southwest coast of Australia where mass strandings of smaller whale species were a feature of the local lore. With our many uncles and aunts, we had often holidayed on the white, overcast beaches of her girlhood; places where pods of pilot whales—both long- and short-finned species—were known to maroon themselves. One hundred and fifty such whales fetched up on the shore of Hamelin Bay together in early 2018, and all but six individuals died. I saw the whales, roughly half the size of humpbacks, thrashing and rigid, and seemingly beset with despair, in footage a cousin posted to our family group chat. Soundless videos; whales shrunk to fit by the dozen into the palm of my hand. Their dark shapes recalled fingerprints inked onto a rap sheet.

The name “pilot whale” comes from the notion that these animals are steered by a leader, though whether this is true has never been indubitably proven. Around Australia such whales are thought to be nomadic, rather than migrating with the seasons, as other species do. No one knows why they might be predisposed to come ashore on this stretch of coastline specifically. Eighty pilot whales stranded in the same region in 2009, when several were hefted into dampened slings and driven to a neighboring bay, in the belief this might reroute them back on their marine wandering. At least a third of those rescued promptly returned to the sand and died. The most daunting number, 320 pilot whales, beached in 1996—though more than 80 percent of this group survived, having been pushed into the sea quickly, by a team of volunteers at high tide.

Such an abundance: three hundred and twenty whales. An event like that you couldn’t help but see as sacrificial or ominous. Malevolent even, in the way of a curse long since passed into rumor, carrying over to afflict a successive generation. The pilot whales brought to mind Renaissance frescoes of a world corrupted. The so-called “fall of man.”

Why do the whales do it? There seemed no rhyme or reason in the conditions that preceded significant numbers of whales casting themselves onto land in the southwest. It happened some years, not others. Many of these animals died soon after they emerged from the ocean or kept on restranding with a seemingly fatalistic zeal; others, having been pulled out into the shallows, turned fast and purposeful for open waters. Biologists could not identify any discernible difference between the whales that insisted on survival and those that gave in and collapsed.

Beneath a brightening sky on the Perth shoreline people were posing for photographs in front of the beached whale. A mother stretched the elastic strap of a sun hat beneath the fat, folded chin of her rankled infant. “Get my neck,” said a girl to her friend, who was absorbed in dribbling lotion onto her own thigh. Then a group of teenagers came down from the dunes with a wreath of plaited seagrasses and pink pigface flowers, and proposed laying it over the whale’s forehead.

The spectators fostered their own suspicions as to why this young humpback whale had drawn up on the sand. Hadn’t a shooting star flared icily over Rottnest Island last week? Astral debris was said to have sprinkled down over the Goldfields. Comets and meteorites were believed, by many, to be connected to whale beachings, though few could say why—maybe the animals confused night for day when stars fell, or changes in the stellar positions led whales to misreckon their nearness to land. And what was happening in the sea? The weather was undeniably weird, all the time—wasn’t that the truth? One woman’s brother, “a serious man,” had let slip mention of clandestine naval operations offshore. Military sonar terrified whales. Oh no, its effects were physical. Thumped by infrasonic noise, whales bleed from their ears. (The humpback’s ears? No one on the beach could identify them.) Sour mention was made next of whalers out of Japan, still hunting whales and flouting the consensus that these animals warranted protection. Thousands of whales butchered each year—thousands, truly—far from the public eye. Since the humpbacks summered within range of the hunt, someone pondered aloud if this whale might be lost because a maternal bond had been broken: the mother killed, perhaps. (Two tourists agreed this was wrongheaded; the Japanese pursued smaller species of whale.) Besides which, didn’t humpbacks feature in the ancestral Noongar stories? The yearling, thrown from its element, would be a matter of concern to elders, surely. What was happening was anomalous. A bad business for the region.

I distrusted the inflection in these voices even as I, too, brimmed with guesswork, troubled by the whale from afar. Offered in candor, these theories were nonetheless conspiratorial, being premised on the assumption that deeper streams of logic undercut the frail authority of science, and the wildlife officers’ superintendence of the whale. The official narratives could prove no whale-beaching hypothesis to the crowd’s satisfaction. Their loyalty was to the unverifiable hunch, to intuited patterns of allegory, augury, or plot. As if the whale itself, in its fleshly presence, testified to hitherto unplumbed dimensions of reality. Or so it seemed, as the sun found its zenith.

Every few minutes the whale emitted a louder rush of air that dried out to a wheeze, rubbly with unseen obstructions. It hurt to listen to; people felt it inside their own chests. A few families turned away. The surfers knelt in vigil or shame, their wetsuits half-peeled to expose tattoos of regional creeds and constellations, the hair on the backs of their heads like wicker. One woman broke free from the crowd and strode into the water with the wilting wreath in her fists overhead. She sung, bell-clear. Her skin was tanned. It took three wildlife officers to pull her off the side of the whale, kicking. She had spiritual reasons, she said. She had spiritual skills. Her fury wasn’t dignified. It was incandescent. The whale never wore the sodden wreath.



Back then, though I, for one, had been hesitant to link the whale’s demise to origins that were cosmic in scale or diabolical in character, the logic of the crowd’s explanations struck me as important. That such immense and enigmatic creatures as whales should be governed by forces of equal mystery seemed apt. Apt, or perhaps the better word is “proportionate.” Stood before the humpback, this otherworldly arrival, who among us could renounce, offhand, the probability of inscrutable and stupendous powers, active in the sea? Brought down before its time, the humpback vouchsafed, however tacitly, the existence of other phenomena beyond our ken. But later, when I searched online for the reasons whales decline and die, I saw that the top-ranking results were neither unfathomable in the way of star fields nor motivated by barbarous intent, per whaling fleets. Nothing extraordinary was returned. Nothing covert. Instead, I found myself scrolling through a list of quotidian conveniences, overlooked residues and debris; a spill of lowly, forgotten things, sundry as junk mail.

That was how I first learned about the sperm whale, washed up dead on the Spanish coastline with a greenhouse—an entire greenhouse—in its belly. In the flattened greenhouse—from a hydroponics business in Almería—were enclosed tarps, hosepipes and ropes, flowerpots, a spray canister, and bits of synthetic burlap. It had once sheltered off-season tomatoes, grown for export to Britain. High winds likely collapsed the structure, bundling it from dry land into the ocean. Flash flooding and storms of eerie, unexpected power were gaining in the region, known as the “salad bowl” of Europe. An inventory of the animal’s gut itemized other indigestible objects too; alarmingly, goods of comfort and leisure. In addition to the greenhouse, the sperm whale had swallowed parts of a mattress, a coat hanger, a “dishwater plastic pot,” and an ice-cream tub. Like a chamber furnished for a prophet or a castaway, these stomach contents recalled stories of people surviving inside whales, I thought. Old parables, anyone can tell, in which such traces are taken for proof of life. Here, though, the midden amounted to a cause of death. Domestic products were newly dangerous, seen from this angle. The banality of household items belied their potential for a gruesome afterlife. Abandoned fishing gear—drift nets, longlines, fish traps, and oyster racks—had long been identified as hazards for sea creatures, but whoever guessed that whales could, or would, eat bits of bedding and kitchenware?

Reading on, I came to understand that marine impedimenta, as a category, had expanded across the early twenty-first century to draw in consumer goods and the refuse of terrestrial agriculture in manifold forms. Whales assayed, revealed the extent. Because whales are so well insulated by their thick layer of blubber, they attract fat-soluble toxicants, absorbing molecular heavy metals and inorganic compounds that comprise pesticides, fertilizers, and other pollutants that have come to powder the modern sea. The body of a whale is a magnifier for these chemicals, both because cetaceans live a long time and because many species accrue a toxic ballast from the organisms they consume. Whales also lack a key gene that, in land-living mammals, functions akin to an antioxidant to neutralize low concentrations of organophosphate—run off from croplands and collected by the animals’ tissues—and, unlike some seabirds, whales cannot shunt chemical burdens into feathers to be shed during a molt. Fractional exposure builds up over multiple seasons, making some whales more polluted than their environment. Which is so different to how we conceive of pollution ordinarily, I think, as pervading a landscape or being an atmosphere through which, and within which, animals move—each loaded with less malignancy than their surroundings. To view animals as pollution is both worrisome and novel.

Estuarine beluga in Canada had been discovered to be so noxious that their carcasses were classed as toxic waste for disposal. Scientists declared Earth’s most toxified animals to be killer whales living in Washington’s Puget Sound—a place starfish were presently being rent apart by a disease that induced their arms to crawl off their bodies (“Some locations saw complete mortality of sea stars,” reported The Seattle Times). Residents of the Chukotka district of the Russian Federation worried over what they deemed “stinky whales”: gray whales hauled as part of a traditional hunt that reeked when carved and jointed, and that triggered numbness in those who consumed the meat. A biotoxin was thought to be to blame, most probably. These gray whales, caught near the Bering Strait, had apparently begun to eat seaweed and decomposing fish from the seafloor, maybe because populations of their customary food, amphipods—bumblebee-small crustaceans that dot-dot-dash the water column—were waning. (Though, too, some scientists pointed at spillages from wells and tankers in the Alaskan oil fields as a possible source of chemicals in the whales’ malodorous flesh.) “It has a medical smell, like iodine,” reported the Russian deputy commissioner to the International Whaling Commission (IWC). As “when you enter a pharmacy, for example, but it’s of course stronger.”

Of the industrial substances corralled in whales’ bodies, not all were agrochemicals incipient in seawater and prey. Being surface breathers, whales also inhale airborne carcinogens, including cadmium, chromium, and nickel, emitted by the world’s refineries and chrome-plating factories. The biggest cetacean species possess Earth’s most colossal lungs, and draw the planet’s deepest breaths. They sometimes hold that air for record lengths of time, beyond two hours. Subject to depth pressure underwater, abundant oxygen is pressed out of the respiratory system to saturate whales’ muscles—making them especially prone to being permeated by atmospheric contaminants. Chromium in endangered North Atlantic right whales, for instance, had been found to match the levels of factory workers employed in metal dipping.

Prior to learning this, I had supposed that very large animals would be less vulnerable to contaminated air than smaller animals. Because these tainting gases are mostly imperceptible, I assumed they lacked potency. I took it for granted that the quantity of pollution afflicting any animal depended only on the chemical profile of its environment (and not how its body functioned to soak up and stockpile the poison). I saw now that this belief was erroneous. Size itself, along with physiology and habitat, turned out to be jeopardizing.

How much amounted to a harmful dose? Were the effects of pollution on whales distinct from its effects on other mammals and sea creatures? Theories varied. A minor reassurance: when contained in blubber, scientists believed that any cache of chemicals (whether inhaled, digested, or absorbed) remained “metabolically inert,” which is to say, the toxicants couldn’t injure otherwise healthy whales because the substances weren’t metabolized and recirculated through the animal’s organs. The threat comes when a whale begins to starve and its body reverts to ketosis—breaking down blubber for energy in the absence of food. Released back into the bloodstream, stored toxins then cease to be dormant.

The humpbacks seen from Australia’s coastline carry lower accumulations of synthetic chemicals compared to whales that live, year-round, near industrialized ports and along highly trafficked seaways, but because humpbacks tend to fast when they migrate up from Antarctic waters—relying on their blubber as a camel, crossing the desert, does its hump—these whales may be at higher risk of reexposure to adulterants they have acquired: a seasonal poisoning from within. Stranded whales, too, often undergo ketosis. The sublethal impacts of even low levels of industrial pollutants on a whale’s health, and behavior, are poorly studied, being difficult to monitor.

In Europe, around the western Mediterranean Sea, the southwestern Iberian Peninsula, and elsewhere, I read that whale species were found to be riddled with an especially wicked class of chemicals, to pernicious consequence. Polychlorinated biphenyls, PCBs—once used in coolants, concrete, paint, light bulbs, and electrical capacitors—are persistent compounds that, having entered the ocean through stormwater and waste, can take many decades to break down into benign molecules. Though these substances were phased out by governments in the 1970s and ’80s, PCBs have remained durable in the ecosystem. One site where they have intensified is within the bodies of killer whales––iconic, black-and-white whales, apex predators also known as orca. Research models released in 2018 foretold that all killer whale populations offshore from nations that had used PCBs would die out in thirty to fifty years. The species would only continue to thrive, the report concluded, in the Arctic and some parts of the high seas.

From a detailed article on the development of PCBs and other benzenes, I discovered that these widely used, artificial compounds—eventually extracted, at scale, from coal tar—were first engineered by chemists as isolates from gases rendered out of whale oil. This was during the era when whales were a global commodity and a proto-energy industry—their fat sheared off by whalers and distilled to light lamps, grease machines, process textiles, and fuel the late stages of the industrial revolution. What a cruel and intimate historical loop: whale bodies provided the base chemistry from which the precursors to PCBs were extracted, and now, so many decades later, the legacy elements of these substances came to rest and accumulate in the living animals.

I thought of the humpback in the dump. The whale as landfill. It was a metaphor, and then it wasn’t.

Female whales shed some of their toxicity to their calves: during pregnancy, through the placenta, and then in their uncommonly creamy milk. The firstborn calf, most of all, arrives seeded with iotas of human industry because it is subject to the mother’s lifetime load; subsequent calves benefit from the birth of the first as though it were a kind of live sequestration. Yet most of the killer whales dying now, off Scotland, Gibraltar, Brazil, Japan, and in the northeast Pacific, had not been born—or were even conceived—when governments acted to ban the production of the persistent pollutants, PCBs, years ago. Oceans bank the emanations of manufacturing long after laws and technologies improve, or our industries move on to more efficient, less noxious methods of fabrication. Substances that have been made illegal, or those that have simply been replaced by innocuous substitutes, in Australia, America, and the wealthier countries of Europe, may remain in production elsewhere; a lag time that results from investment in capital assets such as factory equipment and legal property, including patents over manufacturing processes. In this way, the past is as unevenly distributed as the future.

Though I had started out seeking answers to how and why whales died, what had begun to click into place was this: my entire definition of pollution demanded revision. Some pollutants were still sold by the barrelful, emblazoned with a skull and crossbones; some were vented from smokestacks as haze. Others had long ago been built into the hardscape of cities (like PCBs embedded in ceiling insulation and coating electrical cables). If it was a surprise to find these familiar, albeit insidious, contaminants seeped into the remote environments of whales, then it was a shock to hear of domestic objects (tubs, hoses, coat hangers) infiltrating the animals themselves. Such items were not chemical by-products, they were the products; end products. Consumables. Hygienic, durable, and disposable: for many people, plastic meant safety. That safety, coupled with low cost, had resulted in plastic filling every hollow of suburbia: cribs, cars, kitchens. Though the qualities that primed plastic for home amenity hadn’t materially changed, having departed the orbit of human use to tumble through the world as waste, plastic was recategorized a pollutant. From “consumable” to indigestible. Safe to lethal. Bedeviled by this future, each mundane commodity on the shop floor, however nontoxic, called you to envision not just any pollution spawned by its manufacture but the pollution that it, itself, might in time become. Even perishable produce, stacked in supermarket vegetable bins, relied on unseen plastic to foster its existence: rippling hothouses and ripening sacks tied over vine fruit, irrigation tubes, and transportation cushioning. Where did it all go? That the simple fact of a wintertime tomato radiated complicity in the death of a sperm whale seemed, to me, at once monstrous and bewildering.

Plastic and toxicants found in whales originated, unmistakably, out of the machine-turned world, but the foul flesh of Russian gray whales hinted at more protracted kinds of culpability. That whales could be eating an unnatural, biotoxic diet of rotted fish and plant life indicated a changing food web. Was human activity not also, in a more remote way, accountable there (having influenced the availability of the whale’s natural prey, the amphipods, through climate change or otherwise)? Misplaced or misprocessed in an ecosystem, did organic matter, too, rise to the level of a pollutant? Why had whales suddenly started eating all the wrong things?

Just as my understanding of what a pollutant was came undone, so, too, did reading about whales challenge my grasp on how pollution was disseminated. A few types of old chemicals didn’t dissipate over time but concentrated in places far from where they’d been deposited, transmitting even to unborn animals, untouched by any environment outside their mothers’ interiors (this, the curse skipping a generation). Having never opened their eyes and as yet unbreathing, these fetal animals nonetheless bore the trace of our terrestrial past on a cellular level—more so, even, than their immediate ancestors: those animals exposed to the pollution at the time it was generated. Lately, I doubted the exteriority of pollution altogether, for even in a pristine, natural setting I understood that a toxicant might be reemitted from a place between an animal and its habitat: the whale’s swaddling blubber. It mattered not just where pollution came from, and how much of it there was, but what sorts of bodies received it, and how they passed it on.

What befell any organism was a function of its distinctive physicality. The gravity of being stranded on land, I knew now, could kill a whale, and air temperature could overheat it: these were natural phenomena. Unnatural presences, also, filtered through animal bodies. To fully comprehend the degree to which any environment was damaged, you needed to consider the ways in which it was damaging from the perspective of other species—from inside the sensorium of animals.

Whales may be subject to pollution, but for people who eat whales, the cycle can sometimes turn backward, bringing what has been lost, forgotten, or prohibited to indwell the human body. Greenland’s Inuit women, who seasonally consume whale meat, whale skin, and fat as traditional food, had been warned off eating beluga during pregnancy and advised to stop nursing their babies altogether. Their mammary tissues had become a locus of concentration for the chemical by-products from the whales, because the composition of human breasts, being spongy and replete with estrogen receptors, make these body parts prone to act as dumping grounds for many types of transportable chemicals. The Inuit women may live in some of the most isolated and least industrialized regions on the planet, but sustaining themselves on whales had turned their bodies into habitats of contamination. According to the BBC’s Planet Earth: The Future (2006): “If her milk was in containers other than her breasts, she would not be allowed to take it over state lines.” Nearly all the Inuit tested had levels of mercury and organochlorines that exceeded World Health Organization standards. Their levels proved comparable to those of people living downstream from goldmines in China and South America.

As I absorbed myself in the research, whales were making visible something that had been invisible to me before: how regular human life seeped into the habitus of wildlife, and how wildlife returned back to us, the evidence of our obliviousness. But if whales brought to light the imperishable past and its unforeseen effects, then what bubbled up in my mind now was a question more difficult to quantify. Did whales also have something to teach us, I wondered, about our capacity for change?



During the weeks that followed the humpback beaching in Perth, I found myself unhappily preoccupied. There was an emergency out there—in truth, all of us had heard news of it. The superabundant cyclones that barreled down corridors of unseasonal warmth. Hundred-year storms on annual rotation. Die-offs, dead zones, and reefs rotted to the color of old money. Who hadn’t yet seen that abysmal picture of the tin can, spotlit by a submersible in the silt of the ocean’s deepest trench, or the other one: the photo of the seahorse latched on to a floating Q-tip? Seascape—the obsession of a golden age of painting, and once the saturnine vista with which to dramatize the psyche—had since reverted to kitsch: a mixed-media project, churning found objects. Every thing a foreigner in its own home. What was lost, if you took the time to think about it, was the timelessness the sea had always stood for.

Word had it that the seawater itself had begun to acidify: a change too subtle to taste, smell, or touch, but staged across the breadth of oceans in tandem with rising carbon dioxide (CO2). As the oceans took in more CO2 from the air, their baseline chemistry shifted. Marine acidification verified what seemed a very ancient fear: that even as what was coming on promised to assume the dimensions of a vast and totalizing phase shift, it unfurled presently, on a molecular and insensate scale. Would we know it, the moment when it became too late; when the oceans ceased to be infinite?

My mind returned to the stranded whale. All my life, I’d heard the history of whales told as a tale of victory. Notwithstanding the censured Japanese whalers, or those few lawful hunters in First Nations’ territories, that these animals had been saved was a celebrated conclusion. Over three decades ago, or longer: “Save the Whales,” the faded bumper stickers. See: whaleboats ratcheted into dry docks, harpoons disabled. Whales had since rebounded. Humpbacks and sperm whales were no longer red-listed as endangered animals. In many places (though not for all species) cetacean numbers were on the uptick. Brought back from the brink of vanishing, their populations testified to the dénouement of commercial whaling and the stewardship of conservation groups. Whales buoyed hearts. Whales were a wellspring of awe. How hungry we were, now, for awe! Whales elicited our smallness set against the largess of nature: they proved nature’s sovereignty and its resilience. Whales gave people cause to reflect, too, that governments had been known to be benevolent, that industries could be restrained, and that the protection of wonderment was a value shared across the planet. So it was that whale watching surfaced feelings of humility and mastery both, for though it was humbling to be faced with such astonishing animals, that whales existed at all was due to past endeavors thwarting their extinction.

Whales were how the Western environmental movements first learned to tell a story as big as the world. The anti-whaling campaigns of the early 1980s had been predicated on the idea that whales should be viewed as the universal inheritance of all humankind and that the people of the future, regardless of nationality, deserved to live on a planet that hadn’t been denuded of its largest animals. But now that the sea had evolved into an amphitheater of hazards far less demarcated than whaling ships, people could no longer view whales the way they once did—a triumph of activism, a thrilling brush with wildness. This, to me, felt like an urgent subject: Beyond the number of whales in the ocean, how did whales live, and how did they die? How did they encounter us? To learn that even whales—these paragons of green devotion—were turning up containing industrial toxicants, plastic, and pesticides, seemed darkly momentous. Apart from the visceral harm done to the animals themselves, their symbolism lay ransacked. A kind of hope was being polluted. Whales demanded a new story, I thought. A story that overrode the narrative of success I’d long been told, even as it promised to be just as planet-sized.

For as long as there have been humans, the whale has been a portentous animal. A whale warrants pause—be it for amazement or for mourning. Its appearance, and its disappearance, are significant. On the beach, an individual whale’s death may not prove “global” in the way of its body powering down abruptly, like a switch being flicked, but in a different sense the deaths of whales today are global. The decline of a sperm whale—filled with sheeting and ropes, plant pots and hosepipes—belongs to a class of environmental threat that, over the past few decades, has become dispersed across entire ocean systems, taking on transhemispheric proportions. This whale’s body serves as an accounting of the legacies of industry and culture that have not only escaped the limits of our control but now lie outside the range of our sensory perception and, perhaps even more worryingly, beyond technical quantification. We struggle to understand the sprawl of our impact, but there it is, within one cavernous stomach: pollution, climate, animal welfare, wildness, commerce, the future, and the past. Inside the whale, the world.



There is a different story that I caught on the beach that day—one about whales that expire very far out to sea, perhaps of old age or ship strike. More than any other explanation of how whales perished, this rendition would stay with me, transfix me, long after I returned from the shorefront, though the reasons why took a long time to clarify.

Here is how that story goes: If whales that expire mid-ocean are not washed into the shallows by the wind and tides, their massive bodies eventually sink and simultaneously decompose on the descent. This disintegration is called a whalefall. Afloat at the beginning, they are pecked at by seabirds, fish, swimming crabs, and sharks attracted by scent trails. Carrion eaters debride the underside of the carcass. In calm weather, ripples divulge the scavengers’ thuggish toil—creating the illusion, perhaps, that the dead whale still trembles. This part takes weeks, a month. Over dusk’s shift-change hours, daylight creatures rotate with nighttime meat eaters. Some species of cetacean turn out to be more buoyant than others. Deceased sperm whales will hang off the oil-filled chambers contained in their huge, blocky heads at the surface longer than most, though they are one of the largest and heaviest types of whales. But, in time, any whale will go down, all the way to the seafloor.

A dead whale slips below the depth where epipelagic foragers can feed from it. The whale’s mushy body decelerates as it drops, and, where pressure compounds, putrefying gases build up in its softening tissues. It drifts past fish that no longer look like anything we might call fish but resemble instead bottled fireworks, reticulated rigging, and musical instruments turned inside out. The whale enters the abyssopelagic zone. No light has ever shone here, for so long as the world has had water. Entering permanent darkness, the whale passes beyond the range of diurnal time. Purblind hagfish slink: jawless, pale as the liberated internal organs of other animals. Jellyfish tie themselves into knots. The only sound is the scrunch of unseen brittle stars, eating one another alive. Slowly. It is very cold. Hell’s gelid analogue on Earth. The hagfish rise to meet the carcass and tunnel in, lathering the passages they make with mucus. They absorb nutrients right through their skin.

The whale body reaches a point where the buoyancy of its meat and organs is only tethered by the force of its falling bones. Methane is released in minuscule bubbles. The ballooning mass scatters skin and sodden flesh below it, upon which grows a carpet of white worms waving upward, like grass on its grave. Then, sometimes, the entire whale skeleton will suddenly burst through the cloud of its carcass. For a time, the skeleton might stay hitched to its parachute of muscle; a macabre marionette, jinking at the spine in the slight currents. Later, it drops, falling quickly to the seafloor, into the plush cemetery of the worms. Gusts of billowing silt roll away. The mantle of the whale’s pulpier parts settles over it. Marine snow—anonymous matter, ground to grit in the sun-filtered layers of the sea—sprinkles down ceaselessly. The body is likely to settle far deeper than the depths to which any living whale will ever descend.

Rattails, sea scuds, other kinds of polychaete worms, and eelpouts appear. No one knows from where. Opportunist octopuses bunt between ribs. Sightless, whiskered troglodytes, like ginger tubers, burrow into the surrounding sediment, which is blackened with fat and whale oil. From the dark come red-streamer creatures that flutter all over. Colorless crabs: their delicate gluttony. Life pops. It is as though the whale were a piñata cracked open, flinging bright treasures. On the body gather coin-size mussels, lucinid clams, limpets, and crepitating things that live off sulphate. More than two hundred different species can occupy the frame of one whale carcass. A pink, plumed tube shrinks back into the gothic column of its name, the Osedax—Latin for “bone devourer.” Mouthless and gutless, the Osedax is nonetheless insatiable; it eats through its feet, which extend, like trickling roots, into the marrow.

Some of the organisms that materialize on the whale are called “fugitive species.” Some live nowhere else but in dead whales, and a few are so specialized they thrive only within the remains of a single cetacean species. Others are found, very occasionally, at hydrothermal vents or around briny cold seeps on the seafloor—spots where life on Earth is theorized to have first begun, with a plethora of millimeter-high animals inhabiting a thin band of gas-enriched water. After the whale’s soft tissues and cartilage are consumed, these tiny organisms broadcast their larvae into the sea to drift in dormancy—infinitesimal, barely perceptible, and hopeful (if the larval can be said to be hopeful) of finding more dead cetaceans. A whale body is, to this glitter splash of biology, a godsend, and an occasion for gene exchange. To think such extremophiles indestructible—too ancient, or too deep to be affected by the impoverishment of the sea above—is to disregard their interaction with the corpse whales, which function as engines of evolution, and stepping-stones for their migration between stringent, oxygen-poor biomes. Without whales, many kinds of detritivores fail to colonize new habitats. When their vents and seeps deplete, their kind will decline. These creatures exist, they have evolved, because of the fall of whales. Whales as transient, decomposing ecosystems that amass, pulse, twitch, and dissolve.

No whalefall had ever been seen by a human eye until 1977, when, in the course of submersible training, a US Navy crew discovered a gray whale skeleton laid out on the stiff clay of an abyss west of Santa Catalina, more than four thousand feet down. After that, scientists deliberately sank cetacean carcasses to track what creaturely communities transitioned on and around them. One estimate holds that there may be as many as 690,000 whalefalls coming undone at this very moment. Over half a million dead whales lying on Earth’s basement floor, jiggling with life.

The remaining bones of the dead whale on the seafloor are stripped, hollowed, and then they fluff up with flounces of silver-white bacteria so that it appears as if the skeleton is draped in downy toweling. There the bones stay, lashed softly by microbes. Decades may pass, a hundred years even, before nothing remains—only a dent that holds the dark darker.

In undersea sites bereft of seasons (as we are wont to understand the seasons), a whalefall is tantamount to springtime—a fountain of life; spectacular, then squalid. A whale in the wild goes on enriching our planet, ticktocking with animate energy, long after its demise. So the death of a whale proves meaningful to a vibrant host of dependent creatures, even as it may look senseless from the shore. The story of whalefall: I found it emotional. Whalefalls outvied the crowd’s loss, describing instead a great, pluripotent detonation of life striking from a whale’s demise. In the flatlining of a whale, in the falling apart of its colossal body, this story seeded the rise of organisms more spellbinding and weirder than any I had ever heard of, or dimly pictured before. How little is yet known about the wildness that attends the whale, I realized, and how well the world is built to work without us.

But what message should we, who never venture to these depths, take from the whalefall—what does this story boil down to? What I carry forward is this: Nothing ends without adding vigor to the conditions under which new beginnings are conceived. No state is condemned to be changeless. As would reveal itself to be true of my own contact with the stranded humpback in Perth, the death of a whale can prove not a tragedy but a turning point.



Low tide arrived toward the close: a small group of people persevering. I shuffled in to hear the humpback’s irregular gasps. Whales are conscious breathers, which means they have to remember to do it. The whale’s eye—the color of midnight, mid-ocean—had no eyelashes and, according to another wildlife officer, no tear ducts (for what would be the point of crying in the ocean?). I could not catch its gaze. Did the whale see where it was? Could it grasp the destiny being prepared for it: Not the plenteous, oceanic dark but the rubbish heap? Despite the whale’s prodigious size, we understood that it shared certain traits with people: whales being social animals, affectionate with their young. We’d heard whales possessed brains complex enough to imply the capacity for abstract thought, native concepts of time and self. And, maybe, death?

If it was hard to tell all the ways the whale was hurt, it was harder yet to imagine if, and how, the animal characterized its suffering—whether it understood its injuries as a prelude to the end, being capable of anticipating that mortal moment. Was the whale afraid; did it cling to a twist of fate? Did the whale suffer mentally, conceiving the impossibility of a future? No one could know. I still held out for a flash of recognition, some emergency beacon flicked on within the whale’s brain. But it showed no sign of apprehending the presence of people, our effort or our grief.

What felt important, in that moment, was seeing this thing through to its resolution. Agreeing not to leave the whale alone. Fealty. Fellowship. Or more than that: kinship, I guess, was what we tendered. Who could say if it was more or less welcome than the shot of barbiturate still packed up in the van? The wildlife officer had opted not to use it, or any of the grisly methods in his arsenal. No one clicked a cartridge into a rifle or brandished a stick of explosive. I sensed the thin border between hospitality and hostility; how it wavered but held. Nature, as they say, would run its course. That was a phrase we trusted. We passed it back and forth, hand to hand, between each other. We pressed that line close and thought that, because we were humans, it might still be possible to be humane in ways other species couldn’t be.

All throughout those closing hours I was dogged by the uncertainty of the obligation enlivened there, on the Perth beach, and to whom, exactly, that obligation was addressed—to the whale, its kind, its ecosystem (our ecosystem)? My unease lingered on and later changed shape into a kind of tension snapped taut between the mercy of the green dream, toxic as it was, and the unintended cruelty of the greenhouse, swallowed whole by the sperm whale. Did we owe whales greater distance or more intervention? And who was the “we” in that sentence? At the very least, I reasoned it included myself and the crowd drawn down onto the beach by wonder. The duty of awe was—wasn’t it—care?

Inside the whale it got hotter, though how that was happening proved difficult to envision. People, I think, tend to devise death as a gradual loss of heat; the gleam retracted from every corner, pulled to a wick within, a guttering out. Evicted, the human body turns cold. The whale’s descent was different. The whale was burning up, but we could not see the fire.

I started talking to the whale; saying soothing, hackneyed things. I had an idea of each sentence as I spoke it, round and cool as a river stone placed onto the whale. But what did the whale understand by my voice? A germane sound, inlaid with comfort, or just noise, background babble: as the wind speaks in the trees; as dogs bark, being tugged away by their owners on leashes. Do human voices sound as ethereal to the whale as whale voices sound to us? Or do we scratch and irritate the whale, a pin in the ear?

I put one hand briefly on the skin of the humpback and felt its distant heartbeat, an electrical throbbing like a refrigerated truck, sealed tight. I wanted to tap on the outside of the animal and whisper to it: Are you in there, whale? Neighbor, is that you? Life on that scale—mammalian life on that scale—so unfamiliar and familiar in turns. Oh, the alien whale. The world-bound whale. A stranger inside. I hated to watch it.

The occasional plosive rush of air, less frequent. Then, the mumbling of the tide in the tiny bays of the sea.



Why we seek contact with animals, and what we believe they give to us: these queries seem, to me, to have gained significance in recent years. Encountering a whale can occasion a rush of awe—suggesting, as it does, novel worlds hidden within our world. Animals have different ways of living with, and within, nature, being equipped with faculties unlike our own and moved by impulses we cannot resolutely apprehend. The limits of human imagination were never more concrete than in the seconds that pass, eye to eye, with another sentient organism. Why does the animal do what the animal does? The animal’s inner life is a closed book. Yet in attempting to map the varieties of intelligence and ingenuity that make a home on this planet, we enchant ourselves to think that there are more dimensions to this world, and wilder ways to experience it, than we have the scope to fully comprehend. After its lifetime, the unraveling of a whale—its enchainment all the way down to blooms of outlandish life on the seafloor—remains a source of wonder. Animals embiggen our existence; they enliven our sense of mystery.

But awe and wonder are not the only emotions we experience when we face up to the fauna we expect to share a future with. Something else has arisen between us. There is a kind of hauntedness in wild animals today: a specter related to environmental change. In antiquity people corresponded with spirits that took animate form, spirits that came from other realms and dictated moral lessons. But what is most cryptic about animals in this moment, many people suspect, are things we cannot yet gauge about our own impacts on their habitats and their bodies. The ability to identify damage is lapped by the ability to do damage. We stand in the wake of something we cannot yet comprehend. What is at the heart of an animal, governing its behavior, may reveal itself in time not to be a compelling mystery but, instead, a shameful familiarity: the rubble of the marketplace (still displaying its trademarks), or the polluted air. Our fear is that the unseen spirits that move in them are ours. Once more, animals are a moral force. We look to wild animals to see the history of our material intimacy with remote places and the outer edge of our compassion. We look to animals, too, to see how we might survive the world to come and how to cohabit with other creatures there.

This book tackles what it means to pollute not just places but organisms; and then not “just” organisms but beings, a category of creatures to which we have granted a central place in our imaginaries—whales, which we have often projected human qualities onto, and personified, but which are also responsive, cognitively sophisticated animals, perhaps even capable of configuring our relation to their social worlds. It is thus an exploration of obligations to another animal, beyond attempts to merely preserve their species: what kind of sensory realities do we want to protect animals from, what sort of lives in the wild do we want to ensure. This book looks at how contact with whales—through tourism, captivity, and via the media—has provided a remedy to people’s feelings of malaise about the natural world, and it asks what it means to desire connection, at a time when connection can entail damage to animals, or expose us to grief. The bid this book makes is for the potential of a scientifically literate imagination to allow us to better understand the sensoriums of other species, to gauge the true extent of the changing environment from perspectives other than our own. But it is also a book about where we find hope today, how we control ourselves, where commonalities can be sought with the past, and between cultures, and how to remain compassionately engaged with distant, unmet things.

Across the course of making this book I ranged between the high art of museums and the low culture of selfies; I looked at whales cut into rock faces, whales rendered in exhaustive detail by cameras built for photographing the planets, and whales that scarcely resemble whales at all, hand-drawn on ancient maps. I encountered real whales too. I learned about species abundance, defaunation, endangerment, parasitism, hybridity, evolution, and about how extinctions can be triggered without us ever meeting the disappeared species. I learned about the sorts of whales we never see and why that might be so: I learned of the whale that has no name, the whale with two voices, whales with two pupils in each eye, and whales puppeted by storms on the sun. I discovered that whales have been the subjects of cuisines and conspiracies, that they have housed monsters and do still. I learned that we change the sounds of whales even where we do not make a noise, that humpbacks have pop songs, and that beluga have tried to speak human tongues. I learned about whale vision, biosonar, and memory: human grief, human love, and interspecies recognition. I set out to draw a few lines between myself, the stories I knew about whales, and the science of our changing seas. By the time I came to the end, I understood that these connections were far from esoteric concerns. Whales, I saw, can magnify the better urgings of our nature and renew those parts of us that are drawn, by wonder, to revise our place and our power in the natural world.
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HOW DEEP DOES THE HISTORY connecting whales and humans run? When I think of what passes between whales and people, of what can come to intervene between a whale and the world, then I want to go first to the outline of a humpback that has been surfacing, for several thousand years, out of the ground within earshot of Sydney Harbour, at Balls Head.

This whale is a petroglyph—an engraving made by nicking a motif into the bedrock using smaller, harder rocks, or shell styluses fashioned for the task. Artworks, not documents, are where the oldest stories of whales are kept; geology, the most persevering canvas. Such depictions go back to before writing, to a time when the landmass known as Australia was not superimposed under that name, though it thrummed with countless languages. Petroglyphs are a kind of rock painting, or, more accurately, because they exist in three dimensions, they are sculptures: land art at fingertip depth. Chipping, scraping, and circling inaugurated the line: the whale at Balls Head was communal work, completed near to where living whales might be spotted. Enclosed within the hoop of the humpback’s twenty-foot expanse is a smaller figure: a man who is headless. Faintly, a third creature, a diminutive horse or perhaps a dog, appears next to the whale’s right flank. Dry leaves swirl across the tableau. Somewhere, a chain-link fence tinks. The whale in the rock was once the work of the Cammeraygal people, in what is the Eora nation.

So far as we are yet aware, the desire to represent animals is a desire we share with no other animal. To date, no statuettes of people fashioned by nonhuman animals have ever been unearthed; no dens have been excavated on the walls of which appear friezes of us at play. Capturing the likeness of another creature implies an imaginative or emotional relationship that exceeds the exigencies of survival: the instinct to fear a predator, or an appetite that hungers after prey. With no way of telling what emotions stirred in those Cammeraygal craftspeople, did they lower their tools to listen, if tail flukes slapped the sea beyond? From stone blades to finer styluses, adzes and awls, a sequence of implements released the graphite scent of their mineral worktop to glitter and twist around them. The petroglyph would have taken months to lay down, over seasons of fire, then pinwheeling frost. Stars nailed high in the sky, the rock face humming, warm with friction, was it awe that stilled the engravers there, when real whales passed by their semblance?

Zoomorphic petroglyphs populate sandstone platforms across the Sydney basin. Hundreds of designs—gestural emus, snakes, kangaroos, possums—range from outcrops in national parks, down the coast, and into the city. Many sacred, some secret, all the petroglyphs are culturally vital in the knowledge systems of Indigenous people. Those petroglyphs that are public crop up on cliff tops, in bushland, between suburban buildings, in golf courses, along rivers and roadsides, and at waterfronts. The biggest animals depicted in a statewide menagerie of petroglyphs, whales feature prominently in the stone gallery.

Their living counterparts—humpbacks, right whales, sperm whales, and killer whales—had a multidimensional function in the lives of the engravers: as food, and part of a totemic exchange. All across the ancient world people are known to have pursued whales for sustenance and raw resources. Fresh or salted, whale meat was sometimes gifted, sometimes swapped for other goods. The Eora tell of ancestors twisting their feet in the fine beach sand to transform a squeaking dune into a towering amplifier, emitting sounds analogous to whale calls. Less a hunt than a trap, this was just one means to draw sick or injured cetaceans to strand—but whether a whale was enticed into the shallows by imitating its voice, or if, by happenstance, it was discovered beached, it was always a relished windfall. Not a tragedy but a boon: a whale was a storehouse of fats and vitamins otherwise scant during wintertime.

Worldwide, both the killing practices and the function of whale parts varied, culture to culture. In the Great Australian Bight there remain vestiges of whale rib bones lashed together to construct beehive-shaped structures, not dissimilar from wigwams. Dugout canoes were used in the Solomon Islands to drive dolphins onto land; dolphin teeth were a bride price on the islands. Sperm whales were speared off Zanzibar during an era of mud houses. In the Pacific Northwest—where tradition mandated a tribal whaler needed to dream the whale before it could be glimpsed awake—lances might be weaponized with blades of elk horn and serrated mussel shell; whales died there having had shards of other animals driven into them. Darts tipped with juice from the lethal root of the monkshood flower killed right whales, slowly, off Kodiak Island. The Nuu-chah-nulth of Canada vowed celibacy before a hunt and took ceremonial baths. Early whalers from Iceland and Norway dispatched minke whales using dödspiler, “death arrows” rolled in the necrotic tissues of other dead and moldering animals, causing the whales to die of septicemia. For reasons having more to do with ritual, the Aleut dabbed menstrual blood on their whaling spears and relied on the magnetic allure of amulets, with whale pupils at their core (as did the Chukchi). The skulls of infant bowheads are found, today, in the Arctic ruins of the Thule (their stone-barbed pikes were capable of felling smaller whales, but not full-grown adults), and, less frequently, a human skeleton is exhumed there, too, perhaps a warrior, interred ceremonially between the brackets of a pair of whale jaws.

Among the oldest pictures depicting encounters with whales, many are object lessons on how to bring the animals down, and what to do next, to get them ashore. A three-thousand-year-old walrus tusk, found in Russia’s Chukotka, showed scratchings of tiny figures aboard an umiak—an animal-skin boat—unmistakably chasing a whale. Archaeologists noted that whales still come into the freezing beaches there, near to where the artifact was recovered, to scour barnacles off their flanks on the shingle underwater (itself, a kind of tool use).

The earliest incontrovertible evidence of whaling—dating back possibly eight thousand years, to the late Neolithic—comes from South Korea, where, on a shale facade alongside a river in Bangudae, near Ulsan, whale outlines are lassoed by figures standing on a curved pontoon. Other whales, already dead, appear to be kept buoyant by makeshift floats; their backs are marked with dashed lines for division, as on a butcher’s chart. The whales have spouts and belly wrinkles. Showing hundreds of animals, the Bangudae rock faces bustle with life: pods of whales are flanked by turtles and porpoises; on the perimeter are wolves, deer, pigs, and fishpounds. Despite the archaic quality of these renderings, most of the whales are identifiably the kind South Koreans call “ghost whales” (gwisin gorae)—a name derived from the animals’ coloration. Hovering between black and white, they are known elsewhere, in English, as gray whales. Gray whales have disappeared from seas around the Korean peninsula today, though the waters through which the species once migrated remain protected as a whale reserve. A refuge for ghosts. Which is to say, a refuge for hope. The last gray whale seen from South Korea went by in 1977, but some people take, as cause for optimism, news from Namibia and Israel of recent gray whale sightings where these animals have not been recorded for at least two hundred years.

Some petroglyphs in Australia very likely approach the age of the Bangudae relicts, though none explicitly illustrate the labor of whaling. At the time the petroglyphs were first inscribed, Indigenous custodians and anthropologists say the impressions were neither mere outlets of creativity nor observations of the physical world as it was. Rather, a petroglyph denoted an intention to generate, or invite, change. A petroglyph spoke to the future. Large aggregations of petroglyphs marked out “increase sites”: places where animal intensification rituals would be practiced, luring prey from hiding toward ambush—though this is only a superficial explanation of their significance, eliding the inner articulacy of the animal in dialogue with the person, or people, calling it. Some petroglyphs tied families to animal species in relationships of obligation and reciprocity. Others yet are, perhaps, the obverse of stellar configurations; the night sky’s constellations represented as animal forms, navigational aids to daylight travelers. Those responsible for the petroglyphs, their communities and descendants, often iteratively reetched the grooves, and may do so still.

Whether a specific petroglyph bespeaks whale harvesting, whale watching, totemic whale kin, or star charting, the relevancy of these ancient impressions is not limited to a sacrosanct past. The Balls Head whale on its promontory has many symbolic layers; the engraving’s history has tracked alongside a more recent lineage of contact between people and whales too. It was first etched into land called Yerroulbine, saddled later with the name “Balls Head” (after a First Fleet lieutenant, Henry Lidgbird Ball). The petroglyph has stayed, moored to the floor of the world, while pockets of Aboriginal whaling across the globe mingled with shoreside whaling fleets and coastal populations of whales fell before a host of transient, zealous whalers. When stocks of whales were depleted close to land and when those seafaring fleets moved out across the high seas and into circumpolar oceans, the sunrise still shone bronzy across the back of the Balls Head whale. The two smaller engravings that accompany the whale—the man, the horse-dog—were placed into, and next to, it during an era in which seaborne methods of disassembling whale bodies were established so that ships no longer needed to return to port to process their haul and whaling could expand to become the first truly globalized extractive industry. The petroglyph was covered up; it was revealed; it was blighted by reflective road paint and cleaned. The Balls Head whale lies now within the fence line of an eco-living initiative, behind a garden wall.

Living whales have been hunted with the weapons of every age that the Balls Head whale has passed through; from hand-knapped axes fused with spruce resin to harpoons fired by gunpowder, swivel guns, small backbreaking bombs and sonar, and remote-controlled lances that deliver electric shocks. Ultimately, the Balls Head whale, writ in rock, outlasted both high tidemarks of commercial whaling: the first, in the mid-nineteenth century, and the second, an arguably more vicious chapter, traversing the fossil-fuel age and the Cold War, rising to a climax in the wake of World War II. To impart a capacity for witness to the Balls Head whale, it has seen—though no eyes are etched into it—the largest cull of any animal order ever perpetrated by our kind. The world has formed and reformed around the petroglyph; and, motionless though it is, the whale has been retouched, over and over, as it divides itself between visible and invisible realms.



As far back as the eighth century Vikings traded whale bones, and the Sami perhaps also joined them (evidence for which: a northern European version of chess, played with remnant fragments of whale skeleton)—but it was sixteenth-century Basque whalers who began, in earnest, the trade of preserved flesh and products from North Atlantic right whales. That trade, and their ventures in the Bay of Biscay (between northern Spain and southern France), industrialized ship-based whaling to a scale that spanned oceans: the Basques would be at the forefront of whaling for more than a hundred years.

Subsistence whale hunting relied on the supply of surrounding environments, as the componentry of archaic whaling weapons attests. Whatever woods grew tall beachside were whittled for spears. In the absence of hewable trees, as in the ice-rimed Arctic, whalers snicked local stones into sharp, leaf-shaped microliths; the leather of native mammals girded their boats. Fortuity, strategy, and, to a lesser extent, taboo determined which whales were hunted by these communities: species that strayed into embayments and estuaries were targets of opportunity, though the designation of any specific animal as huntable accorded with limits placed on the whaling season, and with the exclusion of species, or whales at certain life phases, according to cultural tenets. A kill shot, hand-flung at close proximity, must only have been feasible in the case of porpoises, beluga, and calves, up to a certain measure. If bigger whales were pursued along the coast—or hunted from an ice shelf—it was necessary to harangue the animals over days and nights. Hunters in boats struck at their quarry from above, using lances and bludgeons. Whales were sometimes strung with “drogues,” buoyancy devices that slowed their escape and impeded diving (a whale’s plunge is a “sounding”). The Inuit are known to have gutted and inflated seals for this purpose, having stitched up the creatures’ eyes and orifices to make, in a rudimentary sense, seal balloons. Their harrying technique relied on exhaustion and serial injury to enfeeble and eventually kill an animal, after which snarling it in floats prevented it from sinking.

The plentiful provisioning constituted by a single whale, the precariousness of the weaponry involved, and the fragility of small craft used in pursuit, meant that whales loomed large in mythos and were often believed to have an adversarial or heroic character. Whale hunters were solemnized, having assumed the mantle of challenging volatile beasts in an inhospitable wavescape. In this context, to speak of whales as “supernatural” animals is appealing, were it not to perpetuate the ethnocentric fallacy that these communities recognized clear partitions between the natural and the otherworldly—the whale could not be supernatural in an environment where nature and the spiritual were so extensively cross-pollinated that their domains did not warrant separation. Charged with seeing through the whale’s eyes to predict its movements and hasten the end, some hunters painted whale masks: the subterfuge of laying one animal’s face upon another, a forceful magic. There were whale dances, whale prayers. Whale shamans, high up in the hills, suffered in proxy. Among the codes of hunting, whaling especially—though not uniquely—was encircled by ceremony. But as traditional whaling cultures expanded farther out into the sea to connect along whale migration routes, their idiosyncrasies began to aggregate into a unified set of tools, and the unique regional disposition of both whale hunters, and whales as they appeared in culture, was in many parts of the world subsumed.

By the early 1600s, whaling had become a commercial concern. Whales were undergoing a categorical migration from stranded serendipity and fearsome prey to being a for-profit commodity. The species exploited turned from those that were the nearest and easiest to acquire to animals constituting the highest economic value. Whalers became technicians: their skill, less a function of dialing into the mysterious caprice of the whale and more a matter of adroitly wielding a new kind of metal weapon. The word “harpoon” comes from the Basque tongue—its origin arpoi, to “take quickly,” not always (or, in fact, hardly ever) the tool’s effect. The Basques deployed double-pointed harpoons equipped with iron heads and tied to a braided rope, spooled in Flemish coils to be run out at speed. Having struck through the blubber, these weapons proved near impossible for whales to dislodge. The harpoon’s flared shape, barbed on the diagonal like an oversize rose thorn, meant the backward tug also cut and stuck. Lacking the propulsion to penetrate the whale’s essential organs, the harpoon’s impact was not lethal, but its effect was nonetheless grievous: whales, hitched to the boat and hit repeatedly, died from blood loss and flesh wounds as they suffered on the surface.

The Basque industry had begun shoreside. Lookouts installed in stone watchtowers around the Bay of Biscay signaled surfacing whales to boatmen by burning straw or waving colored flags. The watchtowers—mossy, frigid as in a fairy story—foretokened the crow’s nests, atop wooden sailships, from which Basque seamen would, in time, spot their cetacean targets as the hunt moved out beyond coves and headlands. Until the invention of sonar in the twentieth century the best vantage to see what moved below the ocean’s surface remained high up above it, on a mast. Vessels grew bigger, and crews more numerous, to undertake pelagic (open-ocean) whaling. The inducement was mercenary: whale meat and whale oil were lucrative goods. The inducement was, also, a necessity: between 1530 and 1610, Basque whalers hauled more than forty thousand right whales (many of them slow-swimming pregnant females), decimating the whales’ shoreside populations and emptying their nursery waters.

Thereafter, Basque whaling spread out into the far corners of the North Atlantic, to Norway, Newfoundland, and Labrador, reaching down toward the South Atlantic. Nestled in foreign anchorages, the Basques built stations for flensing whale carcasses. Weeds grew in their brick ovens during the down season; forged tools whistled in the wind. The frontier of Basque voyaging frayed to cemeteries, wrecks, and marriages. Sometimes the Basques left behind a cabin boy, under direction to learn the custom of the land. Where Basque seamen encountered local whalers and Indigenous people they absorbed crew members, pidginized trade lingo, and bartered goods. Idioms and jokes that make slender sense today—How are you? Not as good as the priests!—flew ear to mouth, mouth to ear, even, inexplicably, in dialects where “priest” was an alien idea.

As per ink dripped onto linen, whaling inched alongside and outward from harbor settlements. Townships were founded near to where whales appeared close to land. In places where the soil was untillable and the climate grinding, whaling’s income laid roads and sent houses, churches, and marketplaces rocketing out of the ground. This was unorthodox; excepting the tenacious Indigenous peoples of the Arctic circle, permanent habitancies had, before, demanded a resource base that was cultivated or constant. In time, Basque hirelings conveyed their skill set to Dutch, Danish, and British enterprises, moving into the icy apron of Greenland, following cold-water whales, the bowheads—huge, torpid animals with blowholes the American author Barry Lopez once described as being “volcano shaped,” allowing them to surface to breathe between cracks in the freeze. By the late 1700s, with improved knowledge of whale behavior and anatomy, these vessels plunged into waters off South Africa and New Zealand, where they chased humpbacks as well as right whales.

Whaling had flourished in the seas off eastern North America, so by the time of the American Revolution the colonies were supplying Britain almost fourfold what British fleets collected along Greenland. Montauk and Shinnecock people, joining the hunt, got paid in cloth and blubber. From Nantucket, whalers begun to chase immense sperm whales—a stupendous, deep-diving species, found then abundantly in tropical waters—out onto the high seas. Shoreline whaling had been seasonal, but pelagic whaling roved between whale species, picking up migratory whales at all stages of their journeying: the industry could run down the coast and the calendar (a grace note of the restlessness that would come to characterize all capital in centuries to come). Yankee whalers adopted explosive weapons (shoulder guns and grappling hooks), expanding the distance at which a whaler could be lethal to a whale—and they also found ways to deconstruct whales on deck, alleviating the need to return to land to transform their haul into a salable product. Just as living whales roamed oceans, so whale goods became inherently mobile freight: pulled direct from capture point to the highest bidder in an importation market. Whaling’s amphitheater widened.

In 1842, Jacob Anderson, a nineteen-year-old African American seaman, disembarked a ship named Connecticut to climb a ridgeline on Rosemary Island in Murujuga, an area encompassing the Dampier Archipelago branching from Western Australia. Using a metal barb or pick, Anderson inscribed his own name, the date, the name of his captain, and the ship’s particulars atop a basalt rock face that bore a gridded pattern, laid down earlier by local Yaburara people:

JACOB ANDERSON

New London

IN THE SHP

CONNECTICUT

There are more than 260 extant rock-art panels on this tiny island, which lay then within what was known to whalers as “the New Holland Ground”—waters plied by American, British, French, and colonial Australian whaling ships. By the mid-nineteenth century, whaling had become a global trade, and the seaward engravings of Indigenous people in this part of Australia came to be crossed over by the names of North American whalers and whaling ships originating thousands of miles away. Pelagic whaling was America’s fifth largest industry, employing some seventy thousand whalemen annually, with more than seven hundred vessels at sea on multiyear voyages (a metalsmith in New Bedford made and sold on average 1,463 new harpoon heads each year). One in six American whalers were recorded as African American.

The north of Western Australia was not yet assailed by the pearlers, sheep pastoralists, and police that would, in the decades to follow, inflict horrific violence on the Yaburara people—the Flying Foam Massacre, in which more than sixty Yaburara were killed in acts of false reprisal by white settlers, hovered some twenty years off in the heat haze. The whalers were, very likely, the first overseas foreigners the Yaburara met, though they were not the earliest voyagers to see the pindan shoreline from the sea. There is no evidence that these encounters were either antagonistic or friendly. The whalers would have observed Yaburara campfires at night and perhaps noticed their wooden canoes traveling between islands during the day. The grid over which the whaler Jacob Anderson scratched his name consists of straight, thin, parallel lines: reminiscent of a net. Mathematical. The cross-hatching is, in some deliberate way, emblematic. Being so geometric, it could not have been mistaken for natural weathering or the functional marks of sharpening a blade. The Yaburara, for their part, must have heeded the seasonal arrival and departure of the whalers’ ships and, later, noticed the men’s inscriptions.

Stand to one side a moment, to picture it: a seabird dawn, the departing ship faint on the gray horizon. Someone runs their thumb over the newfound text, its little notched serifs, the mystifying, sidewinding S in Shp CONNECT–I–CUT rolls under their touch and they inquire of the word, its feeling as a sensation; a texture, a sculpture, an animacy. So Connecticut makes landfall soundlessly, dressed in the disguise of its anglicization, having crossed an earlier border from Algonquian where once it was “Quinnehtukqut” (meaning “beside a long tidal river”). A touchstone, a dashed track. What the Yaburara thought, or said, on discovering these foreign incisions, is lost—not because of the attrition of time and memory, but as a result of the genocide and generational traumas that followed. Until microscopic analysis revealed otherwise, researchers suspected that the hatching action might have been the Yaburara striking out the whalers’ words; that the Indigenous petroglyph was an overwrite. But perhaps it was no epiphany to the Yaburara to hear it was the other way around.

By the time the Connecticut returned to its New London port, a little under a year after its name was scratched into the red rocks of the southern hemisphere, the ship carried eighteen hundred barrels of whale oil—a gainful cargo. And these were the takings of one ship alone. Over the course of the century, fleets with crew from assorted nations crisscrossed the animals’ migration routes, hauling some 236,000 whales. By 1856, the price of whale oil had hit $1.77 US dollars (USD) per gallon. Whalers spoke of sperm whales traveling the oceans in veins, like gold. A fitting metaphor, not only because whales were a precious lode, but also as the animals were proving to be a finite resource in the way of a mineral deposit. Whaling on this scale had long outpaced the animals’ reproductivity. Their numbers, trickling around the world, thinned. In some whaling hot spots, species disappeared entirely. For those individual whales overlooked by whalers, the waning of their kin meant more unsociable oceans; less likelihood of encountering newcomers, and the gradual diminuendo of whale songs from afar. Whales occupied expanding regions of whalelessness. If the animals knew it, or sensed it, it might have felt like falling into an abyss, but without falling at all.

The sound of hammers echoed through the air where the Balls Head whale lay. Saws shuttled and raked. At every corner of Sydney’s port, laborers dripped sweat, thickening the decks of sailships by adding a second layer of planks atop the first, to support the weight of cast-iron cauldrons in which whale blubber would be liquified at sea.



People of the nineteenth century—across an array of classes, professions, and life stages—dressed in, slept, and dreamed on the stuff of whales; they cooked with, played with, desired with, and made art from, looked through, healed with, explored via, were disciplined by, disciplined with, and made divinations, out of whales. In the ordinary course of life, they were almost constantly in contact with whale-gleaned products, in much the same way as most people today are never far from plastic objects. The inverse of all our faded shopping, spilt out into the whale’s environment; those nineteenth-century forebears lived inside a whale-furnished world.

Basque whalers initially traded whale meat—a food the Roman Catholic Church sanctioned for Fridays and in Lent, when the flesh of terrestrial animals was verboten—but it was oil, rendered from blubber by boiling, that would turn out to be the whale’s most bankable extract. Depending on species and storage, whale oil ranged from a flax yellow to a reddish tea color; it retained the odor of its origins and smelled like a sardine cannery after a fire. Thinner in viscosity than modern vegetable oil, whale oil met many needs. It eased mechanical cogs in textile and metalwork factories, aided in the cleansing of wool and the tanning of leather. The oil lit smokeless streetlamps, factory-floor and shop lights, extending trading hours and mercantile business into evening hours (so whales contributed to changing concepts of public space in nighttime and were even thought, by some, to reduce crime). Whaling was the context that coaxed industrial manufacturing and commerce into its modern shape—whale oil initiated automation; sped up repetitive, task-based workflow and expanded the working week; it preconditioned the transformation of the natural environment by numerous enterprises, driven to faster and more thorough manufacturing schedules. In agriculture, humpback oil was included as an ingredient in insecticide washes, glossing the leaves of Californian fruit trees and French vines. A melon’s shine in a painting—that gleaming spot may betray a smidgen of whale. Whales remained material to culture in other ways too. Printing inks were emulsified with whale oil; in stately houses, whole libraries might be spelled out in alphabets distilled from whales.

Sperm whales were chased for another kind of fat found not in their blubber but in their heads. Spermaceti, a sort of natural wax, resembles solidified coconut cream. A high-grade, long-burning, and noncorrosive substance, spermaceti was prized for use in industrial hardware (looms, trains, guns) and, most particularly, as an illuminant. Spermaceti made such superior candles that New Bedford, the epicenter of sperm whale hunting, became known as “the city that lit the world.” As the candles burned, whales evaporated into glow and smoke. But sperm whales were found in equatorial waters, which posed a logistical problem for whalers: the flesh of a bowhead, hauled in the Arctic, was unlikely to rot during the time it took to convey the carcass to a whaling station in Greenland—in warmer climates, dead whales tended to go rancid. For this reason, as well as the incentive to up the portability of oil and spermaceti, Yankee whalers pioneered on-deck processing of dead whales. Using a series of block-and-tackle mounts, stoves and cauldrons, they pulled the whales apart mid-ocean.

Deconstructing any whale was grueling labor. Dead, a whale would be chained to the side of the ship and flensed of scarves of fat about fifteen to twenty feet long, using curved blades like sickles. A status job, the ship’s officers straddled the body to make the first cuts, even where the water below was lethally freezing and measled by sea ice (or, worse yet, diced by sharks). Sometimes the flensing was done in a spiral fashion, as you might peel an orange, gradually turning the whale against the boat’s hull by way of a system of pulleys. “Blanket strips” of blubber, pared from the whale’s exterior, were brought up onto deck using boarding knives and hooks; there, these quilt-sized pieces, each weighing as much as a ton, slid from side to side with the ship’s motion, creating a lather that men struggled to avoid slipping in. Brought belowdecks to a “blubber room” by way of shovels, the blanket strips were cut down into smaller “horse pieces” atop a wooden “mincing horse”—like a carpenter’s saw bench—after which long corrugations were scored in, skin side down, not cutting through the blubber completely but creating squarish segments called “bible leaves.” The men, bare-chested in the ship’s fetid chamber, likely listened to marine predators bump against the ship’s hold, mobbing what they could from the whale’s blubberless underside. (Amid Arctic ice, crews feared polar bears charging the ship, which might lead them to unchain and abandon a carcass.) In the blubber room, one whaler, at the end of the line, worked with a “leaning knife” to trim any remaining sinew from the fat—the flesh otherwise tainted the oil, leaving it a muddy shade. Having been sectioned, scored, and tidied of meat, these blubber pieces were then known as “books.”

The blubber books were winched up on a cable to swing above a row of iron try-pots (cauldrons) on deck, typically surrounded on three sides by insulating brickwork. Unprofitable scraps of blubber, skin, and tissue—to the workers known as “kreng”—were fed into the flames beneath the try-pots, so that a dead whale fueled its own dismantling. The books were boiled, while a few workers tended to the try-pots, stirring to ensure the oil didn’t burn as it was rendered. Using a skimmer, the wrinkled whale skin (the “fritter”) was removed from the liquid, after which the oil was bailed into copper cooling casks and then finally siphoned to wooden barrels for storage. It took thirty-six hours to butcher a whale—a mephitic, spattering task. On average, each humpback yielded thirty-seven gallons of stable oil, rich in triglycerides. There was added work to be done excavating the heads of sperm whales for liquid spermaceti, which turned opaque, as if by magic, when it was exposed to the air. In the historical records the crew are merely recorded as “whalers,” but mid-ocean they worked as cutters, extractors, hookers, scourers, blubber boilers, gut luggers, gear repairers, blacksmiths, rollers, and loaders; toilers in the animal’s red abattoir.

While a whale was being flayed of fat, baleens—from species including the humpback, the right whale, and the bowhead—were also tugged from its mouth to be traded and repurposed as sundry products. Baleens are the bristly combs some whales have in place of teeth (envision a mustache inside your upper lip). Pliable as fingernails when ripped fresh from a whale, the baleens—also colloquially known as “whalebone” (one word, distinct from a whale’s skeleton)—dried stiff and could be split or remolded by steaming or soaking in hot water.

There, at the beginning of consumer culture, baleens ended up most especially in women’s fashions and parasols, but also in hairbrushes, fishing rods and reels, and pastry crimpers; in men’s shoehorns, hat rims, and the frames of eyeglasses; in prosthetic limbs, tongue scrapers, throat swabs, and the filamentous cord used for surgical stitching. Baleens became sofa stuffing; they were coiled into furniture, used as springs in pocket watches and for the mechanisms in wind-up toys, and they were braided and bent into what we call now Hula-Hoops. Baleens were hardened into police nightsticks as well as the thin classroom canes that raised welts on bad children’s palms (from which the phrase “to whale on” is derived). Baleens were fashioned as whips to spur laggardly ponies, and as Y-shaped divining rods thought to twitch toward freshwater aquifers underground. Persistent beauty standards—the flummoxing hourglass ideal for women’s bodies—may have been reinforced via societal duress, but the shape was obtained via the strictures of baleen: whale-buttressed garments, compressing women’s rib cages to a cinch. That we still have this body form as an archetype in culture is a legacy of whaling; the shrinking of the feminized figure at its waistline happened in lockstep with the vanishing of whales.

Into whalebone corsets (or “stays”) could be secreted what were called “busks”—a kind of love token made from a strip of baleen, to be laced in hard against a woman’s bare solar plexus. Where whales were dismembered in the open ocean, shipmen might retain small, cleaned paddles of baleen from the deck, which they polished and then scored with missives of ardor, longing, commitment, or lust. The busks were the product of lethargic hours: erotica for idlers at sea. Chains of hearts, twisting vines, stars, paired initials, love mottos, figures embracing, women (and men) stripped and lascivious, all finely etched and stained with soot or tobacco juice. Whale valentines. And when these women undressed at the end of the day and were released from the clenching columns of their fashion, when they peeled off any busk from the skin that reached from between their cleavage to above their navel: Did they then see there the red imprint of those engravings? Their lover’s initials transposed back to front, say. A promise, or a risqué proposition written in reverse, lasting only until it was time to go to bed.

Anything left over, the viscera and inferior bones of whales, were ground for livestock feed, brought back to fertilize croplands, or were, more usually, tipped off the ship. A few good bones might go to a piano company to supply white keys (voiceless in afterlife, whales nonetheless continued to resonate in a major chord). Near the turn of the century it became possible to extract gelatin from whale skin—used, sometimes, in photographic film, so that even in the visual records of whaling, there may be a lick of actual whales.

A whale’s highest worth was as a commodity for international trade, but at least one Australian township repurposed local humpbacks as pharmaceutical. Near the turn of the century, a medical hotel for therapeutic “whale cures” sprung up in Eden, on the south coast of New South Wales. The greases and gases of a whale’s decomposition were thought, by many residents and people in the surrounding region, to alleviate fatigue and rheumatism, and to remedy accompanying mental maladies. People with chronic pain and ill mood traveled to Eden to spend weeks bathing inside dead whales and their extractions.

A handful of archival photographs held by the National Library of Australia illustrate the treatment. In one early image a whaler sits serene as a spa patron within an unlit try-pot positioned on a riverbank, while his brothers tip a bucket of foul sludge over his back. The next picture in the series shows the same group of men: one rubs his brother’s trapeziuses, easing knots from his shoulders and neck. His muscled arms are honeyed with oil. A collie dog points its snout into the frame, sniffing the fat-daubed air.
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