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- S s
. ABSTRACT « 5 E
. ' [ This thesis describes the social and cultural
meaging the Newfoundland large vessel. seal hunt ,
. '

has for the’ men who participate in it. Large w B

vessels have been taking harp and hood seals Sff

s northern Newfoundland sipce 1793. \Arzgmgy

technolégies and _econonié emphases have changed- C R,
over che years, the actual work of killing, skipning

and harvesting ‘the-pelts and meat of seals on*the_

ice remains little’ changed in nenly two centuries.

v s 4
The extremely harsh conditions and inherent dangers S
- ' have made the seal hunk.an important ‘rite of .

‘Passage and reneval fof men who are able to partici-

pate. Severalvmajor diaas:ers naaoclaud with

B seaung mue_mpuned cultuxaLamnhlumgtLﬂlﬁ_%—_

seal hunt within Newfﬂundlt‘nd. ;

The seal hunt has become a major. issue in a
dlalogue between thope who. regatd it as eruel and N
ecologically dangerous, economicnlly untaportant R
and culturally indefensible;, ahd those vho fael it
1s a humane, economically 1mp9'»znnc and legizqmce . .

comé under a barrage o

~Wndustry. The hunt h

t groups

y ; .
criticism from environmental preservation
h " in the past two decades and it appears these lobbyists

i | B . T . ; .




muy be’ uucceuful in’ stopping or sevuely restric:ing
thie: ainund, Bunts Sealing 1s important to the ey
for culturnl, social And. ultimately, personal reasons '
which are excn to the more concrete economic
1mportam:s it holds for them.

touowing, the" rnuo\ucuon and .a brief his:ory
of‘ sealing in Newfoundland,‘l:he body of the thesla

preaencs the sthnographxc detail of-a voynge to the

unty us:tng pu-ticipnnt observer zechnlquen. This - .

5 descrlption gives close detail of the seale:a,!-tnte:— :

‘actions with each other and relates, largely through

dialogue, the feeling .the sealers have for and about

. the hunt. The final chapter deals with the sealers'

motivations for persuing the hunt. . An'epilogue

suggests some possible implications ;hould the hur_::

be ended.

No major study of modern sealing has been

undertaken by an ethnographer who has participated

in the hunt. Recent events are seriously threatening

u.u";:g in Nawfeundlur;\d; this :hegia'm-y be viewed '
as ul.vn‘g,a. ethnography. It is an ‘empirically .
oriented work which aims to ‘ho\'l_ how an ec‘anomic:
activity may-be an:bnad with cultural meaning.

‘

114 N *pow




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many people have contributed to this thesis

. in myriad ways, and I cannot.possibly thank them,

All here. I can only hope they understand their
efffﬁ;:s are greatly dp;;:eegncad.' ’ ’

* My thasis sdvide¥, DE. Raoul Andersen; vas

a patient pilot through the difficult passages

‘of research and writing. I thank him fpr

allowing his apprentice to chart his own,
but keeping close watch for numerous hazards.

‘i; Dr. Robert Paine originally inspired me

to do research on the seal hunt, one rainy eveding

at Napoli Pizza: He followed through with well

timed prods, to finish.

Of the many friends who provided gze‘at
amounts of encouragement, Dorothy Anger.and :
© Dr. John Charles Kennedy deserve special note.
Both kept .unfailing faith through the whole
Tong project. .

. Without the courageous.efforts.of Golleen,

‘

0'Toolé, ‘who edited and typed two complete

manuscripts and has sharsd so many of the Fimal._

- burdens, I may never have found the stremngth to

finish it.




Generous funding for the research was
-provided by the Institute of Social and Economic
Research of Mewortsl URIversLey. '

The School of Graduate Studies of Nemorial
University provided by{u_agy support for. the first
two years of my Master of Arts programme..

And flnal]:y. but mnsic,‘j.‘mportarblevly, to the
;)ah:.p, ‘who must

remain _snnnynoué since psuedonyms-are used in

captain and grew of r.hé sealin

" ‘the text, my heartfelt ‘thanks for letting &

slightly stunned mainlander share in an

"important and moving experience. i
- ]
!




\ ) ) .
. . N
- TABLE OF CONTENTS = ) ¢ °F
T LIBT O MAPE L w v o Now oo ala e s cwiid
» ) % .
CHAPTER b
e 1 nuoiucnou sy B o g N :
11 nlsrou AND ncxclounn ot o o R
HARP SEALS . . . . . . ... ¢ s s e
‘ HOOD SEALS . & . « + « . . < s 5 160 TA
L] e EARLY HUNTING . . . . . . s e e. 14
i < S5 e s 5wy 16 g
STEAMERS: 1863 - 1943 . . PR | i
1 . 3 SYRIXES \o % o (o0 v o m o by i w26
. CONDITIONS . + + » + « .+ » 3 e 27
POST WORLD WAR II . . ... v @ e 37
d e on § - CONSERVATION o S < wme 39
i PROTEST . + o « » « + . » o o AR
) III RITES OF SPRING . . i s B )
g i HARBOURSIDE : .,. . . @ &
UNDERWAY . .. . « i . . i
INITIATION . .. . o
-~ STAGES OF EXPERIENCE . =
DECK WORK . i . + « - AE
LIQUOR . . 4 oW o o .
- . SHEATH'MAKING . . . . o
> CREW SOLIDARITY . . i
LOCATING THE HERDS . o N
PROTEST WORRIES . . . ..
_ INTO THE PATCH . . . . ‘5 .
- MASTER WATCHES . . . . s 5
IV A DAY ON THE ICE . . . . s 5@ 1057 s
o MOENING . « « « w . s » ete o o 105
/ RILLING . o o o' oot e e .. 108
| 2 * QUALITY OF WORK . . . @ oae o 113
Lz * MIDDAY . . e . 117
. e ’ HAULING ABOARD . & . . M

vi !




CHAPTER

Qo
L.
STRATEGY + & « v % & » wowm « & » &« K21
FALLING IN « + . + « « o o o o o o . . 122
AFTERNOON . + « « « « v o & « v « o . 130
TRANSITION . & « + ¢ o « « « « « « o . 134
FREEZING . « « & « + oo o « o o + » 136
NIGHT .+ & 0 o o o« = & o a « & &+ o« 140
V THE HOODS . . .. 147
HOOD SEALS . . .. 149
SAFETY . - . .. 153
CATS . . . . w154

vI

EPILOGUE
s

RETURNING / « & « « o o « w o +'u o o o o 167

ANEXT YEAR? . oo h o w0 e o .. 167)
PLIPPERS o s o o o o o o o o o o o o171
PROCESSING . .+ « « "4 o o« o o « o o & . 172
UNLOADING .+ + « & + =« o o « o o « « « 173
BAYDAY « + v % o o o o o v« o . . . 176
SECOND TRIP ‘v & &« o o o « o« « & « o « 177

L ¢ 1]

CHANGE OF "HEAI '{'

MOTIVATIONS T &1

ECONOMIC RATIONALE . . ece o oe o 185
ENTREPRENEURIAL INTEEESTS .. . . . 194
SOCIAL. AND CULTURAL ATTACHMEHTS . . .-198
CREW SOLIDARITY AND FRATERNITY . . . . 203
“ADVENTURE . . . « ¢ & « o « « « = « « 205
TRADITION . . . « « « & &« o, s =« « « » 209

i e e e e e me ee e e e .. 220

SBIBLIOGRAPHY, . v v v w o v v o o o o o o o o . 233
e

PLA?ES




LIST OF MAPS

MAP MIGRATION ROUTE OF HARP $EALS . . . . 231

2 BEIP'S ROUTE « & o v o o o o « o o & o 232

k 6 '
: : / . ‘
3 ‘ / k
- s viii
n .
"’; 95
OIS % Sl s A S BRI "




Sk i hﬁnc to.the sealers thrnugh a detailed account of

* CHAPTER 1
. INTRODUCTION

The ethnographer strives to apprehend-social .

pheogena and organize them into,a comprehensible

and nelningful frameyork, B'i.:n of seemingly

rundom human interaction become pat:erns of

\,Thls :henis a::amp:a to describe :he experience
: i
af 1hirty men as they participate in the .annual

I'seal _hunt at the "Front" off northern Newfoundland

b
I

und‘-ouzhern Labrador during the sprinmg.of, 1979. -

;\The‘chesis gives a sense of the 1mpottance of the

:qe events of a sealing voyage.

} :The seal hunt has become a major issue
fn”a diulogue bn:ween. thoseé who regard it ;m
uhneca-s.ry, xifel and ecologicnlly dangerous; -
apd :hune ﬁ“f feel it s a T —

nnd eéunomicaily important industry. This '

' dinlugue is nun: often played ou: be:veen large

anvironmtn:ul gtonpn and thsir Enlln‘nrs, the’
"d?ima:cx.1 media, and the politicians of Canada

Newfoundland. All speak with varying amounts _ 1
. v 1 . 7




* the discussion’:

\ o= 2 -

of authority about the economic, cultural and

soclal meaning the hunt has for the sealérs. - But

the sealers themselves are usually left out é(
The aim of this thesis is to .
present an examinaticn of the hunt based upon data

gathered by participant observation it the

Froat. and follow-up discussions with sealers over
‘a period of several years. S

/My hypothesis is that the séal hunt has
q_ei\r;ir%eycnd the obvious economic ratlodhle.
Although the hunt is Aecnnémi@lly very important

to many of the sgéalers, there are social -and

cultural attachments that also make it a personally .

meaningul experience.
My primary goal, however, is not to test a
hypothesis in a conventional scientific-manner.

' z
L believe, with Clifford Geertz, that An:hropo?osy
I

1s "...not an experimental science in search of -

law but an interpretive one in search of meaning"

(1973: 5). I wish' to identify and describe those’

aspects of the seal hunt which°make it a meadingful

event for those who take par:, and,tfus provide an
interpretation based on anthropological principles.

Recently some economic anthropologists have




tyrned avay from the purly ractonel forms of
.‘nl/enduﬂ relationships and are beginning to

“back to, the socially and culturslly meaningful

- aspec’ts of economic activity, an approach that

began, }(%:_hxopology. with Malinowskiz For
example, Maurice GodeTter 1(1966) and other
urun:urnl Marxists lrave argued that muny tradition-

al Huxtac economists have placed too much emphasis °

- on the purely ecunomic ptoceues, disregnding hd

ha tuportant, influence of social relations. . More
recéntly, Harshail Sahuna has been critical of
"...the idea that Hemai SUltqpes” are formulated
out of practical activity and, behind that,

.

utilitarian interest" (1976: vii). This thesis  —

follows the apirit of these suggestions, arguing

that. peopke's motives for participating in an
economic activifj\cannot always be explained
solely in ecopomic terms.. e )

I first becahe in’:eusééd in'sealing when I
en:ered the Hutu of A::a programme at Memorul

Univern!t9 of Nawfaundlnnd in January, 1978. At

* thlt tlme the provincial government uun mounting a

cumpllgn to :oum:er ceriticisms. which were being ¥

made by luga vlnternuionnl "save the aenlu" protest

i

>
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organizations such as the Greenpeace Foundation and
the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW). -
The arts community was in the fray, as were the
churches, schools and other -institutions within

the province, and .this counter protest vy‘ auppoued
by a great many people at the grassroots level.
IIt_huu been documen:ed by Cynthia Lamson in

"Bloody Decks and’'a Bumper Crop": _The Rhetoric of

Sealing Counter Protest (1979), a revised version’
of her Master of Arts (Folklore) theafs. )
During thia time a greu: deal was said about
:he men vho depended upon the hunt for an important
pari“of their livelihood, aid references were made
to those aspetts o'f the hunt that make it iupott-ni
for the sealers beyond simple economic motives.
Au a Canadian .government pamphlet designed m
explain tie hunt in laymen's terms states: "It
should be re_ll:ized aé the outset...that dollars !l]'d
centaiido; aot: tall o Full sEoryd Sealing 1s an
enterprisa which tests’jthe mattle of its pnttlciplnl:l-
It is part of a caltural heritage" (Merceri 1977).
Yét no oie who had been to the [ice hnd'pri"lid;d |
ad) indepth study of those aspects *of the modern

hunt whlc!‘ make it important to its participants.

Y



% J.B. Jukes, a nineteenth century geologist and-
traveller wrote a shurt,insightfulrd;e:rlption of

the sailing vessel hunt of '1840 (Jukes, 1842: 250-
322). A comprehensive description of life at the
‘seal hunt was written by George Allan England

(1924) about the 1922 hunt. Vikings of the Ice,

republished as The Greatest Hunt in the World (1969)'

is a vibrant and ethnographically rich description
of daily life aboard a "Ho?den—vitlﬁhstenmer. the
5.S. Terra Nbva. A less rich descriptjon, The

Wooden Walls at the.Ice Floes was published by

W.H. Greene in 1933. Other books, such as®

Cassie Brown's Death on the Ice (1972) and

Farley Movat's and David Blackwood's Wake of the
Great Sealers (1973) are excellent reconstructions
of %he historical seal hunt, but they concentrate
primarily op major gv;nts{ especially the disastrous
season of 184, Two Master of Arts theses have
been written about the seal hunt and are in’ the
Queen Elipabeth II Library at Memorial University
of Newfoundlend, Cheslay Bangér; s geographer;
participated in two seal hynts, but his thesis,
"Technological and Spatial Adaptations in the

Newfoundland Seal Filhery During the Ninefeenth




. 6
L Century" (1973) deals primarily with the demographic
changes wrought by ;}:’9 change ftfm sail to steam

in the sealing industry of the last century.

John Scottga folklorist, tried to gain-a berth on
a sealing vessel but failed to do so. His t;usts.
"The Functions of Folklore in the Inter-Relationship
of the Newfoundland s;eal Fishery ——— Home

Communities of the Sealers" (1975), uses current
\

;and historical references from’sealers and forper

sealers to expluin huw purr_iclp,a:inll in the ﬁeal

who. take part in it are viewed in their home

communities. i

r{y own attempt to get a berth on a'sealing ship
comatituted a year long prdeess of hounding the
captain of one of the vessels at every pnasibl:
opportunity and ignoring his rebuffs. I uas(given

numerous hints that my efforts would likely be futile

and that' I was being an unwanted nuisance. But in' *

Newfoundland one does, not alvays give direct
negative responses Lf they are—svoidable (Chiaramonte,
P 5 ;

'« . . 1970). Being a nunu"ndu. I was simply too <

stunned" to lknow the difference: .-nd kep: up my-

e ' * pestering.. The cnp:nin, perhaps tn a. moment of

hunt has a significant effect on the way the men = .




r - 7
weakness, finally relented _onl.y the night before
the ships were due to sail, Marchi4, 1979. T had
told him I would like ‘to work as a seald but did
not expect remuneration since my purpose was to
gather material for my Hnsr.zr of Arta thesls.

It vas difficult for me to, el exnetly what

1t ts an anthropologlst does, and he was likely -

wary of my motives. He was finally kind ‘onmash

to a:n:l:ept ée as a stud_ank‘and offer the expeslence
. + e

of a trip on a sealing voyage. 3

Berths on sealing ships are valued positions.

s In 1979, one hundred ninety-eight séalers crewed

2 seven ships, with another seventy or" so participating
"+ ,as ships officers and. englneer:. Many more men
‘apply for berths ‘than can pqssibly be accommoduted.

Crew size is limited both by available lpnce and

7 .'che need to keep\the crew rennveiy small so ‘that
‘ ued pruii:s of “the voyage uill ptovlde each
sealex an adequn:e réturn’ for his effon. .
The captains normally begin forming up their
sedliig crewa shortly after the new year, Thesé_
who were dut the .pravloul year and had e

good vnrkau ga: ;he first chlnce and are no:l.ﬂ.ed

by ulephope, *isualLy after they )mve Sitt.a letter .

-

L




. B &
asking to be considered again £8r a berth.. Others
~ruho have been out previous years may also be called,
as are 'men who have worked on the ghip at various o
times during the year and expressed a desire n-:
‘go to the hunt. These men represent a pon[ of
sealers and seamen whose abilitied and personqllti;u LI
arn known’'by the captain. .
' ‘Those who are unknown have a considerably sors
difffcule time dnd néedto stand out from the hass !
. » of ‘appiicaiions in wome ways Most: sesiing caprains '

. want to ‘take some new people each year in order

to initiate new men to the hunt and to, increase

the pool of potential experienced sealers. Most
of the new méen will neéd to have some kind of ; B

\
recommendation from a person known by'the captain

; in ofder to have a chance at a berth. One of the
~ - | more experienced meallers might have a son who -

v wants to go out, another might Have @ brother| or

for a berth. Oéletg may have met the .captai g
. on different occasions @nd impredsed him as |-

.o being potentially good sealers. For example, ,

on the Northern' Penninsula. When the ship was ' .




s v

in their harbour-the previous summer they went
_Ab‘nltd to meet the captain and ask him for a berth.
| ; He liked them and remembered them §he next wincer.
L] . Two men from Fogo Island knew the man who acted
| .as:first mate on' the“ship since he used to live
Cin :ﬁeir‘comndnity. They had been sealing before
‘o diffarent ships.but had not been to the ice
l._n se;rernl ydars. They‘ requested the mate to .ask
the captain Lif they could get berths,
_‘Some ‘may have a Pavatig destreter eed ts
i ‘,'Kﬂ sealing but do not have a ca;tncé or any other
. ‘osans of sakiug au iepreseisd. “Ehesr, degged . R
perdistence is the only way and it is ;og often
successful. Billy, a young fisherman from st. Joha's .-

was one of the rare people to obtain a berth in

this way. Like me, he simply hounded the captain .

%, 4 - on l‘n’y occasion he could, in a polite way, and . .

ignored rebuffs until the captain finally gave in,-

i .perhaps feeling, that anyone with so much{ desire

should be given a chance.

. . Chapter two briefly reviews. the.main points

in the history of Newfcundll]ld sealing. F'The lagtter coa

portion of the chapter concentrates on the '

development ‘of regulations during the post World -
: b ¢




one day spent.at the vhite coat hunt. It uses,

" common to any meophyte.sealer. Chapter five

.

—~ 10 '
War II era and the beginnings of the protest™
movement. Prior to the war there had been very
little regulation of the seal hunt, particularly
1n7:erms of rescu‘u‘ce management. The development
of CP’“ rTegulations and the social pressures
that helped bring them about have received scant
atteation in much of :he aeanng ucera:ure and X

hnve made the medetn seal hunc significantly

difieren: in several re!pects ftom the hlntoricnl

hunt. Therefore I have inclnded a review of some’

of the mail\ features of neal hunt manuge;nent

and hunane society activity during the past

three decades. . The chapter ends with a brief .

examiration of the protest and counter protest.

. . Chapter three begins r.‘he descr;p;toy of

the. seal hunt from shipboard. Written. in narrative
form, it deals primarily with the formation

of bonds betveen crew members as the ship pushed

north in search of seals. Enpcer four documents

in part, my own experiences in an attempt to ‘

recreate some jof the emic leyel experiences

contifues with a description of the hunt for -




=5 11

hnod -,éals. Chapter six has two themes, both of
which are «centred around the idea of returning.
the ship is re:urn!.ng from the hunr., und the men

discuss re:urnlng for other hun:s.
‘ .

Chapter seven presents an analysig of the .

men's mptlvatlonu for beconing sealerd in the

uprlng of the yeat.\ It 1nc1ud=- a cross cultural
E :cmparilon with nnathar g:nup of people, the

anaeri nomads of Sou(h Persia (Iran), whose

1ife utyle was threatened by, the pfevailing

’ vnlugs of a larger sqcie:y. An epuogue Lonsindas

the thesis.

K




- CHAPTER II

HI\SEE:Y AND BACKGROUND
HARP SEALS /

There are :hgée?major herds of harp.seals
which 1;Habxc.a:céxc and sub-arctic wgcer;. These
\herds mingle very little and are usuaﬂ@y distinguished
by, their breeding areas: the ‘White Sea% near Jan )
ﬁayep Iglnnd;‘xnd[in the weiie;n_ﬂor:}%Ailsntig
off eastern Canada. :The vegtern herd breeds in
two areas: the Gulf of St. L‘avrence.\_:esyt of the
Magdalen Islands fnd'n: the "Front"] off southern
Labfador. 'The Gulf ;cock.:'whelps", or i‘bnaru its
young, on newly formed ice, while the 1a:ger northern
Front stock whelps on the ‘edge, of arctic pack ice
which 1s drifting south in the Labrador:eorrdng:

These Canadian-stocks mix and are considered
pa}: of the same herd: In the summer they range
as far north as Thule, Greenland, Ellesmere Island,
and around Baffin Island, and ‘some find lthetr vay
into Hudson Bay. As wintet approaches :q;§
nigrate southwaxd fnto the-witers off Newfoundland,
feeding h;;vily in'prepardtion for the whelplng-
‘and breeding season’ In late February the whelping
patches begin to form, first in the chs and

s . 12 \
3 " [




;omevhag later at the Front.

" March 10 1s usually considered the "seals'
birthday" at the Front. The pups are bora with
a yellowish foetal coat which quickly turns
bright white. The _"u‘hi‘:e:oacs" :e;n'un on the °
Lee for three to four weeks, syckling the ‘rich’
milk of their mothers. The mother's milk has
ten times as much fat ‘and gver-:h:ee times as
much-protein as cow's milk (Templeman, 1966: 131)
and on this rich autritlon they gain’ waight very
rapidly. From'a birth weight of about seven kilo-
grams*they will 're'ac.h nearly thirty-two kilograms

within two to three weeks. Two thirds of their

weight is blubber’ skin and hair. Very little

mugcle tissue develops and most of this is con-'
centrated in the shoulders of their fore
flippers. . ~ ’ ;
After weaning, the pups moult their white

coat, turning briefly to "raggedy-jackets" and.
& L ;

‘then take to the water as "beaters" with a softly"

spottéd grey coat. Sinc? the ice has been drifting

south they must now beat their way north, against
the current, feed!.ng alone. . -

Once. the young hnve left, the females matg




with the males who have been swimming nearby.

Actual implantation is delayed by eleven to twelve
weeks which-allows maging to occur while the uen%a
@ are all congregated i the whelping patch.
Harpaeals normally live about EWIEEY FEaEEL
o They reach sexual maturity in four to five yedrs
=~ (Templeman, 1966: 133). =
HOOD SEALS N N
“Rood veals ifve-to. bé shoue twenty-five years.
They'breed and whelp in family units and, like. the
. ‘harp, produce one pup pbr mature female. They
whelp on heavier pack ice than the harp and are much
more widely scattered. The major comcentration
© of hood seals whelp on the pack ice off Jan Mayen .
Isand, but smaller numbers of whelpimg hoodsare
found off northeastern Newfoundland and in the
Davis- Strait (Pinhorn, 1976: 51). The pupgdmoult
their foetal coat in the womb and are hon'uh .

a bluish grey hair. These "bluebacks" are able

"to swim very shortly after birth. They remain
. on the ice two to three weeks, suckling, and it is
b . during this period that they arg hunted. - 5

Y B, EARLY HUNTING
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the province of Newfoundland and Labrador almost

certatnly killed harp and other spec
People of the Maritime Archaic Tradi
the coastal tegiqn_é’_o‘l southern Labr
west' coast of the \gajand of Newfount
_probably 9,000 years before present
73,000 years, ago (Tuck, 1976: 12-14).
“had both barbed harpoon tips-and an {
toxgl‘ed‘harp'uon Erp designed to.deta
spear sh ft,: tvist inside.the wound-
and hold a line (Tuck,1976: 23). Thé
aueceeding’ pepies Hhoiliave hed Jsccens
and uh.el-pi‘n’g herds of harp seals mus
“advantage of this ‘p1e;1:1£u1 resource
methods which were :he’ same in co‘nce]
different in desigan, as those in use
Europg‘an. interest in the harp s
shortly after .diacovery of the rich g
‘of the North Hést Atlantic. Basque
whales and probably s;nlu off nofthe
- and ‘aouthern ‘Lebrador in the late sij

“into the seventeénth centuries (Tuck

onmunication), . French~and Bnglviall\ 5

‘taking seals " in cbmnqrcial numbers iy
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Newfoundland at lesst as early as the beginaing

of the eighteenth century. Primarily during the

month of December the seals would be caught inm
" nets strung from headlands tb offshore rocks or

. . B
islands (Head, 1976: 223). This winter inshore

" sealing took place maimly north of Bonavista Bay
and expanded-in a torthward direction throughout
the eighteenth century so that by the 1770's
- ——-southern Labrador became the most. productive sealing
, area. These people were primarily Wanting
adult harp seals, much as landsmen sealers do today
\ on the northeast cogat of Newfoundland and in 1"1
southern Labrador.. ~ :
B In the l’ate eighx‘:eench century men from the

south portion of the northeast coast, from’

st. John's, from the Southern Shore, and from
Conception af 9 Trinity Bays began sealing- from
small boats, lsearching for the southvard drifting

whelping patches. -

THE SAILING ERA

In 1793 two small sailing schooners of about

forty-five tons -each left St. John's in search of

s whelping seals (Wilson,1866: 287). "This was the

o
beginning of the large vessel Newfoundland seal
5 . o




hunt. By l851 seal producn would Ezcnjnt for
npprnxlmately thir:y percent of the total value
of Newfoundland's exports (Ryan,.1971: 237
This development coincided with an lncreaning

interest in the Labrador cod fishery. The ships
.

used for the Labrador fishery in summer were

refitted for the spring seal hunt after the winter

lay up. . It'was the prelude to the sesson's economic

activity.

A ‘symblotic relaticnship, ‘developed between
the Labrador cod fishery and the seal Jhunt:  The

LabtldD! fishery was an expensive and only marginally

viable ov:ra:inn, ‘but it'.made economic aense_for

- those vessel owners 1nvofved 1.n' s_ea‘ling(l*{yxn, 1978) .

The apex of thé sealing industry occurred

* about the middle of the nineteenth :en:ury. In

1831 a record of 610,742 seal palts were brought
nshor; dand ‘1857 "...:he peak aE Newioundland 8
par:uipn_ﬂcn was'reached vhg,uiﬂ) ships and
13,600 men were involved" (Ryam, 1971: 19). This
h;nvy explnltati?n resulted in a decline ‘in the.

number of seals takén after the initial boom and

-a rough platéau of somewhat more than 400,000

paltlvlindad ‘annually was reached 17 the '1840's.
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This probakly represented a maximum sustainable
yield for that time (Ryan, 1971: 226). Althéugh
consfderable fluctations occurred, this plateau

lasted until the 1860's _when the introduction of

steamers considerably altered the entire industry. -

Sealing on a sailing vessel usually meant
1iving in crowded conuuons'.nd “working very ~

‘ hard, not only at Beuling but also at sailing, 2

: which often included prying and’ pulung the ship
through ice (Jukés, 1842 261). ’l‘he crew of P

i o 1F
between Elfzeen and fifty men Was quartered in

the forecastle (forward of ‘the main hatch) in a
“space intended for a much smaller crew. Regular’
-dieals were not always served and water was rationed

but men were able—to supplement their diet with

‘fresh seal meat when "in the fat"

The sailing vessel owners vere usunlly rural

. v " merchants, often the 1oc51 fTsh muchan:r who had —

enough capital :n own one or two schooners or N

*E square rigged ships. They sipplied all nec_eau:y X

‘gear in retufn for one half the product of the
'vo);age. The crew,shared the remainder equally

- among themselves. ~The owner, it hé d41®not captain

the vessel himself, would pay a captain a fFixed - *
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rate per seal. The men, who were usually clients’

of the merchant, would be paid their half share in

cash or goods. Profits made sealing could be :

deducted from the merchant's debit ledger if the

fisherman/ sealer owed for the previous season's

outfitting; «or profitsscould go directly toward

outfitting for the summer fish‘:e:y'. Clifford Head.

(19761 226) believes that the early nineteenth y

century wageés of £5.00 to £25.00 each sealer

might expect to receivé for his éfforts would have *

considerably offset his supply costs 'fr.;r the S

fishery, althopgh Chesley Sanger (1973: 185-186)

suggests individual earnings dwindled ‘throughout

the century. 5 « .

To cover any. expepses the merchant might dincur
by providing board for'his crew the séalers were
required to ‘pay a. fee for their berths. In addition
to the berth money, ’t.he'sealets had to buy their )
own "erop": kaife, hauling rope, gaff, aREEpETLE
dEEs1, Wil guuE Af decsusaLy AR A186 €6 WNHPLY
firewood for fuel ‘on the voyage. w
The potential for profit in the sailing vessel

enterprise must have been ‘considerable siace the

risk to 1ife and property vas enormous. Twenty-five
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boats were lost in 1804 (Head, 1976: 226) at the

‘very beginning of an industry which must be

unrivaled in the hardships it caused to its parti-
cipants. n;.xxng this period the Newfoundland %
fishery was regarded as.a "nursery” for young .
British seamen-pressed into naval service. A
report written to Governor Waldegrave from Harbour
Grace tn 1795 .glvgﬁl ‘an indication of the rigours
the hunt demanded of -men: '

The account of the decked wesgels' and
open boats employéd in the seal #
. fishery, I concieve will attract Your
. Excellency's attention, when you consider
‘mot . only the great advantage. of the
seal fishery, and the adventurous "
“nslertaking in their boats of about
thirty or forty toms burthen, manned
with from eight to ten hands, who
encounter the storms in the months
. of March apd April, thirty or forty
leagues frop land, which I am. convinced
makes more and better seamen in dne
season than the cod fishery does in
' seven... (Pedley, 1863: 194).

't,hrbyghou: the nineteenth century the toll
of men's lives the seal hunt demarded continued to |
grow with shocking regularity., Levi C. Chafe, -
who chronicled comprehensive statistics on the

historical seal fishery, gives the feuowug ¥ g

account for the year-1845: .. 5

& ~ Barque Ringwood. .Henry Norman lost
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with all hands.

- Brig. Peerless. Capt John Nagle
and 40 men lost.

Brig Eldiza Margaret. Capt. and

15 men lost. One man, Frank Wiseman,
went from Jib stay to top gallant yard
hand over hand and saved his life.

il

- Brig. Mary belonging to Ridley-
had the misfortune to lose all
. her crew, who were out in boats
- with the exception of six men.
. . " (Chafe, 1923: 37) |
STEAMERS: 1863 - 1943
In 1862 two'steam powered Scottish ships
stopped in Newfoundland to kill seals on their
way into the Davis Straits to hunt whales. Local
entrepreneurs quickly saw the potential advantage

in the new steam technology and in 1863 two steam

powered vessels cleared for the hunt. The

S.S¢« Bloodhound, owned by Baine, Johnson and

mpany) an the S.S. Wolf, owned by Walter Grieve
and Combany,\recurqed later in the\spring with
only a Y;rymodeht catch of 4,340 pelts_between
them (Chafe, .1923: 48) . 'No{netheleu, ‘hf idea of
steam powexed vessels took hold. The new ishipu'
‘were meig‘efficlenc than sail. They could ram
:hrouéh"ica and had much better manoeuvrability,

thus minimizing the chances of returning empty -




* for steamers, the smaller merchalts and their

22

because :he'sup‘s could not get near the seals.
By'1863 the sailing ships had long sbnce
peaked in terms of the maximum number of seals ;
available to their technology. Although roughly
the same number of men and ships weré hunting,
Cabibos Wers: ¥Iowly daclining; Ladlcsfiug: Ehak
thie haty seal isedawere bildz, daplatey The

steamers had power to get into places the sailing

ships could not reach due to adverse ice conditions,

@nd would have been expected té kill more sealg__./‘
But they did not. The total number of seal kills
‘continued to decline slowly throug{\ the latter
part of the nineteenth century and the steamers
took a larger proportion of the available catch,’
contributing to the dwindling of stocks.

Because the sce‘amers were the most successful
Ehlp‘s'a‘nd initi9lly offered better working condi-
tions, the best sealers opted for them knowing :
that they gave the best potential return for their
labour. Thus, deprived of the best sealers, faced
with depleting stocks and unable to afford ba:rb

the initial capital outlay and maintainence costs >

sailing vessels were forced oyt of ,the trade.

R S e
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