Abstract

nformation on the interaction between large whales
and fishermen or local people in the archipelago of the
Azores dates back at least to the 16™ century, when the work
the Azorean naturalist Gaspar Frutuoso was written. It
=s much later that actually whaling started in these islands,
t with the American influence and after that following
s own rhythm and methods. However, since the middle of
19% century, it became regular and profitable. Shore-
ased sperm whaling in the Azores archipelago has been well
scumented by the middle of the 20* century, but since then
s significant review has been produced. Considering that this
stivity carried on continuously until 1984, with a couple of
mdividuals stll catching in 1987, adding new insight is very
=portant. [ intended to compile published and unpublished
satistical information on the catches made by open boat
haling of the sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus) in the
sores. Twentieth century data, such as group composition
wngle or group) and the sex and length of the individuals
ucht are available for only some of the vears, as some
=-ormation sheets still remain in historical archives. Besides
a1, data on the amounts of oil produced and grey amber
Jlected for almost a century of whaling are available in the
Brtuguese national fishing statistic books. The objective is to
walyse the evolution of this activity throughout the years, not
=iy considering the biological information and the impacts
hunting on the natural populations, but also considering
sher perspectives. Bearing in mind the historical, economical
md cultural aspects, this study will add information to the
sowledge and importance of this century-old traditional
aritime activity.
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haling in the Iberian Peninsula dates back to at least the 117
wemtury (Brito 2009a). The early hunt, carried out mostly by
e Basques, was concentrated in the northern front of the
“ninsula. Although in Portugal, mainland whaling or whale-
w==ed activities also occurred. For instance, at the end of the
=" century, in the seaport of Atouguia da Baleia (west central
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continental coast of Portugal), maritime businesses important
for the Portuguese economy arose, such as several maritime
exchanges, salt exploration activities and fishing. In the 13
century “whales came ashore and stranded so frequently that
the right to the “sea spoils” included ship, boat or anything with
its merchandise, or a whale and everything else the sea throws
away”™ (Brito 2009b). However, it is not clear if these coastal
locations and associated whale stations were mainly places
for meat and bone cutting and oil extraction or if whales
were actively pursued. During the 14% century, fishing for
tuna. sword-fish and dolphins was of importance. It was also
possible that some whales and other cetaceans or big fishes
might die and special apparatus were required for their catch.
Portuguese discoveries and overscas experience during the
15" and 16" centuries focused interest on foreign waters
instead of coastal ones, as well as on fauna and maritime
resources from the Atlantic islands and the newly discovered
African and Brazilian coasts (Brito 2009b).

Large whales were firstly referred to in the Azores
Islands soon after their discovery and early settlement, which
started to be improved around 1420s. Despite this, the
first acknowledgeable historical account of large whales for
the Azores dates back only to the 16" century, with some
cartographical material and written descriptions available
(see the work by Frutuoso 2005). Most probably, although
there is some doubt as to this, these historical records of large
whales referred to sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalis).
Sperm whales are the biggest of all odontocetes with the
most widespread distribution of all marine mammals. Their
populations inhabit all worlds’ oceans, ranging from the
equator to polar waters (Rice 1989) and are very common
in the Azores all vear round. They have been hunted all over
the world and the archipelago of Azores is no exception. For
several centuries, the Azores archipelago was an important
sperm whaling ground in the North Atlantic (Clarke 1981).
Shore-based sperm whaling in the Azores and Madeira has
been well documented (Clarke 1956; Clarke 1981) and is
considered as a unique whaling era (Reeves and Smith 2006).

A couple of reports and documents have been found in the
last three decades regarding sperm whales. Most of them are
whaling-related (e.g. Avila de Melo & Martin 1985; Deimer et

123



124

from different historical sources. From 1826 to 1891,
catch numbers are taken from the Townsend charts and
consequently document North American whaling in the
Azorean grounds. From 1891 onwards, catch numbers
refer to the Portuguese land-based whaling carried out at
the Azores by local fishermen using open boats and hand
harpoons. This information was obtained from fishing year
books at the National Statistics Institute (Lisbon, Portugal).
These staustical data were compared and combined with
other statistical sheets obtained from the Secretariat of
the International Whaling Commission. A catch rate was
calculated for each decade, considering the number of catches
of sperm whales and the number of vears of data within each
decade.

Reports from “Grémio dos Armadores da Pesca da Baleia”,
a Portuguese whalers association available in the historical
fisheries archive containing data on whaling exploitation off
Portugal were analysed. These files are the property of the
Historical Archive of the General Directorate of Fisheries and
Agquaculture (Ministry of Agriculture, Rural Development
and Fisheries, Lisbon, Portugal). These bulletins support data
such as the number of trips, catch numbers and dates, the
cetaceans’ length and gender and other biological parameters,
which are not available in the regular, vearly fishing statistics.
Here we focused on available hand-written data sheets found
in the archives for a total of seven different vears: 1947, 1948,
1949, 1968, 1969, 1972 and 1973. An important aspect of
any effort to extract spatially referenced data from archival
sources (logbooks in particular) is associating place names
with geographic coordinates, but this information was not
available, so I considered the Azores archipelago in a global
context when conducting the general characterization of the
catch.

author uses the words “bafeia™, “baleato” or “boto” to name the
whales, which does not give any clear indication of the species.
We can only assume that references to oil obtained and the
amber indicate that they were sperm whales. All these records

refer to stranded whales and to the opportunistic use of thew

resources such as meat, oil and ambergris. No evidence of 1
carly whaling was found.

A map of the Azores dated from 1584 shows a large marine
animal, possibly a whale, in the vicinity of the archipelage
(Fig. 1). After that, no historical source including data on any
large whales was found from before the 18™ century. Then, in
1769, the significant, economic value of sperm whaling was
acknowledged in the archipelago in such a way that an official
bulletin of the tme recommended the central Portuguese
Government to make it a regular business due to the high
profit that could be made from the industry (Almada 1981).

Land-based whaling and catch numbers

An anonymous Portuguese oil painting from the 19" century
shows the timeless technique of hunting whales in the Azores
(Fig. 2) [and somehow reflects the importance of the industry
for local people]. From 1826 to 1987, a total of 23,622 sperm
whales were caught in the Azores by different Portuguess
land-based whaling fleets as well as some Yankee whaling
which was carried out during the carly vears (Fig. 3). In the
Azorean sperm whaling ground we observed peak catches in
the middle of the 20® century, more precisely in 1949, with
a total of 724 sperm whales being caught. A trend of sperm
whale catching emerges with an increase from 1910s up to the
1940s and 1950s. After that a clear decrease occurs until the
end of the industry. The rate of sperm whale catches in each
decade follows the same tendency (Fig. 4). Even though thers
might have been catches of other species of cetaceans, such 25



















