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The whaling tradi t ion of the Basque Country can be traced t o  a s  early a s  

the XIth century, when the f i r s t  accounts of t h i s  ac t iv i ty  a r e  recorded. In 

those days, the  whales were captured i n  t h e  Gulf of Biscay, where these  

cetaceans came regularly. Gradually the whales s tar ted moving further and 

further away, so tha t  the Basque fishermen had t o  t ravel  greater distances t o  

capture them, f i r s t  t o  the Galileean and Austurian coasts and, l a t e r ,  t o  the 

North Sea, Ireland and Iceland. 

The discovery of the New World opened new poss ib i l i t ies  for  the develop 

ment of the whaling industry. Though the belief tha t  the Basque fishermen had 

arrived on the Newfoundland and Labrador coasts before 1492 is still unproven, 

it does in  no way shadow the his toric  consequences of the i r  presence. With 

the exception of the Vikings, whose previous ar r iva l  in  North America didn't  

have any historic  or econondc consequences fo r  Europe, the Basque whalers were 

t h e  f i r s t  Europans t h a t  sys temat ica l ly  explored and exploi ted  t h e  whale 

resources of the Labrador waters. The ef for ts  of the Breton f i s h e m n ,  who 

had arrived there before the Basques, were mainly aimed a t  the  cod fishery and 

the i r s  was never a s  big an enterprise a s  that of the Basques. 

Before 1497, John Cabot, an I ta l ian  navigator working fo r  the English 

king, surveyed the S t r a i t  of Belle Isle, gauging its economic poss ib i l i t ies  

and bringing over t o  Europe the news of its existance. 

A t  tha t  time the S t r a i t  was a route for  a great number of whales that  

annually migrated south towards the  Gulf of St. Lawrence, a s  still hap~ens  

nmadays, although the i r  number has considerably diminished. The descriptions 



and reports t h e  Breton mariners brought with them were one of t h e  reasons f o r  

t h e  affluence of t he  Basque whalers who, with better technical  knowledge and 

superior s k i l l ,  soon monopolized t h e  whaling a c t i v i t i e s  of t h a t  area,  a morlop- 

o ly  they maintained during t h e  second half of t h e  sixteenth century. 

During t h e  l a s t  decade of t h e  sixteenth century t h e  Basque whaling ac- 

t i v i t y  declined due t o  several  d i f fe ren t  and convergent factors .  The main one 

was t h e  d i sa s t e r  t h e  Spanish Armada in f l i c t ed  on t h e  Basque f ishing f l e e t ,  

t h a t  was, i n  great  part, sunk i n  English waters. This together with t h e  

frequent embargoes t h e  Spanish Crown ordered over t h e  Basque sh ips  t o  employ 

them i n  t h e  Cerrera de las Indias made them lose  t h e i r  competitiveness against  

other f l e e t s  engaged i n  t h e  same enterpr ise ,  mainly t h e  Dutch and English 

ones. Another fac tor  recorded i n  t he  documentation, was the  s h i f t  towards t h e  

south of t h e  Inu i t  population, t h a t  l ived i n  t h e  northern p r t  of Labrador. 

Their h o s t i l i t y  towards t he  Europeans made dangerous t h e  harbours t h e  Basques 

were using, forcing them to  move t o  other places. Final ly  t h e  opportunit ies 

t h e  new f ishing a reas  in northern Europe offered the  European whalers caused 

t h e i r  abandonment of t h e  Labrador coasts, i n  order t o  work on new and less 

dangerous banks. B u t  even so, t h e  f i r s t  mentioned cause must have been the  

determining one. Since then, t h e  arrantzales  

probably hired t h e i r  services  to  other countries, whose fishermen soon learned 

t h e  whaling methods, relegating t h e  Basques t o  a secondary position. 

The signing of t h e  Treaty of Utrecht in  1713, with t he  divis ion of blew- 

foundland between France and England, def in i t ive ly  pushed t h e  Basque whalers 

away from these la t i tudes .  

RECENT RESEARCH 

Although only during more recent years has research work been done on 

t h i s  subject  there  a r e  earlier works, same of them of grea t  merit,  t h a t  have 

studied t h e  Basque whalers1 history. 

Lope de Isasti's book (1850), writ ten i n  1625 gives important references 

t o  t h e  conditions i n  which t h e  whalers f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  work. Fernandez de 

Navarrete (1829) and Fernandez Durols (1846) works - though they have valuable 

references - a r e  biased when ta lking about t he  documentary bases; a prob1.m 



t ha t  w e  can a l so  f ind with P. Landhe's (1971) book - fur ther  campromised by 

h i s  overuse of anecdota l  and s u p e r f i c i a l  d e t a i l s  which f r e q u e n t l y  v e i l  

real i ty .  T. m i a r d ' s  (no reference) book is a more ser ious  and i r p r t a n t  

s tudy  of primary sources  though he d i d n ' t  c o n s u l t  a l l  t h e  documentation 

available.  Ciriquiain Gaiztarro 's  (1961) c o n t r i b u t i o n  is a well-done and 

honest synthesis of the  subject. Basas Fernandez (1963) s t a r t ed  a new stage 

i n  t h e  research around the  whalers history,  studying a s e r i e s  of o r ig ina l  and 

i n p r t a n t  - though not numerous - documents. 

On t h e  C a n a d i a n  s i d e ,  R .  B e l a n g e r  ( 1 9 8 0 )  b r i n g s  some new 

interpretations.  H i s  research - more related t o  t h e  codfishing than t o  t h e  

whaling - lacks  a good analysis  of h i s to r i ca l  facts .  

It has been only during t h e  past  two decades t h a t  a bigger e f f o r t  has 

been made t o  t r ace  sc ien t j . f i ca l ly  t h e  history of t he  Basque whalers along t h e  

Newfoundland and labrador coasts. The two components of recent research are: 
exhaustive research of the writ ten documentation and an archaeological study 

of t he  sites where t h e  Basques used t o  l i v e  and work. 

Archival work has been led  by Selma Barkham (1977, 1979, 1980, 1982): 

methodical work t h i s  author has done i n  t h e  European and Spanish archives - 
especially i n  t he  Basque ones - has enabled her t o  gather an incredible amount 

of first-hand information drawn ou t  of s i x t e e n t h  and seventeenth  cen tu ry  

docurr~ents, t h a t  t oge the r  w i th  he r  s t r i c t  h i s t o r i c a l  ben t ,  make her t he  

premier authori ty  on t h i s  subject. 

In t h e  second d i rec t ion  w e  f ind t h e  archaeological d igs  t h a t  a r e  being 

systematically carr ied out i n  Red Bay where, s ince 1979, there  are two teams 

working. On l and  a Memorial Un ive r s i t y  tean?, d i r e c t e d  by D r .  J. Tuck 

(1982a,b, 1983, 1984) is conducting a study of the  Basque remains on Saddle 

Island. They have uncovered several  s t ructures  t h a t  sheltered t h e  ovens and 

cooperages t he  Basques used t o  work in. They a l s o  found a cemetary which con- 

t r ibuted a l o t  more new information about t h e  conditions i n  which t h e  whalers 

worked. A group of underwater archaeologists from Parks Canada, under t h e  

d i rec t ion  of Mr. F. Grenier, is studying t h e  remains of a galleon - sunk i n  

about 30 feet of water off Sadclle Island - t h a t  was or ig ina l ly  believed t o  be 

t h e  "San Juan", records of whose sinking Mrs. Barkham has discovered t o  da t e  

t o  t he  autumn of 1565. 



THE BAXlUF, EXPEDITION 'IO LABRADOR, 1985 

A. Objectives 

The expedition organized and sponsored by the Chawber of Ccmunerce, In- 

dustry and Navigation of Bilbao, Spain, to  cammemorate its Centenary, was 

aimed a t  locating and identifying same of the other harbours that were used by 

the Basque whalers during the sixteenth century along the coast of Labrador. 

The length of the coastline, in whose ports the Basque ships had sounded and 

the concmitant logistical problems forced u s  t o  restrict the area of our 

study to  a stretch 80 km long, situate3 on the northeastern end of the Strait 

of Belle Isle. Local fishermen i n  that zone had already produced information 

about t i l e s  found i n  some of its harbours, The archaeolqical characteristics 

of the s i tes  were unknown, due to  the fact that the main archaeological inves- 

tigations had been restricted to  the southern harbours of t h i s  coast. 

B. Methodology 

The methodology followed during the survey of the selected areas was - 

similar t o  the one we use i n  our regular fieldwork, although the specific 

remains we were t o  look for conditioned, somehov~, the judgement that directed 

our work, which had the final aim of locating and studying those places that 

due t o  their physical characteristics had the best conditions t o  harbour the 

whaling activities. The nature of these acti.vities required the existence of 

ports with enough depth t o  sound the galleons and allow the landing of the 

shallops that hauled the captured whales to  shore close t o  the open sea, whe~e 

they captured the cetaceans, i n  order t o  save the maxinm amount of t i m e  for 

their work, which took place roughly between June and Novenber. 

For the study of the coast and the selection of the places we were to  

vis i t ,  we used the availble cartographic documentation. The f i r s t  source was 

the nautical charts of the Canadian Hydrographic Service, that showed w i t h  

great accuracy the marine depths. The references we gained were completed 

wi th  other notes taken from the National Topcgraphic survey maps and aerial 

photographs, of that  zone. W e  a lso used older cartography, such as  t h e  

British Admiralty Charts for the Strait of Belle Isle and varous sixteenth and 

seventeenth century maps. 



Thus w e  se lec ted  t h e  harbours t h a t  seemed t o  our judgement t h e  most a p  

p ropr ia te  ones of t h i s  s o r t  of a c t i v i t y .  W e  proceeded t o  examine t h e  sites 

and look f o r  unequivocal s igns  of Basque presence. 

The c lue s  t h a t  were basic i n  our surveys were t h e  remains of t h e  tiles 

t h a t  had been brought over t o  roof t h e  tryworks and o ther  s t r uc tu r e s  b u i l t  

there ,  a s  it appears i n  t h e  documents. Elcwadays t h e  tiles show c l e a r l y  along 

t h e  eroded coast l ine .  

On t h e  t h r ee  harbours where our survey was successful  we  proceeded t o  
2 open Im test excavations, mainly along t h e  shorel ine  and on d i f f e r e n t  l eve l s ,  

i n  order t o  determine t h e  way they used t h e  ava i l ab le  spaces, and t h e  dis-  

t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e  s t r u c t u r e s ,  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e i r  u se  and t o  t h e  topographic 

r e s t r i c t i ons .  

C. Results  

The r e s u l t s  w e  obtained i n  t h i s  f i e l d  season are mainly re la ted  t o  t h e  

locat ing and beginning of t h e  study of t h r e e  harbours occupied by t h e  Basques 

during t h e  s ix teen th  century. There were s igns  t h a t  suggested t h e  existence 

of Basque remains i n  some of these  harbours, due t o  references of tiles t h a t  

had appeared. I n  f a c t ,  i n  one of t h e  sites t h e r e  are several  "holesn made 

wi th  not  too c l e a r  purpose, maybe t o  remove pieces  of whale baleen. However 

t h i s  was t h e  f i r s t  time t h a t  t h e  a r ea  was s y s t m t i c a l l y  s tudied f o r  t h i s  

p u r p s e .  

1. Chateau Bay - 
This  geographical un i t  is formed by two bays, Temple Bay and P i t t s  Har- 

b u r  and four  major is lands:  Whale, Henley, Cas t l e  and Stage. It has  two w e l l  

defined areas.  The f i r s t  one, t h a t  includes t h e  two bays and Whale Island,  

blocks t h e  ocean influences that would otherwise a f f e c t  Temple Bay; t h e  second 

a rea  is formed by t h e  o ther  t h r e e  islands:  Henley, Cas t l e  and Stage. The 

f i r s t  two make a na tu ra l  breakwater that g ives  t h e  sea arm, that  opens between 

them and Stage, t h e  idea l  f ea tu res  of a secure anchorage f o r  t h e  galleons,  

with d i r e c t  access  from t h e  open sea through a southern entrance and f r m  t h e  

east v i a  t h e  American Tickle  t h a t  separa tes  t h e  b a s a l t i c  "castles" t h a t  crown 

tlenley and Cas t l e  Islands,  a na tu ra l  entrance still used. 



It is p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  na tu ra l  harbour, formed between these  t h r e e  

islands, tha t  was the place chosen by the Basque whalers t o  establish t h e i r  

?/ whaling s t a t i o n .  They occupied t h e  eas te rn  s i d e  of Stage Is land,  t h a t  

/$ 
provides the optimum conditions due t o  the  presence of a small h i l l  which 

V protects t h i s  area from the southern winds, and the basal t ic  promontories do 

the same with the  eastern winds. This side of the  island a l so  has a coastal 

outline tha t  enabled them t o  t ie up the i r  shallops in  a convenient place t o  

allow the cutting of the whale with immediate access t o  the  tryworks areas. 

The small inner pond tha t  is situated in  t h i s  levelled area provides the 

drinkable water supply. The ostensible advantages offered by t h i s  natural 

haven were probably the reasons for  the af fluence of Basque whalers tha t  a t  

some po in t ,  must have overpopulated Stage Is land.  This overflow perhaps 

motivated the  p a r t i a l  occupation of t h e  western shore of Henley Is land,  

ab!" despite tha t  the  conditions it provided were inferior t o  those of Stage. P 

submerged bar running along the shore and not f a r  from it, hindered the ap- 

proach of the shallops. This problem must have been solved by the use of 

wooden piers  tha t  enabled them t o  avoid the bar, very l ike  the piers  bu i l t  i n  

the middle of t h i s  century. 

(31 the  western side of Stage Island w e  excavated eleven l m 2  test pi ts .  

The resul t s  we gained shwed a dispersion of the occupation along t h i s  whole 

area, located around the pond, a place with wider spat ial  possibi l i t ies .  The 

establishment's dis tr ibut ion is determined by the shoreline, a s  well a s  the  

location of the pond. A set of tryworks is located practjcally on the edge of 

the shoreline. Behind th is ,  we found a carpenter's area, answering a clear  

functional need. 

Test p i t  n W r  two, the  closest w e  made t o  the sea, is located over a 

tryworks area ,  ovens b u i l t  with l o c a l  rocks t h a t  showed c l e a r  s igns  of 

calcination, found irranediately under the  peat layer. 

Test p i t  number f ive  (Plate 1) can be considered representative of all 

the tests done on carpenters' areas. A t  17 cm depth appeared the  Basque 

layer, a resul t  of the remains of a roof fal len direct ly on top of the shop's 

floor. In t h i s  site we checked tha t  the roofing was made out of tiles set 

over an assenblage of whale baleen. The floor of the shop was a result  of the 

accumulation of softwood chips and discarded staves direct ly on top of the 



so i l ,  and l e f t  there t o  naake a damp-proof layer. Among the wood chips we 

found several wooden taps, a wooden peg (Plate 4) and sane greyware fragments 

(Plate 5, number 3 ) ,  and a piece of wool fabric, probably part  of an apron. 

In t e s t  p i t  number 6 (Plate 2) located on the  cooperage area, possibly 

on one of i t s  extremities, w e  found an accumulation of what seemed t o  be bar- 

r e l  staves. 

<,pv 3 We a l s o  made t h r e e  t e s t  excavations on t h e  western s i d e  of Henley 

Island, whose resul ts  have already been mentioned. They indicated t o  us that  

there must have been a small sized establishrent, tha t  could have been used i n  

a period of great population of the harbour. It is very d i f f i cu l t  t o  evaluate 

its distr ibut ion and characteristics due t o  the  destruction the  rockfallings - 
from the basal t ic  "castlen - have caused on the site, which lies right below 

the promontory. 

The survey conducted around Chateau Bay showed us the  existence, on 

Castle Island, of a large quantity of whale bone, almost buried under the 

peat, on a beach j u s t  opposite the area w e  e s t i m t e  must have been the  more 

active one of t h e  harbour, but f a r  enough removed not t o  interfere with its 

act ivi ty.  We a lso  documented other remains, on Whale and Castle Islands, most 

1 ikely of Maritime Archaic structures. '-I - C U  -U c ; I , >  
Y '  

2. Pleasure Harbour -, I 

The simplicity and exceptional conditions of t h i s  natural harbour define 

the poss ib i l i t ies  of its use. The site is limited by the mainland and a small 

sea wall of about 800m length, s l ight ly  oriented towards the northwest. F11 

t h i s  c r e a t e s  a broad harbour, completely protec ted  from t h e  open sea;  

moveover, it has enough depth - especially on its western s ide - t o  have al- 

lowed galleons the possibi l i ty  of belaying t o  the shoreline. A small but 

copious stream coniing from a great inner lake provides the  drinkable water 

supply for  the harbour. 

These advantages must have prmi t ted  an intensive usage of the  port. W e  

verified that  the s i t e  extended over both sides of the harbour, from a p  

proximtely the middle of its length t o  its bottm. part. It seems a s  though 

they used every single b i t  of space they could, even leaning the structures 

against the steep c l i f f s .  



It is in te res t ing  t o  point  out t h e  existence of a natural  cave a t  t h e  

entrance of t h e  harbour. There, same eroded t i le  fragments were found, but 

t h e  inner rock f a l l s ,  made a survey of its in t e r io r  d i f f i c u l t .  Eloreaver, 

these fragments appeared loose on t h e  ground, and could have been taken the re  

a t  any time, Nowadays t h i s  harbour it not i n  regular use; 0nl.y sporadically 

fishermen she l te r  from t h e  storms o r  t h e  strong swells. 

W e  excavated s i x  test p i t s  a l l  located on the  eastern and bottom pa r t s  

of t h e  harbour. The most s ign i f ican t  discovery was t h a t  of a trywork, fo r  

rendering blubber i n t o  o i l .  In  order t o  ge t  more defined information we en- 

larged t h e  l m 2  test p i t  t o  a 3 x 1 m trench (P la te  3 ) .  The oven is si tuated 

on the  seaward area of an elevated platform. On its back s ide  there  is a f r e e  

space t h a t  allowed themen working enough room t o  perform t h e i r  ac t iv i t i e s :  

removing t h e  blubber and drawing off t he  o i l  t o  put it i n  t he  bar re l s  where 

they stored it till it was taken over t o  Europe. This s t ruc ture  was bui.lt 

with blocks of l o c a l  vo lcan ic  rocks,  l i n e d  wi th  red c l a y ,  t h a t  had been 

brought over by the  Basques t o  prevent t h e  waste of heat. 

3. Cape Charles 

T h i s  was t h e  l a s t  harbour w e  surveyed and t h e  l i m i t  of  our survey 

permit. Past Cape St.  Charles t he  coast  tu rns  towards t he  west, s o  t h i s  area  

is less affected by t h e  sea; it is a l s o  protected by a group of islands 

separated by narrow tickles t h a t  form s o r t  of s h e l t e r i n g  s k e r r i e s .  Cape 

Charles, innnediately behind St. Charles River T i c k l e  is t h e  f i r s t  s ignif icant  

cove t h a t  offers ,  i n  its middle, t h e  poss ib i l i ty  of a place t o  moor re la t ive ly  

big ships, l i k e  gallons. The present settlement has chosen t h e  sane area t h e  

whalers did  - t he  eastern s ide  of t h e  cove. 

This f a c t  has produced almost complete disturbance of a l l  t h e  possible 

t r aces  r a i n i n g  from those times. The presence i n  t h e  cove of huge blocks of 

rock, t h a t  hinder t he  mooring of boats, provided a problem which was probably 

overcame by the  Basques i n  t he  same way a s  nowadays: wharfs b u i l t  b o t t m w d  on 

t h e  rocks,  t h a t  helped t o  g a i n  t h e  depth  needed. The water  supply is 

guaranteed by two tor ren ts  descending fram the  h i l l s  a t  t h e  bottom of t he  

cove. The whaling t r ad i t i on  of t h i s  harbour has las ted till recently; t he re  

can still be seen same remains of a big  whaling factory on An t i l l ' s  Cove, the  



next one t o  Cape Charles. 

The features  of t h i s  po r t ' s  repeated occup t ion  make very d i f f i c u l t  t h e  

c o r r e c t  eva lua t ion  and d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  Basque site i t s e l f ,  because t h e  

present bujldings stand on t o p  of t he  Basque remains, and the re  is only one 

area f r e e  f r m  construction, a t  the entrance of t he  cove. The f i r s t  two test 

p i t s  were located i n  t h i s  small area near the  entrance on a rocky beach c u t  by 

a s teep  and high c l i f f ,  where w e  found same t i l e  remains, apptretnly not re- 

la ted  with any structure.  Of a l l  t he  excavations made during our survey, 

these were the  ones t h a t  gave us the  most infomation about pot tery (Plate  5, 

numbers 1, 2, 4, 5 ,  6,  7) .  W e  a l s o  made a t h i rd  t r i a l  excavation outside t h i s  

small area,  c lose  t o  a new building - b u i l t  i n  1984 - that had destroyed one 

of the  areas  still l e f t  untouched. 

CONQUSIONS 

It is evident from our survey t h a t  these th ree  harbours must have been 

subjects  of major important a c t i v i t i e s ,  a s  t he  audience we  found suggests 

remains belonging t o  tryworks and caspenters'  areas,  where they assembled t h e  

bar re l s  and mended the damage shallops. 

The spa t i a l  organisation of t he  s t ructures  conform t o  a very sinple and 

functional system, delimited by the  work they did and t h e i r  temporary use of 

the  buildings. It should be pointed out t h a t  t h e  mainland was t h e  working 

place, while the  l iv ing  and res t ing places seemed t o  be the  galleons, anchored 

i n  these harbours. 

Though the  brevity of our work implied a grea t  number of l imi ta t ions  

t ha t  w e  h o p  t o  correct  i n  possible fu ture  research, we f e e l  confident that 

t h e  greater  par t  of t he  b u i l t  s t ructures  were located near t he  shore. Around 

it, the  s t ruc tures  appear grouped r e l a t i ve  t o  the  avai lable  space. Closest t o  

shore they constructed the  platforms where they located t h e  ovens b u i l t  with 

loca l  g ran i t i c  and basa l t ic  rocks. The inner pa r t s  of t he  ovens were lined 

with clay,  brought over from Europe. I n  some places they m y  have used loca l  

c l a y ,  when its c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  were s u i t a b l e ,  t o  make t h e  base  of t h e  

f i replaces ,  a s  w e  think happened on Stage Island where same of t h e  c lay  un- 

covered seems t o  have came from the  bottom of Temple Bay. The tryworks formed 

sets comprising d i f f e r en t  numbers of units, depending on t h e  spce available. 



Immediately behind t h e  ovens, on t h e  same level ,  we found a f r e e  spce t h a t  

allowed t h e  removal of t h e  o i l  from t h e  ca ld rons  and its s t o r a g e  i n  t h e  

barrels.  These were assenbled i n  t h e  cooperages t h a t  were probably located 

jus t  behind these platforms. 

T h i s  o rgan iza t ion ,  though ve ry  simple,  ad jus t ed  p e r f e c t l y  t o  its 

function. This plan could be enlarged or  even simplified, depending on the  

roam avai lable  f o r  t he  establishment, as i n  f a c t  we  were ab le  t o  verify.  On 

Stage Island the  s t ruc tures  must have been a l o t  more complex, a s  there  was 

qu i te  a space t o  use between t h e  shoreline and t h e  inner pond.. On t h e  western 

s ide  of Pleasure Harbour, t he  space is s o  small, and the  p ro f i t  f r m ~  its 

resources s o  big, t h a t  they even b u i l t  ovens almost hanging from the  s teep 

c l i f f s ,  w h i l e  t h e  c o o p e r a g e s  were c e r t a i n l y  l oca t ed  somewhere else. 

Nevertheless, these conclusions should be reaffirmed i n  fu ture  investigations. 

The problems t h a t  four remaining members of t h e  Expedition had t o  over- 

come fol lowing t h e  d e p a r t u r e  of o t h e r  members of t h e  group, because of 

c l imat ic  and professional reasons soon a f t e r  our a r r i v a l  t o  Chateau Bay, were 

t o  same extent compensated by the  kind welcome and help w e  were given by the 

public and s c i e n t i f i c  au thor i t i es  of Canada, and e s p c i a l l y  of Newfoundland 

and Labrador. W e  want t o  s t a t e  our special thanks t o  Jane Sproull Thomon and 

C a l l u m  Thamson from t h e  P rov inc i a l  Museum of Newfoundland, and t o  Susan 

Kaplan, from the  Peary-MacMillan Arctic Museum. Our work couldn't possibly 

have taken place without t h e  collaboration of t h e  Stone famil.y, inhabitants of 

Stage Island i n  Cha-teau Bay. They became our nain source of in formt ion  and 

firm friends. 
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