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During June, July, and August 1985 crws from Memorial University once 
again returned t o  Red Bay t o  continue excavations a t  16th century Basque whsl- 

ing stations. In addition t o  further explorations a t  the  Red Bay whaling 

stations, surveys were conducted up and down the southern Labrador coast t o  

record other whaling s ta t ions  of the  same p r i o d .  In both cases our e f fo r t s  

resulted in new information and interpretations of the l a t e  16th century in 

southern Labrador. The 1985 excavations were financed by a grant from the  

Department of Culture, Recreation and Youth, Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador, and conducted under permit # 85-04 issued by the  Historic Resources 

Division. A s  i n  years past valuable assistance was rendered by the Canadian 

Conservation Inst i tute .  

Four a r e a s  on Saddle Is land were f u r t h e r  explored, severa l  ponds 

excavated, and a ser ies  of small scattered living sites par t ia l ly  explored. 

Excavations a t  Area C, a p r e n t l y  one of the  largest and most extew 

sively used shore s tat ions on Saddle Island, was nearly completed during the  

pst summer. Except for  a small, but deep, deposit of clay containing w e l l  

preserved organic materials - tex t i les ,  baleen, and wood-and a concentration 

of burned stone, t i l e ,  and f a t  near the southern edge of the  area, the  en t i r e  

shore s tat ion has now been exposed. As reported previously the s tat ion con- 

s is ted of a numker of structures which can be swnmarized a s  follows. Most 

obvious, and clearly v is ib le  a s  a long rock mound prior t o  excavation, is a 

l a r g e  tryworks, f requent ly  repaired and probably more than o c c a s i o ~ l l y  

rebuilt ,  which was capable of supporting f ive  large copper cauldrons i n  which 

the actual rendering of o i l  from blubber was done. A small structure of un- 

certain function located on a small terrace above and behind the tryworks may 

have been a cooperage although no coopers' tools  were found within or near the 

remains of the structure and a large cooperage on a second terrace innnediately 

t o  the north of the tryworks more l ike ly  supplied the  casks in to  which the  o i l  



rectvercd from this  try work^ was placed. P large grindstone suggests that 

somc industrial activities were carried out i n  the former location, hmever, 

altlough the structure is perhaps best interpreted as a shelter for men terd- 

ing the try work^; even t k ~ i s ,  hawever, is by DO means certain. I n  front of the 

shore station was a rim subn~erged wharf or cutting-in stage where the whales 

were flensea' and no cioubt where supplies were landed and casks of o i l  launched 

t o  be towed to  the whaleships anchored i n  the harbour. A reconstruction of 

this: area by a r t i s t  Richard ScNecht appears i n  National Geosraphic, Vol 68, 

Yo. I ,  July 1985, on pp. 46-47. As mentioned above, a few mall  areas remain 

t o  be excavated, particularly a t  the south end of the area where it is 

suspected that a deep d e p s i t  of clay and refuse could conceal still another 

small structure. Excavations during the s m r  of 1986 w i l l  explore t h i s  area 

nmre f u l l y  and complete the exposure of t h i s  entire shore station. 

In  addition t o  the 16th century features described above the 1985 ex- 

cavatj on5 revealed additj onal mter ial  prtaining t o  the mid-19th t o  early 

20th century occuption of the area by the ancestors of the present day in- 

habitants of Red Bay as  well as  art ifacts and one feature which may pertain t o  

aboriginal utjlixal ion of t he area. I n  1984 a native potsherd was recover& 

from the mal l  structure of uncertain function overlooking the tryworks (Tuck 

1985: 233,347) and the 1985 excavations revealed an area where sections of 

c o w r  from one of the rendering cauldrons w r e  modified, prhaps also by na- 

tive pople. A number of I ivets were discarded on the spot as  were several 

asyrmnetric copper triangles which could have served as  projectile points or 

prhaps are sinply "offcutr>" f ron~ the manufacture of such weapon yarts. The 

context of the:-e objects 1.as such that contempraneity or very near contem 

poraneity w i t h  the Basaye cecuption is indicated. No such objects have been 

found i n  I n u i t  s i tes  along the Labrador coast, despite the extensive excava- 

tjons of Susan Eaplsn, Pichard Jordan and others, suggesting that these ar- 

t i facts  nlay be further indication of Indian presence i n  the Strait of Belle 

Isle during the 36th century. 

Excavations were alsc co~ly,leted a t  the whalers cemetery, discover& in 

1982 anci the object of investigations since that time. Once again, Brenda 

Kenneo3 of the University of Calqary participated. i n  the excavation:; and is 

now i n  the process of analysing the skeletal  material. The 1985 season 



brought t he  number of bur ia l s  t o  56 which, with Feat-ure 1 ,  thc unburjed dead 

which f i r s t  brought t h e  cemetery- t o  our a t t e n t j  on, and sev 2ral ind: of random 
human bones, brought t he  t o t a l  number of i n d i v i d u a l s  to sonewhere i n  t h e  

neighborhood of 130. If the  port  of Red Bay was in  use !or 6C' years bet%ecrr 

a b u t  1540 and 1600 the  number of graves revealed by our excava t io~~s  amounts 

t o  less than one per year. Jf t he  seasonal population averaqd 500, and it 

seems tha t  during the  peak of the  whaling period it rnay h a ~ e  been cor~siderably 

l a r g e r ,  a dea th  r a t e  i n  t h e  neighborhood of v~ell be1 ow orle per-cent is 

indicated. Both of these f igures  seem renarkably low f o r  FL 16th cent ury 

population, but why they a r e  so  remains soniethin9 of a mystery. Sevr r a l  

factors ,  i n  addition t o  the  ~ m s s i b i l i t y  t ha t  there  a r e  other cemeteries which 

w e  have not located, may account for: what s p p a r s  t o  be a remarkably low death 

rate. Brenda Kennedy w i l l  consider these i r  much more de t a i l ,  but it is 

worthwhile t o  point out some of them since four years' work a t  t h e  cemetery 

a r e  now complete and the  area has been restored t o  approximtely its original  

form. 

The f i r s t  factor  which might account for  t he  a p p r e n t  Icw death r a t e  

among the  16th century whalers is tha t  t he  indjviduals who care t o  Red Bay a s  

whalers were dcubtless not representative of t he  e n t i r e  poymlat~on of the  

Basque Provinces on northern Spain and soutleastern France. W e  know, for 

example, t h a t  females were not present and t h a t  most of t he  \.balers were be- 

tween 20 and about 45 years of age. Factors such a s  death during chi ldbir th ,  

infant mortality, and death from old age were not features  of t h e  Red Bay 

population. Those men who did par t ic ipate  i n  whaling were doubtless chosen a t  

l e a s t  ga r t ly  for  t h e i r  physical prowess; it is 6oubtfuI whether inf inn in- 

d i v i d u a l s  would have made voyages t o  Terranova. These two factors---  a 

selected and healthy population - doubtless contribute t o  the  re la t ive ly  lm 

number of bur ia l s  recorded a t  the Saddle Island c m t e r y .  Other fac tors  may 

a l so  have been a t  work, however. The most obvj.ous of- there is t h a t  t h e  Wies 

of whalers l o s t  a t  sea during the  undeniably ciangerous business of hunting and 

retrieving whales from the  S t r a i t  of Belle Isle m a y  not have beer: rccovera? 

and therefore a r e  not represented i n  the  c a t e r y .  Since the custom cd r&is- 

i r g  memorial stones t o  those whose bodies were not recover& apprer  tly did 

not e x i s t  i n  the  16th century, a s  it did anlong 18th and 19th New England 



whalers, it is inposs ible  t o  determine w h a t  effec.t t h i s  might have on t h e  s i z e  

of t he  population rcprese r : td  i n  t h e  cemetery. Nor does t h e  study of surviv- 

ing documents i n  S p i n  y e t  shed much l i g h t  on t h i s  point.  W i l l s  e x i s t  which 

c l ea r l y  ind ica te  death ard bu r i a l  i n  Terranova (Barkham 1977) , but t h e  exhaus- 

t i v e  research needed t o  qiiantiEy these  data w i l l  require  years  t o  carry out.  

It i: a l s o  corlceicr&le t h a t  t h e  d i e t  of t h e  Red Bay whalers may have 

beer1 such ;is t o  prcalote r e l a t i ve ly  good health. No pos i t i ve  evidence of 

scurvy, whLch was ~ e ~ s p o n s i b l e  for  a l a rge  p r o p r t i o n  of t h e  deaths  a t  t h e  

s l i g h t l y  mcre recent Dutch whaling s t a t i o n  a t  Smeerenburg (&at 1984; Louwrens 

Aaccpebord, p e r  cmna; cormnunicatic)n) , has y e t  been observed on t h e  Red Bay 

skeletons.  Once again, hcwever, these  s t ud i e s  a r e  j u s t  beginning and mny of 

t h e  skele tons  a r e  i n  a vely  poor s t a t e  of preservation,  hence it may be impos- 

sible t o  address t h i -  que:t ion with a g r ea t  dea l  of confidence. It might be 

noted, however, t h a t  faunol remains from both t h e  land and underwater excava- 

t i o n s  ind ica te  a die t  rj.c11 i n  p ro te in  which included most of t h e  f i s h ,  b i rds ,  

and mamnla l s  t yp i ca l l y  ava i l ab le  along t h e  southern Labrador coas t  during t h e  

surmtt.1 nonths Stepken Cun&a, ~ ~ r s o n a l  c m u n i c a t  ion) ; I doubt whether t h e  

amount of prott~ir l  aka i l ab l e  t o  t h e  population i n  northern S p i n  approached 

that regular ly  cons~med by t h e  whalers of southern Labrador. While a high 

p ro te in  d i e t  probably contributed something t o  t h e  general good heal th  of t h e  

whalers, with a d i e t  would riot have prevented scurvy, perhaps t h e  worst enemy 

of seamen before thcx discovery of t h e  preventat ive pcwers of c i t r u s  f r u i t  i n  

e a r l y  17th century. It is conceivable, however, t h a t  t h e  abundant b e r r i e s  i n  

Southern Labrac'or--blueberries, crowberries, and bakeapples--were consumed i n  

s u f f i c i e n t  quant-ity t o  prevent t h e  disease  during years  when t h e  re tu rn  t o  

Spain was made a t  t h e  norrral t ine,  usually no l a t e r  than t h e  f i r s t  of t h e  

year. D~lring those  years when rapidly formin2 ice forced crews t o  overwinter 

deaths were c o m n  in t h e  following spring,  prhzcps not  as much from starvz- 

t i o n  o r  exposure as Cram deficiency d i seases  aga ins t  which the whalers had no 

protect icn .  

Also rmzjninc; t o  be explained are a number of b u r i a l s  which dev ia te  

s i gn i f i c an t l y  fim normal bu r i a l  practice.  The majori ty of t h e  graves are i n  

t h e  extended pos i t i cn ,  on t h e  b c k ,  oriented with t h e  head t o  t h e  west. So 

c lose ly  do these  b u ~  i a l s  ~ a r a l l e l  our cwn g r id  t h a t  it almost appears as  i f  



these bu r i a l s  were made with t h e  a id  of a compass. O t h e ~ s  a r e  s l i g h t l y  "of- 
axis", probably because of natural  obstacles such a s  bedrock outcrops or l a rge  

boulders which made precisely oriented east-west graves impossible t o  dig. 

Several bur ia ls ,  however, a r e  considerably out of l i n e  w i t h  t he  majority, some 

ac tua l ly  reversed with t h e  heads t o  t he  east .  There appears nc natural  reason 

for  t h i s  diversion from t h e  normal practice;  it is hopd  t h a t  analysis  of t he  

skeletons thenselves might reveal same differences between those buried i n  a 

typical  fashion and t h e  majority of t he  interments. These m-d other questions 

have been posed by the  cemetery on Saddle Island. Clearly we  have more ques- 

t i ons  than answers. 

Excavatons a t  a t h i r d  area  on Saddle Island revealed a la rqe  fea ture  

which as ye t  cannot be explained. A l a rge  scatter of wood charcoal, in  places 

several  centimetres thick and covering an area about ten  metres i r  diameter, 

was c o m p l e t e l y  exposed  d u r i n g  t h e  l a s t  w e e k s  o f  t h e  1985 s e a s o n .  

Stra t igraphical ly  it lies above a layer  of peat which, i n  turn,  covers a small 

Dorset component, and beneath a layer of sod not unlike t l lat  wl~ich has formed 

over most of t h e  1 6 t h  cen tu ry  d e p o s i t s  t h u s  f a r  revealed.  P.n appa ren t ly  

int rusive 19th century p i t ,  possibly a t rash  p i t  o r  a t  1ec:st a ahallow feature  

which becarne f i l l e d  with refuse, in te rsec ts  t h e  usual stratigraphy but does 

not seem t o  per ta in  t o  t he  or iginal  f o m t i o n  of the  cllarcoal layer.  Ar- 

t i f a c t s  associated with t h i s  feature,  although limited i n  number since only a 

few onemetre  squares have been excavated in to  and below tile chtrrcoal, include 

coarse earthenware, hard grey-bodied N o m a 3  stoneware, a f e w  fragments of 

g lass  including a stem fragment, na i l s ,  and other less d i a g ~ o s t i c  objects. 

While t h e  coarse earthenware and iron n a i l s  with la rge  f l a t  heads a r e  not un- 

l i k e  those from the  16th century s t ructures  excavated cjlsewhere on Sadclle 

Island, t h e  high percentage of Normandy stoneware is a t  sale valiance with t h e  

percentages of t h i s  d i s t i nc t ive  ceramic ware i n  other assesnblag~~s. Unique a r e  

fragments of a t  l e a s t  two small  (no t  more than  f i v e  cen t lme t r e s  high) 

"ointmentn ja rs  u n k n m  from e a r l i e r  excavations. The fragme:lt of s t m r e  

has been examined by Ann Smith, Material Culture Researchcr w i t t ~  Parks Canada 

who special izes  i n  archaeological glass.  She reports t h a t  thc f i r s t  imgres- 

sion is of an 18th century French or igin  of t h e  majority of t'le eaJ l y  g l a s s  

from Red Bay. It is just  possible, therefore,  t ha t  t l  is a ea  rc.presents 



u t j  l i ~ a t i c n  of R e d  Bay between t h e  cessation of Basque whaling i n  t h e  ear ly  

17th century and the  s t a r t  of the  Labrador summer f ishery carr ied out by New- 

foindlanders beginning about 1830. It is probably too  much t o  hope for ,  but 

w e  knaw t h a t  Pierre  Const ant in ,  a Quebec merchant, established a post a t  Red 

Bay i n  1715 which was sacked and burned by Inu i t  i n  1718. The evidence a t  

hand - a thick charcoal layer and a t  l e a s t  a suggestion of French a r t i f a c t s  

- is suggestive, but only t h e  research planned fo r  t he  summer of 1986 w i l l  

tell u s  whether w e  have i r t  f a c t  located a par t  of t h i s  es tabl ishmnt .  

Following the  succtssful  excavation of the  small pond on W i n  Island 

(Tuck 1985) which pr-oduced a weal th  of o rgan ic  a r t i f a c t s  of 1 6 t h  cen tury  

o r i g i n ,  i n c l u t i n g  both Basque and I n u i t  m a t e r i a l ,  several  small ponds on 

,Saddle Island were zxcavated. The technique of excavation, which i n i t i a l l y  

d e p n d d  on siphon Ltction t o  remove silt and water from the  pond was improved 

with t he  a d d i t ~ o n  of an in-line suction dredge powered by a th ree  inch pump 

which resulted i n  a much more e f f i c i en t  system and t h e  elimination of break- 

downs which plzgued the  1984 excavations. 

The 1985 exca~~ati0n.r  produced a wide range of a r t i f a c t s  from t h e  16th 

century and mole recent times. These include barrel  and tub par ts ,  about one- 

half of a cer, l m i c  ,ressel typical  of t h e  16th century Basque material ,  and 

o t h e r  cont-ain1.r~ which dppear t o  have been l o s t ,  broken, o r  abandoned a t  

places where dl inkirg water was collected i n  t h e  16th century and more recent 

t imes.  O the r  objects  included fragments of leather ,  sh ip  and small boat p a r t s  

not unlike those from Win  Island, md t h e  ranains of what appear t o  be t h e  

complete s le le tons  t f  a number of harp s e a l s  which, f o r  reasons still unknm-, 

found their  way intc a pond mores than 100 metres from the  nearest salt water. 

Also i n  1985 , a f t e r  years of searching, we discovered t h e  locat ions  of 

a number of ,small d ~ e l l i n g s  us& by the  16th century whalers. Until 1985 we 

were misled by what w e  thought was our exhaustive knawledge of Basque ethnog- 

raphy and searched careful ly  a t  t he  bases of l a rge  rock faces  f o r  t races  of 

s t ruc tures  analogou:. t o  those b u i l t  by shepherds i n  t he  Pyrenees. In  same 

cases these e f f o r t s  were successful, and two such areas  were excavated during 

t h e  summer of 198F. A t  l e a s t  one of t h e s e  was t h e  scene of m u l t i p l e  

occupations, i n  pla(:es separable on t h e  bas i s  of th in  layers  of scd between 

deposits  of baleen, scraps of wood, charcoal, and other a r t i f a c t s .  This gar- 



t i c u l a r  location, immediately below the  crest of a small hi1.1 on t h e  ex t rme  

southern end of Saddle Island, may have been associated with a lookout estab- 

l i s h e d  on t h e  t o p  of t h e  h i l l ,  thereby accounting for- i ts repeatied 

u t i l i za t ion .  

Other, and f a r  more numerous, she l te rs  were not located a t  la rge  rcxk 

faces but took advantage of the  smallest crevices in bec:rock outcrops wh:ich 

were u t i l i zed  a s  hearths. ,dme were modified by the  addition of- rocks ;~nd 

mll boulders t o  contain the  f i r e s  of wood and f a t  ( p r o l ~ b l y  the "f~:itte!:s" 

renaining a f t e r  o i l  was rendered from them) , while others a p p a r  t o  have had 

no such modification. In  most cases scraps, and occasionally sizeable plates,  

of baleen were preserve& i n  association with n a i l s  typical  of t he  16th ccm- 

tury  which suggest insubstantial  s t ructures  f rmed  with wood dnd covered, a t  

least par t ly ,  with baleen. The use of baleen, which wa:: l a t e r  t o  become a 

valuable c m i t y  i n  cmercial whaling suggests t ha t  t h i s  market was not yet  

a s  important i n  the  16th century a s  it was t o  become a short  while l a t e r .  

These small l iv ing  sites, of which a brief preliminary reconnaissance 1ocat .d  

more than a dozen on both Saddle and Twin Islands, w i l l  :x f l ~ r t h e r  explored 

during the  1986 season and it is a n t i c i p t e d  that othc~rs,  perhaps a sj.g- 

n i f ican t  nunber of others, w i l l  be found. 

Other surveys 

Finally, surveys between the  Quebec border and Pleasure Harbour, about 

20 km north of Chateau Bay, revealed the  locations of several  apparent whaling 

s ta t ions  which had not previously been reported. Fragment:, of d i s t inc t ive  red 

roofing t i l e  were found a t  Capstan Island, West Ste. Modeste., and a t  Finware. 

The l a t t e r  site has long been sought but, once again w e  were looking in  t h e  

wrong place. Our e f fo r t s  had been concentrated in the  area of t h e  present 

settlement which is s h e l t e r e d  by a l a r g e  headlanti and where long,  sandy 

beaches afford opportunity t o  land and laurtch sma1.l bvats w i t h  c:omprative 

ease. It was not these sandy beaches t h a t  t he  Basque sought in  Terranova, 

however. They chose instead t o  build t h e i r  shore s ta t ion  t o  the  west of t.he 

present settlement i n  a much more exposed and rocky a r m  where today only a 

few small gardens a r e  t o  be found. Whether t h i s  location was c b r . e n  fo r  t lie 

apparently d e e p r  water t o  be found there  (alt-hough therc, a r e  a few deep swlts 



along the ~horeline of the present community), or because of the rocks avail- 

able for ccmstruction of trlyworks, or simply because they preferred the rocky 

shore whicl~ is not unlike that of northern Spin is hard t o  say. Other 

similar locations in Herlley Harbour were chosen t o  locate tryworks in the 16th 

century and the remains of them are visible on Stage Island and the opposite 

shore today . 'Perhaps the most inpressive s i t e  visited during 1985, however, 

is that a t  Pleasure Harbour, reported originally by Dr. John Kennedy, Deprt- 

n e n t  of Anthropology, Memorial University, and later visited by Robert Grenier 

and other employees of Parks Canada. Pleasure Harbour i tself  is without doubt 

t h e  most sheltered harbour on the southern Labrador coast. The entrance is 

di-fficult i o  navigate but once inside the deep inlet turns t o  p r a l l e l  the 

coast line for almost a mj1.e and provides safe anchorage from any wind. The 

Rasques apprently also realized this  for there are traces of more structures 

a t  t h i s  location than a t  any other k n m  s i t e  along the Labrador coast except 

for Red Bay i tself .  We were not able t o  v is i t  Cape Charles where Parks Canada 

~.ersonc\l al so observed scatters of t i l e  throughout the community and which 

also mus t  he a whaling station similar t o  those recorded a t  more southerly 

locations. 

In a l l ,  the  1985 season was a profitable one. The amount of new 

infornlation, and more important potential new information, gained from the 

s i t e  continues t o  be impressive. Equally impressive was the  number of 

v i s i t o r s  t o  the s i t e  dur-ing 1985. Approximately 700 people toured the 

laboratory and t h e  excavations on Saddle Island during July and August. The 

onslaught contiriued during September, particularly when the Lindblad Explorer 

unexpectedly disgorged sane 400 tourists, They were a c c o d a t e d  insofar a:; 

possible by the peop:le of Red Bay who showed them the s i t e  and discourage3 

several fully equipped SCImA enthusiasts £ram making a close inspection of the 

wreck sites. We anticipate an even greater nun-ber of visi tors during the 1986 

season. 
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