























prussic acid or curare) held within the harpoon head
to be ejected after impact into the whale’s blood-
stream. Such a harpoon, containing a phial of prussic
acid (hydrocyanic acid), was announced in the Sydney
press in 1836.%8 ) '

The poison certainly killed whales quickly, but it
could also kill the men who had to cut them up, and
the system was abandoned.

Another method was to embed a conductor wire in
the whaleline, then electrocute the whale with a charge
of electricity from a hand-operated generator in the
boat. This system was first tried in the 1850s, and has
often been experimented with over the last 100 years,
but never with much success.>

Australian whalers seem to have made very little
use of guns or explosives, although it is not known if
they were used by visiting whalers in Australian
waters. :

Ben Boyd brought a whaling gun and ‘rockets’ with
him to Australia in 1842, but there is no reference to
them ever having been used.®® An all-metal shoulder-
fired bomb-lance gun, possibly that referred to in 1842,
was recovered from the wreck of Boyd’s ship Wan-
derer and is now housed in the Port Macquarie His-
torical Society Museum in N.S.W.

Another bomb-lance gun, built of brass, was owned
by the whaler George Davidson at Twofold Bay, but
was seldom used as it was said to frighten the killer
whales which assisted in the chase.®! This gun, and
one of the lances it fired, are held by the Eden Museum
at Twofold Bay. Bomb-lance guns were also used
occasionally in Tasmania, and a harpoon gun of
unknown design was used by Bunbury (W.A.) whalers
in 1850 without much success.5?

3.3 Processing equipment
Cutting-in equipment: Several types of edge imple-
ments were used for removing blubber from the whale
carcass: ‘flensing’ or ‘cutting-in’ as it was called. One
method of cutting-in, used at sea and in many shore
stations, was to cut long strips of blubber, then ‘peel’
them off the whale with block and tackle and a cap-
stan. These ‘blanket pieces’ as they were called were
usually cut with boat spades of several types, such as
head spades, cutting (or blubber) spades and bone
spades (Fig. 3). The other major cutting tools were
boarding knives (Fig. 3) and flensing knives, and a
variety of pikes, gaffs, hooks and toggles (Figs. 4 & 5)
were used to move the large pieces of blubber around.
The second major process was to reduce the blubber
to a size where its oil could be boiled out most effi-
ciently. The large ‘blanket pieces’ were cut into ‘horse
pieces’, strips 15 inches long by 4 inches wide, using
a flensing knife or a boat spade. The term ‘horse piece’
derives from the wooden trestle or ‘horse’, on which
the next step in the process was carried out. The ‘horse
pieces’ were placed on the horse and sliced al/most right
through, in parallel cuts across the width of the strip
of blubber (Fig. 2). This was done using a long blade
with a handle at each end, called a ‘mincing knife’ (Fig.
3). The ‘horse pieces’ were then called ‘sliver pieces’,
which were thrown into mincing tubs to await boiling
down, or ‘trying-out’ in the try-pots.

The ‘mincing’ process was one of the few whaling
activities which was mechanized to some degree in
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the second half of the 19th century, although this was
not widespread.

Trying-out equipment: During the 19th century all
trying-out of whale blubber was done in try-pots,
round-bodied, large-mouthed iron cauldrons of 150 to
250 gallons capacity (Fig. 4). Two, or sometimes three,
try-pots were placed on an iron grate or set of ‘try-
bars’, a short height above a brick base, and a brick
wall was then built around the pots, with a firedoor
being built in front of each pot to give access to the
furnace area thus created around and below the pots. |
The try-works (Fig. 4) usually had very short chim-
neys built into the back wall of the furnace to create
a draught. Aboard ship the try-works was often rein-
forced with iron plates, knees and bands, to counter
movement at sea, whereas at some shore stations the
try-works were very rudimentary.

Often try-pots had a flattened face on one side so
that two pots could fit snuggly into the minimum
space, ensuring optimum use of the heat of the fur-
nace. Occasionally pots also had a pouring lip built
into the rim to allow oil to drain automatically from
one pot to another, or into a cooler.

Once the try-works was under way, the furnace was
fed with the ‘scrap’, the crisp remains of the blubber
after the oil had been boiled out. The sooty smoke
from the scrap, combined with the oily steam, was
responsible for much of the dirt and stench usually
associated with whaling ships and stations.

Implements used during the trying-out included: a
stirring-pole (Fig. 5), to stir the contents of the pot and
prevent the oil at the bottom of the pot burning, which
discoloured the oil; blubber forks (Fig. 3), being long-
handled 2-pronged forks used to transfer the minced
‘sliver pieces’ from storage tubs into the try-pots; and
skimmers (Fig. 5), large spoon-shaped scoops, with
perforations through the spoon-shaped section, which
were used to skim off the boiled-out scrap which
floated to the top of the try-pots. The perforations
allowed the oil to escape. The oil was ladled from the
try-pots into large cooling tanks with bailers (or dip-
pers, Fig. 5) which were like small buckets attached
to long poles.

Cooling tanks were usually metal tanks in which
the oil cooled before being barrelled. Cooling was nec-
essary because the hot oil, if barrelled immediately,
shrank the barrel staves and caused leakage. The tanks
used were often made of copper, especially aboard
ship. In Australian shore stations, however, large
square iron tanks were often used, which had origi-
nally been wused as containers in which perishable
goods were shipped to the colonies (and commonly
called ‘ships tanks’).

The oil when cooled was pumped or ladled into
barrels for storage. Shore stations often had problems
with storage of full barrels, as extreme fluctuations in
temperature and humidity could result in shrinkage of
the staves and leakage of oil. This problem plagued
the Encounter Bay station in South Australia,®® but
was avoided at Twofold Bay where Boyd’s oil was
stored at a reasonably stable temperature in a hulk
moored in the Bay,%* while Davidson’s oil was kept in
400 gallon ships tanks and barrelled only when a ship-
ment was ready for market.5> These ships tanks still
exist at the Davidson station site.
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Fig. 3:  Cutting-in and trying-out equipment.
4. SOURCES OF WHALING EQUIPMENT
IN AUSTRALIA

In Australia in the 19th century, whaling equipment
could be acquired from two sources, importation and
local manufacture. By far the largest supply of equip-
ment was imported, mainly from Britain. Some idea
of the scale of this import can be had from the ‘Ship-
ping Gazette and Sydney General Trade List’ pub-
lished regularly in the Sydney Herald during the 1830s
and 1840s. An example of a single shipment from

— 1

two types of blubber forks

Britain is that arriving on the Prince of Orange from
Leith on 19/2/1842, which included 49 whalelines, 106
harpoons, 97 lances, 75 blubber knives, 22 chopping
knives, 22 blubber spades and 5 coils of foregangers.
Other gear, imported in varying quantities from time
to time, included whaleboats, try-pots, try-work knees,
doors, frames and bars, casks, copper coolers, ladles,
oars, blubber forks and blubber hooks, as well as a
large quantity of equipment simply described as
‘whaling gear’ in the manifests.5

There are difficulties in using the newspaper man-
ifests as statistical evidence, as much equipment was
imported in bulk, and described as consisting of so
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Fig. 4. Cutting-in and trying-out equipment.
many ‘packets’, ‘packages’, ‘bundles’, ‘cases’ etc., which
makes it hard to estimate the actual amount of gear
imported. Other problems include: doubts about the
completeness of such reports; the large numbers of
parcels of undescribed ‘whaling gear’; and the likeli-
hood of the distortion of import figures through the
re-importation of equipment from Australian out-
ports and from New Zealand which had already
appeared on previous cargo manifests through Syd-
ney. However, the newspaper cargo reports do give
some idea of trends, for example the only item listed
in which exports exceed imports is the whaleboat,
which suggests a healthy local industry in boatbuild-
ing, but a dependence on the importation of other
varieties of equipment.

All import and export lists for the years 1832, 1835
and 1840 have been analysed fully, and the following
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trends were apparent. Shipments of whaling equip-
ment came predominantly from London (67 per cent
of total). Other imports were divided equally between
Hobart and New Zealand (probably re-importation of
gear originally supplied from Sydney, due to the sea-
sonal nature of shore-whaling, and the high turnover
of companies working in Tasmania and New Zealand,
whose gear was returned to Sydney for auction), the
U.S.A. (Boston and New York), and Mauritius. With
some items, such as whaleline, harpoons and try-pots,
London supplied at least 75 per cent of all imports,
and more if re-importation from other colonial ports
is taken into account. The greatest amount and
variety of equipment was imported in 1832, perhaps
reflecting the establishment of shore stations at that
time. After the early 1830s a pool of imperishabie
equipment, such as try-pots and coolers, had been
established, and the need for new or replacement items
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Fig. 5:  Cutting-in and trying-out equipment.
would have been quite low. Thus 58 try-pots were
imported in 1832 but only 26 in 1835 and 1840 com-
bined. Perishable items, such as whaleline, were in
constant demand, 302 coils being imported in the three
sample years. Only 7 boats were imported in the same
years, however, reflecting the local boatbuilding
industry’s capacity to supply the local market. The
boatbuilders may not have had the raw material for
oar production, however, as in 1832, 263 oars were
imported from London.

Exports of whaling gear from Sydney were to three
destinations, New Zealand, Tasmania and Twofold
Bay, and included all types of equipment, but espe-

cially boats, whaleline, try-pots and casks, items which
could not be begged, bought or bartered from visiting
whale ships. A large export market in ‘whaling stores’
also existed, mainly to the ‘South Sea Fishery’ and also
to New Zealand, but ‘whaling stores’ is clearly distinct
from ‘whaling gear’ in the manifests.

It has been noted that in order to reduce whaling
costs to the minimum, whaling entreprencurs some-
times 1mported their own gear, and in their own ves-
sels.” This is borne out by the newspaper shipping
lists, which show a total of 17 merchants importing
whaling gear in the three years studied, and of these
7 are known to have been the owners of whale ships.
The importing merchants advertised their newly
arrived gear for sale in the local press soon after
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unloading (i.e. that gear which they did not reserve for
their own use). These advertisements are often more
descriptive of the nature of the equipment imported
than are the shipping records. A notice in 1842, for
example, announced the arrival of ‘70 coils of manilla
whaleline’, the material not being specified in the
shipping lists and, again, in 1840 an advertisement
specified the availability of both single and double
flued harpoons,®® whereas the shipping lists merely
refer to ‘harpoons’.

In at least one case, an advertisement also contains
information about the makers of imported gear; in
1840 the entire cargo of the Henry was sold by auc-
tion, which included ‘a complete assortment of whal-
ing gear from Scarrow’.®

Further information about 19th century whaling
equipment imports can come from the study of equip-
ment surviving in Australia in museum collections and
elsewhere. For example, try-pots surviving at Twofold
Bay have the inscription “T. Bryant/Milwall/London’
cast into them, perhaps the successor of one ‘Richard
Bryant, Anchor and Ship-smith, Ferry Road, Mill-
wall’, listed in an 1837 London commercial direc-
tory.7¢ It is interesting that the whalers at Twofold Bay,
in the late 19th century, used Sydney-made sheep tal-
Jow boilers as cooling tanks, and perhaps also for
trying-out. Several of these sheep boilers survive, cast
by R. Dawson of Sydney, probably for use at Ben
Boyd’s boiling-down works at Boydtown on Twofold
Bay. Richard Dawson advertised the availability of
his 100-1500 gallon capacity sheep boilers in the Syd-

ney press in the 1840s. Dawson had operated a foundry -

in Sydney since 1833, and had carried out successfully
castings of up to 4 tons in weight.”! While the tech-
nology and expertise to cast try-pots for whaling
obviously existed in the colony in the 1830s and 40s,
there 1s no evidence either in newspaper reports or
advertisements, nor from surviving pots, to suggest
that try-pots were ever locally manufactured.

The fact that the colony, while capable of produc-
ing the castings necessary for whaling equipment, did
not establish such an equipment industry, would sug-
gest that the imported equipment was cheaper than
that which could be manufactured locally. While Aus-
tralian whaling entrepreneurs might complain of the
expense of imported equipment,’? the relatively small
local demand for equipment would have resulted in
high production costs per unit which would put local
manufacturers at a disadvantage compared with Brit-
ish manufacturers. This would explain the failure to
establish local whaling equipment production in Aus-
tralia, noted by Little.”

However, the manufacture of at least two essential
pieces of whaling equipment did occur in the Austra-
lian colonies, whale ships and whaleboats. Blainey has
called shipbuilding the largest and most dynamic
colonial manufacture in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury, and has pointed out that whaling was a mainstay
for the shipyards of Sydney and especially Hobart.7
Shipbuilding did not suffer from the problem of spe-
cialization as did the founding industry, as whale ships
could be easily converted for general merchant ship-
ping if whaling proved uneconomic, thus protecting
the owners’ investment. Further details of local ships
have been given in Part 3.1 of this paper.

Whaleboats were also built in Sydney and Hobart,
and at several out-ports. These boats seem to have
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been built to the American pattern, but with varying
degrees of expertise. Some boats built at the out-ports
left much to be desired; for example, those built by
Ben Boyd’s boatbuilder at Twofold Bay were described
as being ‘only canoes’ compared with the fine boats
built by Thomas Day in Sydney.”* In 1844 Day was
building 7-oared clinker-built boats for the shore-based
stations, and his first 7-oared carvel-built whaleboat
which appeared at Twofold Bay in 1847 was hailed as
a very superior boat.”® Other well known whaleboat

- builders later in the century included Lark Macquarie,

a Hobart builder whose boats won awards at Mel-
bourne and Sydney trade exhibitions in 1894, Mr.
Williams, and John Nichols, both of Hobart.”” Tas-
manian out-ports also produced whaleboats, but of
unknown quality; for example, Port Arthur boatyards
turned out 44 whaleboats between 1839 and 1841.78
As mentioned previously, the local production of
whaleboats greatly overshadowed the importation of
boats. In 1840, for example, two whaleboats were listed
on incoming shipping manifests at Sydney, while 19
were exported, mainly to New Zealand.

An important factor in the availability of whaling
equipment in Australia was the re-distribution of used
gear, usually by auction. Equipment thus re-cycled
included barrels, copper coolers, whaleline, harpoons,
lances, skimmers, pumps, try-pots, ladles, mincing
knives, cutting blocks, blubber forks and knives, com-
passes and ship’s rigging.” In this way imported and
locally made equipment could be used by many whal-
ers in its lifetime, and might be used on both ship and
shore stations, helping reduce the cost of colonial
whaling.

5. CONCLUSION

From the evidence presented here, it can be seen that
although the technology of the Australian whaling
industry was similar to that used by the other nations
engaged in the Southern Whale Fishery, the isolation
and economic climate of the colonies and the mixture
of ship and shore-based whaling resulted in a distinc-
tive industry which was of major importance in the
growth of Australia, despite the minimal impact it had
on the colonial manufacturing industries.

While it is true that the general technology of whal-
ing altered little before the introduction of steam
chasers, it has been shown that the hardware of whal-
ing did change considerably throughout the 19th cen-
tury. Because of the factors of isolation and supply
difhiculties, the timing of the Australian whaling boom,
and Australia’s proximity to the whaling grounds, the
golden age of Australian whaling employed a suite of
artifacts which distinguishes it quite clearly from the
peak periods of both British and American whaling in
the Pacific.
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Blainey 1966: 107; Bach 1976: 74-5; Dunbabin, 1925:
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Philp 1936: 35.
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Blainey 1966: 115.

Little 1969: table, 125.
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ther reading on Australian whaling see also Colwell
1969.
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O’May n.d. (Whalers). 25.
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Little 1969: 126.
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Rhodes 1954: 94-5.
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O’May n.d. (Whalers): 96. See Spence 1980: 95-97,
103-4, 133; Ashley 1938: 59-60 for British boat design.

Brierly 1847: A542, A540 April 1847 & Sept. 1847,
Day was one of Sydney’s 15 boatbuilders in 1847 (cf.
Low’s Directory of the City and District of Sydney).

Ansel 1978: 95-6; Scammon 1968: 271.
Rickard 1965: 75; Wakefield 1845: 322.

Brierly, Whalers off Twofold Bay, watercolour, Art
Gallery of N.S.W. : Brierly came to Australia with
Benjamin Boyd in 1842 and partly managed Boyd’s
Twofold Bay whaling station for 7 years. Brierly sub-
sequently undertook expeditions with Owen Stanley
and Keppel as an artist, was war artist in the Crimea
with Keppel, became marine artist to Queen Victoria,
was knighted, and ended his life in 1894 as keeper of
the Painted Gallery at Greenwich. His diaries and
paintings are the most complete record of a shore-based
whaling operation in Australia.

Hawkins & Cook 1908: 269.
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‘Aladdin’ 1849, Tasmanian Art Gallery, Hobart; Brit-
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1965: 22, 30, 52.
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44. Housby 1971: 22.

45.  Brady 1909: 37-42.
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62. Philp 1936; Heppingstone 1966: 37.
63. Borrow 1947.

64. Brierly 1844: A534 22/8/1844.

65. Brady 1909: 42.

66. S.H. various dates 1831-44.

67. Little 1969: 116-117.

68. S.H. 5/3/1842, 13/1/1840.

69. S.H. 21/2/1840.

70. Piggott & Co. 1837: 92.

71. Fowles 1973: 16; S.H. 23/3/1844.
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73. loc. cit.
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75. Robinson 1844: 175 (21/9/1844).
76. Brierly 1847: A542, A540 April 1847 & Sept. 1847.

77.  O’May n.d. (Hookers): 28; O’'May n.d. (Whalers): 28,
92-3, ‘

78. O’May n.d. (Whalers): 33.
79. S.H. 13/1/1840, 19/4/1842, 6/4/1844.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Published sources

ANSEL, W. D. 1978. The whaleboat: A study of design, con-
struction and use from 1850 to 1970, Mystic Seaport
Museum.

ASHLEY, C. W. 1938. The Yankee Whaler, George Routledge
& Son, London.

BACH, 1. 1976. A maritime history of Australia, Nelson,
Sydney.

BLACKMORE, H. L. 1971. Hunting weapons, Barrie & Jenkins,
London.

BLAINEY, G. 1966. The tyranny of distance, Sun Books,
Melbourne.

BORROW, K. T. 1947. Whaling at Encounter Bay, Royal Geo-
graphical Society of South Australia.

53



BRADY, E. 1. 1909. The law of the tongue—whaling by com-
pact at Twofold Bay, Australia Today, Dec 1, 1909: 37-42.

BREWINGTON, M. V. & D. 1965. Kendall Whaling Museum
paintings, Kendall Whaling Museum, Mass.

BROWN, J. T. 1887. The whalemen, vessels and boats, appa-
ratus and methods of the whale fishery, in Goode, G. B. The
fisheries and fishery industries of the United States, vol. 11,
Washington: 218-293.

CHURCH, A. C. 1938. Whale ships and whaling, Bonanza
Books, New York.

COLWELL, M. 1969. Whaling around Australia, Rigby,
Adelaide.

DAKIN, W. J. 1963 [1934]. Whalemen adventurers, Sirius
Books, Sydney.

DOW, G. F. 1925. Whale ships and whaling, Marine Research
Society, Salem.

DUNBABIN, T. 1925. Whalers, sealers and buccaneers, Royal
Australian Historical Society Journal and Proceedings, 11:
1-32.

DUNBABIN, T. 1926. With harpoon and lance: how bay whal-
ing flourished in the early days, Navy League Journal: 3-8.
FOWLES, J. 1973 [1848]. Sydney in 1848, Ure Smith, Sydney.
FROST, S. 1978. Whales and whaling, vol. 1, Canberra.

HAWKINS, H. S. & COOK, R. H. 1908. Whaling at Eden, Lone
Hand, 1 July, 1908, 3: 265-273.

HEPPINGSTONE, L. D. 1966. Bay whaling in Western Australia,
Early Days (Royal Western Australian Historical Society
Journal) 6: 29-41.

HOHMAN, E. P. 1928. The American whaleman, Longmans,
New York.

HOUSBY, T. 1971. The Hand of God—whaling in the Azores,
Abelard-Schuman, New York.

JACKSON, G. 1978. The British whaling trade, Adam & Charles
Black, London.

JONES, A. G. E. 1981. The British' Southern Whale and Seal
Fisheries, The Great Circle (Journal of the Australian Asso-
ciation for Maritime History) 3(1): 20-29, 3(2): 90-102.
LITTLE, B. 1969. The sealing and whaling industry in Aus-
tralia before 1850, Australian Economic History Review 9(2):
109-127.

54

MANBY, G. W. 1823. Journal of a voyage to Greenland in the
year 1821, London.

O'MAY, H. n.d. Whalers out of Van Dieman’s Land, Hobart.
O'MAY, H. n.d. Wooden hookers of Hobart Town, Hobart.
OMMANEY, F. D. 1971. Lost leviathan, Hutchinson, London.

PHILP, J. E. 1936. Whaling ways of Hobart Town, Walch &
Sons, Hobart.

PIGGOTT & CO. 1837. London commercial directory.

RHODES, W. B. 1954. The whaling journal of Captain W. B.
Rhodes; Barque, ‘Australian’ of Sydney, 1836-8, Whitcombe
and Tombs, Christchurch.

RICKARD, L. S. 1965. The whaling trade of old New Zealand,
Minerva, Auckland.

SCAMMON, C. M. 1968 [1874]. The marine mammals of the
north-western coast of North America . . . , Dover, New York.

SPENCE, B. 1980. Harpooned, the story of whaling, Crescent
Books, New York.

STACKPOLE, E. A. 1953. The sea hunters: New England whale-
men, Greenwood Press, Westpoint.

VILLIERS, A. 1974 [1931]. Vanished fleets, Charles Scribners
& Sons, New York.

WAKEFIELD, E. J. 1845. Adventures in New Zealand from 1839
to 1844, 2. vols., Murray, London.

Unpublished sources
BRIERLY, O. W. 1843. ‘Journals’ & ‘Diaries’, MSS. Miichell
Library, Sydney, Cat. No. A539.

BRIERLY, O. W. 1844. ‘Journals’ & ‘Diaries’, MSS. Mitchell
Library, Sydney, Cat. No. A534.

BRIERLY, O. W. 1847. ‘Journals’ & ‘Diaries’, MSS. Mitchell
Library, Sydney, Cat. Nos. A540, A542,

ROBINSON, G. A. 1844. ‘Journal’, vol. 19, 1/7/1844-28/9/1844,
MSS. Mitchell Library, Sydney, Cat. No. A7040.

Newspapers
Sydney Gazeite (S.G.)

Sydney Herald (S.H.)






